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e The current literature on performing strengths, weak-
nesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis as
a useful tool for improvement indicates the need for
ED nurse managers to take inventory of their unit and
complete a SWOT analysis to improve quality, safety,
or new services as needed.

e This article contributes processes and guides about
completing a SWOT analysis for improvement in an
emergency department.

o Key implications for emergency nursing practice found
in this article include educating nurse managers on their
ability to assess SWOT of their department for improve-
ment and create an action plan.

he ED nurse manager thrives in a turbulent envi-

ronment. However, complacency may sink in and

produce a reluctance to change, thereby allowing
the department to become a stagnant environment that
may or may not be safe, innovative, or of high quality.'
Every ED nurse manager in a health care organization is
asked to improve the elements of their department,
whether that be quality, safety, or new services. This plan-
ning cannot take place without knowing the mission and
vision of the organization through strategic planning.”
The ED nurse manager must know the goals for the orga-
nization and align the department plan with that endeavor.
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This will allow the ED nurse manager to be not only
knowledgeable about the department but also a vital force
in achieving the goals outlined by a high-functioning
health care system. One aspect to making the needed
change is a unit self-assessment through the use of
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT)
analysis.

The SWOT analysis tool was originally created in the
1960s as a business strategy brainstorming tool to assess and
analyze similarities and differences between an organization
and its competition.” Advantages to completing and utilizing
SWOT analysis include, but are not limited to, providing
awareness of potential and critical problems affecting an orga-
nization, focusing on both the positive and negative facets of
the internal (intrinsic) and external (extrinsic) organizational
environment, aiding in the recognition of opportunities for
the organization, and its simplistic use.”® The SWOT tool
includes 4 main assessment elements: strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats (T'able 1). Strengths and opportu-
nities are facilitators that help a department or organization
achieve goals, whereas weaknesses and threats are barriers to
achieving goals.” Each element is then assessed by answering
a series of questions through brainstorming that focuses on
both intrinsic and extrinsic factors.” Completing SWOT
analysis is typically part of an organization’s overall strategic
management process.

Applying the SWOT Analysis

The SWOT analysis is not a new management tool. However,
it is rarely discussed in the literature for utilization in health
care organizations; hence, many nurse leaders may be reluc-
tant to utilize this instrument for fear of making a mistake
because of lack of exposure.® Utilizing an integrated quality
improvement tool such as SWOT analysis provides benefits
that the ED nurse manager may not be familiar with in the
administrative environment. Strengths (facilitators) and weak-
nesses (barriers) are internal to the organization and in most
instances can be controlled or changed. Opportunities (facili-
tators) and threats (barriers) are external to the organization,
and although an organization can benefit from opportunities
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TABLE 1

S: Strengths (internal facilitators)
® What are the department’s advantages?
® What can you do better than others?

® What unique or lowest-cost services can you provide
patients?

® What do patients in your market see as your department’s
strength?

O: Opportunities (external facilitators)

® What good opportunities are
department?

available to your

® Are there things this department can do better?

® Are there new opportunities in health care that need to be
implemented?

® Does the department have administrative support if a
change needs to occur?

® Does the department have financial resources/budget to
implement a change?

® Is the department’s customer service score adequate?

® Does the department use current technology?

Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis
W: Weaknesses (internal barriers)

® Upon what factors could the department improve to meet
® What are patients in your market likely to see as your

® What lack of services loses your department's patients?

T: Threats (external barriers)
® What problems does your department face regarding competitors?
e Of what are your department’s competitors taking advantage?

® Does another competitive facility surpass your department in the

customer needs and challenge outside competitors?

department’s weaknesses?

following areas:

o financial

o quality services

O new services
cleanliness
staffing
designations (Magnet)

o

o

o

o physicians

O customers
W

hat do the competitors have that you need in the department?

and guard against threats, they cannot be changed.” The pur-
pose of this article is to guide the ED nurse manager in the
application of this useful method through a step-by-step
approach.”

STEP 1- DETERMINE THE NEED

In line with strategic planning, SWOT analysis should be
completed on an annual basis and as needed in relation to
the organization’s mission, vision, and goals.9 Within the
health care realm and specifically in emergency departments,
SWOT analysis should be implemented when financial con-
straints occur, when patient outcomes are undesirable, when
patient satisfaction has decreased, when safety issues arise,
and/or when patients choose other health care organizations
to obtain care.

STEP 2- GATHER THE TEAM

In performing and answering the SWOT analysis, all rele-
vant stakeholders should be included.'” Stakeholders should
include staff, nurses, and members of the interdisciplinary
team, including physicians, nurse practitioners, physicians’
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assistants, and therapists, if applicable. In addition, con-
sumers may provide additional insights into some areas. A
varied group composition is necessary to ensure that all areas
of the SWOT analysis are appropriately addressed and a
proper plan for action, if needed, can be proposed. Typi-
cally, the group facilitator should be someone knowledge-
able about the internal environment, have some type of
authority within the department, and have expertise in man-
agement and leadership. Essentially, the facilitator could
either be the ED nurse manager or an administrative/
service-line executive. Initially, the facilitator should set up
brainstorming meetings with the stakeholders, which could
progress to surveys or questionnaires to appropriate groups
within the emergency department. The facilitator should
gather the necessary materials to ensure that productive
brainstorming meetings occur. The materials needed should
include an appropriately sized meeting room, either a large
white board or a computer with projector capabilities,
collected and reported data that initiated the need for the
analysis, paper, writing utensils, and a meeting agenda.
The facilitator should anticipate the stages in the group
and team development model that will occur during initial
and subsequent SWOT analysis meetings with stakeholders;
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TABLE 2
Tuckman’s 5 stages of group development

Stage 1: forming
orientation.

Stage 2: storming

Stage 3: norming

Stage 4: performing

Stage 5: adjourning
formulated.

Goals and roles of members are unclear; facilitator guidance is needed along with

Conflict occurs among the group members; understanding who is in power is
needed; mentoring from facilitator is needed.

Unity is enhanced, and group members are working toward common goals.
Group members are functioning and focusing on goal achievement.

Majority of goals have been attained and documented, and an action plan has been

as time progresses, the meetings will be more productive, and
the team more effective.' " Stages in the group and team devel-
opment model include forming, storming, norming,
performing, and adjourning' ' (Table 2). During the forming
stage, the group is focused on the authority of the facilitator
and becoming oriented to the team members and the specific
goals. During the storming stage, personalities of group mem-
bers materialize, and disagreements can occur. It is important
for the facilitator to address any disagreements, else they may
lead to further unproductive actions. During the norming
stage, unity is achieved and group performance increases
with a focus on the goals of the team. During the performing
stage, the group is functioning, productive, and actively work-
ing toward meeting the goals of the team. Finally, during the
adjourning stage, the majority of the goals have been obtained
and documented with action plans in place, if needed. Tuck-
man’s group development process is necessary to ensure the
creation of an effective team.”

STEP 3 — ASSESS THE 4 ELEMENTS

Determine the intrinsic factors of strengths and weaknesses
by facilitating the answers to the following questions:

® What are the department’s advantages?

® What can you do better than others?

® What unique or lowest-cost services can you provide
patients?

® What do patients in your market see as your depart-
ment’s strength?

® Upon what factors could the department improve?

® What are the patients in your market likely to see as
your department’s weakness?

® Whar lack of services loses your department’s pa-
tients?

The first set of questions to ask are the following: What
does the department do well? Could this department be the
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best trauma facility, heart program, stroke program, sepsis
treatment facility, or have some other outstanding accom-
plishment? The next set of questions focus on what the de-
partment’s weaknesses are or what the department does not
do well. The facilitator should gain as much detail as possible
from all of the stakeholders, including subjective and objec-
tive data. Does the department meet all standards of care?
Are there funds to make material changes in the department?

Determine the extrinsic factors of opportunities and
threats by facilitating the answers to the following questions:

® What good opportunities are available in your
department?

® Are there things this department can do better?

® Are there new opportunities in health care that need
to be implemented?

® What do the competitors have that you need in the
department?

® What problems does your department face?

® Of what are your department’s competitors taking
advantage?

® Does the department have administrative support if
a change needs to occur?

For opportunities, are there things that this department
can do better? Are there new avenues in health care that need
to be implemented? What do the competitors have that is
needed? Does the department have administrative support
if a change needs to occur? Does the department have the
financial resources/budget to implement a change? Are the
department’s customer service scores adequate? Does the
department use current technology? Does another compet-
itive facility—peer or model institution—surpass your
department in other areas; if so, which areas? The facilitator
should gain as much detail as possible from all of the stake-
holders, including subjective and objective data. See Table 3
for an example of a completed SWOT analysis within an
emergency department.
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TABLE 3

S: Strengths (internal facilitators)

® Volume: 69,000 patient visits per year

® Trauma II designation

® Regional referral facility

® Ninetieth percentile in patient satisfaction

® Ninetieth percentile in employee satisfaction

® Physician coverage in all disciplines

e Cardiac referral center

O: Opportunities (external facilitators)

® XYZ Hospital has 24-hour neurosurgical services
coverage

® XYZ Hospital door to doctor times at 10 minutes as
recommended by ESI

Example of completed ED strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis

W: Weaknesses (internal barriers)

® Decreased financial reimbursement because of falling
quality improvement scores r/t trauma

® No neurosurgical coverage on the weekend with
current group. Trauma II designation cannot be
increased to Level I because of coverage.

® No stroke protocol/ stroke designation in place (as
recommended by AHA)

T: Threats (external barriers)

® XYZ Hospital 10 miles away is a Stroke designated
facility—possible loss of 1,000 patients per year

® XYZ Hospital is a magnet hospital—attracts 100 new
seasoned nurses per year

® XYZ Hospital has an increased reimbursement for
high quality indicators according to Joint Commission

AHA, American Heart Association; ESI, Emergency Severity Index.

STEP 4 — CREATE AND PRIORITIZE AN ACTION PLAN

Once each of the 4 elements has been addressed, an action
plan may be developed for improvement. Again, this may
be done through group meetings. An improvement plan
that employs stakeholder collaboration is more likely to suc-
ceed in the change process because it encourages coopera-
tion."” Include other departments to get feedback as well.
An action plan should be disseminated to appropriate orga-
nization committees, if applicable. Once the action plan is
ready, training should be performed with all necessary stake-
holders before implementation; this includes other depart-
ments that these changes would affect.”” Stakeholder
feedback should be elicited and is essential in this step to
ensure that rationales for improvement are comprehended.
Communication is key to keeping all stakeholders partici-
pating in the improvement process. Always compare the
performance with quality and safety standards of care.'
This may be in the form of a policy/procedure or protocol.
Guidelines may be reinforced if performance falls below

quality and safety standards.

Implications for Emergency Nursing

In health care, change is inevitable, and improvement is
necessary.'” Nurse leaders within the emergency depart-
ment must stay abreast of changes and challenges that
may affect the quality of care that is provided. The current
literature on performing SWOT analysis as a useful tool for
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improvement indicates the need for ED nurse managers to
take inventory of their unit and complete a SWOT analysis
to improve quality, safety, or new services as needed.
Through the utilization of SWOT analysis, review of the in-
formation, and implementation of an action plan, the ED
nurse manager can establish improvement processes that
can directly affect the producers and consumers of health
care within the department. Key implications for emergency
nursing practice include educating nurse managers on their
ability to assess SWOT of their department for improve-
ment and create an action plan.

Conclusion

Many health care facilities rely on educated nurse leaders
to make the organization optimal. Utilizing all tools at the
manager’s disposal, the ED nurse manager may improve
the quality, safety, and strengths of the department and
be cautiously aware of the potential risks. By using
evidenced-based practice tools such as SWOT analysis
and collaboration with stakeholders, an ED nurse
manager can turn a failing department into a superior
powerhouse.
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