Building a Business
Case for Investment
and Innovation
Technology is rapidly changing the way we interact with businesses and each
other. To stay competitive, organisations of all types and sizes are continually
considering strategic IT investments. This requires an ability to create and
promote a strong business case for change - and this guide can help.

Now is the right time
to be investing in IT
In Australia, we’re facing rapid change with the ‘CAMSS’
technologies (Cloud, Analytics, Mobile, Security and Social)
transforming society.
Business, finance, education, government, health care,
defence - every sector is feeling the impact of change.
That’s why politicians and commentators of all stripes are
promoting innovation as a key to guaranteeing Australia’s
future success and security.
However, in the IT sphere, the money isn’t always flowing
to the innovative projects that will help organisations
thrive in this new environment.
For example, Deloitte found in a global CIO survey that,
while more than 60% of CIOs listed “assisting in business
innovation” as the preferred focus for their IT organisation,
it only ranked third as an organisational priority (after
“improving existing business practices” and “reducing
IT costs and driving efficiency”).
This suggests that CIOs need to do better when
positioning themselves, their teams, and the services
they can provide as innovative, value creating and
business enhancing.
The key to doing this, in any business, is to create and
promote a strong business case for change.
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1. The Evolution
of the CIO

It’s no secret the role of CIO is changing.
Cloud, Analytics, Mobile, Security and
Social technologies (CAMSS) are transforming
business, with the Cloud in particular making a
significant impact on IT infrastructure.
Moreover, Cloud services’ ready availability has
helped create the ‘shadow IT’ problem, where
individuals or business units decide to adopt
a Cloud service such as Salesforce, or a Cloud
provider such as AWS, without consulting their
IT department. Rogue users can be up and
operational with a credit card and
a few minutes of time.
However, the problems for compliance,
security and data management
(to name a few) can be immense.
The best way to short-circuit this problem, and gain
C-level backing for comprehensive investment in
IT infrastructure, is for CIOs to become thought
leaders and value creators in the business.
The ‘utilities’ side of IT; installing software and
hardware, managing email and databases,
handling transactions, and the like, has become
commoditised. Many businesses are outsourcing
these basic functions to third-party providers (such
as Superloop) so they can concentrate their
limited IT resources to value-adding activities.
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As a business partner that understands the
organisation’s objectives, operational requirements,
supply chains, customers and production systems, the IT
department can position itself to lead the organisation
into a positive future that’s agile, flexible, responsive, and
actively seeking new opportunities.
That’s not an easy task. IT infrastructure decisions used to
revolve mostly around vendor selection. However, today
the questions are even more fundamental.
•

Cloud or local (or hybrid)?

•

Bespoke or open-source?

•

Business as usual or transformative?

The game has become deeply strategic.
Therefore, the first step is do your homework and ensure
your proposed investment represents - so far as you can
project - a sound strategic move that’s aligned with
your organisation’s business needs, values and goals.
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2. Who is Your Audience?
Once you have a sound proposal, you have to get
it past the gatekeepers. Like it or not, this means
CIOs have to learn how to sell. Specifically, they need
to learn how to sell their ideas via business cases
to CEOs and CFOs, boards of directors, ministers,
general managers and other decision-makers.
One thing to keep in mind is the audience is
generally older (more than half of ASX 200 company
directors are over 60) and most likely not as familiar
and comfortable with technology as you are most have backgrounds in law, accounting and
management,
The good news is this makes it easy to identify the key
‘selling points’ your business case should emphasise:
Profitability and impact on business growth
Return on investment
Risk management
Corporate governance
Market positioning and the competitive landscape
Stakeholder sentiment

You should also keep in mind that board members
are likely to be experienced in business, welleducated and highly literate, and responsive to clear,
logical arguments. An overly technical, badly written
and poorly structured business case will put
you on the back foot from the start .
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The following is a typical business
case structure and will be familiar to
stakeholders:

3. What does
a Business
Case look
like?

Executive summary:
A high-level overview of the entire
document.
Problem statement:
Identify the problem you’re trying
to solve.
Solutions:
Identify different possible solutions to
the problem.
Project description:
Describe your proposed solution.
Cost-benefit analysis:
Cover your proposed solution and
other options.
Risk analysis:
Cover your proposed solution and
other options.
Recommendations:
Suggest an implementation plan,
reviews, etc.
Appendices:
Include any detailed technical or
financial information, market analysis
and consumer or demographic trends
that are relevant to the proposal.

TIP
Make sure you’ve done
your research before actually
writing your business case.
Gather the data you need to
support your argument - case
studies, financial reports,
industry research, analysis
and forecasts, demographics
and the like - and be sure
to ‘socialise’ your ideas (talk
to your peers and other
business leaders within the
organisation to ensure
your proposed solution
will meet their needs too).
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3.1 Executive Summary
This is perhaps the most important part of the
business case as it’s your first attempt to sell your
idea. It should be no more than a page long (400600 words is a good length) and must be simple
and powerful, presenting your idea in a way that’s
persuasive and easy to follow. If the summary isn’t
compelling, it’s unlikely the rest of your business
case will be read. If it is, then readers will be
more engaged in the detail to follow.
An influential Executive Summary needs a strong
opening statement. The first paragraph should state,
without using any technical language, the problem
and your proposed solution. It can also be effective
to introduce a couple of key compelling statistics
that are dramatic and relevant to the problem
you’re proposing to solve. For example, this could be
something such as 90% of customers are demanding
a new service, or that 10% of businesses are losing
market share to newer, more agile competitors.
Keep your audience in mind and focus on one of the
solution’s key business benefits, such as:
Productivity improvements
Cost savings
Competitive advantage
Risk reduction

TIP
Write the Executive
Summary last. It
has to capture your
entire argument, so
you should hold off
until you’ve laid out
your case in full. Then
you can return to the
summary and focus on
the key ideas.

Entry into a new market or market segment

Next, write a few short paragraphs outlining your
solution in greater detail. Be sure to cover the
key arguments in favour of your project, avoiding
technical detail, and remaining focused on business
benefits. You can cover:
1. The problem you’re solving
2. Your proposed solution
3. A non-technical explanation of how your solution
will solve the problem
4. Alternative (but rejected) solutions that may
include doing nothing.
5. Costs and return on investment (ROI)
6. Risks and risk management
7. A short conclusion that closes out your argument
8. A call to action.
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3.2 Problem Statement
The Problem Statement needs to clearly state the
problem your project will solve. Sounds obvious
right? However, you would be surprised how
often a Business Case is read leaving the reader
looking for the core issue that is being resolved.
So make it bold and make it clear.
Identify business problems from areas such as waste
reduction, inefficiency, missed market opportunities,
poor performance or customer dissatisfaction. You
might also predict an upcoming opportunity or
technology, in which case the ‘problem’ might be
that your organisation isn’t ready or able to take
advantage. While a few of your readers may be
aware of the problem, others may not. Therefore
you must assume little to no knowledge. Start your
explanation with the basics and focus on how the
problem impacts organisation objectives.
Again, keep the language non-technical and focus
on the business side of the equation.
In summary, this section needs to explain:
What business problem you are solving, or what
business opportunity you are exploiting.
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3.3 Solution Options
You have two goals here:
1. Ensure a comprehensive due diligence plan has
been conducted and you’re suggesting the best
possible solution, and
2. Rule out the possibility of not taking any action.
Demonstrate that you’ve investigated alternatives
and selected the best one. Such an outline gives
your proposed solution more credibility.
Outline these alternatives and on what basis
you evaluated them, including the factors
you considered most important, the relative
weight of other factors, and your final decisionmaking process.
If you used a business methodology such as
Balanced Scorecard, then this is the place to
include it. This section is here to explain:
•

The range of possible solutions

•

How you evaluated them

•

Why doing nothing is not an option

•

How you made your final selection.

TIP
Make sure you include doing nothing as an
option that you have considered. This will help address
any perception that you’ve been biased in your analysis.

3.4 Project Description
You’ve now reached the section where you can
finally describe your proposed solution in detail.
It can be more technical in nature, but take care to
define any terms your readers may be unfamiliar
with, or include them as an appendix. Include
a time-line and budget, all resources needed,
measurable goals for every stage (from planning to
roll-out) and any baseline assumptions (for
example, commodity prices, regulatory
changes or new technologies).
Other dependencies, such as the availability of
particular skills within the deployment team, the
completion of existing (or planned) projects,
or significant resource requirements,
should also be listed.
Key risks and financial metrics should be noted, as
well as measurable success criteria and
Key Performance Indicators (KPls).
In summary, this section needs to cover:
•
•

The overall solution

The project plan, including
resources and deliverables
•

•

Risks and financial metrics
•
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Dependencies

Success criteria and KPls

3.5 Cost-Benefit Analysis
Put your mathematical hat on because this is the section
where you will describe the financial benefit associated
with your proposed solution.
In some cases this will be relatively easy. For example if your
solution reduces production costs or improves supply chain
efficiency by more than it costs then it is a clear assessment.
However, in other cases it can be more complex where
assumed returns must be given on the basis of an outcome
from your solution. This may be such as where your solution
will enable remote or mobile access to business tools, or
make collaboration and information sharing easier.
To get a credible conclusion, work with your finance
department to make sure your presentation uses the
same standards and assumptions as they would use across
the rest of the business. You might also be able to access
internal methodologies and data around business roles
and processes.
Vendors such as Superloop are another valuable source of
information. They often have case studies and other material
that can inform a cost-benefit analysis. You can also look to
independent consulting firms such as Gartner, Forrester,
and IDC, or the large consulting firms including PwC, EY
and Deloitte for research and “over-the-horizon” trends in
business, technology, demographics and industry verticals.
Such sources will have varying levels of credibility, pending
their perceived relationship to your solution. So remember
to balance vendor supplied information with other
independent sources.
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Cost-Benefit
Analysis
We also recommend that
you show calculations using
different assumptions.
This demonstrates financial prudence
and works to remove any obvious selfserving bias in the material.
Include figures based on lower
estimates, smaller gains and more
conservative projections. This will
demonstrate your maturity with
regards to financial matters and is a
prudent approach to planning.
It’s also a useful exercise in its own
right - if your project won’t be costeffective outside a narrow range
of financial conditions, you should
question its viability.
In summary, this section covers:
Project costs
Project revenue or other benefits
Sources of independent information
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3.6 Risk Analysis
Risk is the enemy of business. So every business case
proposal needs to address what it is, and how you plan to
mitigate it as best as possible.
This will invariably play a key role in the decision-making
process as most businesses are inherently risk-averse.
There are various types of business risk. However, it is the
assumption underlying the business case that is typically
the most significant in project planning. If these turn out
to be significantly wrong, then the entire justification
may crumble.
To mitigate this risk, you should clearly identify your
assumptions (in the solution description) and ensure
they’ve been tested or validated. This will demonstrate
your diligence and instill greater confidence in your
proposal by decision-makers.
Once addressed, this will demonstrate the range of
acceptable performance and build further confidence
in your ability to plan for and accommodate a
changing business environment.
In summary, this section needs to describe:
•

Key business risks.

•

The assumptions underlying the business case.

•

The range of acceptable variation in those assumptions.

•

Any real-world results to validate your assumptions such
as a pilot program or proof-of-concept deployment

TIP
You might be able to run a pilot program or a proof-of-concept test
depending on the nature of your solution. This is especially true with
Cloud solutions as they can be a highly cost-effective way to test
assumptions and strengthen your business case.

3.7 Recommendations
Finalise your argument here by drawing upon
the information you’ve presented so far. Frame
it as the inevitable and logical conclusion of your
investigations, and the best possible
outcome for the business.
To add weight to your argument, you might include
a high-level implementation plan. This can include
an outline of the project’s key deliverables and
milestones, plus suggested time-line and indicative
costs. It should also include commitments with
regards to reviews and other performance measures.
This will help decision-makers feel more confident
that they are agreeing to a solid, carefully considered
plan that has taken into account practical
considerations around implementation.
Finally, close this section with a
strong call to action.
This should ask decision-makers to find in favour of
your proposal and provide approval to proceed.
In summary, this section should:
•
•

Wrap up your argument by drawing together all
the material presented so far
Include a time-line and notes on implementation
•
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Finish with a call to action.

3.8 Appendices
Include information that’s critical to your case in
every section and then reference it here in the
appendix. This especially relates to technical or
financial data.
The main document should simply refer to the key
facts or findings and direct readers to an appendix
for more details. This keeps the readers focused on
the main arguments that you make along the way.
Such references can include:
•

data as per tables, charts and graphs

•

research material, such as ‘magic quadrants’ and

•

extracts from reports; and graphical material
including network diagrams and decision trees.

You might also include detailed technical
specifications, interviews or direct feedback from
users, technical experts and financial advisors,
plus a glossary of terms.

4. Maximise Your
Chance of Success
Impressions count. There’s a number of steps you
can take (beyond putting your document together)
to help maximise your chance of success.
First, always get someone else to read over your
document. If you have the time and funds available,
hire a proof-reader to edit the entire piece.
This will ensure no errors have crept in.
You should always spell-check your documents and
conduct a live read to pick up nuances, expressions
and details no software will catch.
Finally, if you’re not a confident writer or
PowerPoint user, consider hiring a professional
to write and design your proposal from
the bullet-point facts you provide.
The more polished the document,
the greater its chance of success.
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You should also ‘socialise’ your
document with senior managers
ahead of your presentation. These
can even include members of
the board, review panel or other
decision-making groups.
This will give you a valuable round
of feedback before the document is
completed and further demonstrate
your diligence.
It can also be helpful to show the
document to a non-IT person, or
even better, someone not even
familiar with your business. If
they can follow the logic and
understand the case you’re
making, you can be confident the
document is in good shape.

Building a Business Case

5 Final Advice
It’s not good for the organisation and certainly not
good for the IT department when a good proposal
gets knocked back because the business
case was simply poorly presented.
So beyond the advice provided so far, be sure to
present the business case in a business-focused
manner using non-technical terms (relegate
technical terms and issues to the appendices).
The decision-makers reviewing your business case
may not all have technical backgrounds. So you
need to make sure the document speaks to
them all in a language they understand the language of business.
This must include business value propositions
such as return on investment, payback periods,
productivity gains, competitive advantage, cost
reductions, market share, customer loyalty,
average cost of sale, balance sheet considerations,
and profitability to name a few.
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It also isn’t just a matter of having risk and costbenefit analyses that show positive results.
You need to present a big-picture, strong and
compelling logic to the business case - positioning
the organisation for future growth, making it
more agile, and better able to respond to a
rapidly-changing marketplace.
In short, you need to create a document that
speaks directly to its audience and understands
their world view.
With a clear structure, clear logic, and careful
analysis, your business case should, in a sense,
write itself. If your analysis of the problem,
your investigation of the possibilities, and your
suggested solutions are sound, then your
business case will reflect that.
Good luck!
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