




BUSINESS CASES 
THAT GET RESULTS



BCS, THE CHARTERED INSTITUTE FOR IT

BCS, The Chartered Institute for IT, is committed to making IT good 
for society. We use the power of our network to bring about positive, 
tangible change. We champion the global IT profession and the 
interests of individuals, engaged in that profession, for the benefit 
of all. 

Exchanging IT expertise and knowledge
The Institute fosters links between experts from industry, academia 
and business to promote new thinking, education and knowledge 
sharing.

Supporting practitioners
Through continuing professional development and a series of 
respected IT qualifications, the Institute seeks to promote professional 
practice tuned to the demands of business. It provides practical 
support and information services to its members and volunteer 
communities around the world.

Setting standards and frameworks
The Institute collaborates with government, industry and relevant 
bodies to establish good working practices, codes of conduct, 
skills frameworks and common standards. It also offers a range of 
consultancy services to employers to help them adopt best practice.

Become a member 
Over 70,000 people including students, teachers, professionals and 
practitioners enjoy the benefits of BCS membership. These include 
access to an international community, invitations to roster of local 
and national events, career development tools and a quarterly 
thought-leadership magazine. Visit www.bcs.org/membership to find 
out more. 

Further Information
BCS, The Chartered Institute for IT, 
First Floor, Block D, 
North Star House, North Star Avenue, 
Swindon, SN2 1FA, United Kingdom.
T +44 (0) 1793 417 424
F +44 (0) 1793 417 444
(Monday to Friday, 09:00 to 17:00 UK time)
www.bcs.org/contact
http://shop.bcs.org/



BUSINESS CASES 
THAT GET RESULTS

Carrie Marshall



© BCS Learning & Development Ltd 2019

The right of Carrie Marshall to be identified as author of this Work has been asserted 
by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 
1988.

All rights reserved. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of research or private 
study, or criticism or review, as permitted by the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988, 
no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by 
any means, except with the prior permission in writing of the publisher, or in the case 
of reprographic reproduction, in accordance with the terms of the licences issued by 
the Copyright Licensing Agency. Enquiries for permission to reproduce material outside 
those terms should be directed to the publisher.

All trade marks, registered names etc. acknowledged in this publication are the property 
of their respective owners. BCS and the BCS logo are the registered trade marks of the 
British Computer Society, charity number 292786 (BCS).

Published by BCS Learning & Development Ltd, a wholly owned subsidiary of BCS, The 
Chartered Institute for IT, First Floor, Block D, North Star House, North Star Avenue, 
Swindon, SN2 1FA, UK.
www.bcs.org

PDF ISBN: 978-1-78017-4563
ePUB ISBN: 978-1-78017-4570
Kindle ISBN: 978-1-78017-4587
Paperback ISBN: 978-1-78017-4556

British Cataloguing in Publication Data.
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available at the British Library.

Disclaimer:
The views expressed in this book are of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views 
of the Institute or BCS Learning & Development Ltd except where explicitly stated as such. 
Although every care has been taken by the author and BCS Learning & Development Ltd 
in the preparation of the publication, no warranty is given by the author or BCS Learning &  
Development Ltd as publisher as to the accuracy or completeness of the information 
contained within it and neither the author nor BCS Learning & Development Ltd shall 
be responsible or liable for any loss or damage whatsoever arising by virtue of such 
information or any instructions or advice contained within this publication or by any of 
the aforementioned.

Publisher’s acknowledgements 
Reviewers: Oliver Lindberg and Elizabeth Harrin
Publisher: Ian Borthwick
Commissioning Editor: Rebecca Youé
Production Manager: Florence Leroy
Project Manager: Sunrise Setting Ltd
Copy Editor: Mary Hobbins
Proofreader: Barbara Eastman
Indexer: Matthew Gale
Cover design: Alex Wright
Cover image: Denis.Production.com
Typeset by Lapiz Digital Services, Chennai, India.



CONTENTS

 Author viii
 Preface ix

1. INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS A BUSINESS CASE? 1
 Key takeaways 3

2.  THE KEY QUESTIONS YOUR CASE NEEDS TO 
ANSWER 4

 What is the need that your business case  
 addresses? 4
 What evidence do you have to demonstrate  
 the need? 5
 What are you proposing to do to meet the need? 6
 What are the other options? 7
 How does your business case fit with the  
 appropriate mission, strategy and values? 8
 What disbenefits are there? 9
 How will you know you’ve achieved what you  
 set out to do? 10
 How long will it take to implement? 11
 What are the known unknowns? 11
 What do you need? 13
 What will the impact on the business be? 13
 Key takeaways 14

3.  THE IMPORTANCE OF IDENTIFYING EVERY 
STAKEHOLDER 15

 Stakeholder identification 15
 Winning over stakeholders 18
 Key takeaways 20

v



CONTENTS

4. HOW TO STRUCTURE YOUR BUSINESS CASE 21
  How to present your business case for a large 

project 21
  Things to consider when you write your  

business case 25
 Key takeaways 26

5.  BENEFITS AND OUTCOME ANALYSIS 27
 What benefits mean in a business case 28
 Making soft benefits harder 28
 Money, money, money 29
 Analysing outcomes 29
 Key takeaways 30

6. THINKING ABOUT RISKS 31
 Political risks 32
 Economic risks 32
 Social risks 32
 Technological risks 32
 Legal risks 33
 Environmental risks 33
 How to present risks in a business case 33
 Key takeaways 35

7. ROI: WHAT IT IS AND WHY YOU NEED TO  
 SHOW IT 36
 ROI basics 36
 Expect the unexpected 37
 Other financial measures 40
 Key takeaways 42

8. INTERNAL OPPOSITION: THE ENEMY IN  
 THE RANKS 43
 Fear of change 43
 Force of habit 44
 Lack of knowledge 44
 Key takeaways 45

9. MAKING YOUR CASE WITH A PRESENTATION 46
 The rule of three 46
 Three is the magic number 47

vi



CONTENTS

 Expect the unexpected 48
 Key takeaways 49

10. THE IMPORTANCE OF EDITING 50
 Key questions to ask as you edit 50
 How to make your business case better during  
 the editing process 51
 Peer review 55
 Key takeaways 55

11. SUBMITTING YOUR BUSINESS CASE 56
 Who should you submit your case to? 56
 What should your business case include? 57
 How should you format your business case? 57
 When should you submit your business case? 58
 Key takeaways 59

12. AFTERWORD 60

 References 62
 Index 63

vii



AUTHOR

Carrie Marshall is a journalist, copywriter, ghostwriter and 
broadcaster from Glasgow. A professional writer for 20 years, 
she has written thousands of features, columns, reviews and 
news stories for a huge range of magazines, newspapers, 
websites and trade publications. As a copywriter she has 
crafted copy for some of the biggest names in the technology, 
retail, audio and finance industries, and as a novelist she sold 
enough copies of her self-published debut to buy a car. Not 
a great car, but still: a car! Under various names, Carrie has 
written 11 non-fiction books, co-written six more and co-
written a six-part Radio 2 documentary series. She blogs at 
bigmouthstrikesagain.com and tweets as @carrieinglasgow.

viii



PREFACE

A business case is a very important document: whether it’s 
printed out or delivered as a presentation, its job is to persuade 
an organisation to do something differently. That might require 
significant upheaval, significant investment or both, and that 
means even the brightest idea may face resistance.

Putting together a business case is rather like putting together 
a legal case, although it’s a lot less likely to be made into a 
movie. You’re putting forward an argument and providing 
evidence to back it up. If your argument is persuasive enough, 
you’ll get the result you want: the green light to go ahead.

In this book we’ll consider the techniques and tips that get 
results.

In Chapter 1 you’ll discover what a business case is and how 
it’s different from other documents, such as project proposals.

In Chapter 2 we’ll determine the key questions that your 
business case must answer.

Chapter 3 is all about stakeholders, the people who will be 
affected directly or indirectly by your preferred course of 
action.

Chapter 4 looks at the mechanics of putting your business 
case together and what key sections it should include.
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PREFACE

In Chapter 5 we’ll identify the importance of identifying and 
quantifying the benefits your business case is designed to 
deliver.

Chapter 6 is where we become Eeyore, and consider what 
might possibly go wrong – and what we can do to prevent that 
from happening.

In Chapter 7 we get our spreadsheets out to calculate return 
on investment (ROI) in different scenarios.

In Chapter 8 we look at friendly fire, the internal opposition 
that can make implementing change more difficult and the 
strategies you can use to avoid and address it.

Chapter 9 is about presentations and how to utilise them 
effectively.

Chapter 10 discusses how to refine your business case to get 
the maximum effectiveness.

Chapter 11 highlights the steps to successfully submit your 
completed business case.
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1 INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS A 
BUSINESS CASE?

No business is perfect, and no business will ever be perfect. 
There will always be a way to do things more efficiently, more 
cost-effectively, more environmentally responsibly – and in 
our ever-changing, high-tech world, what’s impossible today 
will often be unremarkable tomorrow. And that means there 
will always be a need for somebody to put forward a business 
case.

A business case is a written argument, a proposal for making 
things better. It could be a simple idea expressed in a few 
paragraphs – ‘if we switched to this supplier, we’d spend a lot 
less’ – or it could be a thick document that’s taken months to 
put together. But at heart, every business case says the same 
thing: something should be done, and here’s how to do it.

No matter how complicated or detailed it may be, or how many 
appendices it has, every business case addresses five key 
questions: why, what, how, when and who.

The answer to the first question, the why, looks at the status 
quo and identifies the reasons why it isn’t good enough. If 
everything was just fine, you wouldn’t be proposing to do 
anything differently.

The answer to the second question, the what, details the 
changes you think are necessary to address the issues you’ve 
identified.

The answer to the third question, the how, explains the 
mechanics of what needs to be done – as well as how much 
it’s going to cost and how long it’s likely to take.
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The when is all about timescales. Will this change be overnight, 
or will it need to be approached in stages? If there will be 
disruption or downtime, how long will that last?

Finally, the answer to the fifth question, the who, details the 
person or people who are going to actually make it all happen.

A well-researched, well-argued and well-written business 
case can make the difference between a project being rejected 
out of hand and a project being enthusiastically green-lit.

A business case isn’t the same thing as a business proposal, 
although there’s some overlap between the two kinds of 
documents. A business proposal is a much shorter, less 
detailed document. Your proposal essentially says: ‘I have 
an idea!’ Your business case is where you deliver the detail: 
why your idea’s time has come, what benefits it will bring 
and what’s needed to make it happen. Its job is to persuade a 
decision maker to approve the project and to agree to provide 
the necessary resources.

A business case is also different from a business plan. A 
business plan is a strategic document for the entire business; 
a business case is for a single strategy or project. Deciding 
to expand into China is a job for a business plan. Suggesting 
standardising field staff on iPad apps or moving to a hosted 
software solution is a job for a business case.

In this book we’ll explore the key attributes of successful 
business cases. We’ll dive into the key questions every business 
case must answer, the challenges of corporate inertia and 
internal opposition, the traps that can make a compelling case 
fail and the importance of identifying not just the people who’ll 
be involved in your proposed changes, but the people who’ll 
be affected by them too. We’ll look at the big picture and the 
little details, from how to structure your business case to how 
to calculate return on investment (ROI) for different scenarios. 
And we’ll discover how PowerPoint can be a force for good if 
you approach presentations in the right way.
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INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS A BUSINESS CASE?

KEY TAKEAWAYS

 y A business case is longer than a proposal and covers 
different things. A proposal says: ‘I have an idea!’ A 
business case has the detail.

 y A business case is for a single project or strategy. A 
business plan is for the entire organisation.

 y A business case says ‘Here is what needs to be done’ and 
backs that up with evidence.
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