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Introduction

Decision-making is part of everyday life, but the processes behind the decisions we have to
make obviously vary depending on how complex the decisions are. Clearly you don’t have to
make a business case for personal decisions, but for decisions that involve your organisation
in serious investment issues, it is absolutely essential that you have all the facts, figures and
issues laid out so you can make the best decision possible. Investment in IT is going to be a
significant investment for your organisation, and the decision is likely to affect both current

and future activities, so it is important to be clear about the rationale for change.

A business case is a document that describes the need for change and projects and activities
that will enable that change. Implementing projects requires resources to be invested,
including management and staff time and money. Every organisation sees competing
demands for its resources, so setting out exactly what is needed provides a clear picture. A
business case gives senior managers and trustees the information to evaluate the project and

understand the impact it will have on the whole organisation.

The business case also provides the framework for the approved project and you will refer to
it throughout the entire project when people suggest changes, maybe to the scope of the
project, timescale or costs. It is helpful to review and update the business case at key points
to make sure the reasons for the project are still valid and that it is achieving what it set out

to do.

This guide aims to help you put together a business case to support good decision-making,
particularly for investment in IT. It provides a structure for the decision-making process and
for presenting the information in a way that makes decision-making easier. A sound business
case will help secure commitment and engagement across the organisation and ultimately

lead to a greater chance of success.
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Aims of the business case

When an organisation faces a major decision, it is important that all the relevant information
to enable the decision to be made is gathered together into a coherent business case. The

main purpose of a business case is for you to:

e Explain the reasons for the change and proposed project(s) to enable the change — and why
it deserves the investment

e Give reassurance that staff and volunteers involved can manage the project

¢ Gain support and commitment to the change and project at senior levels.

The business case is a living document and you’ll use it during the project to:

e Monitor progress
e Confirm whether any requests for changes are in scope
e Evaluate the key outcomes

¢ Confirm that the project continues to justify the effort and resources being used.

Use of the business case throughout the project
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Writing the business case

Usually a small group of people or one member of staff will write a business case. The format
of a document setting out a business case can vary, and your organisation may have specific
information requirements for decision-making, but if the following components are present, it

will form a good basis for a collective decision.

Section Purpose for decision-makers
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The document has a logical sequence:

1. Introduction

This is a short section that outlines the aims of the business case. It summarises what the
change will be and how it will be achieved. It can include the purpose of the business case; its
structure; how and when it was compiled, and how it relates to any other documents that
have already been produced; and how it should be used, including how it will be updated as
the project progresses.

Key questions to answer in this section:

e What is the proposed project?
e What is the scope of the change?
e What will be the main output?

Example

2. Reasons

This section explains the background to the proposed project, including any work that you've
carried out already. It is important to summarise the strategic issues that the proposed project
will address. You may have supporting material gathered from meetings and workshops with

staff and volunteers that you could include as an appendix.

Key questions to answer in this section:

e What is the problem you are trying to solve?
e What change is needed?
e Why does this need to happen now?

e What are the implications if your organisation doesn’t carry out the change?

Example
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3. Key outcomes and success criteria

This section describes the key outcomes and main benefits anticipated from the change or
decision. The benefits may be tangible and quantifiable but could also be intangible. Where
possible it is helpful to provide measures that will be used during the project and afterwards

as success criteria to assess the impact of what the project has achieved.

Key questions to answer in this section:

e How will the change contribute to the achievement of the strategic objectives?
¢ Are there any services or events dependent on the successful outcome of the project?
e What are the benefits — during and at the end of the project, and longer term?
¢ What are the key success criteria — both quantifiable measures as well as less tangible

measures? How will you know that the project has achieved its aims?

Example

4, Scope

This section describes what is actually included in the project and what the critical
components are. The scope is likely to be reviewed during the project and is there to be
referred to when staff identify potential new requirements or changes.

Key questions to answer in this section:

e What is critical for the project to deliver?
¢ Are any aspects “nice to have” and out of scope for the moment?

¢ Are there any other organisational projects or plans that affect the scope?

Example
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5. Options and costs

This section describes the main options for addressing the issues. You should examine each

option in turn, as objectively as possible, and set out:

¢ An overall description of the option
¢ The inherent strengths of the option and the opportunities which the option might present
to the organisation
¢ The inherent weaknesses of the option and any risks to which the option would expose the
organisation
¢ The resourcing implications for the organisation, including:
° The likely implementation timescale
o The demand for staff/volunteer involvement
° The indicative external costs

° The likely on-going maintenance costs

Key questions to answer in this section:

¢ What are the main characteristics of each option?
e What is the timescale?

e What would be the internal and external costs?

¢ What are the pros and cons of each option?

When considering purchasing a new database, options could include developing your
current database, carrying out a new bespoke development or procuring an
off-the-shelf, package-based solution.

6. Recommendation

This section analyses each of the options in turn and the extent to which each option could
deliver the benefits. It also describes the recommended option, which may be a hybrid of the
options described in the previous section, and includes justification for why that option is the

best choice for achieving the key outcomes.

In describing the recommended option, it is important to include an outline of potential

impact on the organisation of the project. The areas to consider can include:

e Financial impact: detailed costings for the project and budget required, and expected return
on investment

e Cultural impact: any change to, or reinforcement of, the organisation’s values and approach

e Capability: an assessment of the organisation’s ability to carry out the project in the
proposed timescale, previous experience of change projects and overall commitment to the

change.
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You should be aware of any activities that will be affected during the project. For example, if
staff are helping with the project, does that affect their ability to carry out their day-to-day

responsibilities? You should also highlight any cost savings made from the change.

Key questions to answer in this section:

e Why is the recommended solution the best one for your organisation?

¢ What assumptions are you making?

¢ Do the benefits outweigh the costs?

e What is the financial impact of this decision? How much initial funding will be required?
How will it affect the longer-term finances of the organisation?

¢ Will this change affect the values of the organisation?

e How does this affect overall ways of working (e.g. changing from working in small offices to
an open plan area)?

¢ Do people accept the change and will they be committed to it?

¢ What experience does the organisation have of this type of project?

¢ What lessons can be learned from previous projects?

You may decide that the best option is to purchase an off-the-shelf, package-based
solution. You explain that the reasons for this recommendation include having on-going
support and maintenance for the database. You assume that there are software
packages available that will meet your organisation’s needs

7. Risk assessment

This section summarises the key risks you’ve identified. The risks cover those that could arise
from the change, and those related to your organisation’s ability to carry out the project. The
section should refer to a risk register that will analyse each risk in terms of likelihood and of
the degree to which the risk would, if realised, prevent any of the key outcomes from being
achieved. The risk register should record the overall response to managing each risk and
suggest mitigating countermeasures should the risk be realised. You should also consider any

opportunity risks.

Key questions to answer in this section:

e What are the risks involved?
¢ What are the consequences of them materialising?
¢ Do you have contingency plans to help you deal with these risks?

e What opportunity risks might arise too?
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Example

8. Outline plan

This section is a high-level project plan showing the main activities and the overall timescale
for the project, through to achievement of the key outcomes. It’s helpful to divide this into
stages. The activities identified should include governance, change management and
communication activities as well as those related to specific project deliverables. You should

also make sure that you include activities to manage the risks you’ve identified.

Key questions to answer in this section:

e What is the timetable for any decisions and the major stages of this plan?
e Which staff and volunteers need to be involved in the project, how much time will they need
to spend, and when?

Example

9. Project governance and organisational standards

This section describes the governance framework (e.g. project board/steering group, project
management, project team) that will support the project during the subsequent stages. You
could look at this in later stages after the business case has been agreed. However, it is
particularly useful to consider project governance at this stage if your organisation is not used
to a structured project management approach, or if there are particular requirements that

would impact significantly on the project’s success — such as involvement of trustees.

The section may include:

¢ The proposed roles and responsibilities in the project
e The proposed project tolerances (e.g. how much timescales can be changed before a
meeting/decision is required)

e How people will make decisions in the project
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You should also record any organisational standards that will apply, such as ISO or
procurement requirements.

Key questions to answer in this section:

¢ Who is sponsoring the project?

¢ What roles and responsibilities will staff, volunteers and external suppliers have on the
project?

e How will key decisions be made?

e Are there any standards we need to take into account?

Example
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Gaining support for the
business case

The findings of proper consultation or research will be valuable in supporting a decision that
involves a long-term commitment or a significant change in direction for the organisation.
Sometimes gathering information for the business case can be the easy part — it can be harder
to persuade people that the change is worth the effort. It helps if you identify the
‘stakeholders’ in the change project — they are the people who have an interest in the project
and can affect its outcome — and discuss the project with them while you’re creating the
business case.

A good test is to consider the questions a sceptical colleague might ask and try to answer

them as you write it. For example:

e What evidence do you have to suggest there is a problem?

e How will what you propose address the problem?

¢ Have you tested your suggestion in a small way to see if your theory is valid?

e What will you do if beneficiaries or funders do not like your proposal?

¢ Have you checked whether they consider this to be an appropriate course of action?

¢ Do people support your idea?

It’s useful to list the different groups of people who will be affected by the change and, at a
high level, what types of interest they’ll have in the project. You can map this on a chart or
table.

Example outline stakeholder map

People impacted Support needed
Decision- | Service- Provide Work on Provide
making changes resources | project fundlng
I 2 2 N

e T
satnaneman ||| [ |
R N N I 2
N N N I R C2
I S 2 I R

Beneficiaries

You can then start to identify what you can do to inform them about the change, gauge
whether they’re likely to be supportive or sceptical, and what you can do to build up their
commitment. There are various ways to do this — through individual meetings, workshops,

presentations, email and other communications.
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Section Purpose for Involvement of
decision-makers stakeholders

Continued on the next page
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Section Purpose for Involvement of
decision-makers stakeholders

It’s worth the effort to build up a good relationship with decision-makers so they have a good
understanding of what you’re aiming to achieve, and will trust and support you throughout
the project. By involving stakeholders you’ll help them build up ownership and commitment
to the change.

Key questions to answer:

e Who will this decision affect?

¢ What will be the impact on beneficiaries, staff, donors and others?

¢ Have you asked them about this decision or researched the effects on them?
e What support will you need from them?

¢ What actions do you need to take to gain this support?
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Updating the business case

After the project has been approved, you'll find that the business case needs to be updated
with new information. You’ll need to review the document to make sure that it’s still relevant
—that the needs and the solution are still valid. Senior managers will want confirmation that

the project is still viable and achievable and that the investment is still worth it.
In practice, it’s worth identifying key review points — at the end of stages and when further

decisions are required. The sections that are likely to change more frequently are shown in
the table below.

Section Purpose for decision-makers
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Key questions to answer:

¢ Has the scope of the project changed?
¢ Has the resourcing changed?

¢ Have any of the risks been realised?

e Are there any new risks?

¢ Have we identified any new activities?

¢ Do we need to make changes to the project team?
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Conclusion

We all make decisions every day. However, for organisations the ways in which decisions are
made and risks are considered, including financial risks, can be critical to their long-term

survival.

While a risk can be a threat to an organisation, an appropriate level of risk-taking may also
create opportunities. Using a structured approach to discussing and categorising risk within
your organisation, together with the appropriate tools to assess any financial risk, should
enable you to present decision-makers with a coherent business case, allowing an informed

decision to be made.

The construction of the business case for a proposed activity is an important and valuable
process in itself. It can greatly enhance the quality of the project plan and ensure you have
support for the project before the implementation begins. You will then need to review the
business case at key stages to make sure the project remains viable and is still achieving its
objectives. You'll use it at the end of the project to compare achievements against the original

aims.
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About Adapta

We specialise in providing charities, membership organisations and other not-for-profit
organisations with tailored advice and practical guidance to develop the three areas key to
achieving strategic and operational effectiveness — processes — through developing business
processes and effective ways of working, people — by offering the support people need to
manage change, and technology — to help select and implement new systems or technology.
We work exclusively with not-for-profit organisations, where our consultants bring a
combination of deep systems knowledge and wide experience, gained over many years
working at senior levels in the sector. We are completely independent and, in all our work, we
set the highest professional standards to ensure we provide an objective service, adapted to

your needs.
What makes us different?

Our team

Our team consists only of highly experienced consultants, each one a recognised expert in
their particular field and all of whom have worked in and/or are trustees of not-for-profit

organisations.

Understanding our clients

Our experience in the not-for-profit sector means we have extensive knowledge of what is

realistic and practical in different situations for the organisations we work with.

Supplier independence

We are totally independent of any supplier. We do not receive commissions from any source,
and that means we provide unbiased, independent and objective advice that is in your best

interests.

Tailored advice and support

All of our advice and support is tailored specifically to you and to your organisation. We assign
an appropriately qualified partner to every engagement and their role is to ensure we are

always helping you meet your objectives in the most cost-effective way.

Communication

We always keep you informed of progress so you know exactly where, when and how your

requirements are being met.
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Transparent fees

We know how important it is that our clients get the best value for money. We agree all our

fees with you before we start so you always know the cost of the help we provide.

How we can help?

We only offer practical advice — adapted specifically to your needs:

Developing strategies for IT and web
Producing business cases

Improving processes

Selecting package software
Implementing CRM

Managing projects and programmes
Reviewing information security
Coaching and mentoring

Carrying out IT health checks

Contact us

Speak to our team to find out how we can help you take your organisation forward.

T: 020 7250 4788
E: help@adaptaconsulting.co.uk

W: www.adaptaconsulting.co.uk

Follow us

li www.facebook.com/adaptaconsulting

u twitter.com/AdaptaforNFP

m www.linkedin.com/company/adapta-consulting
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