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Introducing the Business Case
What is a Business Case?
A Business Case is a tool to use within your organisation for making “business” decisions on a daily basis. Regardless of your sector you will frequently encounter important decisions on what (if anything) you will charge for your services, what your priorities are for capital investment, what new services you are going to develop, what projects you will attempt to implement, which suppliers you are going to contract with etc.  A case is a flexible, dynamic, real-time decision making tool which can be applied to any business decision situation. 
A Business Case approach systematically covers the elements of a proposal. Covering each element in turn ensures that you are less likely to overlook anything important. Admittedly not every proposal requires each element. However considering each element in turn acts as a prompt both for systematic thinking and for “thinking outside the box”. To give just two examples; first, internal projects may not require a formal and explicit “cost-benefit analysis” – costs may be covered from within existing resources – however a common fault is to approve such projects when you probably would not if they were separately financed. Thus, one important outcome may be to abandon the project, as unrealistic, at an early stage. Second, the presence of the “Critical assumptions and risk assessment” prompt can stimulate productive discussions about the organisational climate in which you will be operating. The approach thus makes explicit the need to consider all options realistically, rather than narrowing in too early. 

The Business Case serves two additional useful functions. Breaking down a proposal into its individual elements helps you to identify what skills and information you will separately require for each constituent. Within the context of making your case, the Business Case also helps you to anticipate objections that may be made at each stage and thus prepare rehearsed replies (as in the ALIA document A library advocate’s guide to building information literate communities (http://www.alia.org.au/advocacy/literacy.kit.pdf) examined earlier in the course). It will thus help you to identify stakeholders and opinion leaders for each of the elements that are outlined (e.g. who will support/oppose the financial outlay etcetera).
What are the Elements of the Successful Business Case”?

The Business Case will be “top and tailed” with the Executive Summary and Conclusion and Recommendations. Within the Machiavel course we will pay comparatively less attention to these elements as they are features common to many reports and proposals and will be more familiar to you. Nevertheless some of the advocacy and presentational ingredients of the rest of the course will have particular importance in the context of these two elements. Bear in mind, too (somewhat pessimistically!) that these may in fact be the only parts of a Business Case that your audience may read! Make sure therefore that in addition to the “meat” of the case that we will consider below and in more detail in the coming days of the course you also need to remember these two important slices of bread for your sandwich!: 
· Executive summary: the first section of the business case, but the last to be written. It is a short (one to three pages) summary of the entire business case. Imagine that you are in an elevator and have two minutes to brief someone about the project and to justify your requests for resources and funding. The executive summary is this two-minute brief. For this reason each section in the executive summary should concisely and succinctly convey vital information about the project. Furthermore it should be able to communicate the entire story to the reader. Bear in mind that information for each section of the executive summary is extracted (and labelled) from the detailed sections of the business case that you will have just completed. 
· Conclusions and recommendations: Brings closure to the business case. You should take the opportunity to reiterate the key themes that caused the project to be undertaken. You should restate the solution at a high-level. You should identify how the organisation will see return on investment and will stress the overall benefits of the solution. Make sure that you restate the risks of doing nothing and re-convey a sense of urgency. Finally this section should state the conclusions the reader should draw from the business case, and your recommendations for next steps. You should anticipate possible objections or clarifications but you should not settle for a “watered down” version of what is required. e.g. Your recommendations will not be for a pilot, feasibility study or detailed options appraisal (unless this is actually all that is required) as these are 
Situational (or current state) assessment and problem statement 
The situational assessment (or current state assessment) is the details regarding the problem or opportunities facing the organization. It is a statement about what is happening in your organization today. At this point you may find it helpful to do a STEP or PEST analysis. This looks at Social, Technological, Economic and Political factors that will have a bearing on any proposed project or service. You may have noticed that something that used to be successful no longer works because the external environment has moved on. Alternatively your assessment of the external environment may have led you to propose a major opportunity that may otherwise be missed. Although your PEST analysis will aim to be as comprehensive as possible for the purposes of presenting your case you will isolate one or two key themes that relate to issues or opportunities. 
Example

You are librarian at a University Library. You note that an increasing number of students are not responding to written or email reminders for various reminders (book collection, overdues etcetera). You also note that an increasing number seem to be communicating through personal communication devices (Social). SMS text capability means that it would be possible to send them text alerts (Technological). As they (or their parents) are “paying consumers” it would be unacceptable to require that each student buys an iPhone upon starting at the University (Political). You therefore consider the idea of supplying each student with their own iPhone for all University communications (timetabling, examination venues, deadlines etcetera). You reflect that the competitive advantage this may offer over other Universities may increase recruitment and offset the initial outlay (Economic).
Project description

The project description section will provide your readers with an overall view of the details of the project. You want to be able to transmit to your stakeholders your confidence that you and your team will be able to identify and provide the best professional, technical and economic solutions to enable your organisation to overcome the issues presented above. This requires that you write a clear and intelligible description of your project and what it will achieve and that the scope objectives given are realistic and feasible. 

Solution description 

The solution description section provides a summary of the solution that you and your team recommend to address the issues and opportunities presented in the situational assessment. You should avoid overly technical jargon. For the example given above you would provide a Concept Overview (i.e. that communication via personal communication devices offers a more appropriate response than alternative current systems. You would then provide specific Details of the Solution (i.e. iPhones and SMS messaging). Next you would break the overall project down into a Sub-project structure e.g. Issuing iPhones to new undergraduates, Reaching existing students, Modules that will be offered and in what order. Finally you would consider the Solution Alternatives e.g. is there a comparable technology that may offer relative or economic advantage?
Cost and benefit analysis 

All the above has been leading the reader of your proposal towards the likely questions, "What is the cost to get to the future state, and is it worth it?" 

The Cost and Benefit Analysis section will answer that question. A successful business case is not complete without a thorough analysis of the costs and benefits associated with implementing the proposed solution. This might include alternative costings for some of the viable alternative solutions. But, as we shall discover, determining the costs and benefits can be difficult. 

Implementation timeline 

Successful project management does not only require that that you will deliver what you have promised to the desired cost and quality. Management will also want confirmation that the solution can actually be implemented within a given timeframe. 

This section will reassure management that you and your team have carefully and professionally considered all major issues of the implementation. Major elements important to successful implementation will need to be addressed in turn:
· Implementation components 

· Implementation timeline 

· Major milestones 

· Major dependencies 

Critical assumptions and risk assessment 

Your Business Case to date has been built around several assumptions. You need to identify these main assumptions and challenge them. What, for example, would be the effect of your competitor institutions responding to your initiative by offering iPhones of their own? What will be the likely loss and replacement rates of the equipment and your policy regarding replacement? It is vital that the Business Case documents these assumptions. The Business Case provides you with an important stimulus for testing your assumptions with project stakeholders and service managers prior to placing them in the business case. (It is these types of assumptions that are challenged in programmes such as the Apprentice and Dragon’s Den). The statement of assumptions should be followed by a discussion of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) that are associated with the recommended solution. This should be presented as impartially as possible so that the case speaks for itself and does not rely on concealment or subterfuge. Notice that this section includes risk assessment so it is important that the business case discuss the risks associated with both implementing and not implementing the solution. In this way you will articulate the key issues associated with going forward with the solution. 

Why is the Business Case important?

Writing a business case requires widespread consultation with your peers in other departments as well as more senior colleagues. This means that the case is widely reviewed and its assumptions discussed. Furthermore it allows you time to persuade the right people about the benefits of your approach. The wider you consult, the wider the ownership of your case.  Interestingly research into change strategies has found that the “daisy chain model” where you approach stakeholders separately, anticipate their criticism and gradually link them in an alliance is far more effective than bringing along a proposal “cold” to a committee. 

The business case is a powerful tool that allows you to build up your credibility with key decision makers and to overcome the “thinking on your feet” usually required when a situation occurs and you have to react quickly. In particular prior identification of costs and benefits will help you to respond to possible objections in a constructive and productive way. 

Apart from the benefits that you will derive from preparing your case you need to know about this approach because of the increasing influence of it within public and private sectors, and indeed in joint enterprises between both types of partner (the so-called Private Finance Initiatives (PFI). A major driver for PFI was risk sharing between public and private partners and so this model prompts you to identify risks associated with your business case (and thus anticipate possible criticism). You should be aware, however, that it will usually cost resources to actually prepare a business case: typically you should budget about 1% of the capital cost of most investments in preparing the business case. But we all know what they say about an “ounce of prevention”!

Setting Up Our Scenario
Over the next few days we will be considering a specific example of a Business Proposal. It will deal with the issue of creating an Institutional Repository, an open access archive of all your organisation’s external documents for easy access and use by stakeholders. However other than the need to be reasonably realistic, it does not really matter what the context is. The important point will be that it will provide you with an opportunity to proceed through the elements of the Business Case approach.
Scenario

As the lead information professional within your organisation you are becoming increasingly concerned at the workload associated with providing information on, and access to, your organisation’s publications. You estimate that at least the equivalent to a full-time member of clerical staff is spent in fielding enquiries about the organisations’ publications and then dispatching printed or electronic copies to requestors. You therefore start by drawing up a situational assessment (or current state assessment) regarding the problems and the recent opportunities that now present to your organization. You also work with your team to conduct an analysis of Social, Technological, Economic and Political factors that relate the proposed project for an Institutional Repository. 
Reflective Exercise: The following is not a formal output for your portfolio but you will find it helpful for the rest of the Business Case exercise in forthcoming day to print out a copy of the grid below. Keep it beside you and jot down brief bulletpoints relating to a current state assessment for an Institutional Repository. For starters we have located one bulletpoint in each quadrant. 
STEP Analysis Framework
	· Social pressure on organisations to join open access movement
Social
	· Increasing numbers of public with Broadband access

Technological

	Economic 
· Increasing relative cost of producing print based materials

	Political
· Increasing pressures on publicly funded organisations to make available work funded by public monies


Summary
We have introduced the essential elements required in preparing a business case. We have observed how this approach provides a framework for identifying stakeholders and for anticipating risks and possible criticism. Over forthcoming days the course will follow a specific example through each of these elements.
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