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Step 1: What is the Business Need?

Start any business case by asking this fundamental question: What is the business 

need? What is the exact benefit expected from successfully executing the business 

case? What problem is to be solved? Is this business case solving a critical problem 

or is it a nice to have? Is this related to Running the Business (Rtb) or Changing the 

Business (Ctb)? What is the desired outcome, and how does it deliver a difference 

that matters?

Step 2: Root Cause Analysis

Once you have characterized the need it is a very good practice to perform a root 

cause analysis (RCA). Start with the need identified above and then ask: “Why?”.  Why 

is there this need, and why has it remained unaddressed? Incremental market 

opportunity? New technology makes a solution feasible?  Follow this line of 

questioning until the root cause for the need has been laid bare, ensuring that the 

business case being contemplated is actually solving the real problem as opposed to 

targeting symptoms.

A consistent, structured approach to building business cases is the key to achieving success 

of any initiative.  It is important to begin with the end in mind—from understanding the need, 

to uncovering the root cause of problems and shortcomings in the current operating 

environment, to robustly vetting costs and benefits across a range of viable options.  

A purposeful and proscriptive approach to business case analysis helps drive high quality 

outcomes aligned with strategies and objectives.  The sequential steps below provide a 

framework to drive reliably consistent and accurate outcomes.  The value of this approach 

can be compounded with an underlying technology platform that speeds capture of 

standardized data and metrics, while facilitating collaboration and governance through 

automation and analytics.
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Example 2Example 1

Examples of RCA Using the Five Why’s Iterative Approach to 
Uncovering Cause-and-Effect

Problem: Customers are complaining the new ATM 
machines the bank installed are di�cult to use.

Problem: Critical customer eCommerce application 
is running slow.

Why? They are unable to quickly withdraw cash in 
small increments.

Why? Because there are too many users.

Why?  Because customers need to navigate to a 
dedicated screen which is not available in the 
main interface.

Why? Because the data center was designed for 
fewer applications than have been installed in the 
past 2 years with no change to infrastructure. 

Why? Because the data center is 9 years old.Why? Because that capability wasn’t part of the 
UX & UI short list of critical functions.

Why? Physical data center investment was curtailed 
with planned migration to the cloud that was 
subsequently delayed.

Why? Because it was assumed customers don’t 
need it.

Why? Migration to the cloud was delayed due to 
customer data privacy concerns.

Why? Only Regional Managers have access to 
the cash withdrawal data, and the design team 
didn’t receive this information.

Solution: Accelerate migration to the cloud with a 
solution that secures customer data and has the 
scalability to dynamically expand to accommodate 
increased usability.

Solution: Create a team to quickly design and 
develop a solution. Update the internal process to 
make sure the proper data is available to the 
teams designing the UX.  Validate, test and 
release to all ATM’s.
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Step 3: Align with ALL Stakeholders!

Validate each business case for alignment with senior leadership view of required 

outcomes, priority and appetite for corresponding investments. Also, robustly assess 

each business case for alignment with the corporate strategy and overall business 

objectives, along with business unit/team goals, if and as appropriate. 

Step 4: Estimate Costs

For this step it is important to define the scope of efforts to determine the cost of the 

of the investment and accurately capture it in the business case. It is important to 

ensure all costs are captured with clear delineation between CapEX, OpEx one-time, 

and OpEx ongoing.  Beyond cost types, categories should be defined, as well. For 

example, an IT project would include: software, hardware and support costs.  Poorly 

characterizing or otherwise underestimating costs creates a high risk of project 

failure. Even if financial outcomes are delivered, higher than expected costs can 

overshadow business value.  When estimating costs, it is very important to document 

underlying details on how cost information was determined and estimated.
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Step 5: Determine Benefits

With a clear business case framework 

from a scope/cost standpoint, the next 

step is to clearly define the expected 

outcomes. How is the business going 

to improve revenue or alleviate cost? 

Will projected savings come in the form of reduction of existing costs or avoidance of 

future costs? What are the exact numbers and scenarios? Poorly characterized 

benefits are the primary reason 80% of projects fail to deliver their intended outcome.  

Similar to the analogous issue with respect to costs outlined in item 5 above, this can 

lead to project failure in a case where cost and schedule track perfectly, but business 

outcomes are not achieved. Financial performance should describe the “Value” of the 

investment in terms of Net Present Value (NPV), the Internal Rate of Return (IRR), 

Payback Period for the initiative, Return on Investment (ROI), and other financial 

metrics that are relevant to the company and team.  For these calculations to be 

directionally correct, cost savings, revenue opportunities, and cost avoidance must be 

robustly vetted.

Step 6: What are the Alternatives?

Once  a business case is well defined it is time to think about alternatives—different 

scenarios for comparison. What is the “Ideal” investment scenario? What is the 

low-budget alternative? Are there intermediary scenarios with more or less resources 

allocated to the project?  Is the goal to lower cash outlay or maximize profit/loss 

impact in the short-run?  Capturing alternatives accurately is not only helpful in the 

analysis phase but is also useful in defending the final recommendation to senior 

management.  To that end, it is important that all viable scenarios be characterized at 

the same level of detail as the original/preferred approach.  “Back of envelop” outlines 

for alternatives are not useful for increasing confidence that the preferred scenario is 

the best option.

Seven Steps to Building the Perfect Business Case



7Inpensa, Inc. | South Plain�eld, NJ inpensa.com

Step 7: What are the Risks?

It is important to understand what could go wrong with the project and what risk 

mitigation options are available for each risk identified. Can specific resources for the 

project be allocated in time? What happens if a specific task in the project is delayed? 

What happens if a vendor doesn’t deliver on time? While it is important to identify 

risks and solutions, do not spend unnecessary time on this.  The risk profile developed 

by the team assembling the business case is primarily of use in preparing a project in 

the approval process for transition to the execution team.  Also, don't forget to 

include the risk of doing nothing—sometimes this can be the most compelling reason 

to move forward.
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Contact Inpensa Today

info@inpensa.com www.inpensa.com+1-888-650-1160

The Inpensa Business Case Management Platform integrates funding request automation and benefits realization, 

delivering a comprehensive framework for managing idea capture; to business case assembly, analysis, review & 

approval; to tracking, providing automation & actionable analytics at the project, program & portfolio level.


