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Executive Summary

While most organizations today demand a robust business case justifying investments in

objective in building the business case for an IT project is to obtain approval for the

DRAWBACKS WITH CURRENT APPROACHES TO IT
INVESTMENT BUSINESS CASES
Studies consistently demonstrate that investments in information technology (IT) are
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 or  there  was

4

approach that produces more rigorous and robust

approach made the greatest difference to the business

5 This article presents both our approach

produce some form of business case when justifying

developing such a case was an important part of

respondents believed their current approach led them

demand rigorous evidence to support major investment
6

Financial Times

th

Hard Facts, Dangerous Half-truths and
Total Nonsense

IT projects is more often related to the expectations

business cases are likely to perpetuate the reported low

respondents in our survey believed that the problems
in constructing a convincing and robust business
case reduced the interest and commitment of senior

9

case for an IT project is to obtain funding approval for

Enable priorities to be set among different
investments for funds and resources
Identify how the combination of IT and
business changes will deliver each of the

Ensure commitment from business managers

with the importance of these additional motives

The aim of any business case is to express as many of

Communications
of the ACM

continually widening gap between the stated objectives and the capacity
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necessary return in relation to the costs

necessary to offset the expected cost of the
technology

certain

which improve individual processes but

effectiveness

integration of processes or information
resources)
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A NEW SIX-STAGE APPROACH
TO DEVELOPING BUSINESS
CASES

developing a robust business case that is based
on a rigorous and systematic exploration of the

included

and the business changes that are required to
deliver them

To understand the extent to which our approach is

there are marked differences in the approaches taken
to developing and managing business cases in the

a more complete view of the business value that many

commitment from those stakeholders to making the

The six steps of our approach are described in detail

with a statement of the current issues facing
business drivers

business case then clearly states what the proposed

investment objectives
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experiencing increased customer defections caused
by a combination of service failures and the extended

strategy was to differentiate itself on quality of service

invest in new call center systems to reduce customer
problems and enable call center agents to increase

by the call center and reduce service failures

drivers related to reducing defections and competing

addressed the internal driver of needing to recoup the
high investment costs in the network through increased

The company aimed to achieve these objectives
without increasing the number of staff in the call center

details of how this company developed the business

important difference between investment objectives

to different groups or individuals do not give rise to

how increases can be differentiated from sales that

If the investment is intended to result in a new product

selling to a new customer segment or geographic

personally gains the advantage inherent in the stated

therefore willing to work closely with the project team

may either be personally involved in the project or

business practices or ways of working that are outside

business case and to ensure a plan is in place to make

were twice as likely as the less successful to assign
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owners not only builds commitment to a project but

The type of business change that gives rise to

degree of explicitness

We have found that the use of this framework for

can

can do things better
stop doing things that

are no longer necessary to operate the business

Identifying the business changes necessary to deliver

Figure 1: Framework for Developing a Business Case
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is the cost savings from discontinuing printing and

previous 12

the IT and changes to working practices and processes

responsible for ensuring the implementation of each

change owners builds commitment to the investment
and ensures that what the investment is intended to

government to deploy systems that allow patients

to select and book appointments convenient to

initially viewed this system simply as a better approach

from information that is known already or can be

initially allocated to the

increasing degrees of explicitness and knowledge

There is sufficient evidence to forecast how much improvement/benefit
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statement of the criteria to be used to assess

way of determining whether many of the softer

and the issues that the investment addresses can be

how much performance will improve once the

performance measurement system or its key

but also whether the effort required to establish the

and suitable subjective criteria for evaluation are

measure is in place or can be put in place relatively

that a weakness of many investment cases is the
lack of evidence to substantiate the assumptions

most critical step in converting a qualitative argument

If  a

important to collect the evidence over a relevant time
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determine how performance will improve when the
new IT capability and associated business changes

Its intention was that both the public and police

provided by the force’s call center vendor allowed
it to model likely call patterns based on the existing

industries commonly use benchmarking as the starting

to industry best practices or relative to comparable

cost taken to process loan and mortgage applications

Benchmarking helps to identify potential

where
similar changes have been made or the technology is

to select relevant implementations carefully to ensure
it can not only compare how the technology has been

believes it is gaining an advantage from an innovation
is unlikely to be willing to share all the secrets of its

implementations can be used not only to

that can be achieved from new systems and ways of

should identify a comparable control group still

accurately sales from the travel agents selected for
the pilot with a representative sample of agents still

Reference
Sites

External
Bench
marking

or
Simulation

Evidence
(Internal)
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The pilot was run for several months to ensure that
improvements were genuine and not just due to the
initial enthusiasm of the staff in the agencies selected

major investment required for rolling out the system to

less successful companies used external evidence from

Financial

must obviously include all costs and an assessment

to include recurring IT costs associated with the new

predictable and are usually either underestimated or

that does not imply that their decisions to invest are

appraisal techniques rigorously appreciate that basing

which result in

Infrastructure

Recurring

Technical
Business
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14

15 This  is

of assessing not just overall project risk but risk in

of making each change required to deliver a particular

EXAMPLE OF APPLYING THE SIX-
STAGE APPROACH
We describe below how the mobile phone company

This company is a major global provider of mobile

wished to improve the service provided to customers
and its ability to promote new network services and

that excellent customer service was one of the few
ways it could differentiate itself from competitors

considerable amounts in new network facilities and
needed to increase sales of its higher end services to

the promotion of its newer services could be achieved

The Challenges of Complex IT Projects,

believed the call center agent could then discuss newer

agents would also make outbound marketing and

also collect data from customers during service and

This data would be used both to improve future

 The company perceived competing

 The company needed to recoup the
high investment it had made in network access and

the call center and reduce service failures

senior managers involved were keen to show that the
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 Increased customer
retention due to improved
service provision

 Reduction in

defections due to service

accounts manager

call servicing costs

Telechannel
sales manager

customers after failed service
calls

operations manager

 Eliminate call
waiting times over 2 minutes
for customers

 Number of calls
currently waiting over 2

operations manager

to undertake sales calls/
promote new services

 Number of sales
calls per staff member or

currently purely inbound)
 Telechannel

sales manager

switching to competitors’
products and services

 Number of

accounts manager

motivated by being trained
about newer services

 Increased call
center motivation

staff manager

future services based on
customer data

 Quantity and

data
 New service

development manager

 Stop customers
becoming frustrated/rude
because of service failure

opinion

staff manager



12 MIS Quarterly Executive Vol. 7 No. 1 / Mar 2008 © 2008 University of Minnesota

Ward et al. / Building Better Business Cases for IT Investments

call center agents who were required to use the new

company is already doing and either wishes to stop or

The investments costs that the mobile phone company
incurred in implementing its new call center systems

USING THE BUSINESS CASE TO
REVIEW THE INVESTMENT

they needed to further improve their evaluation and

appraises the results of its IT investments will

comprehensiveness and the quality of the business

center

Number of system interfaces and systems being replaced
especially business change

Business criticality of areas affected by the system
The extent of changes to call center processes and practice

center staff capability to promote more technical services
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ADOPTING THE SIX-STAGE
APPROACH MAXIMIZES THE
VALUE OF IT INVESTMENTS

to developing business cases for IT investments is far

that many business cases are not based on adequate

that the business case is not only a way of obtaining

Enables the success of the investment to be

The approach to developing business cases described
in this article directly addresses these issues and
hence ensures the argument for investment is clearly
understood both by those who have to decide whether
to proceed and by all those involved in project

business case often has the sole purpose of obtaining

This sequence is a rather too literal interpretation of

they can expect from an investment and hence decide

also understand what has to be done to achieve the

willing to make the investments in the business and

The three factors that most differentiated the more
successful companies in our study from the less

investment (three times more likely in the

Reviewing projects after implementation
and transferring the lessons learned to new
projects (twice as likely in the successful

rigorous and robust business cases? There are two

if considerable effort is required to run a pilot project

resources if the proposal may not be funded or if it will

business cases are funded compared with just over

it reduces the incentive to produce a rigorous business

systematically review the effectiveness of their

It is not necessary to review a successful
project
Individuals fear being blamed if an investment

carry out the review
Where the original business case was not

subjective opinion than objective assessment
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No one will be keen to hold a review where the

an IT investment should remember that our research
shows that the more successful are far more likely to

a comprehensive and rigorous approach to identifying

to make more informed decisions about which IT

and our experience working with a wide range of

APPENDIX 1: ABOUT THE
RESEARCH
This article is based on data collected from three
related research projects conducted at the Information

initially to develop an approach to constructing a

The second project studied the change and

to identify many of the implementation issues that
must be addressed during the development of business

The third project was a survey conducted during

These practices covered the full investment life cycle
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