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Sometimes, we on the solution side of the business, get the impression that there is a large faucet in the organization dripping problems.  Sometimes the drip is faster than at other times.  There are no decisions made about the validity or applicability of the problems; they just flow our way, unfettered and unfiltered.  There seems to be an unending, unedited supply of problems, change requests, opportunities, defect reports, and the like emanating from the business.  Many times the changes contradict changes previously made.  There seems to be no rhyme or reason to the stream of work, no filter to determine the validity or worth of the changes.  In fact, there is a conscious decision made each time a problem is selected to be solved and a project is formed to solve it.  Someone or some committee has decided that the problem is worth solving.
In organizations that take their problem solving seriously enough to make an informed decision through an established process, the decision making is based on some document that establishes what the problem is, what the solution will be and what it will cost in terms of resources and time.  This document may be called a business case, a scope and vision document, a product scope, a project charter, or other title based on the applicable standard or process in use.  All of these documents serve the same purpose:  to provide the information necessary for someone to make a decision whether to solve this business problem now, later or never.  The overall goal of the business case is to minimize the risk of decision making. Bridge this better  “Business cases can serve to bridge the gap between the project and business sides of an organization” [Pamela Robinson, “On the Case”, PM Network, 11/06].
What Is the Business Case?
According to the PMBOK® Guide, the project charter contains, among other things, the “business case justifying the project, including return on investment” (page 82).  The IIBA’s Business Analysis Body of Knowledge or BABOK™ says, “The Business Case describes the justification for the project in terms of the value to be added to the business as a result of the project outcomes vs. the cost to develop the new solution” (page 30).  So the business case, according the Bodies of Knowledge, is a document that justifies someone’s decision to proceed on a particular project.
I’ve seen business cases that serve a wide range of purposes; business cases that are more like internal proposals for work to be done.  In a couple of organizations the business case is a competitive document being All business cases are rated and ranked once a year with the IT budget being allocated to those with the highest ranking.  Those whose presentation doesn’t quite make the cut will have to resubmit their project next year.

In one company, the business case is the first section of the requirements document.  There is no decision made, no signatures or approval.  The business case section is designed to set the overall business context for the solution presented by the requirements that follow.  And, of course, in many companies the business case is used to support the acquisition of a new company, creation of a new product line, going public, making large lay-offs, closing underperforming units, opening new stores or factories, and so forth.  The business case in those instances has no direct relationship to a project as such, much less to an IT project.
While the information included in business cases varies, among the dozens of business case templates I’ve seen and used, I’ve noted there are some common elements.
· Statement of the business problem to be solved
· Description of the vision to be achieved by solving the problem
· A business justification for solving the problem
· Any business constraints that may limit the solution such as regulations or standards
· The risk faced by the organization if the problem is not solved

· The impact that a solution may have on other organizational entities or personnel

· A cost / benefit analysis and/or return on investment
· Justification for solving the problem.
{The common use of the business case is to provide an individual or decision making body with the information necessary to make a decision whether to expend resources, solving a specific business problem.}  I moved this from before While to after While paragraph.
Since the business case is part of the project charter according to the PMBOK® Guide, and the project charter authorizes a project to begin and assigns the project manager, the business case must clearly be completed before the project begins.  It is used to determine whether the project is going to be done.
Who Creates the Business Case?
Since there is no project and therefore no project manager, just who prepares this essential document is a question point to consider.  The PMBOK says, “A project initiator or sponsor external the project organization, at a level that is appropriate to funding the project, issues the project charter.”  The IIBA BOK is clear about who writes the business case:  “The BA collaborates with subject matter experts (the business sponsor, business representative(s) and IT management) to scope the proposed project, make time and cost estimates, quantify business benefits and prepare the business case” (page 19).  While the two appear to differ, the key word is “issues.”  The PMBOK doesn’t say that the business sponsor actually writes the document.  It is unlikely that an upper level manager who is acting as a business sponsor will take the time to prepare and document the business case; however, the upper level manager will sign it and “issue it.”  The business analyst is the role that actually creates the business case.  In many organizations the project manager-to-be is the author of the business case as part of the overall project charter that grants project manager-ship to the author when the charter is approved.
How the Business Analyst Creates the Business Case
So how do you justify a project?  Start by stating clearly and unequivocally what the problem is that the project is supposed to solve when it is successfully completed.  Follow that by defining with the sponsor the vision of the solution or as Karl Wiegers
 defines it “…what the world looks like when the problem is solved.”  Once these two elements have been clearly defined you have the starting point and the target for the project.  You also have something that will provide a simple approval mechanism:  Do you want this problem solved?  If we achieve this vision will the problem be solved to your satisfaction?
Because there is time and resources expended in creating the business case and/or project charter, I recommend getting a signoff, at least informally, that the organization wants the problem solved in the first place.  The cost of solving the problem may be prohibitive upon investigation, but there is no sense in exerting any more effort doing that investigation if there is no interest in solving it at any price.  Support the business problem and vision with the business justification, any business constraints, and identification of risk involved with solving the problem.  In this way the executive reviewing the problem has enough information to decide whether it is a problem worth solving or at least worth investigating further.

Now the only issue is to identify possible solutions and provide enough information to a deciding body so they can determine which solution is best for the organization.  The remaining elements of the business case require at least a rough idea of a solution.  Cost/benefit analyses require the cost estimates of a given solution, as do ROI analyses.  While it is possible to compute the savings or revenue gain from solving a problem, the picture is only half developed without the cost of the solution.
A problem by definition has more than one solution.  The business analyst needs to consider alternate solutions rather than accepting the solution presented by the sponsor and building a business case to support it.  Step two (did you mention step one?) of the Solution Assessment and Validation knowledge area of the IIBA BOK is “Develop Alternate Solutions.”  The business analyst is obligated to present all viable solutions that will solve the business problem at hand, and the business case is the vehicle to present the solutions.
As a business analyst, the first allegiance is to the organization or the business.  As such, the business analyst should present the business case as objectively as possible and not weighted in favor of a specific solution that an upper level manager has identified and requested a business case to support it.  The risks of not solving the problem should be presented clearly and completely, and so should the risks of solving it:  the impact on the organization.  This might take some additional investigation and may even raise the ire of the sponsor.  Uncovering a business impact or risk inside or outside the organization may save the organization money, time and embarrassment.
Typically during the development of the business case, one solution will surface that is the most appropriate, given the current circumstances.  The business case then becomes a justification to solve the problem with this solution.  Even so, the business analyst should be ready to present other solutions and the reasons why they were discarded.  This lends more credence to the solution the business analyst recommends.
Based on the definition of business case as a decision paper, the everyday change request can be considered a business case.  It presents the problem to be solved and the benefits of solving it from the business side and the costs and impacts of solving it from the development side.  In many organizations the business analyst is responsible for receiving and reviewing change requests.  The business analyst assists the business in justifying the request based on the problem to be solved, considering all alternate solutions.
Using the business case as a vehicle, the business analyst acts as a filter to ensure that the organization applies its limited resources and time to solving real problems with the greatest positive impact on the bottom line.
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�Who is he? Please state it for those of us who don’t know.
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