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For many IT professionals, when it comes to leading a new project 
initiative, it’s not a matter of ascertaining what the technology 
issues are. They already know the issues. They live and breathe 
the issues every day.

It’s a matter of taking the next step to clearly convey the issues to 
key infl uencers and decision-makers. To get them to understand 
the pain points and outline how these issues impact the business 
as a whole. A convincing business case needs to be made that these 
issues are critical, that outdated, obsolete technology needs to be 
replaced, and that a new solution  needs to be implemented.

Perfecting the business case is often the hardest step for IT 
professionals to take. But it’s often the step that either garners 
stakeholder buy-in or project freeze-out.

As Forbes stated, “Approval for the costs or resources is the only 
thing standing in your way, but you are competing with other 
departments and other managers for the same resources, so your 
business case had better be strong or you will come up short.”1

This strategy guide will help you pinpoint the most important 
steps to consider when it comes time to make your business case 
and present your project proposal. 

1 Forbes | http://www.forbes.com/sites/allbusiness/2014/08/09/5-important-steps-to-getting-your-business-case-approved/
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1.
Identify the Principal 
Stakeholders

“Ask them if they will support the business case when it is presented.”

- Forbes 

It’s easy to go into any planning stage for a project 
proposal and only appeal to the decision-makers 
controlling the purse strings. In many cases, 
that would be the individuals or groups who put 
together and approve the budget. 

However, if you’re only worried about making 
your case to the budget director or the CFO, for 
example, you’re approach is too narrow in scope.

You have to account for all of the internal persons 
or areas of the business that will be impacted by 
this project – including end users, developers, 
and managers, to name a few interested parties. 
Make sure to clearly forecast the benefi ts and 
disadvantages equally. 

Remember, these internal stakeholders are 
also your biggest advocates and champions for 
the project. They may even play a critical role in 
infl uencing the decision-makers. It’s crucial that 
you not only account for their needs and concerns, 
but you also include them in the project proposal 
process to get their initial buy-in. 

Don’t forget about the interests of your external 
stakeholders either. If the IT project (like a system 
upgrade) can improve customer satisfaction, lead 
to even more business opportunities, and is being 
supported by external members, you need to 
convey those points clearly. 
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2.
Put Yourself in the 
Decision-Maker’s Shoes

“If you want approval for a new project - purchasing new equipment 

or computer systems, applying for a patent, building a new store - 

chances are you need your company’s finance department on board. To 

get the green light, it helps to understand how finance people think.”

- Harvard Business Review 
 

What exactly are decision-makers looking for 
when they approve diff erent projects? How often 
do they approve IT projects in a given calendar 
year? What were some of the key components 
of other projects proposals and business cases 
that won their approval in the past? Are decisions 
made on an individual basis or is a committee 
approach taken?

These questions are just the tip of the iceberg. 
A big part of eff ectively selling a CFO, VP of 
Operations, or other decision-maker on the value 
of a project is to think like they do. Try to anticipate 
the objections they could have. Lean on other 
people in the company, particularly their closest 
colleagues, to determine the key drivers they look 
for when making their decisions.

For instance, a CFO is likely to look for a detailed 
ROI projection or a low-cost investment entry point 
for any IT project that is greenlit. Those are just 
a few of the starting points, but every CFO has a 
diff erent evaluation process.

A VP of Operations, on the other hand, could be 
looking at how the IT investment will aff ect people, 
processes, and existing systems.

You have to tailor your pitch to strike the 
right chord. 
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3.
Take a Numbers - 
Driven Approach

“Know the company’s key business metrics and how IT contributes to 

them. If your company is in manufacturing, for example, you should 

know the sales goals and performance, average production rates, 

cost per unit, labor rates, and other key measures.”

- CIO.com  

For IT professionals, this part of the project proposal 
is the moment of truth. They need to have their 
numbers ready and accurate – especially from a 
fi nancial standpoint – or they won’t get very far 
with their proposal.

Even if the numbers may look good from the IT 
perspective, fi nance professionals aren’t going 
to just accept the fi gures at face value. They will 
scrutinize the calculations to make sure they 
haven’t been enhanced to justify the investment. 

According to a former CIO who spoke with the 
Harvard Business Review, “From our point of 
view…most people use ROI analysis as a way to 
justify something they really want to do anyway. 
If you understand this, you will understand why 
experienced fi nancial people are skeptical about 
proposals submitted by others. After all, you 
have to prepare an analysis that can stand up to 
their scrutiny.”2 

In preparing your proposal, make sure to loop 
fi nance into the process as you crunch the net 
profi t value (NPV) and other essential metrics that 
drive a project proposal. They can help you make 
sense of the numbers and determine if they will, in 
realty, stand a chance against a fi nance decision-
maker’s evaluation battery. 

Additionally, don’t just compare the direct cost 
effi  ciencies between the technologies. Think about 
how any investment will have widespread impact 
on the business performance as a whole. There can 
be other number gains – time saved, manpower 
saved – that could add up to tremendous value for 
the organization. 

2 Harvard Business Review | https://hbr.org/2015/03/when-it-pays-to-think-like-a-� nance-manager 
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4.
Clearly Explain How 
Risk Will Be Managed 

“IT Projects tend to be expensive, often riskier or harder to manage 

than initially expected. The return, in many cases, can be difficult to 

measure in the near term.”

- CIO.com3  

No matter how you slice and dice the numbers and 
make them look attractive from an ROI standpoint, 
you will be asked about the risk versus return. And 
you better have a solid risk management plan as 
part of your proposal, or the risks will be viewed as 
not being worth any potential rewards.

Although technology investments have been 
on the rise across the globe, and budgets have 
increased to accommodate IT spending, there are 
always legitimate risk factors involved with any 
project lifecycle. 

The Standish Group reported that 53% of IT 
projects overrun their budget and timeline, while 
31% are cancelled altogether.4 

It’s your job to identify the risk factors that could 
arise not only at the onset of the project, but 
also during and after implementation. You’ll also 
need to confront the risk involved in making a 

change between technologies. Risk isn’t just tied 
to technology failure. Risk can also be associated 
with user errors, training challenges, and future 
maintenance challenges.

Risk is going to be present in any project. Decision-
makers understand this, too. The worst thing 
you can do is to ignore the risk factors for fear of 
rejection. If you can properly identify and present 
the risks, then introduce your plan to control 
these risks, you will confi rm to decision-makers 
that you are considering all issues – the good, the 
bad, and even the ugly – that could unfold at any 
project level. 

3 CIO.com | http://www.cio.com/article/2847700/careers-sta�  ng/how-to-get-along-with-the-cfo.html?nsdr=true
4 � e Standish Group | http://www.cio.com/article/2847700/careers-sta�  ng/how-to-get-along-with-the-cfo.html?nsdr=true 



Now that you know some of the most essential steps for making 
a convincing project proposal, where do you go from here? Even if 
you wanted to start working on your business case immediately, 
you fi rst need to prioritize your goals, then take an effi  cient and 
organized approach for putting these steps into action. 

That’s where we can help. You don’t have to go on this path 
alone. Our expertise in project planning will save precious 
time and resources that could be invested in a faulty proposal 
that is ultimately rejected. We’ll be able to outline proposals 
other organizations have put together to help you get the okay 
from decision-makers.

Tell us what project you’re 
looking to gain budget approval 

for, and we’ll have our team 
reach out to you so you can 

start building your case. 

http://www.ibmbpnetwork.com/assess-your-it-efficiency-and-prowes

