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This information sheet 
is one of six that are 
supplementary to the 
online modules on the 
strategic case: Building a 
strategic case – 1, Building 
a strategic case – 2 and 
What’s your strategy? 

The strategic case is a low-cost, low-effort phase of 
the Business Case Approach (BCA) that begins to tell 
the investment story in a brief narrative, outlining the 
perceived problems, the benefits of addressing them 
and the rationale for investment. 

The focus is on establishing if there is a need for investment and, if so, what is driving that 
need, and what benefits might be expected from investing. Don’t assume that low effort 
equates to easy effort – this phase requires critical thought. 

A strategic case is formed through collaborative effort between stakeholders. The 
problem owner drives the effort, but all stakeholders need to contribute to creating an 
investment story. 

The strategic case should take a comparatively short time to produce, as the emphasis 
is on critical thinking and collating, rather than creating, evidence. Present it in simple 
terms, as if you are explaining the problems and benefits to a friend or family member. 
Consider it is successful if you can verbally summarise your problems and benefits in 30 
seconds.

Remember, this is not an exercise in perfection. In the early stages, problem definition is 
based on existing understanding and data, which may not allow a full understanding. It 
is a starting point that enables an informed decision to be made regarding the value of 
investigating a potential investment more fully.

Describing the need
It is important to tell the investment story in a way that makes the overarching need for 
the investment clear. This means:

 – stating the underlying problem (or problems) clearly and concisely

 – identifying the desired outcome (or outcomes)

 – being clear about who stands to benefit, and why.

Read more in Strategic case: defining problems and benefits well.

https://nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/The-Business-Case-Approach/SC-defining-problems-and-benefits-well.pdf
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It is also important to state a clear, overarching business need or objective, which is the 
focus of the investment. This usually forms the title for the business case, although it can 
be changed over time. Examples might include:

 – Addressing level of service gaps in North-East Seatown

 – Improving the safety of transport users between Ayville and Beetown.

It usually helps to think about this during the point of entry phase, for example by thinking 
about how you will introduce the subject during the first workshop. The exact wording 
can always be changed as understanding develops.

Benefits-led investment
It is important to say what the proposed investment might contribute to your 
organisation’s wider goals and objectives. For activities that seek funding via the 
National Land Transport Programme (NLTP), this needs to include a clear understanding 
of how well the identified benefits align with government priorities for land transport 
investment, as set out in the Government Policy Statement on Land Transport (GPS). The 
NZ Transport Agency uses an Investment Assessment Framework (IAF) to assess this 
alignment. 

Find out more about the IAF in the Investment Assessment Framework decision making 
information sheet.

This need for clarity about the benefits that will be delivered is linked to the BCA principle 
of investing for benefits, and means business cases are developed through a benefits-
led approach rather than intervention-led. The strategic case phase requires strategic 
planning for investments rather than projects: it’s about investment management, not 
project management.

What’s the difference between investment management and project management? 

Projects generally build or change something. However, the Transport Agency does not 
just focus on infrastructure projects or maintaining assets. We have a strong focus on 
investments that are linked to providing outcomes and benefits for our customers.

The difference is one of approach and mind set. Strategic cases need to articulate to 
decision makers the contribution an investment will make to a safe road system, and 
enable them to decide if that is the best use of finite funding.

Strategic context
The strategic case needs to set out the strategic context within which the investment 
will be made. The strategic context explains how the scope of the proposed investment 
fits within partner organisations’ priorities, regional and national priorities and existing 
programmes and strategies. Keep in mind that the Transport Agency invests at a national 
level, not a regional level. You should think about your regional problems in the national 
context, and be able to explain where they ‘fit’ in the wider context.

Project management Investment management

 – Will the project complete within 
budget?

 – Will it deliver to its planned schedule?

 – Were the expected products 
delivered?

 – Is the logic for the planned investment 
clear?

 –  Is there a sound business case to 
proceed?

 –  Were the expected benefits realised?

 –  How does this fit with what else we’re 
doing?

https://nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/The-Business-Case-Approach/IAF-decision-making.pdf
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The strategic context might include:

 – the assumptions or view of the future, including information such as transport and 
population growth, economic and industry statistics, and so on

 – reference to relevant strategic documents, such as the Government Policy Statement 
on Land Transport (GPS) or regional and council plans and strategies

 – the proposing organisation’s relevant goals and objectives.

It identifies:

 – the background to the activity, including why the issues need to be addressed now (the 
‘So what?’ and ‘Why do I care?’)

 – a description of the physical, demographic, economic and strategic environment

 – the interdependencies between this and other programmes of work.

Sources of readily available information include:

 – activity management plans (AMPs)

 – the Long-Term Strategic View (LTSV)

 – Statistics NZ for demographic data

 – MapHub

 – Crash Analysis System (CAS)

 – Ministry of Transport’s Transport Domain Plan

 – Road Asset Maintenance Management (RAMM) systems.

Compelling case for change
The goal of your strategic case is to show whether you have a compelling case for change 
that achieves strategic alignment across different stakeholders’ and investors’ business 
goals. 

The strategic case needs to be a clear, concise, plain–English story that tells stakeholders 
why the problem matters and why they should care about it. It is also a recommendation 
for decision makers about whether the problems are valid and significant enough to 
warrant investment.

Your proposal will be assessed along with many others seeking investment from the same 
national fund with a finite amount of money. What is it about your investment that will 
make decision makers want to invest in it?

It should be easy for decision makers to see:

 – the overarching business outcome, or what the problem owner is seeking to achieve

 – the existing arrangements, or what is currently happening

 – the business needs, or the problems or issues in addressing the gap between the 
current state and the desired future state.

To do this, the strategic case must explain the significance of the problems and benefits, 
including:

 – the relevant outputs from investment logic mapping (ILM) workshops and other 
stakeholder interactions

 – any existing evidence

 – a description of how the proposed investment aligns with national, regional or local 
strategic priorities, including socio-economic and socio-cultural priorities. 

It is important to evaluate your strategic case to check if the case for change is strong 
enough. The Transport Agency uses 16 investment decision questions to help guide 
critical thinking and assess business cases objectively. The first eight questions apply to 
strategic cases.

Read more in Business cases: what the Transport Agency needs.

https://nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/The-Business-Case-Approach/How-business-cases-are-assessed-investment-decision-questions.pdf

