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We see a lot of business cases – for new 
products and services, new growth 
strategies, new pricing arrangements. 
One thing we’ve noticed time and again is 
a lack of a discipline within organisations 
when it comes to articulating the benefits 
of proposed changes. The costs are often 
consistently and painstakingly described, 
but the benefits are frequently muddled 
and piecemeal.

To be fair, benefits realisation is not always 
straightforward. Benefits are many and 
varied, and this can give rise to confusion. 
We find that this is particularly true for non-
profit and government clients: deprived 
of the singularity of the profit motive, 
what comes first social impact, service 
performance or economics?

Understand the challenge
It’s not only non-profits and government 
clients that find articulating benefits hard 
going. If we were to pile up on a table the 
scores of business cases we’ve seen in 
many clients we’ve served, there would be 
evidence of three problems. 

First, there is a laundry list of 
proposed benefits. Improvement in the 
customer experience, enhanced service 
performance, customer satisfaction, 
productivity improvement, growth in net 
customer numbers, revenue growth. 
There’s nothing wrong in proposing 
multiple benefits, but when a business 
case contains too many benefits, and the 
benefits are not explicitly connected, it 
suggests a lack of a cogent perspective 
on, and integrated theory of, the benefits 
of the change being proposed.

Second, benefits are not 
comprehensively articulated. Net 
promoter score (NPS) improvement might 
be listed as a benefit, but not the specific 
impact that the change is expected to 
have on the NPS, not the process by which 
the NPS will be obtained, nor the baseline 
number that will be used as a reference 
point, nor the time period of the expected 
impact. 

Third, benefits are described 
inconsistently. Consistency in how 
benefits are described across not only 
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Benefits realisation:
from hodgepodge to hierarchy 

Right thinking
We’ve observed recurring 
challenges in the way 
organisations approach benefits 
realisation: business case 
writers often propose too many 
(disconnected) benefits without 
being able to describe how these 
benefits will arise. We suggest that 
organisations adopt a benefits 
realisation hierarchy; at the top 
sits the ultimate impact sought by 
the organisation. Below that is a 
causal logic demonstrating how 
the benefits are interrelated. This 
forms the organisation’s house 
view on how value is created, 
and allows for management to 
contain, sharpen and link benefits.
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projects and programs, but the whole 
organisation, is critical; otherwise it’s not 
possible to have an aggregated view on 
the impacts of (or across) all proposals 
being made. Customer satisfaction is 
not the same as customer advocacy or 
customer loyalty; even within these rubrics 
there are numerous metrics that can be 
used to describe intended benefits.

Develop a benefits realisation 
hierarchy
We have a simple approach to resolving 
these common problems that we call 
a benefits realisation hierarchy. In the 
stylised example shown above, a fictitious 
executive team in the non-profit part of 
the superannuation industry has sorted 
benefit ‘tiles’ in to four layers. At the top, 
the ultimate impact has been defined as 
helping members achieve adequacy in 
retirement. Below that is a causal logic that 
suggests that there are two ways to drive 
retirement adequacy, growing members 
balances and helping them make better 
decisions about their retirement. And so it 
goes, an architecture of benefit ‘tiles’ that, 
once agreed, is a ‘house view’ on how 
value is created within the enterprise.

Set clear guidelines for business  
case writers
The next step can be as sophisticated 
or simple as it needs to be to suit the 
organisation. At the very least the top team 
should be clear and explicit about the way 
business cases should engage with the 
benefits realisation hierarchy; for example, 
that all business cases should impact 
one or more level-four tiles in a way that’s 
demonstrable. 

An executive team may decide to take 
it further and define specific metrics for 
each of the benefit tiles that business 
cases must contain. That is, if the benefit 
impacted by the change is expected 
to be ‘gross members in’, which in 
superannuation is an important new 
business metric, the executive team 
could mandate that all relevant business 
cases state the number of gross new 
members in that are anticipated, and the 
cost of acquiring new members in the 
way proposed, and weigh this against 
the anticipated impacts of other growth 
strategies and the fund’s overall growth 
expectations. 

Put your benefits realisation  
hierarchy to work
Business cases must be considered in the 
context of the alternative application of the 
capital that may be employed in support 
of them. They must also be considered in 
terms of their role among all of the activities 
that are intended to impact the relevant 
benefit or benefits and the higher order 
tiles in the benefits realisation hierarchy.

As we have observed in our work 
on strategic projects (Levy 2018), 
organisations are increasingly getting 
things done through projects, and most 
projects are born of business cases. Even 
our midsize clients invest tens of millions 
of dollars every year in projects and their 
business cases should more clearly align 
to an integrated theory of value creation 
such as the one that has been proposed in 
this article.
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Exhibit 1: Benefit realisation framework 
At the very least the top 
team should be clear and 
explicit about the way 
business cases should 
engage with the benefits 
realisation hierarchy; 
for example, that all 
business cases should 
impact one or more 
level-four tiles in a way 
that's demonstrable.
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About Right Lane
Right Lane is a flourishing, top quality, management 
consulting firm. 

We employ our distinctive ideas and processes, and 
our absolute commitment to delivery, to help clients 
we care about pursue their inspiring missions.

We work alongside clients who do great work within 
the sectors they operate, and we are excited to be 
involved in creating outcomes that truly make a 
difference.

We are an ethical consulting firm with a strong belief 
in the work we do, and with a passion to give back to 
the broader community with the skills and expertise 
available within our walls. 

Right Lane was established in 1997 to help private, 
not for profit and public sector clients to clarify and 
accelerate their future plans. Over the past 21 years, 
we have helped the executive teams and boards of 
more than 250 organisations to define and adapt 
their direction and strategy, identify and clarify their 
priorities, align their efforts with their aspirations, 
get their major projects started and finished, and 
measure and improve their performance.

Our areas of focus 
• Developing and managing strategy and planning 

processes for clients

• Leading strategic growth projects, such as 
pre-merger analysis, new product feasibility, 
marketing expenditure effectiveness and growth 
options evaluation

• Implementing strategy through aligning and 
engaging the organisation, and measuring and 
monitoring performance

• Assisting clients with governance projects – from 
board culture and capabilities to board appraisals 
and reviews

B Corp certified - what does it mean?
In 2015 Right Lane became Australia’s first B Corp 
certified strategy consulting firm. 

This follows Right Lane’s decision in 2011 to adopt 
‘for benefit’ principles, including reasonable returns, 
inclusive ownership, stakeholder governance, 
transparency, and social and environmental 
responsibility. 

B Corporations are a new kind of company that 
uses the power of business to solve social and 
environmental problems. Certified B Corporations 
meet higher standards of social and environmental 
performance, transparency, and accountability. 
The performance standards measure a company’s 
impact on all its stakeholders, including workers, 
suppliers, community, and the environment. It’s like 
Fair Trade certification but for the whole business. 
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