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Building your business case – a practical pathway
Stage 1, Step 3: Open the conversation
A tool to support your conversations, record what was said, and decide what to do next
Time needed: Ten minutes to prepare each conversation. The conversations themselves need not take more than fifteen or twenty minutes, and they do not all need to happen this month.
What this tool is for: In most organisations, especially smaller ones, a business case does not start and end with the document. It starts with a series of well-prepared conversations that happen before any formal ask is presented. This guide helps you hold those conversations with confidence, and capture what you hear.
What it produces: You should end up with a bank of the words and language that decision-makers and stakeholders use to describe their problems, plus at least one or two people warming to your idea before you start to put it down on paper.
Where it leads: The feedback and language you capture will feed into your opening wording when you create the Case on a Page in Stage 2.
Time it takes. Ten minutes to prepare each conversation. Aim to keep conversations to around fifteen to twenty minutes each. Where possible, use time that you already have booked with people – for example, a one to one meeting or monthly reporting session. Where this is not possible, when you ask for the conversation, commit to a time slot and make sure that you stick to it. 
Shifting your mindset: During these conversations, try not to focus on ‘selling’ your idea. Instead, be curious about the other person’s challenges. Asking a leader thoughtful questions about what is getting in the way of their plans is almost always welcome. This is one of the fastest ways to build the credibility that later supports your written case. 



Choosing your first three conversations
From your map (Stage 1: Map Who Matters), pick three people. A good first set usually looks like this:
1. Someone who already trusts you. Low risk, good practice, and they will often tell you things others may not.
1. Someone who owns a financial target or problem. A manager or leader accountable for delivering a result that your idea could improve. For example, sales, errors, retention, delivery times.
1. Someone who influences budget decisions. Whoever shapes regular budgets or scrutinises what is spent and the results. Meeting them early, with questions about their priorities instead of an immediate ask, changes how they perceive you, and therefore influences how they receive your case later.

Asking for the conversation
Fifteen to twenty minutes should be plenty. Ask for what you want directly. These suggested openers are starting points to adapt into your own voice, not lines to recite:
1. “I’m trying to understand where skills or capability might be slowing us down. Could I borrow twenty minutes of your time to hear how things look from where you sit?”
1. “Before I plan anything for next year, I want to make sure I’m starting from your priorities rather than mine. I’d like to understand what the biggest thing in your way is right now? Can we meet for twenty minutes to discuss it?”
1. “You mentioned that your team has been stretched recently. Can you give me twenty minutes so that I can understand more about where that has the most impact?”

Questions that open things up
1. “What does your team struggle with that you would not expect them to?”
1. “If one capability improved overnight, which one would make the biggest difference to your results?”
1. “What happens when someone experienced leaves? How long is it usually before things feel normal again?”
1. “What does it cost you when this goes wrong? Time, money, rework, goodwill? And who else notices the impact of that?”
When you cannot get the meeting: the cold start
If nobody in your organisation thinks learning is their problem, asking for twenty minutes to discuss how L&D could help them can feel impossible. Where possible, a good strategy can be to avoid asking for new meetings. Instead, try to find opportunities by using moments that already exist, for example:
1. Use the meetings you are already in. A one-to-one with your manager, the end of a team meeting, the walk back from another conversation. One good question built into contact that you already have counts as a groundwork conversation.
1. Relate the conversation to their agenda, not yours. “While I have your attention, I know that you’ve got your busy season coming. Can I ask what tends to break first?”. This has a better chance of getting their attention than “Can we talk about learning needs?”.
1. Do not say the word ‘training’ in a first conversation. The moment you mention training, the risk is that you may become seen as someone only interested in delivering a course, rather than someone who is interested in the other person’s problem. Focus on their perspective first. There will be plenty of time for solutions later.
1. Let a small favour open the door. For example, answer a question they need answered, find a resource they are struggling to find, help with a new staff induction. When decision-makers and stakeholders have little time to spare, being useful and adding value can earn the twenty minutes that a cold meeting request cannot.
Be patient. In a cold organisation, one or two rounds of opening conversations are not slow progress. They are a valid part of your groundwork. The business case itself should only be presented when you have built a strong enough foundation of stakeholder understanding, relationships, and credibility to support it.

What to listen for
1. Numbers, even rough ones. “This problem probably costs us a day a week” is the beginnings of understanding and calculating what a lack of action may cost the organisation. Note the estimate, in their words.
1. Repeated words. If two leaders independently use the same phrases – for example, ‘firefighting’ or ‘we keep losing good people’, those phrases belong in your case. Record who has used the phrases you are noticing, and the language they have used.
1. What finance already tracks. Business cases usually attract the most interest when they connect to numbers and indicators that the organisation is measuring anyway, rather than new numbers and indicators that you have created.
1. Emotion. If people seem frustrated or worried, that tells you that an appetite for change already exists. You do not need to create urgency where it is already seen and felt.

Conversation capture sheet
Fill this sheet in within a day of each conversation, while the conversation and their words are still fresh in your mind. Copy this sheet and complete it for every person and conversation you have.

	Field
	Notes

	Who I spoke to, and their role
	Write or dictate your notes here

	The problem in their exact words (quote them)
	Write or dictate your notes here

	Any numbers that they mentioned, however rough
	Write or dictate your notes here

	What they care about being measured on
	Write or dictate your notes here

	Anything they said that surprised me
	Write or dictate your notes here

	Their reaction to the idea we discussed (Warm? Neutral? Cold?)
	Write or dictate your notes here

	What I promised, and what the natural next step might be (for example: a brief written summary of your idea, a request for a follow up meeting, or an introduction to somebody else who is also involved in the problem)
	Write or dictate your notes here



Keep every capture sheet. When you start Stage 3. these are your record of who said what, which makes documenting your case and reporting back easier and more powerful.

Using this conversation guide in different situations
	Situation
	What to focus on

	A platform or technology purchase
	Look for a conversation with an IT leader, or whoever owns systems. Ask them what makes technology proposals easy or hard to support. Understanding their objections at this stage is far more productive than waiting and only hearing their objections when you formally present your case. It gives you the time and resources to anticipate possible blockers and have your answers ready. 

	A single project, such as compliance training
	One conversation may be enough. In this example of compliance training, this will be the person who owns risk or quality assurance. Whatever your single project, look for the person who owns responsibility for that area. Ask what them keeps them awake at night when it comes to their responsibility for delivery. For example, in compliance it may be an audit or new legislation coming in. Their words, reflected in your documentation, will give you a more powerful case.

	Next year's learning budget
	Run your first three conversations, decide and carry out your follow-up actions, then repeat and add to those conversations each quarter. Building the business case for a full budget almost always depends on maintaining and developing an ongoing relationship. These conversations will play a key role in achieving that. Plus, they will give you the chance to check anything that may be changing and adapt your response and actions.



Where to go next: If needed, return to Step 2: Map who Matters, move people around, add people, and plan further conversations, according to how your first conversations went and how your relationships are building.
Then, move to Stage 2: Building your business case, and start with Step 1: Case on a page.
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