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   The Essentials 
 

Business value is one of our most asked-about 

enterprise blockchain topics, and rightly so. 

Blockchain is still a relatively novel enterprise 

technology, yet it has the potential to deliver 

significant change and even transformation. 

Ensuring that blockchain delivers real and 

measurable value makes perfect sense if 

it is to require so much commitment. Over 

the past few years blockchain has grown in 

visibility, and it has been relatively easy for 

firms to investigate it from a technology R&D 

perspective. Indeed, the past few years have 

seen many minimal viable products (MVPs) 

and technology proofs of concept (POCs). 

But it is only now that MVPs are beginning to 

transition to significantly sized production 

systems, and these require serious business 

justification to move forward. And as of today, 

often due to a lack of business value analysis, 

fewer are moving into production than should be.  

What is the problem? True, there are some 

technical constraints to deal with, as with any 

major IT project. However, in our opinion this 

lack of transition to production is often due to 

the difficulty of understanding blockchain’s 

true business value from a strategic and 

business case perspective. 

If defining blockchain business value seems 

tricky, this report will help you. We provide 

practical advice to help you understand and 

leverage the differences between traditional IT 

business cases and an enterprise blockchain 

project, and move viable blockchain projects 

forward. 

The Key Differences

At a high level, quantifying the business value 

of blockchain archetypes is the same as for 

other technology business cases – in both 

instances, the value should be quantified 

with a Business Value model consisting of 

strategic and financial benefits balanced 

against the solution costs. Most typically, a 

return on investment (ROI) and/or total cost of 

ownership (TCO) model will be used. In other 

words, a blockchain solution will cost us X 

amount of money, but in return will generate Y 

amount of money. 

The difficulty comes in understanding the 

differences between blockchain initiatives 

and typical IT projects. Blockchain projects 

differ significantly from typical IT projects 

in terms of business models, cost models, 

value chain, use of the key blockchain pillars, 

risks, IT, app development, data, skills, and 

external business relationships. Applying the 
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same structures and metrics you have used in 

previous IT projects to a blockchain initiative 

is not likely to work too well. You need to take a 

different approach.

The Blockchain Archetype architecture model 

in Figure 1 shows the key blockchain business 

architecture dimensions. These dimensions 

differentiate blockchain projects from typical IT 

projects as well as differentiating between each 

blockchain archetype. 

From among these dimensions, arguably 

the first and most important activity for 

organizations planning on building enterprise 

blockchain solutions is to create the blockchain 

business and cost models.

The good news is most blockchain business 

cases are not 100% unique – therefore, 

organizations can leverage prior work on 

archetype templates or examples developed 

by others. In our experience, though, many 

organizations think their business is unique 

(they are not). They have a habit of starting 

from scratch rather than leveraging what 

others have done. Blockchain may be relatively 

new, but a lot of lessons have already been 

learned, and indeed, best practices have been 

rapidly emerging.

So, when we talk to enterprises about 

blockchain, we first ask either what is, or will 

be, their business case and cost model. The 

responses are rarely best-practice, and often 

mediocre.

Archetype

ar·che·type    

/ˈärkəˌtīp/   

noun

def. a very typical example of a certain person or thing.

“the book is a perfect archetype of the genre” 

Figure 1

Blockchain Archetype Model
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Blockchain vs. Traditional 
Business Cases

Table 1 lays out the key differences between 

blockchain and traditional business cases, by 

dimension.

Dimension Blockchain Business Case Traditional Business Case

Business  
Model Scope

• Ecosystem (multiple roles with multiple 
participants per role)

• Decentralized governance

• Decentralized data (each participant to  
store and access relevant data)

• One primary organization

• Centralized project control, data, governance, etc.

• Optionally, one additional degree of separation 
(customers or vendors)

• Smaller in scope than the blockchain (ecosystem) 
business model

Cost Model • Multiple investors

• Variable, e.g., often volume-based costs or 
transaction fees

• More complex

• Cost primarily borne by the lead organization

• Can be some network fees, for example, but 
relatively fixed and predicable costs

• Less complex

Value Chain • Value to all ecosystem partners

• Higher value to the ecosystem participants  
relative to their investment

• More complex

• Value primarily accrues to the lead organization

• Partners may obtain some value

• Less complex

Key Blockchain 

Pillars

• Decentralized

• Transparent

• Transaction and data immutable

• Centralized

• Private/regulated

• Transaction and data mutable by the central 
authority

• The “un-blockchain”

Risks • Higher technology, business model, and partner 
risks

• Lower and better-known risks

Technology • Relatively new technology

• Highly decentralized

• Potential scalability issues

• While the application may be a new use of 
technology(ies), the tech is generally understood 
compared to blockchain tech, or is an extension of 
known technology

App Dev • Emergent blockchain-specific application 
development process and tools due to the tech 
differences mentioned above

• Well-understood application development 
processes and tools

Table 1 
Contrasting Business Cases: Blockchain vs. Traditional
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What is often missing? Here are some 

issues we have seen:

 Opportunities and problems 

addressed that may not be a match 

for blockchain or can be addressed 

with other technologies.

 Focus on technology rather than a 

customer value proposition. Unclear 

understanding of customers – profiles, 

personas, partners, etc. 

 Inability to visualize a partner 

ecosystem for which blockchain 

is particularly suited. Rather, 

organizations try to do everything 

internally.

 Unclear or unrealistic value 

propositions. A focus on value to the 

developer organization rather than all 

ecosystem parties.

 Lack of an economic business value, 

ROI, or TCO model. Or a model that 

lacks realistic assumptions.

Building an Enterprise 
Blockchain Business Case  
& Cost Model

While enterprise blockchain projects can 

bring about radical and positive change, 

at first glance they can be seen as more 

complex than traditional IT projects and 

therefore possibly not worth the effort. 

Au contraire! Enterprise blockchain can 

deliver true transformation in a manner 

and at a speed and profound level 

that traditional IT projects could never 

envisage. We recommend developing 

a blockchain business case and cost 

calculations on the following key 

elements.

Process optimization

Blockchains are distributed databases, so 

process optimization isn’t usually the first 

thing that comes to mind when thinking 

of an enterprise blockchain business 

case. But in our experience almost all 

enterprise blockchain projects are indeed 

Dimension Blockchain Business Case Traditional Business Case

Data • Highly distributed data architecture

• Blockchain-specific database design and 
structures

• Public and private data

• Differing data access requirements

• Well-established data and database architectures, 
structures, and implementations

Skills • New skills, per the above tech, app dev, and data 
dimensions

• Restricted resources/supply of high-end skills

• If new skills are needed, they are generally an 
extension of existing skills within the organization

• Skills more readily understood and available

External 

Relationships

• Requires an ecosystem of participants, often with 
competing goals

• May require some competitors to work together

• If external relationships are required, they most 
often involve existing partners or orgs with existing 
business relationships
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focused on process optimization. This may be 

through leveraging smart contract functionality 

to automate regular decision-making and 

transactions, or very often through simply 

eliminating the need for traditional paperwork. 

Take, for example, the extensive growth of 

blockchain in the supply chain. Though the 

marketing of such projects often focuses on 

tracing the provenance of a product – such 

as organic oil on a shelf in Tulsa, OK, back to 

the farm in Puglia, Italy – in reality the IT value 

provided is simply removing duplicate and 

redundant paperwork in the import-export 

activities. 

Similarly, the use of smart contracts to securely 

trigger transactions that would previously have 

relied on paperwork being printed, signed, and 

witnessed can result in huge operational cost 

reductions along with faster and more accurate 

processing activities. These smart contracts 

can enable straight-through processing  

and/or improve time to liquidity by allowing you 

to complete more transactions more quickly.

A key challenge is obtaining and sharing data; 

it’s a multi-party relationship issue, not  

an IT one. 

Multi-party relationships

Blockchains are by definition distributed, most 

typically across different operating parties. The 

best example of this is their use by industry 

consortiums, whereby a number of key players 

(typically competitors) join together to share 

the power of the blockchain in their industry. 

This means in practice that responsibility 

and ownership is also distributed: it is 

decentralized. 

There must be greater value to each party 

in being able to access the totality of the 

blockchain data, including sharing their own 

data, compared to keeping their own data 

private but not having access to all of the 

blockchain data.

This implies a level of trust. This “pact” means 

that relevant parties provide their trusted data 

in order to access other parties’ trusted data.

Data transparency, immutability, 
and trust

Contrary to common understanding, and 

unlike crypto blockchain data, enterprise 

blockchain data is not all publicly available. It is 

available on a need-to-know basis. This means 

blockchain ecosystem members can see the 

data for which they have been authorized. 

This serves several purposes:

 Transparency: Parties have access to 

agreed-upon business data, and they 

provide business data to others based on 

agreed-upon access rules.

 Immutability: Once on the blockchain, 

transactions cannot be changed (unless 

a consortium allows mutability, which is 

There must be greater value to each party in being able to 
access the totality of the blockchain data, including sharing 
their own data, compared to keeping their own data private 
but not having access to all of the blockchain data.
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very rare). While transactions cannot be 

updated, one transaction can reverse a 

prior transaction. But even in this case, 

each individual transaction is immutable. 

 Trust: While blockchain data is transparent 

and immutable, participating parties 

also need to trust the data. This implies 

transparency of business data but also 

audit data (or an auditable process of 

business data) that ensures the trust!

  Call to Action

The best way to kickstart your blockchain 

project – which means to get it started as fast 

and cost-effectively as possible – is to not 

start from scratch. Leverage what has already 

been created in the broader community. 

Custom build only the unique stuff. Specifically, 

this applies to the blockchain business case 

and implied business models as well as the 

technology. 

Following are our recommendations as you 

explore your potential blockchain initiative:

 Investigate similar blockchain products. 

While your business model may be unique, 

it may in fact be a blockchain archetype 

that has already been used by others, 

adjacent or not to your market. A starting 

point for this will be blockchain associations 

and consortiums, of which there are many. 

 Ask – why blockchain? Make sure that 

blockchain technology is best for your 

product. If you can create the app with 

traditional database technology, for 

example, then you should.

 Leverage the ecosystem. Many blockchain 

archetypes have an ecosystem of support. 

Your solution may exist “in a box” – a 

framework from which you can start. 

There are a surprising number of emerging 

blockchain-as-a-service cloud platforms. 

Research whether there is one for you. 

You may not need to build anything from 

scratch; you may be able to buy a product, 

application, or service that provides you 

with an 80-90% ready solution.

 Consider hiring a consultant or two. While 

it is risky to outsource an entire blockchain 

project, consider hiring a “blockchain 

whisperer” to provide strategic and 

technical guidance.

 Create a financial ROI business case to go 

with the strategic business case. The time 

has passed (really, several years ago) when 

organizations relied on R&D resources to 

create blockchain projects. In addition to a 

strategic business case, blockchain projects 

now need real financial justification. 

Ready, set, go … and good luck!

The best way to kickstart your blockchain project – which 
means to get it started as fast and cost-effectively as possible 
– is to not start from scratch. 
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