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Introduction 
I decided to write this (allegedly) short book because I see business analysts (BA’s) struggling with 

business rules all the time.  

But what is a BA?  For my purposes here, a BA is someone who helps a business stakeholder clarify 

their needs or understand whether a particular solution will meet those needs.  

This means that my “BA” may or may not have the job title of BA. It also means that I am ignoring a 

lot of the work a professional BA does. Rather, my audience is anyone working on: 

 Clarifying a problem or opportunity and turning that into a vision for a potential project;  

 Creating a requirements document as part of a project; 

 Working in an “agile development” team and producing stories for a project; or 

 Working with production users and trying to understand their issues with an existing system. 

But why do “business rules” matter? 
Business rules are the constraints that an organisation places on potential solutions and on the 

behaviour of its staff, clients and stakeholders. 

If we do not understand those constraints then we do not really understand the context in which we 

are building a solution.  

Similarly, if we do not understand those constraints we may not be able to expose and exterminate 

stupid rules. And stupid rules are imposed on people all the time.  
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But why another book on business rules? 
There is some surprisingly rich material around on how to write business rules (for example – just 

google the term “rulespeak” and explore what you find). There are also a lot of books on business 

analysis in general. But I could not find a good book on how to explore and uncover business rules 

and then document or model them. 

So this book aims to provide a simple toolkit that can be used to understand, uncover and then 

communicate business rules. 

Oh, and the other reason – I have always wanted to be an author and suddenly I find myself getting 

older with no great novel or world-shattering philosophical tome coming out on the horizon. So I 

thought if I publish a book on business rules then I can introduce myself as an author rather as 

“another consultant”.  

But is this book useful or did you just want to be an author? 
Hmmm … this is the structure that I hope will be useful.  

Firstly I will define what a business rule is and explain why I think you should capture them in a 

separate form to (other) requirements. Next I will run through some basic suggestions on how to 

capture or document rules. Then I will run through some models that can be used to explain rules 

where the text for rules is getting too complex. Finally I will run through some approaches that I 

believe will help you uncover business rules before they ambush and undermine your project. 

I hope that you will be able to read this book once to get a fundamental understanding of the 

subject and then refer back to it as a cheat sheet each time you get stuck in your project and want a 

quick reference that provides a hint as to what to do next. 

Part one – understanding what a business rule is 
 

Defining what we mean by the term business rule  
This section is designed to introduce the concept of a business rule to a novice. I hope it makes it 

easy to understand the concept, but if you know roughly what a business rule is then you can skip it 

and go straight to the next section. 

A basic definition 
A business rule is defined in an international standard as “a rule that is under business jurisdiction.”  

I am sure that they are right and I am sure that it is great to have an international standard for 

things, I don’t actually find that definition very useful. 

 Wikipedia does a better job, telling us that a business rule is “A rule of a business, company, or 

corporation. It is a rule that defines or constrains some aspect of business”. 

This is a good starting point – we can extend the definition of “a business” to include “an 

organisation” if you want to include government departments and charities.  

A quick aside 
At this point I should explain that I am Australian, so I will continue to misspell words like 

“Organization” and “Analyze”. Sorry about that, but feel free to imagine I used a Z rather than and S. 

I am bound by an “Australian rule” – an informal rule of a country (Australia) that constrains some 

aspect of communication.  
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But here we do not care about rules that are not “under business jurisdiction”. So for the rest of this 

document I will focus only on the rules that a business decides to impose on itself or its 

stakeholders, in other words “a rule that constrains some aspect of business”. 

Defining a requirement as a need  
Defining a requirement is the subject of a whole other book. But to understand what a business rule 

is, we need at least a basic understanding of what a requirement is.  

Regardless of whether you are an IT vendor, a solution designer or a process analyst, you should 

understand that: 

 Business requirements are the goals and needs of the business that is paying you to provide 

a solution. If you do not meet these needs then they will probably not pay you for your 

work. Or they will pay you and then be very grumpy with you – generating bad Karma. 

 User requirements are the things that the users want your solution to help them to achieve. 

If you do not meet the users’ needs then they won’t use your solution and when the 

business finds out that nobody is using your solution then, again, they will become very 

grumpy with you. 

 Stakeholder requirements include user requirements and also the needs of anyone else who 

has a vested interest in the success of your solution (for example the internal IT security 

team, brand team or the legal team). If you do not meet these needs then either the 

stakeholders will stop you going live with your solution, or they will tell your business that 

your solution is actually not meeting the business needs it is designed to address. Once again 

the business will tend to become quite grumpy with you if this occurs. 

A business rule compared to a business or stakeholder requirement 
Each of the requirements that I have just listed faces some constraints – for example businesses are 

(usually) constrained by the laws of the country they are in.  

So when you define business requirements such as “make heaps of money” you need to also explain 

that “some ways of making heaps of money are illegal – we won’t do them”. We might also explain 

that “some ways of making money will breach the contracts we have in place or the licences we 

need to do our business – so let’s not pursue them either”.  

These overarching constraints provide a starting point for the internal policies that a business puts in 

place – which in turn lead to specific business rules that are imposed on any solution. 

Similarly, when we meet the needs of the users, customers or other stakeholders then we might 

decide that some things are not desirable or not allowed. These are the business rules we impose on 

a solution.  

So when a bank asks customers what they want – customers might say “as a customer I want to 

withdraw money from my bank account so I can spend it”.  

The bank will be happy to oblige and might even provide multiple solutions for meeting this need – 

withdrawing money over the counter, withdrawing money while making a purchase in a 

supermarket, withdrawing money from an ATM, etc). 

But regardless of how the customer chooses to withdraw money, the bank may want to “define or 

constrain some aspect of business”. In other words they may want customers to comply with some 

basic rules: 



 

  © Copyright James King 2014 Page 6 of 24 
 

 Customers cannot withdraw money unless they have money in their account; 

 If customers withdraw a huge amount of money at one time then the bank needs to tell the 

government. But to do this the bank needs to have the information that the government will 

ask for … so a customer can only open a bank account if they provide sufficient identification 

to allow the bank to know who they are before they withdraw money; and  

 Customers can only withdraw money in Australian Dollars if they are in Australia, unless they 

make special arrangements with the bank. Similarly they can only withdraw money in Yen if 

they are in Japan. 

Next, the customers might come up with another requirement – “as a customer I want to transfer 

money directly from my account to another account so that I don’t have to withdraw money in 

cash”. 

Again, the bank is happy to oblige and again, the bank may provide multiple solutions to meeting 

this need. But predictably, the bank does not want people to transfer money out of an account 

unless there is actually money in that account. 

So we can duplicate all of the constraints we have for withdrawing money and include them in our 

requirements for transferring money. But this becomes painful, both to implement and to maintain. 

We now have the same constraints documented in multiple places and may well lose track of things. 

In fact, it often turns out to be more convenient to keep a separate record of our business rules so 

we can apply these rules across a range of different requirements and solutions. This is why we have 

“business rules” as well as “business requirements” – the rules are really requirements but they are 

a specific type of requirement – they are the requirement to stop unwanted behaviour, or to define 

the specific meaning of something. 

Defining a requirement as what we want a solution to do for us 
In addition to defining what the business and stakeholders want, BA’s often define “solution 

requirements.” These are the things a potential solution must deliver in order to meet our needs.  

Solution requirements come down to: 

 Functional requirements – what a solution must do. For example, “The ATM shall display the 

customer’s account balance” 

 Quality requirements – often called “Quality of Service” or “Non-functional requirements”. 

For example, the customer will not be happy if the ATM displays the customer’s account, but 

shows the wrong amount, so we might have a requirement that “The dollar amounts 

displayed by the ATM must be accurate to 1 cent and must include any transactions that 

have been processed up to now”. Similarly a customer who is visually challenged and cannot 

read the display in the ATM might not be happy with “display balance” or “print balance on 

a piece of paper”. He or she might require “information displayed by the ATM can be 

interpreted by a translation device, or read in braille). 

The best way to think about these is that a functional requirement is what you require a solution to 

do and a quality requirement is what users will complain about when your system “sucks”.  

But in addition to the law, there are other constraints that you will face in implementing any 

solution.  
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Some solutions are simply not feasible because they defy the laws of physics (The ATM shall teleport 

money to me wherever I am) and other solutions are constrained by internal technical standards (we 

must always use Java or we must always use a particular reporting package).  

In a way, technical standards are business rules – but rules imposed by the technical team. But I find 

that it is more useful to decide that: 

 Business rules are the conditions imposed on all solutions. They define or constrain what any 

solution can do; and  

 There is a second beast called “Architecture Standards” or “Technical stuff” that the BA 

should not dictate to the technical team, but that the technical team (who provide a 

particular solution) can decide to impose on themselves. 

Thus a technical team might have a “Data dictionary” that maps out in great detail where particular 

data is stored, what format it is stored in and who has access to it. But the BA might still provide 

constraints (or business rules) that stay the same across any solution. For example: 

 A customer means someone who has a contract with our bank; a prospective customer 

means someone who is eligible to sign a contract with a bank and whose money we want to 

manage; 

 When I say “someone” I mean a person, a company or a government. I also mean the estate 

or trust that holds money on behalf of a deceased person or a beneficiary. But I do not mean 

a robot or a computer system that has become intelligent and wants to manage its finances. 

Nor do I mean a pet or farm animal that somehow inherited money through some obscure 

loophole 

 Financial data that we store anywhere must be kept for 7 years  

 Personal data that we store must only be used for the purpose that a customer agreed to 

and must be deleted if we no longer need it for that purpose. 

Understanding business rules in a little more detail 

Business rules should not be stupid 
Many of the examples I provided in the precious chapter referred to potentially important business 

rules. But the way I drafted my business rules was, to use a technical term stupid. 

While the bank does not currently provide money to robots, there is probably no real need to have a 

rule for that. Firstly there is little risk of encountering a robot with money to invest and secondly, if 

we do start encountering robots with money then we probably want to deal with the situation in a 

more helpful way than just refusing to support them. 

More subtly though, I also communicated the rules badly because I mixed up two types of rules – 

the rules that help to “define nouns” and the rules that “constrain verbs (or actions)”.  

So here we encounter the real issues with documenting business rules – people know that 

constraints exist but get confused when they try to document those constraints. 

So let’s clarify things a little further. 

A business rule is a rule of a business. It is a rule that defines or constrains some aspect of business. 

Business rules that define some aspect of business 
Some business rules are actually definitions of things: 
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 Balances in our bank accounts are always stored and displayed in Australian Dollars” 

 A person is a living person, a company or a legal entity under Australian law 

These are often referred to as “rules of necessity” because they define the things that our 

corporation says must be true (or must never be true). For example, you and I might have a common 

understanding of the term person, but in a particular context the organisation might want to define 

it in a very specific way. 

I am a very basic thinker so I like to refer to these rules as “rules that define nouns” 

Rules of necessity can come from the terms and conditions of a product 
We could define every noun we use in a business context and this would be very laborious. But at 

the same time, if we fail to properly define some things then we might get ourselves into trouble. 

So companies often have a glossary or a “definition of terms used” in a product disclosure 

statement, a warranty support document or a set of terms and conditions. Where this is the case it 

might be useful to take some of the terms out of those documents and store them in a specific 

reference guide or “business rules document”.  

This might facilitate reuse and better understanding but the main purpose is to save time and 

potential misunderstanding among vendors and IT teams who might not have access to the 

organisation’s multiple product documents (or might lack the motivation to check). 

However the terminology in the client facing material is often written for lawyers or for customers 

and not for developers. So there might be different ways to write each term in each different 

product document or setting. It is therefore quite useful to standardise the wording in the “business 

rules document” and I will cover some useful ways to do this in the toolkit section later in this 

document. 

Rules of necessity can be derived from business glossaries 
Many companies are starting to find that they have so many definitions of each “thing” they work 

with that they are getting confused. For example my name is James King, but one IT system might 

store me as KING JD and another as Surname: King; Given Names: James. 

To tackle this complexity some good IT teams are creating data dictionaries that help the multiple IT 

systems to create “one source of truth” or at least “some kind of link between multiple aliases for 

the same thing.” This facilitates better reporting and data management but is designed for techos 

and IT systems to understand. 

Some companies are therefore creating a business glossary across the whole organisation, or at least 

across a single project. 

Where this glossary exists then it is clearly a huge benefit when it comes to business rules. Firstly you 

might not have to define things because they are already defined well enough for the technical 

teams to understand and use the terms consistently. Secondly though, and very frequently, the 

business glossary can be used to derive rules that are specific to one project or set of requirements. 

An example 

For example, let’s say I want to launch a new product for people between 28 and 30 who have 

student loans to pay off and want to offset their savings against this debt instead of earning interest 

on a savings account and then paying interest on their loan. 
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I might call my new product a bootstrap account (I am not a marketer so you can probably do better 

– but let’s assume that is my new product). 

The business glossary might define “person” and “potential customer” and “customer” but I want to 

actually derive the business rule for who can (or cannot) open one of these accounts. 

“An Eligible Bootstrap Customer” is a Customer (as defined in the business glossary) for whom all of 

the following is true: 

 The Customer has an existing student loan with The Bank (also defined in the glossary); 

 The Customer is aged between 18 and 30 at the time the Bootstrap Account is opened; and 

 The Customer is NOT eligible for a Section 147-90201 tax concession on their student loan. 

Note that I have no idea what a 147-90210 tax concession is, but I assume if a Customer is eligible 

for it then we have a different product offering for them, or we just don’t like dealing with them. 

Either way my solution must validate that the customer is actually eligible for this account before 

issuing it to them. 

Business rules that constrain some aspect of business 
I have defined an Eligible Bootstrap Customer, but so what?   

Well it means my solution must validate that the customer is a valid customer before I can offer 

them my cool new product. I can manage this validation anywhere – it might be automated in the 

entry form on our mobile app, it might be done manually by a customer service operator or it might 

be addressed some other way – but I want to ensure that only the right customers get offered this 

product. 

So I can now define some business rules that “constrain verbs” or “constrain possible actions or 

outcomes”. These are often called rules of obligation because they impose an obligation on a 

solution or they restrict the freedom that can be offered by the solution. 

For example I might generate the following business rules: 

 A Bootstrap Account must never be created for a person who is eligible for a Section 147-

90210 Tax Deduction; and 

 A Bootstrap Account may only be created for a customer who has an existing student loan 

with the bank; and 

 A Bootstrap Account may only be created for a customer who is aged between 18 and 30 

Now if any of those conditions change I can update my rules without updating requirements such as: 

 As a customer I want to open an account; or  

 As a student loan broker I want to open an account for a customer. 

The requirement is the same and most of the business rules remain the same but potentially one 

particular rule or constraint has been added, modified or removed. 

Rules of obligation can be derived from policies and procedures 
If h are not sure where to start when looking for rules of obligation then start with the policies and 

procedures that might impact your solution. 

Generally speaking, policies are written to guide decisions while not overly constraining them. So a 

typical policy will talk in general terms while a business rule should be very specific and therefore the 
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best place to start defining rules is to take the general terms out of some policies and procedures 

and then identify a set of rules from them.  

“Un-rules” or statements of advice that clarify options 
Rules are rules, or to some people rules are meant to be broken. But sometimes we want to clarify 

that a potential rule does not apply. For example we want to be able to offer our new Bootstrap 

Account to Australian citizens AND anyone else. 

We could define a rule as “An Eligible Bootstrap Customer is an Australian citizen or actually anyone 

who is a human being”. Hopefully though, you can see that this is a pretty poor way of writing a rule. 

Instead we could say “An Eligible Bootstrap Customer NEED NOT be an Australian citizen”. This 

clarifies things but is not a rule – it does not define what something is – rather it clarifies that we 

have not defined a customer as an Australian citizen.  

We could of course also handle this with a new requirement “as a non-Australian Citizen who is an 

Eligible Bootstrap Customer, I want to open an account”. But it might be cleaner and easier to 

maintain one requirement “as a customer I want to open an account” and clarify it with some rules 

and a statement of advice. 

Similarly I might be able to write a rule that says “A bootstrap account may only be created for a 

customer who is an Australian citizen or is not an Australian citizen”. Clearly a bit cumbersome 

though so I could use another statement of advice – “A Bootstrap Account MAY BE opened for a 

non-Australian citizen”. Again this really just clarifies that a possible rule does not apply.  

Statements of advice are not rules and if the English language allowed it they could probably be 

called un-rules or not-rules. But I like to include them in my “business rules document” because they 

help clarify the business rules. 

Business rules are not like the laws of physics 
I studied physics at university (I did part of a science degree and then dropped out, doing a finance 

degree instead). I loved physics, but I was disappointed to learn that many of the laws of physics are 

not in any way optional. You cannot ignore them, you cannot dodge them and you cannot claim an 

exemption. 

I want warp drives and antigravity belts, but it turns out that I cannot change the laws of physics to 

create them. I must either find a way for them to work within the laws of physics or I can’t have 

them at all. 

Many of your stakeholders will believe that this is also true of business rules. They will explain the 

existing rule to you and you will document it and they will assume that the rule must now be obeyed 

… but you should be very happy to change the rule if it is no longer useful. 

Accommodations are business rules for a bygone era 
Some business rules are in place to compensate of the failings of previous IT systems or the way the 

business used to operate. These rules are no longer useful and are likely to actually inhibit good 

actions and good outcomes. We call these rule “accommodations” because they accommodate a 

limitation we have rather than being a good idea in themselves. 

For example, we have a business rule that says “Customers must have an existing student loan …”. 

This means that a small business owner cannot use our Bootstrap account to offset their interest 

against small business loan. But is this a good rule?  Let’s look at two options 
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 It is possible that we deliberately want to market this product ONLY to ex-students with 

student debt, because this is a growing market segment. While we could launch a similar 

product for small business owners, we would prefer them to take out an overdraft account – 

the “Small2Big” product that we currently sell them.  

 It is also possible in a large bank that the reason we only offer our product to ex-students 

and not young Entrepreneurs (another fast growing segment) is that our existing legacy IT 

systems can’t link our savings accounts effectively to the small business loan data systems. 

We are constrained by poor IT architecture rather than good commercial decisions. 

In the second scenario we will probably still not launch a related product where we off-set car loans, 

business loans or other loans against a savings account. However if things change later on and our IT 

systems are upgraded – why shouldn’t we reconsider these options? 

The business rule is not a law of physics that can never be defied – it is a choice made by the 

business. 

Laws are made to be broken  
OK, if I go into a meeting with the average bank management team and say “hey – let’s go and break 

some laws” I will get a pretty negative response. 

But if I go into a meeting and suggest “hey let’s change some business rules” then it should be a 

commercial decision rather than a legal or ethical one. 

Some business rules apply to things we need to do for legal or contractual reasons – I don’t 

recommend changing these rules … UNLESS the law changes or a contract is renegotiated.  

Some business rules are imbedded across multiple products, multiple IT systems and multiple 

business processes. These are hard to change because of the cost and the related change 

management issues. But deciding whether or not to change these (or modify them for different 

scenarios) is again a business choice. 

Other business rules seemed to make sense when someone suggested them, but are based on an 

opinion that might change in the light of further evidence as we learn more about the context of the 

project we are doing. 

Good rules have some things in common 
Writing business rules is surprisingly hard.  

Part two of this book actually goes into a lot of detail on how to write rules clearly, but I thought this 

was a good place to discuss the characteristics of good business rules. 

If you want to read the views of those who are really passionate about the characteristics of good 

business rules then you can go to a website dedicated to the subject – the business rules manifesto. 

http://www.businessrulesgroup.org/brmanifesto.htm 

But the authors of that manifesto are potentially a little more passionate about the subject than I 

am. 

So the following list of characteristics is shorter and based on my own opinion and experience. They 

are partially based on my reading of other people’s lists and partially on my experience in dealing 

with issues that arose when rules that were not well-written. 

http://www.businessrulesgroup.org/brmanifesto.htm
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Well written rules are atomic  
Atomic rules does not mean that they are driven by nuclear power. Atomic means that they cannot 

be broken any further without losing the core information contained in the description. For example 

 Consider this “rule 23 - A customer means someone who has a contract with our bank; a 

prospective customer means someone who is eligible to sign a contract with a bank and 

whose money we want to manage”. This can clearly be broken into multiple rules as it is 

actually multiple sentences already 

 Consider “rule 23a a customer means a Person who has a contract with our bank”. We could 

define Person further but I don’t think we need to. But what about “contract with our bank”. 

Actually the cleaning company have a contract with our bank, so do our IT suppliers. We 

should probably define this further 

 Consider “rule 23a take 2 – “A customer means a Person who has entered a contract with 

the bank for the purpose of using one or more of the bank’s products or services”. It’s 

getting a bit long winded now and I can hear an analyst already asking whether it this 

includes lapsed products or just current products … but that means we are getting there. 

Well written rules can be verified 
Consider the rule “The bank must respond to questions about bank fees within a reasonable time 

period”.  

This is a great policy and probably something we want our bank to do. But what is a reasonable time 

period?  What does “The bank must respond” mean? 

So consider this version “The customer service officer must respond to all fee enquiries within 3 

business days”. 

That looks a lot better to me, but wait a second – within 3 days of what?  Is there another business 

rule defining what format a fee enquiry must take?  Is there a definition of what format we must use 

to respond? 

We can continue debating and refining this rule for some time, but there is a more important issue 

here.  

How do we know that the customer service operator is the one who needs to respond and how do 

we know that 3 business days is the allowable response time? 

In some countries there might actually be a law that the bank must provide evidence of a response 

within x days due to specific customer protection laws. The response might even need to come from 

a person with a specific role or certification in the bank. Failing to do so may result in a fine. 

In a different scenario it might be the team leader of the customer support team who set the target 

of 3 days because that sounds reasonable. There is no contract or law requiring us to do so but there 

is a written internal policy and “team contract”. Breaching this 3 day rule results in grumpy 

managers and sad staff but if the manager moves on then the policy may change. 

When I say the rule must be verifiable I mean that if someone wants to question or challenge the 

rule then they know where to go to find out if the rule is still correct. 

Note that I am not recommending that you include the source of the rule, the person responsible for 

the rule and other information into one long sentence. I am recommending that you should have a 
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structure in your “business rules document” that includes a statement of the rule AND another 

statement as to its pedigree (ie owner and reason for being there) 

Well written rules declare something to be true 
When writing rules it is surprisingly easy to start writing procedures and processes by mistake. 

For example I might start saying “the Customer Service Operator must respond within three days 

and update the outcome in the ZOMBIE workflow system”   

But it is more effective to separate the process for doing something from the outcome. 

Use cases, process models, system flow diagrams and procedure manuals can all be used to explain 

how something is done. 

The purpose of the business rule is to declare clearly what MUST be done or what MUST not be 

done. 

Or – in the case of a definition – to declare that something IS or IS NOT true. 

This makes it easier to challenge the rule and also to know when to apply the rule. It also means that 

we are using better tools to explain the process or the workflow. 

Good rules are black and white – there are no shades of grey 
It is tempting to try to write business rules in a way that protects them from being proven wrong – 

to leave a little wriggle room in them. But if there is a business rule that has wriggle room then it is 

not a rule – it is a statement of advice, a policy or maybe even a guideline. 

A rule must be obviously correct or incorrect to anyone reading it. People may need to have access 

to more information to verify the rule but it should be written in a way that is NOT in any way open 

to interpretation. This is the really hard part. 

Having said that I have one caveat - saying that we will respond to a query within 3 days might not 

actually be the best thing to do. It might be better to state that a response must be sent within “THE 

DEFINED RESPONSE TIME”. 

This would be the case were we have defined the DEFINED RESPONSE time somewhere and use it in 

several business rules. That way, when we change the 3 days to 2 one day, we can change the 

number in one place rather than many. 

This last format is still black and white when you combine the 2 rules together. 

The rule must be useful to business people 
Depending on your stakeholders, you may or may not have people who love studying Greek 

philosophers and others who have done an excellent job of teaching people how to apply logic. 

My father loved philosophy and shared a lot of it with me. Then in the early days of my career I 

worked with very smart people who also loved logic and structured, systematic thinking. 

I encountered many fascinating statements like this one “The statement ‘If P then Q’ means that Q is 

true whenever P is true but makes no declaration as to whether P is true whenever Q is true. Of 

course though it does mean that the following statement is clearly and unambiguously false – If Q 

then ‘NOT P’” 

So you can imagine how much fun I am to have lunch with  
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As a result I often wrote my business rules in the format of  

 If [a Customer is over 18] then [the customer is a valid BOOTSTRAP customer] 

 Given that A is true, then B is true 

But I found that some people got confused by what I thought were clearly structured and logical 

statements. Over time I came to realise that it was not my wording of the rules that was wrong and 

nor was it that the people I worked with failed to understand logic – it was that we were all used to 

communicating in different ways. 

I noticed that lawyers got confused by engineers and marketing people got confused by lawyers and 

there is no way the engineers ever knew what on earth the marketing people were on about. 

Somehow we were speaking different languages even though we were all speaking English – and it 

wasn’t working very well. 

So I have learned that business rules must be clearly understood by everyone AS WELL AS being 

correct. We need to find an approach that is logical, robust and still easy to read for all stakeholders. 

In other words 

 

I will attempt to describe a usable approach to writing business rules later in this document. 

It may be worth creating a separate business rules document  
I keep referring to a business rules document and I will provide a very basic template later on.  

But you don’t necessarily need a separate document. You might prefer to include a business rules 

section in an existing business requirements or stakeholder requirements document, for example. 

The important thing from my point of view is that it can be very useful to separate business rules 

from other requirements and to store them somewhere that can be referenced later. 

Good sources of information for understanding business rules 
If you want to go beyond my explanation here – then these are some good links to explore. 

The OMG standard: http://www.omg.org/spec/SBVR/1.0/ 

A website dedicated to the effective wording of rules:  http://www.rulespeak.com/en/ 

A blog and some books: http://www.ronross.info/ 

IF 

 $Rule = correct  

AND 

 $Customer = confused 

Then 

 $Rule_Success = failed 

 END_OF_ARGUMENT 

http://www.omg.org/spec/SBVR/1.0/
http://www.rulespeak.com/en/
http://www.ronross.info/
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Part two – a toolkit for analysing business rules 

Writing good business rules 
As I think I mentioned before, writing good business rules is hard. 

So let’s start with the basics – the actual construction of the sentences we use.  

The best summary of how to right clear, effective rule sentences is a document called “RuleSpeak 

Sentence Forms” it is free on the internet and is provided by a company called Business Rule 

Solutions LLC.  

From the name of the company, I assume they are involved with business rules and based on the 

quality of their document they would be a great company to use. The document is very easy to read 

and EXTREMELY comprehensive. 

The document (and a couple of other useful ones is found here http://www.rulespeak.com/en/ 

You should probably download that document and read it, but I will include some of the ideas from 

it in this section.  

A structure for writing a clear business  

Rules of necessity (rules that define nouns) 
Where you want to say something is always true (such as “I am always nice to animals”) then the 

best thing to do is to say just that … Something IS ALWAYS something. 

For example, a customer is always a single person; or a customer is always a legal entity as defined 

by legislation XYZ 

If you want to say something is never the case, then say … Something IS NEVER something. 

For example, a wholesale customer is NEVER an individual person; or a bank fee IS NEVER a credit to 

an account 

If something is only true under certain circumstances then you can say something CAN ONLY be 

something IF some condition is true. 

 

For example, a person CAN ONLY be a customer if the person is at least 18 years of age; or a balance 

CAN ONLY be shown in a currency other than USD if the customer has registered a foreign account 

holder. 

 

  

  

  

  

http://www.rulespeak.com/en/
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•  

•  

•  

 

Rules of obligation (rules that limit the options for verbs or actions) 
Where you want to tell people that they have to do something, the preferred wording is that they 

MUST do it. 

Thus we have the following examples 

Must: A statement must be sent to a member every quarter 

Must (if something is true): A statement must be sent to a customer each quarter if there have been 

any transactions during the period. 

May only if: A deposit may only be made to an account if the account is active. Notice though that 

this could also be worded as “A deposit must not be made to an account that is inactive or 

provisional”. I will let you decide when to use which wording. 

Must not: A statement must not be sent to an address that is a post-office box 

Must not (if something is true): A statement must not be sent to a customer if the bank has been 

advised that the customer is deceased 

I don’t know if these statements are valid but an expert in the banking field will quickly either agree 

with me or correct me, which is what makes this style of wording business rules so useful. 

 

Structure Example 

Must A statement must be sent to the customer each quarter 

Must … if A statement must be sent to the customer each quarter if there are any 

transactions 

Must not A statement to a customer must not include any credit card numbers 

Must not ... If  A statement must not be sent to an investment adviser if a notice of divorce 

has been received 

If (condition) A customer may request a statement if (any; all; at least 2 of; at most 2 of) is 

true: 

• The customer has not requested a reprinted statement in the last 2 

years;  

• The customer has had one or more deposits;  or 

• The customer is a preferred access customer.  
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Hybrid rules 
The same structure is still useful for rules that seem a little more complicated, where you are unsure 

if it is really about defining something or restricting options for actions. 

For example, let’s assume that a statement is sent to a customer, but the statement is returned in 

the mail (or email) with a message that the sender’s address is unknown. Let’s also assume that 

there is an obscure law that says that if the customer cannot be contacted for a period of 6 months 

then they must be classified as a “lost customer” and their money must be frozen until the customer 

contacts the bank, or a period of 2 years passes. If, two years later, we cannot contact the member 

then we send the money to the government. 

That one looks like a bit of a nightmare. But maybe the following rules will help 

A customer MUST BE considered to be a lost customer if we attempted 

Writing “un-rules” or statements of advice 
Statements of advice are about clarifying rather than restricting choices. So they are worded in a 

more open way. 

Something is allowed (so we use the word MAY): A customer MAY be a non-Australian citizen 

Something is allowed under some circumstances (so we use MAY ONLY IF): A customer may be a 

non-Australian citizen ONLY If the customer has an address in Australia 

Something does not need to happen (so we use NEED NOT): A customer need not provide a mailing 

address.  

Structure  Example 

May A customer may request that statements are sent via email 

May … only if A customer may request a statement for a previous period only if the customer 

has registered as a premium service customer 

But notice that this just became a rule 

Need not A customer need not provide an email address  

 

Using capital letters deliberately 
Some organisations use a capital letter to signify that a word is defined somewhere by the 

organisation (in a business glossary or business rule for example).  

Not having a capital letter means that the word is not specifically defined anywhere and that the 

reader should use the “common English usage” of the word when interpreting it. 

For example, I would assume that I could find a definition somewhere for some words (Person, 

Customer) in the following sentence: A Person can only be a Customer if the Person is solvent at the 

time of applying to become a Customer. 

I am not sure if this is widespread but I do find it useful. 
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Adding context to the business rule 
Once you have written your business rules out using a clear structure like the one above then you 

will feel like you have finished documenting the rules. But in fact there is more to do. 

It is useful to include some information about each business rule when documenting it.  

The information that I believe is the most critical is: 

 The owner of the business rule.  

o This is the person who you can go back to and ask whether a particular change is 

valid or not.  

o I often stumble here though – should I identify the owner by name or by role? If I 

identify them by name then the person responsible for the rule might move to 

another job and I lose track of who to speak to. Similarly, if I identify the person by a 

role name then there might be a restructure and the role might disappear. So I 

include both;  

 The source of the rule, or the location of the working papers that support it. For example if 

you have derived the rule from a set of procedures then you would include a link or 

reference to those procedures; 

 Impact of breaching the rule – in some cases I have had to pay penalties to clients or to risk 

government fines if I breach a rule. Sometimes I have had a chance to avoid these costs if I 

take specific action to fix the breach up. Sometimes there is no breach because the rule is 

simply embedded in a workflow and it happens automatically.  

 Category – you could break rules into categories (rules of obligation vs necessity, for 

example); 

 Related rules and statements of advice if you want traceability – For example a rule stating  

that a Person must something is referring to the rule that defines “Person”; 

 Areas impacted – for example listing which processes, countries, IT systems or other 

domains that the rule applies to; and/or 

 An ID number if you want to have traceability. 

If I stored nothing else then I would store the owner and the source so that I could validate, question 

or change a rule. 

So I might have a table or card for each rule with three components in it: 

 The rule itself 

 The owner or the way you can change the rule 

 The source of the rule 

Modelling business rules 
There are many ways to capture business rules in models. But let’s just look at two that are 

particularly useful 

Rules that apply to a specific feature or requirement 
Where a set of rules applies to only one feature or requirement then it is often useful to use the 

“Given-When-Then” format to list the rules. Given-When-Then simply means using the format of 

“Given something is true, when something happens, then this is the result that I expect 
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For example: As a customer I want to open a new Bootstrap account so that I can offset my interest 

payments against my loan payments  

Given the Customer has a type 2 student loan with the bank, when they attempt to open an 

account then they will be successful 

Given the customer has a type 3 student loan with the bank, when they attempt to open an 

account then they will be declined 

Given the customer has a type 4 student loan with the bank, when they attempt to open an 

account then they will be requested to provide authorisation 

As you can see these are really tests – but if they capture the business rules in a black and white 

fashion and can also be used for testing then that is a good outcome. 

Decision tables and decision trees 
Decision tables and decision trees are the same thing, but they present the information slightly 

differently (err … one presents it in a table and the other is a diagram called a tree. I guess that 

sound obvious). 

I will leave you to look up a decision table, but I will show you how to build a decision tree. 

Let’s assume that you want to determine whether you can process a withdrawal in the new mobile 

banking application that you are about to release. 

Your stakeholders and your research have uncovered the following useful information: 

 A withdrawal can only be made from an account if the existing Available Balance is higher 

than the amount of the withdrawal. 

 There is a limit to the amount that can be taken out per day – it is currently $500 unless the 

customer is a Preferred VIP Customer, in which case it is $1,500. 

You might (and probably should) capture each of these statements in a business rules documents as 

separate rules. However you might also decide that you want to clearly communicate when a 

withdrawal will be accepted. 

Here is what a decision tree looks like for the above rules: 



 

  © Copyright James King 2014 Page 20 of 24 
 

 

I have been a bit dodgy with the column on amount requested. When most people talk about 

decision trees then they assume that we can only have a yes or a no for each column. But I am a 

business rules rebel so I am pushing the boundaries here. 

Here are the instructions for creating a decision tree: 

 Write the problem statement on the left of the page (in this case our problem statement is 

“should we accept the payment request?” 

 Identify the conditions that impact the outcome (in this case whether the customer has 

sufficient funds, whether the customer is a preferred VIP customer and the amount 

requested. 

 Decide for each condition whether it can be true/false (or yes/no), whether it can be a dollar 

range or whether it is something else 

 Create the tree with this information  

Fault trees 
In the example above, I captured several rules together, but the same process can be used to look at 

the possible conclusion of a single rule such as this one: 

A Bootstrap customer can only link a credit card to their Bootstrap account if all of the following is 

true: 

 The customer has had the Bootstrap account for at least 18 months or the customer has 

received special permission from a bank manager; 

 The customer has applied to the bank in writing; and 

 The customer is a VIP customer, Ready2Go customer or a customer who has a 

superannuation fund administered by the bank. 

This is a pretty ugly rule so maybe it would be better to word it as several rules. But instead I could 

capture it in a decision tree. This would work but it would still be a little ugly. 

Fortunately there is a tool designed for dealing with ugly beasts – the fault tree. 
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The fault tree is really just a decision tree, but it has the enhancement that it allows you to 

document and/or choices rather than yes/no ones.  It is primarily a risk analysis tool but can be quite 

effective in documenting business rules. 

The fault tree is harder for business people to grasp than the decision tree but if your stakeholders 

like it then you might find it quite useful.  Here is an example of one for our beast of a rule above: 

 

If you think this might be useful to you then you can find a very detailed example of one being 

prepared in the case study attached to this article:  http://kingsinsight.com/2010/12/01/risks-in-it-

operations-some-analysis-tools-to-use/ 

You will also find a decision tree and a butterfly diagram being used to assess risk and of course 

“where there is risk there should be business rules to protect against it”. So I often find these tools 

useful for uncovering business rules by just looking at the risks and controls and asking what 

business rules should be implemented (or are already in place). 

Identifying or uncovering business rules 
An obvious place to start when looking for business rules, is the policies and procedures of the 

organisation.  When you look at a set of policies and procedures you can simply ask question like 

“what rules should we have in place to support this policy”. 

I also like to use a couple of specific patterns of questions that I find are very good for generating a 

conversation that leads to the revelation of business rules. 

If you want to find some questioning techniques then you can find some on my blog: 

http://kingsinsight.com/2010/12/01/risks-in-it-operations-some-analysis-tools-to-use/
http://kingsinsight.com/2010/12/01/risks-in-it-operations-some-analysis-tools-to-use/
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http://kingsinsight.com/2011/04/28/on-the-one-hand-i-always-ask-the-same-questions/ 

http://kingsinsight.com/2011/11/04/an-international-standard-for-being-scared/ 

State transition diagrams 
State transition diagrams are one of the easiest ways to stumble on risks.  Rather than trying to 

explain them though I will just show you how they are created and then (hopefully) it will all make 

sense. 

A state transition diagram looks at the states something can be in (for example water can be frozen, 

liquid or gas). It also looks at how something can change (transition) from one state to another. 

So, for example let’s assume that you want to open an investment with our bank. 

 

You are currently not a customer so this is your “State” 

 

I can already ask one question about business rules – “Do we need to define anything with a 

business rule yet?” 

We might define a “not a customer” … but now we realise we should call you a person.  But you 

want to become a customer.  

 

 

Now I can also ask “what constraints apply on going from being a person to being an active 

customer” – and there we have a business rule. 

I can also ask “how can I go back from being an active customer to being a person”.  The answer is 

that you can’t because the bank retains a record of you.  But if you close your account then you can 

become an “ex-customer” 

 

OK – can I go back from Ex-customer to active customer?  No, I am told, but then people admit that 

there were some ex-customers in the past who became active again without opening a new account.  

 
Person 

Active 

customer 

 
Person 

Active 

customer 

Ex-

customer 

http://kingsinsight.com/2011/04/28/on-the-one-hand-i-always-ask-the-same-questions/
http://kingsinsight.com/2011/11/04/an-international-standard-for-being-scared/


 

  © Copyright James King 2014 Page 23 of 24 
 

I can now document the business rule that people can’t go back, or that people can go back if certain 

criteria are met. 

I can keep going to find out that customers can also become “lapsed account customers”, VIP 

customers and other things. 

At each stage I can then ask: 

 Do we need to define anything? 

 Can you transition from this state to that one? If not then that is a business rule 

 If you can transition from one state to another – How? What business rules apply?  

Other models 
Almost any model that a BA uses can be used to uncover and analyse business rules 

A very basic template for a rules document 
This is a very rough template to use … 

Executive summary 

Possible business glossary 

Rules that define things in a table 

 The rule 

 The source 

 The owner 

Rules that constrain actions 

 The rule 

 The source 

 The owner 

Statements of advice 

Models (decision trees and things) 

Risks and open questions 

Conclusions 
I won’t promise that you will have fun working with business rules but I will admit that I enjoy 

digging them out and debating them.   

Hopefully you have found this book useful and that you now have some ideas for identifying, 

analysing and documenting business rules. 

If you want even more 
I am a little biased because I run training for this company – but here is my minor sales pitch. 

If you would like to get some training in business analysis with some coverage of the analysis 

techniques that will help you in your pursuit of business rule victory then have a look at the website 

for Software Education: www.softed.com 

http://www.softed.com/
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Finally, if you want to check out my blog then you might find some articles on business rules, or at 

least lots of other things to read: www.kingsinsight.com 

Thanks for reading and good luck with your next adventure. 

 

http://www.kingsinsight.com/

