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Top 10 Skills for Business Analysts

The current business environment is quickly advancing 
towards new technologies and Business Analysts will need 
to broaden their learning and expertise in order to remain 
relevant. This article highlights the skills that customer-
focussed Business Analyst need to develop in order to remain 
competitive and advance their careers. 

1 - Know Thy customer
Whether your clients are internal or external; whether your 
client is a legal person or private individual; whether your 
business is B2B, B2C or even C2C (think eBay), it is important 
to know who is paying for the end product and why. 

Business Analysts must understand the return anticipated 
by the client on the end result and potentially the risk of it 
being cancelled (with the ensuing loss to your business) if 
circumstances change during the delivery. 

We should not only rely on traditional person-to-person 
interfacing techniques but also investigate social media 
activity, intellectual property filings and financial performance 
reports (e.g. Dun & Bradstreet) in order to get a full picture of 
who our customer really is.
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2 - Form strong personal relationships 
with the business
Apart from understanding who is paying for the end-product, 
it is also important to form a strong personal relationship with 
the business stakeholders who will be managing the day-to-
day project delivery, from the legal, financial and operational 
teams to the all-important IT department. 

This comes down to developing good stakeholder analysis 
to identify the strengths and weaknesses in your stakeholder 
community  and engaging in social touch points such as the 
occasional drinks get-together, inter-company team-building 
exercises. 

Strong business and personal relationships will get us 
through those difficult points in the project when budgets and 
schedules start getting stretched to the limit.

3 - Who is really driving this use case?
With apps seemingly running our lives, the traditional view of 
the ‘actor’ driving a use case will migrate to AI-based software 
that makes decisions driven by our preferences and by our past 
behaviour, much as Google Search does today.

 The difference is that in the near future, some use cases will 
be instantiated by our AI-based proxy, sometimes while we 
are asleep, on a long-haul flight or in a business meeting. The 
main objective of such systems include more optimised flight 
purchases and more profitable decisions to buy or sell financial 
instruments on the money markets. 

We will also need to mitigate the threat of bad decisions based 
on wrong logic or the wrong data. All of these issues, if driven 
by an AI-based actor will need to be reflected in the Use Case 
or User Story. Business Analysts will need to learn how to 
observe, anticipate and document such actors.

4 - Keep one eye on the business 
strategy
One issue that pops up time and again is the lack of 
visibility that BAs have on the company strategy. Often this 
manifests itself as a lack of knowledge on what the corporate 
strategy actually is and how to monitor its impact on project 
requirements.

The key skill that BAs need to develop here is to understand 
the overall corporate strategy, as well as the strategy of each 
Business Unit and if possible to question it. 

Most BAs do not currently get given this freedom. This needs to 
change and BAs need to develop this skill set actively. 

The next step is to learn how to create a traceability matrix 
that maps how the elements of the strategy connect to the 
product- or project-level requirements, and to conduct an 
impact analysis of how any changes would affect the product 
(or project) in development. 

5 - Invest in negotiation tactics
There is a lot to be said for learning the psychological elements 
of acquiring a good negotiation strategy. Perhaps the most 
important skill to acquire is to know when to negotiate and 
when not to negotiate. In short, never negotiate when you 
really need something.

There are plenty of courses on negotiation. Pick one and 
learn the key elements before you start enacting the role of 
‘middleman’ caught trying to find common ground between 
business and technical stakeholders with conflicting interests.
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6 - Manage your meetings before they 
manage you
As Business Analysts, we hold so many hundreds of meetings 
during the course of a project that it is very easy for one 
solitary issue to fall ‘through the net’ and adversely impact the 
end-product. 

A Business Analyst should manage meetings using simple 
spreadsheets, where each meeting is recorded, each action 
item is recorded, each participant is recorded in a centralised 
secure resource that allows access to the whole team, 
documenting who said what, when, why and where. This could 
be a Sharepoint file, a Google Sheet or even a Microsoft Access 
database. 

Whatever tool you choose, you will not regret having this 
information at your fingertips when things get rough. 

Meeting management is a skill and a real asset to the project 
management team.

7 - Invest in requirements management 
tools
You may have lost count of the number of projects that failed 
to record, analyse and trace requirements across several 
connected and concurrent projects. In fact, most companies do 
not do a good job of this, even with the myriad of free and low-
cost tools available nowadays. 

The problem is a lack of awareness in the business 
stakeholder community as to the need for proper requirements 
management. Such tools can help you to crosscheck 
usability requirements vs security requirements, or functional 
requirements vs. use cases. The tool is not as important 
however as the process itself of documenting requirements 
methodically.

The skill BAs need to focus on here is to learn how to use 
requirements management tools and bring their value to the 
project.

8 - Define a Business Analysis process
Too much process? Too little process? Where is the right 
balance? This depends on the level of risk in the project you are 
running and the product you are developing. 

The important skill we have to develop here is to educate our 
business stakeholders to the need for ‘a process’. 

This might take the shape of a simple bullet-point list of 
deliverables, such as Business Requirements Document (BRD), 
a Business Case (BS), a Software Requirements Specification 
(SRS) or a Functional Specification (FS). 

Whichever documents you decide to include in your process, 
the process must dictate how these documents are to be 
enforced. There is no much point having laws without also 
having law enforcement, right? The same applies to the 
projects we run.

9-A picture is worth 1024 words
The tech-savvy BAs amongst you will get the above pun. 
The key skill BAs need to develop here is to communicate 
ideas, requirements, constraints and business objectives in 
a diagrammatic form that ideally conforms to an existing 
standard. Pick one: UML, SDL, SysML, ERD; the list is long. The 
language notations available are plenty. The usage of these 
diagrammatic modelling techniques however is scant, mainly 
because of the lack of knowledge in how (and when) to use 
them. 

So many people have tried to label these techniques as 
‘only applicable to the work of a systems analyst’. But that 
would be like saying that French can only be used in a court 
of law and never in a poem or in a manufacturing drawing 
for an automobile. French is a language. It can be used to 
communicate aspects of any area of our lives.

The same is true of diagrammatic BA modelling languages 
such as UML, SysML, ERD and SDL.
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10 - Learn to differentiate between 
logical vs physical Models
Although this sounds a bit technical, we can explain it simply 
by comparing the architectural plans of a building (a logical 
plan) against the physical construction of the building itself. 

In the logical plan, we would expect to find dimensions, 
weights and the design of the building but not necessarily each 
and every brick that makes up the wall. That level of detail 
would not necessarily add value to the logical plan and would 
over-complicate the model. 

In the same way, Business Analysis logical models (whether 
data- or function-oriented or both) need to abstract away 
(i.e. hide) the physical elements of the database, the software 
layers and the code that makes up the application. 

Many BAs in large multinationals still confuse the logical model 
with the physical model. It is important to know the difference, 
so consider up-skilling in the art of modelling technology-
intensive business systems and deliver a logical model first 
before refining it into a physical model.

Conclusion
The role of the business analyst is changing, providing more 
value than ever. The key skills required by BAs have also evolved 
rapidly over the last 10 years and will continue to do so.

Timescales and budgets are always going to be tight. 
Customer expectations are always going to be hard to meet. 
The job of a BA is always going to be difficult.

What will allow the industry to move forward is the intellectual 
advancement of the core skills needed to elicit, analyse and 
deliver on requirements for high-quality business systems, 
delivered on time and on budget.

By Mr. Manoj Phatak,C.Eng CITP 
MBCS 
Senior Business Analyst Instructor 
& Consultant 
Strategy Execution Inc.
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