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1. Introduction

In the search for new discourses and evaluation practices in impact assessment (IA), it is worthwhile to explore the actual role and use of existing and prevailing evaluation frameworks and tools. Although in literature and conferences hardly considered as part of the IA community, the use of Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA) is a point in case. 
At one hand CBA can be considered as an old-school method: CBA is in place and widely used since decades;  standard handbooks and guidelines on CBA abound; not too many challenges remain from a methodological point of view; and the same dilemmas of always persist (e.g. monetization of non-tangibles; discounting; indirect effects); 

At the other hand, at least in the Netherlands, the application of CBA has never been so popular as over the last decade, particularly in the assessment of infrastructure and spatial projects.  The application of standard CBA guidelines is mandatory in the Netherlands for larger infrastructure and spatial projects, and in the assessment of smaller projects the tool is being applied at a rate as never before, also by regional and local authorities. 
So what remains ? What is the problem ?

2. Polemics about the role of CBA

Despite the long history and the institutionalization of social cost-benefit analysis as a standard tool in policy-and project evaluation; the polemics about the role and outcome of social cost-benefit analysis continue. Controversial and critical elements raised by others than the CBA discipline refer to a number of the limitations. These are however also often recognized in most of the standard handbooks and guidelines of CBA. Standard CBA guidelines and handbooks use to include explicit discussions on the limitations and criticisms towards CBA (e,g, Ginés de Rus (2010); Zerbe (1994), Hamley/Spash (1994)- Perce et al (2006), Boardman (2008)) and often make the disclaimer that if the various users (analysts; interpreters; public officials; general public etc. ) keep the limitations and constraints of CBA in mind, CBA remains a useful tool in the planning and evaluation of our projects.
In terms of the use of CBA, one might expect (source…..):

· Further attempt to apply CBA in a broader way: i.e. from single sector investments (e.g. infrastructure) towards more integrated, multi-functional projects appraisal
· a growing inclusion of non-market effects into CBA

· a growing use of CBA by local authorities (municipalities and provinces)

In view of these above developments, which will imply a growing integration, complexity and uncertainty in the impact assessment, one might argue that the role of CBA will diminish and that other assessment methodologies will gain in importance. We maintain however the position that given its longstanding position and virtues, CBA has the potential to continue playing a critical role in the evaluation of  integrated projects and should therefore not been disregarded by other disciples, but also not be taken at face value.

3. Bottlenecks in CBA practice

Against the background of the on-going debate on the use and value of CBA in the evaluation of projects and infrastructure and integrated land use projects in particular, we conducted earlier a survey among a number of CBA practitioners, scientists and decision makers   (Dopheide et al, 2011). Although a relative positive image of CBA emerged out of these surveys, also a wide range of bottlenecks was identified. Parallel studies provided a similar and more detailed picture of these bottlenecks (Beukers et al, 2011, and Mouters et al., 2012).

The identified bottlenecks were classified according to phases of the impact assessment cycle (see fig.1). 
	 
Phase of the evaluation process
	Substantive 
Bottlenecks
	Process-based bottlenecks *

	1. Evaluation-basics
	Basic principles
	 Scope of welfare understanding 
 Efficiency as a criterion for decision making
 Aggregation of individual preferences
	 Role of CBA
 Timing within the decision making
 

	
	Problem definition
	 Definition alternatives (incl. zero option)
 Scale Level
 Impact Population
 Time horizon
	 

	2. Impact assessment 
	 Effect Measurements
 Impact studies
 Models
 Cost estimates
	 Available time and resources 
 Quality
 Relationship with EIA.

	3. Aggregation
	 Valuing non-market effects
 Indirect effects
 Double counting
 Time and risk valuation 

 Distributional issues
	 Relationship with other evaluation methods


	4. Communication
	 Final indicators 
	 Black-box character


 Table 1. Bottlenecks in CBA – source Dopheide et al, 2011)
Some of the identified bottlenecks are the usual suspects in relation to CBA (valuation of externalities; indirect effects), but a number of them (highlighted) are present in any type of evaluation (definition of the alternatives; effect measurement; synergetic effects) and are not necessarily a shortcoming of CBA as such. Furthermore the bottlenecks could be distinguished into substantial constraints and more process related challenges.
As noted above, a large part of the above substantial bottlenecks have been dilemmas for ages and will be in the future. Despite admirable attempts to continue working on each of these substantial issues, which from a scientific point remain intriguing, we argue that we will have to look more on how we can effectively deploy CBA as an evaluation tool and to pay explicit attention to the process of CBA.

4. Understanding of content and scope of CBA among users
The understanding that a number of the bottlenecks in SCBA are the same as any other IA face seems limited. We briefly elaborate on the some of the above listed bottlenecks, which often could possibly lead to misunderstandings and dilemmas among users. 

a. Fundamentals
Laymen are not always aware of the fundamentals behind CBA and the implications of these for a proper interpretation of the outcome. The understanding of the notion welfare in CBA is a welfare that can be made objective, whereas subjective elements and feelings are not considered. At the same time this doesnot necessarily imply that welfare is considered equal to money. This principle seems often lead to confusion on the scope of CBA. This also applies to the efficiency criterion  against which a project is being evaluated with the use of CBA. Justice, legitimacy, ecological sustainability and effectiveness are largely beyond the scope of CBA.

b. Problem definition

The CBA approach forces to develop and apply a rigorous analytical framework, which is not necessarily unique for CBA. However, in the enthusiasm for promoting certain alternatives, the attention for a proper description of the problem to be solved by the project could disappear to the background. 
CBA requires a clear definition of the null-alterative. The meaning and significance of the null-alternative it is not always clear to the users. In principle the null-alternative encompasses two quite different elements, which are not always properly distinguished. At one hand it refers to the alternative allocation of the invested resources; at the other hand it refers to the actual development (autonomous or minimal intervention) if the project would not be implemented. 
The impact population and scale of analysis are standard elements in any evaluation practice, In CBA this requires particularly a clear definition and is therefore rigorously applied. For users it is not always clear that the CBA results need to  be interpreted within the context of the specific scale level and impact population, which is being applied. The CBA could result into different, seemingly opposing, outcomes at different scale levels.  Local policy makers might be surprised when the CBA outcome at national scale turns out to be less positive than at local level, caused by local benefits being offset by social losses elsewhere in the country.
The time horizon seems for most users unrealistically long and require a good explanation and justification. A realistic determination remains problematic if one applies a time horizon of more than 30 years for example. A user should get a clear idea whether the length of the time horizon is a critical element in the feasibility of an alternative. 
c. Effect and impact assessment
Effect and impact assessment can be considered as a major bottleneck in the practical implementation of the SCBA. To identify and assess the effects in a reasonable manner a vast amount of expertise, resources and time is required. The latter is not always properly understood by the user.

This bottleneck is even stronger as the assumptions and uncertainties underlying the effects are often difficult to interpret and the implications for the end user are less clear. Uncertainties remain intimately linked to impact assessment and as such also to  CBA. Sensitivity analysis is only a partial solution to this bottleneck.
The aspects related to effect and impact measurement are often highly complicated in their calculation. However, the intuitive understanding of the outcomes in their own unit of measurement (e.g. area of nature lost, time savings, CO2 reduction) seems to be easier for the user than the same effects expressed in monetary terms. 

d. Aggregation

Project proponents justify investments often by pointing to all kind of direct and indirect effects which however cannot always simply be aggregated as they don’t necessarily contribute to additional welfare. This search for benefits often lead to a double counting and as such to an overestimate of the benefits of the project.

To facilitate and ensure a good understanding of the effects among users and decision makers, a number of experts are hesitant to call for a far-reaching monetization of the non-market effects and plea for an expression of the effects in their own dimension in order. Also if standard key value indicators (benefit transfers) are being applied in a mechanistic manner to areas other areas than where these were conceived, final estimates require a careful interpretation.
The principle and idea of discounting as applied  in a CBA can be considered as an element for professionals and CBA experts, which not necessarily need to be understood by the layman. However, some awareness of the possible sensitivity of the discount rate on the end result of the CBA might be required for a correct interpretation of the outcome of a CBA, particularly if critical (environmental) effects occur in the long term. In addition, attention should be paid to the understanding among users of the implication of using alternative discount rates, which could be applied to reflect sustainability principles. 
The problems of incorporating distributional effects in cost-benefit analysis are of various nature and are well described in literature (e.g. Pearce et al, Rietveld, 2007, Van Wee, B., 2011). The aggregated outcome of the CBA often hide information on which groups capture the benefits and who bear the costs.  Explicit information about the distributional impacts, which is not necessarily too complicated to supply, would deepen the outcome of a CBA and could enrich the policy debate.
e. Communication

Particular non expert users, are not always aware that different final indicators lead to different rankings if alternative projects are being compared. Although the net present value is the most commonly used decision criterion in CBA, a different ranking of project alternatives could result if other indicators (e.g. benefit-cost ratio) are being applied.
5. Need for further understanding of the use of CBA
In practice most stakeholders are often faced with a final result with little involvement throughout the CBA process. A CBA in practice is still too much a study conducted by an external consultancy firm and delivered to a client, where the end result is central but where the client hardly has internalized the essence of the analysis and understood the results in its proper context.
As the above outlined persisting bottlenecks always remain a dilemma, without an optimal solution; we rather make them clear and transparent rather than hiding them or with all perseverance trying to solve them.

Most CBA analysts find their way in dealing with these dilemmas, but the question remains to which extent they limit a further integration with other IA disciplines.

Proposal

Given the above outline and argumentation we suggest to explore the following questions for follow-up research:
· who are actually reading and using the CBA reports ?
· what do the different stakeholders in the IA community actually understand of the CBA contents ?
· to which extent is a limited understanding of CBA an obstacle for a further integration and acceptance of CBA into the IA community.

Activities that we propose to further answer these questions: 

· In-depth case studies of projects on use and understanding of CBA among users 
· Stakeholder mapping/analysis 

· Review of project documents and reports  
· In-depth interviews and narratives
· Exam survey among representatives of the IA community
· Assessment of training needs in terms of CBA among users  
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