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This paper explores how Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA) is employed in the appraisal of investment
projects by the governments of the 27 European Union (EU) Member States. Although the signif-
icance of CBA in informing public policy is broadly recognized, there remains a substantial gap in
the literature regarding its concrete use in decision-making. Drawing on the views of 100 experts
from the public sector, academia, and business and supported by a literature review, the study reveals
that while most countries have legal requirements for CBA, its application varies widely in terms of
implementation. CBA is commonly used to justify project selection and prioritize investments, but is
rarely applied for ex-post evaluation or policy learning. Few countries have centralized structures to
ensure consistent quality, and many rely on external consultants. Sectoral gaps persist, particularly in
health, education, ICT, environment and R&D. A correlation analysis with the World Bank
Governance Indicators shows that in countries with stronger institutional frameworks, CBA tends to
be more structured, applied earlier in the project cycle and supported by more straightforward
guidelines. These findings point to the need for greater standardization of CBA guidelines and
legislation on public investment appraisal, clearer institutional roles, and expanded application of
CBA across emerging public investment domains.

Keywords: Cost-benefit analysis; legal requirements; project appraisal; capital expenditures;
decision-making processes.

JEL Classification: H43, D61

1. Introduction

In the last century, the use of and literature about cost-benefit analysis (CBA) has grown
significantly and expanded to many countries. A search on the Web of Science Core
Collection for academic publications on CBA from 1900 to 20201 found 54,445
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publications across 197 countries. The United States emerged as the leader in publications,
with nearly 20,000 entries, followed by the UK, China, Canada, Australia, Germany, Italy,
the Netherlands and France (Jiang and Marggraf, 2021).

This global diffusion reflects the growing recognition of CBA as a tool for supporting
rational decision-making by governments. However, while much has been written about
CBA methodology, less attention has been paid to how CBA is actually implemented by
governments in practice. To investigate this gap, we reviewed two main types of evidence.
First, we examined empirical studies that offer real-world insights on how CBA is applied
by public administrations in different EU countries (e.g., Mouter et al., 2013; Andersson
et al., 2018; Baumstark et al., 2021). Second, we analyzed institutional and methodological
documents, such as national appraisal guidelines, legal frameworks, and official policy
reports of different countries (e.g., Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, 2019b;
France Stratégie, 2023; Finnish Government, 2023).

Governments use CBA to inform their investment planning and regulatory decisions
with the ultimate aim of maximizing social welfare. However, given that the public sector
largely operates outside market mechanisms, the application of CBA in the public sector
encounters challenges due to the necessity of considering broader implications for society.
Despite its potential, CBA is not systematically integrated into the government’s decision-
making process. Poor execution, manipulation, or improper utilization of CBA are com-
mon, as highlighted by studies like Kelly et al. (2015) or Flyvbjerg and Bester (2021). The
reasons for low utilization in decision-making often stem from three primary sources of
bias: technical limitations (lack of capacity or adequate data/information), psychological/
cultural factors (optimism bias or planning fallacy), and political-institutional considera-
tions that may encourage opportunistic behaviors (Salci and Jenkins, 2016; Andersson
et al., 2018; Georgiou et al., 2018).

Bias in investment decisions can be shaped by institutional settings or funding
mechanisms. Such bias often arises when key actors, such as bureaucrats or decision-
makers, lack adequate incentives either to carry out CBAs according to high-quality
standards or to actually use the results in decision-making (Hammes et al., 2021). As
Mouter (2019) explains, the greater the reliance on CBA in decision-making, the more
likely it is that its findings become subject to strategic use and contestation, which can
undermine its role as an objective and informative tool.

If CBA is done in a technocratic way, decision-makers might be inclined to discount its
findings. A case study in Germany (city of Bremen) showed that a participatory approach
— involving local officials and stakeholders in the CBA process — was crucial for its
acceptance (Dehnhardt et al., 2022).

Studies by Florio and Vignetti (2005), Florio et al. (2018) and De Rus (2010) reveal
inherent incentives for strategic misrepresentation of costs and benefits of projects within
the EU Cohesion Policy, a major programme for regional development. In this context,
national and regional authorities may be motivated to maximize fund absorption by pro-
moting low-risk, consensus-driven projects, possibly overestimating the benefits of the
interventions. Similarly, in the context of applications for authorization of chemical
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substances in the EU, the review by Georgiou et al. (2018) of over 100 CBA
cases suggests that some applicants may have overstated the welfare implications of
authorization.

The EU has a long history with CBA. In the early 1990s, it encouraged Member States
to use CBA when applying for EU funding through Regional and Cohesion Funds, pub-
lishing the first official guide (for an overview of the evolution of CBA guidelines, see
Florio et al., 2018). CBA became mandatory for projects over €50 million during the
2014–2020 period, but in the 2021–2027 period, it is only recommended again. In general,
the EU has consistently, though not exclusively, endorsed CBA as a key methodological
framework for assessing the economic, social and environmental impacts of significant
new EU policy proposals since 2002 as part of its better regulation agenda (Renda, 2016).
CBA has been a strategic tool for several EU policies and institutions beyond the EU
Cohesion Policy, such as the European Investment Bank (EIB) loans. However, the use of
CBA at the national level remains much more diverse and less documented, with an
absence of a culture of evaluation inside many national governments Renda (2016). This is
due to the institutional structure of the EU itself. While the European Commission can
issue guidelines and requirements for projects funded through EU instruments, Member
States retain full autonomy over whether and how to apply CBA in their own domestic
legislative processes and public investments. As a result, the uptake and institutionalization
of CBA vary widely across countries, depending on national priorities, administrative
capacity, and political will.

This study addresses the current knowledge gap regarding the use of CBA across the
EU-27 member states. It presents the results of a survey conducted with experts from the
public sector, academia, and business, exploring the extent to which this methodology has
been integrated into national decision-making processes. Particularly, it looks at several
dimensions concerning the way CBA is used, ranging from the legal landscape and
objectives of CBA to its actors, guidelines, social discount rates, sectors, and overall
impact. Given the diverse institutional settings in which CBA is applied at the Member
State level, it becomes interesting to answer this research question: To what extent and how
CBA of public investment is required and implemented in the EU Member States? Given
the wide variability of institutional settings across the 27 EU Member States, is there any
correlation between CBA requirements and implementation by country on one side and
such institutional settings on the other side? To do so, we have used experts’ responses to
build an evaluation matrix, assigning a score to each response based on CBA good
practices, as established in the scholarly literature, with the objective of investigating which
countries perform better concerning the introduction of CBA in decision-making processes
along several dimensions.

The rationale for the cross-country comparison is to identify which EU Member States
have more effectively integrated CBA into their decision-making processes, with the aim of
promoting mutual learning. By highlighting diverse institutional approaches, the analysis
can facilitate the diffusion of more effective appraisal methods across countries.

Section 2 introduces the concept of CBA and its main elements in our evaluation
matrix; Section 3 explains the method used to conduct this research, focusing on the design
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of a survey and the collection of responses. Section 4 shows the survey results,
highlighting the specificities of CBA application in each country. It shows the year of
introduction of CBA, the legal requirements, the main authorities in charge of carrying out
the appraisal, alongside an examination of the objectives of the analysis, the main sectors,
the existence of official guidelines and the social discount rate adopted. Additionally, the
section addresses the timing considerations involved in preparing CBAs across European
countries, as well as their role and impact on decision-making processes. Section 5
employs numerical scores to categorize survey responses across various dimensions,
providing insights into the mainstreaming of CBA into public decision-making processes.
It also contains a correlation analysis between the governance indicators of the World Bank
and the indicators that have been constructed based on the results of the survey. Section 6
concludes the paper and provides some policy recommendations.

2. Cost-Benefit Analysis as an Appraisal Tool and an Evaluation Matrix

CBA is a widely used tool to support decision-making by evaluating the economic viability
of capital investments, regulatory measures, and other policy interventions aimed at im-
proving the efficiency and effectiveness of public resource allocation. CBA can be con-
ducted either before a project is implemented (ex-ante) to assess its expected economic
feasibility, in progress (in itinere) or after its completion (ex-post) to evaluate the actual
outcomes of the investment (Florio and Vignetti, 2013; De Jong et al., 2020). Rather than
relying solely on market prices, CBA employs shadow prices to express all social costs and
benefits in monetary terms. This approach aims to capture the true social value of goods
and services — particularly in cases involving public goods or externalities — by
adjusting observed prices to reflect individuals’ willingness to pay or the social opportunity
cost. In doing so, it helps correct for distortions caused by imperfect markets or the absence
of market values (Boardman et al., 2018; Florio and Pancotti, 2023).

The analysis compares the proposed project with a counterfactual scenario — typically
a baseline in which the project is not implemented — such as a “do nothing” or “business
as usual” scenario, or one in which an alternative intervention is carried out. The resulting
net social benefits are commonly expressed as the Net Present Value (NPV), which
represents the present value of the difference between social benefits and social costs. This
calculation is based on the social discount rate, which reflects society’s time preference and
the opportunity cost of capital. A lower discount rate places greater emphasis on long-term
impacts, while a higher rate tends to prioritize short-term outcomes.

To capture the use of CBA in government decision-making, with a specific focus on
investment projects (and without considering regulatory impact analysis), we have defined
a simple evaluation framework. CBA implementation in each of the EU 27 Member States
is assessed by the following nine items:

(1) Maturity, i.e., the time the government has introduced CBA in its decision-making;
(2) Legal requirements, i.e., the framework where CBA is embedded;
(3) Main actors in charge of preparing CBA of projects;
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(4) Main objectives of CBA in the government decision-making;
(5) Primary sectors of applications;
(6) Existence of official guidelines issued by government bodies;
(7) Adoption of a social discount rate;
(8) Timing of the analysis (ex-ante, ongoing, ex-post)
(9) Expected impact of the use of CBA on decision-making processes

Thus, ideally, each country’s CBA experience can be represented in terms of its per-
formance along these dimensions.

3. The Method of Analysis

An earlier survey on the challenges and applications of CBA for the preliminary feasibility
study of capital investments was performed more than ten years ago by OECD (2014).
Given our research question, we took inspiration from this previous survey but focused
mainly on the governance aspects, with an additional open general question for respon-
dents to provide additional qualitative information on their responses. In particular, our
survey has been inspired by the second and fifth parts of the OECD survey on the role of
CBA in decision-making and its impact.

We administered an online questionnaire to interview experts in the current EU Member
states only (the UK was hence excluded). The selection criteria for the experts included
participation at the Society for Benefit-Cost Analysis conferences2 and at the CSIL
Summer School on CBA,3 as well as experts belonging to national evaluation agencies,
researchers who have published academic articles on CBA practice in specific EU coun-
tries, or research and consulting companies offering impact evaluation services to the
public sector. The survey received, after discarding incomplete or otherwise deficient
responses, 100 valid responses covering all EU-27 member states,4 with the relative
majority of the respondents from the public sector (43%), followed by the private sector
(30%) and academia (27%).

In the case of multiple responses from the same country, the responses have been
compared, and if contrasting information was provided, priority was given to more senior
researchers in the field of CBA or to the public sector’s staff responses. The analysis of the
survey has been complemented and validated by selectively checking previous literature on
the role of CBA in decision-making processes, as well as from additional evidence from
EU-27 concerning the different items of the survey.

After describing and commenting on the survey results, we summarized them using a
simple scoring system concerning the adoption of CBA in decision-making processes
across the EU-27 member states. To assess this, numerical values have been assigned to

2https://www.benefitcostanalysis.org.
3https://www.csilmilano.com/cba-summerschool/.
4The number of country experts were distributed in the following way across EU-27: 3 for Austria, 2 for Belgium, 8 for
Bulgaria, 8 for Croatia, 2 for Cyprus, 6 for Czech Republic, 2 for Denmark, 1 for Estonia, 2 for Finland, 2 for France, 1 for
Germany, 4 for Greece, 2 for Hungary, 2 for Ireland, 12 for Italy, 1 for Latvia, 6 for Lithuania, 1 for Luxembourg, 1 for Malta,
2 for Netherlands, 4 for Poland, 3 for Portugal, 3 for Romania, 3 for Slovakia, 5 for Slovenia, 9 for Spain, 4 for Sweden.
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each response (based on the best practices described in the literature). These values have
been standardized by centring means at zero and setting standard deviations to 1 to enable
effective cross-variable comparisons. The resulting standardized values have been used to
calculate the country average, offering an overview of CBA integration in decision-making
across the EU-27.

4. An Overview of the Distinctive Aspects of the Application of CBA within EU 27

4.1. Maturity: year of introduction of CBA

The initial CBA studies are mainly attributed to two countries: France and the United
States in earlier literature. In France, CBA, in some form, dates back to the 18th century
with the work of Saint-Pierre in 1708, gaining further momentum with the contributions of
Dupuit’s concept of consumer surplus in 1844 (Jiang and Marggraf, 2021). Despite these
early developments, CBA failed to garner significant attention in France and other
European countries in the practice of government. Meanwhile, the United States main-
streamed the use of CBA through the 1936 Flood Control Act and the Green Book in 1950,
establishing cost-based methodologies for benefit measurement (Jiang and Marggraf,
2021). Eventually, France cultivated a strong tradition of integrating CBA into the eval-
uation of public investment projects. In the 1960s, guidelines were introduced for road
investments, and the practice gradually expanded to other sectors in the following decades.
A key milestone was the 1982 law requiring CBA for major transport projects. Since then,
various bodies — like the Commissariat Général du Plan and the Quinet Commission —

have played a central role in shaping national evaluation standards (Florio and Pancotti,
2023).

The responses from the expert surveys are consistent with existing literature regarding
the adoption of CBA in decision-making processes across EU-27 member states.
According to the experts’ responses, the Netherlands was the first country to use CBA in its
decision-making process as far back as 1970, followed shortly thereafter by Spain and
France. Meanwhile, Cyprus was reported as a latecomer in the systematic use of CBA.
Additionally, it emerged that most EU-13 countries representing Center-East European
Member States reported using CBA since they entered the Union. Experts from four
countries were unable to answer the question (Figure 1).5

4.2. Legal requirements

The legal requirement aspect pertains to whether CBA is mandatory, recommended or
neither of the two. These two options come with their advantages and drawbacks. On the
one hand, stringent legal provisions enhance transparency and comparability of assess-
ments. However, they can also result in a compliance-driven and inflexible approach to
preparing project appraisal reports (Mouter, 2019; Dehnhardt et al., 2022). Conversely, a
high level of discretion can foster ownership of the analysis and provide flexibility in

5Belgium, Finland, Latvia and Luxembourg.
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methods and tools used in the CBA, but CBA reports might lack comparability in addition
to a lack of transparency in the policy-making processes (Pancotti et al., 2019).

The responses to the survey show that most countries have some legal requirements to
conduct CBA or impact assessment. More than half (16) of the EU-27 countries have
national regulations governing CBA. As Figure 2 shows, within this group, eight coun-
tries6 have national legal requirements on specific categories of projects, and eight7 have
mandatory nationwide legislation for all capital investments above a certain financial
threshold. Other countries present more fragmented legal requirements, with two country
experts reporting there are legal requirements only at lower levels of decision-making8 and
four countries delegating CBA requirements to the discretion of the procuring agency.9

Interestingly, only five countries lack CBA legislation, although they still incorporate CBA
as a recommended or practiced tool.10 The presence or absence of legally mandated CBA
and its type of requirement does not show any clear geographical patterns.

As we explore the landscape of legal requirements for CBA, selected examples from
various countries showcase distinctive approaches.

In France, the government has put in place a framework for the socioeconomic
assessment of public policies with a law of 2012 concerning the multi-annual programming
of public finances. The law requires an ex-ante socioeconomic evaluation for all civil

6Germany, Italy, Latvia, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Spain.
7Belgium, Cyprus, France, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Sweden.
8Denmark, Luxembourg.
9Austria, Finland, Greece, Hungary.
10Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Ireland.

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 1. Year of Introduction of CBA
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investment projects financed by the State, its public establishments or public health
institutions (France Stratégie, 2023).

In Croatia, the Ministry of Environment and Energy has enacted a legal requirement
concerning the CBA within the energy sector since 2019. This ordinance outlines detailed
provisions for the economic analysis of costs and benefits associated with national heating
and cooling projects. The regulation defines the methodology, assumptions, and principles
that CBA should take into consideration. The Ministry is responsible for implementing the
CBA and for establishing and publishing the procedures for the economic analysis
(Ministarstvo zaštite okoliša i energetike, 2019).

In December 2022, the Spanish parliament passed the Public Policy Evaluation Law
(Jefatura del Estado, 2022), reinforcing the 2009 requirement to conduct impact analyses
of laws and regulatory changes that have a considerable impact on society (Ministerio de la
Presidencia, 2009). The new law introduces the development of the Government’s Strategic
Evaluation Plan, updated every four years by the Council of Ministers, which specifies the
public policies that should be subject to ex-ante and ex-post evaluation, the evaluation type,
and associated resources and deadlines.

4.3. Main actors in charge of preparing CBA

The process of using CBA to guide decision-making for public capital investments can be
viewed as a complex game involving various stakeholders with diverse objectives, prior-
ities and capacities. The entities conducting the appraisal range from dedicated units within
public organizations to private consultants hired by line ministries and/or by project pro-
moters. There is a potential trade-off when choosing who conducts the CBA. Conducting

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 2. Geographical Distribution of CBA Requirements
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CBA internally could be more manageable as inside information and conceptual ideas are
known. At the same time, external agents might have less prior bias and more expertise in
CBA than the project’s promoters.

It is important to remark that different actors in the chain of responsibility have distinct
incentives that may sometimes conflict. For instance, the project sponsor (providing funds)
may be interested in ensuring project sustainability and value for money. At the same time,
the procuring agency (responsible for selecting and managing the contractual relationship
with the contractor) may be incentivized to maximize the amount of the grant11 (Florio et al.,
2018).

In the case of EU-27, most country experts reported the absence of a structured
government arrangement. Eleven country experts (reported entrusting the performance of
CBA to the expertise of private consultants,12 and six commented that there is no specific
arrangement.13 A few country experts reported a special unit with the central government/
relevant procuring agency14 or specific evaluation units at the regional or sectoral level-line
department15 performing CBA (Figure 3).

The following country examples elaborate more in detail on how different actors are
involved in the performance of CBA.

Lithuania has a central body for investment management. The Central Project Manage-
ment Agency (CPMA)16 serves as a competence center, overseeing the entire investment
process, including project preparation, selection, appraisal, procurement, contracting, and
control. The interviewed CPMA representative member highlighted the following benefits of
a centralized competence center range from the cost reduction in project evaluation by

11Fund absorption rate is defined as the percentage of actual expenditures compared to grant budget.
12Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Greece, Italy, Ireland, Latvia, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Spain.
13Croatia, Denmark, Finland, France, Hungary, Slovakia.
14Austria, Estonia, Germany, Portugal, Slovenia, Portugal.
15Belgium, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Romania.
16https://www.cpva.lt/en.

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 3. Main Actors Performing CBA
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minimizing reliance on private consultants; the guarantee of high-quality expertise across all
State and municipal institutions, as well as the standardization in project appraisal, main-
taining a uniform quality standard across various sectors.

In France, the law mandates an independent counter-expert assessment of the ex-ante
socioeconomic evaluation for major projects with state and public institution funding
exceeding €100 million. This assessment is funded by the project’s budget and conducted
by the services of the Commissioner General for Investment (CGI), reporting directly to the
Prime Minister’s office. The CGI assembles a team of independent counter-experts, typi-
cally 2 to 5 experts, including at least a sector specialist and an economist. Their evaluation
focuses on several key questions, ensuring compliance with project specifications, con-
sideration of critical nonmonetized aspects, and the coherence and realism of choices
(Baumstark et al., 2021).

In Slovakia, the Ministry of Finance’s Value-for-Money Division plays a crucial role in
conducting the evaluation of State budget-funded major projects. A representative member
of this division, in an internal presentation at the SBCA workshop of September 2021,
remarked that its role is to validate CBA calculations before a project can proceed to the
procurement stage. The creation of the Value-for-Money Division aims to assist Ministries
lacking the capacity for CBA while also overseeing the quality of CBA for projects.
Although the Ministry of Finance’s opinion on CBA for major projects is not binding, it
significantly influences government decisions.

4.4. Timing of CBA preparation across EU 27

The preparation stage of CBA plays a crucial role in the public investment management
system, reflecting the purpose of CBAwithin the decision-making framework. In the early
stages, CBA serves as a strategic appraisal, helping the government assess various solu-
tions to address a particular problem. At this point, different strategic alternatives are still
open, and the primary goal is to include or discard projects from consideration, prioritizing
them based on budget constraints. Nevertheless, CBA could be used to assess the strate-
gically chosen projects, supporting their design and technical definition. The appraisal, in
this case, is more detailed and involves a comprehensive evaluation of a specific project.

It is considered good practice to conduct the appraisal at an early phase when both
strategic and technical project alternatives are still being considered (Pancotti et al., 2019).
Conducting the appraisal later in the project preparation process introduces the risk of
reducing the usefulness of CBA or making it compliance-driven, merely justifying choices
that have already been made. CBA can be initiated early and updated throughout the entire
project preparation period, especially for those projects with long implementation plans.
The process of preparing and selecting capital investments often extends over a substantial
timeframe, potentially spanning many years. During this period, the initial project concept
undergoes multiple revisions and adjustments to align with changing needs and conditions.
Integrating CBA into the entire project design and preparation cycle enhances its capacity
to provide valuable information and support throughout the decision-making process.
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Most EU-27 countries (17) opt to conduct CBA at the pre-feasibility stage,17 which is in
line with the good practice previously mentioned as it allows for an informed comparison
of various project alternatives. In contrast, 14 countries18 reserve CBA for the feasibility
stage, primarily evaluating the benefits of a chosen project. Only four countries19 use CBA
in both stages, thus basing their decision to finance the project and other choices
throughout the implementation process on information from CBA.

For example, according to the Public Spending Code of Ireland, CBA should be con-
ducted during the pre-feasibility stage before deciding to approve a project. Nevertheless,
the Code remarks that it is also essential to conduct or update the CBA at other stages of
the project cycle (e.g., during the planning phase when more accurate information on the
project’s scope and costs is already available). If project costs increase significantly before
signing a contract, a revised CBA should be carried out. Additionally, if there is a sub-
stantial time gap between the appraisal and the project’s commissioning, a final reas-
sessment of demand and costs should be done (Department of Public Expenditure and
Reform, 2019b) (Figure 4).

Ex-post CBA is a learning tool to assess the real impact of a project and investigate its
lasting contributions to the economy. It is ideally conducted at the project’s conclusion or
after several years of operation. In the realm of ex-post evaluation, key considerations
include determining whether there are obligations for such assessments or if they are
sporadic initiatives; establishing rules on the timing of the evaluation after project com-
pletion or leaving it to the discretion of individual procurement agencies; and deciding
whether the evaluation is conducted selectively, periodically on a sample of investments, or
systematically on all major investments.

17Belgium, Croatia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Latvia, Luxembourg, Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Sweden.
18Austria, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Hungary, Malta, Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Spain.
19Denmark, Estonia, Ireland, Lithuania.

Source: Authors, based on the survey
Notes: The first two bars in the figure represent those countries reporting to conduct CBA in one specific stage only. Those
who reported implementing CBA in both stages are represented in the third bar.

Figure 4. Timing of CBA
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In the case of the EU-27, there is no systematic use of ex-post evaluation. Only six
countries regularly carry out ex-post CBAs. For example, in Ireland, capital projects
exceeding 20 million EUR are required to undergo ex-post evaluation, while the selection
of other projects for evaluation is discretionary. According to the Public Spending Code,
ex-post evaluation should occur after sufficient time has elapsed to allow for a thorough
assessment with ample evidence. The timing of the evaluation depends on the duration
needed to observe the anticipated benefits, capped at one-third of the timeframe used in the
appraisal. The insights gained from these evaluations are meant to inform future project
planning (Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, 2019b).20 A more substantial
segment, comprising 15 countries, either prepares ex-post CBA only occasionally or makes
it dependent on the procuring agency/characteristics of the specific project. Six countries
abstain from this evaluative practice altogether (Figure 5).

The rare utilization of ex-post CBA, whether in a public or confidential manner, may be
linked to the limited number of countries that prioritize policy learning as a key objective of
this tool. It appears that most governments are not inclined to assess whether the decisions
made, relying on forecasts of benefits and costs, are validated upon the completion and
operation of the project over a sufficient period. This could reveal potential waste of public
expenditures and reduce the consent of policymakers advocating the assessed policy.

4.5. Main objectives of CBA

The objective of CBA is crucial as it defines how the outcomes will be practically utilized.
Although project appraisal is predominantly employed to rationalize funding decisions,
additional important objectives include accountability and strategic planning.

20Section C of the Public Spending Code on “Implementation and Post-Implementation Periodic Evaluation/Post-Project
Review”. More information available at https://assets.gov.ie/20041/e8edcfee69f84876990fa6ebf4bed13f.pdf.

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 5. Ex-post CBA
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Figure 6 summarizes the objectives associated with CBA implemented in the EU-27
countries. All EU-27 countries employ CBA to justify the allocation of funds to projects,
except for Finland. For a considerable share of countries, CBA is a strategic planning
instrument facilitating the prioritization of investments (15) and a technical assessment
supporting project design in the feasibility stage (13). For instance, the Finnish General
Guidelines for Impact Assessment in Law Drafting remark that the primary aim of impact
assessment is to enhance the information available for decision-making in both Parliament
and the Government, thus using it mainly as a strategic planning tool. This involves
generating reliable assessments of various solutions and their potential impacts. The
Guidelines also mention that impact assessment fosters transparency and accountability in
the legislative processes, which encourages trust in decision-making and increases the
acceptability of policy proposals (Finnish Government, 2023).

In the Netherlands, the role of CBA extends beyond its traditional function of deter-
mining whether benefits exceed costs, and it is used to justify the selection and financing of
a project. According to the CBA national guidelines, there is a strategic effort to integrate
CBA into all stages of decision-making. This includes employing CBA in problem anal-
ysis, defining null and policy alternatives, assessing government interventions’ legitimacy,
and enhancing policy alternatives’ rollout (Romijn, 2018).

Lastly, a smaller subset of countries employs CBA for policy learning (5), project
monitoring (8) and accountability/transparency (9).

Source: Authors, based on the survey
Notes: Tool for policy learning: Denmark, Belgium, France, Hungary, Slovenia; Accountability/transparency tool: Bulgaria,
Estonia, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Slovenia, Sweden; Tool for project monitoring: Belgium, Czech
Republic, Estonia, Finland, France, Hungary, Slovenia, Sweden; Technical assessment supporting project design: Austria,
Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, France, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Spain; Strategic
planning tool for prioritising investments: Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Greece, Hungary,
Italy, Lithuania, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Sweden; Justification for project selection/decision and financing: All EU-27
except for Finland.

Figure 6. Objectives of CBA (Multiple Answers Allowed)
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4.6. Primary sectors of applications

With respect to the application sector, CBA theory was developed initially for transport
infrastructures and then extended to other fields. One of the biggest advantages of eco-
nomic evaluations in general and CBA specifically is its applicability to almost all policy
sectors, as no other approach from other fields offers a consistent but flexible set of project
evaluation rules across sectors (Florio and Vignetti, 2014).

In this respect, the survey responses show that EU-27 countries systematically use CBA
for traditional sectors and less so for new policy priorities. The robust presence of CBAs in
sectors like rail, road, and airport/port/waterways reflects the overarching usefulness of
CBA for infrastructure projects, representing the historical use of this kind of study.
Conversely, the limited utilization of CBAs in sectors like scientific research, culture and
leisure, and technological development demonstrates the friction in using the CBA for
sectors that have been historically the object of CBA assessment studies (Figure 7).

These results do not considerably differ from those of Florio andVignetti (2014), in which
it was noted that transport is the sector where CBA is common practice, followed by Envi-
ronment. Interestingly, countries introducing the use of CBA relatively recently (Greece,
Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania) perform CBA in the least common sectors, such as
scientific research, culture and leisure, and technological development and innovation.

When assessing the CBA studies carried out for EU major projects, Florio et al. (2018)
emphasized sector-specific differences in the relationship between financial and economic
returns. They demonstrated that sectors such as roads, ICT, and productive investment exhibit
higher economic returns than financial returns. This variability suggests different externalities
and market failures in different sectors, even after accounting for project costs and duration.
Additionally, it may indicate that CBAs are applied differently across industries, influenced

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 7. Sectors of Application Across EU-27 (Multiple Answers Allowed)
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by various traditions and assumptions. While CBAs are more established in the transport
sector, their application in the environmental sector is relatively recent.

CBA is increasingly applied to environmental policies and regulations, with growing
advocacy for its broader use, as highlighted by Bureau et al. (2021). They state that CBA
could play a strategic role in evaluating reform options linked to the European Green Deal
and carbon pricing measures.

4.7. Existing guidelines and social discount rate across EU-27

The existence of guidelines on how to carry out CBA plays a critical role in standardizing
analyses, enhancing comparability, and providing valuable instructions to appraisal per-
formers. While some guidance documents only establish common principles for project
assessment, providing the appraisal performer with considerable flexibility, such as the
European Commission’s Economic Appraisal Vademecum (European Commission, 2021),
others are more prescriptive and detailed, setting specific methodologies, parameters, and
procedural steps. For example, France’s Socioeconomic Evaluation Guide (France Stra-
tégie, 2023) requires adherence to clearly defined rules, including shadow pricing, discount
rates, and sector-specific procedures. Additionally, there might be sector-specific guide-
lines, either supplementing or serving as an alternative to more general instructions.

The survey responses show that all EU-27 have certain types of CBA guidelines. Among
these, 15 countries report comprehensive general guidelines and 17 mentioned the presence
of sectoral or thematic guidelines. Notably, seven countries combine both approaches. With
respect to the quality of the guidelines, experts from nine countries reported that guidelines
are periodically updated to stay aligned with the evolving landscape of best practices. Only
three countries reported that the guidelines are generally outdated (Figure 8).

Some countries have gone the extra mile in developing guidance tools for performing
CBAs. The Central Project Management Agency (CPMA) representative member, within

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 8. Type of CBA Guidance (Multiple Answers Allowed)
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its presentation at the Society for Benefit-Cost Analysis (SBCA) workshop of September
2021, also reported that Lithuania has introduced a standardized spreadsheet distributed by
the central planning agency to all line ministries and procurement agencies involved in
developing capital investment projects. This spreadsheet facilitates the automatic calcu-
lation of essential indicators and factors, such as the treatment of Value Added Tax. The
observed advantages of this system include a decrease in errors and inaccuracies, along
with quicker and more straightforward evaluation processes. Another reported benefit is
the reduced requirement for specialized knowledge.

In Ireland, the Irish Government Economic and Evaluation Service (IGEES) wrote the
Central Technical References and Economic Appraisal Parameters (Department of Public
Expenditure and Reform, 2019a). The central economic appraisal parameters are in place to
ensure consistency across the analysis being conducted, such as Cost Effectiveness Analysis
(CEA) and CBA.

In the realm of CBA, the Social Discount Rate (SDR) is the key parameter for the
estimation of the benefits, as it determines the slope of the intertemporal utility function.
The SDR can be understood as a parameter of society’s patience, where a higher discount
rate places a stronger emphasis on the presence (i.e., less patient individuals). Estimating
the SDR can be done using different methods, such as estimating the opportunity costs rate
or social time preference rate. Thus, it can result in divergent outcomes depending on the
assumptions. There is variation in the applied discount, with wealthier countries typically
displaying lower rates, reflecting a prioritization of future needs over present concerns.

The survey shows clear patterns with respect to the distribution of SDR across the
EU-27. What captures attention is the interplay between a country’s Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) and its chosen SDR, suggesting an underlying correlation between the two
variables. The highest SDR is reported by Croatia at 6%, whereas the lowest is reported by
Germany at 1.7%. Notably, most EU-27 countries harmonize their SDRs with the estab-
lished EU CBA Guidance of 2014 (European Commission, 2014) (Figure 9).

As we delve into the specific choices on discount rates adopted by different countries, it
becomes evident that each nation employs a distinct methodology shaped by its economic
outlook and considerations of risk.

As explained by FranceStrategie,22 theQuinet Commission (2013) sets the French discount
rate, which recommends a risk-free discount rate of 2.5% to 2070, gradually declining to 1.5%
beyond 2070. This resulted from decisions made in light of France’s economic outlook and by
incorporating risk in future predictions. The Quinet Commission remarks that the discounting
system must consider the country’s expectations on the likely increase in national wealth, the
uncertainty of these expectations and the risks the different projects represent for the public
finance in the event the expectations are unfounded (France Stratégie, 2022).23

Germany’s Federal Transport Infrastructure Plan applies a 1.7% discount rate for new
transport projects, derived from a weighted average of the opportunity cost and social time

22France Stratégie publishes reports and analyses on major social, economic and environmental issues. Working under the
Prime Minister, it makes recommendations to the executive, organises debates, leads consultation exercises and contributes to
the ex-post evaluation of public policies.
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preference rate approaches to calculate SDR (Federal Ministry of Transport and Digital
Infrastructure, 2016). Furthermore, it should be noted that according to the German expert
who participated in the survey, the traditional methodology to define the SDR has faced
criticism, notably from the Association of Environmental Protection (BUND), which
advocates for a more integrated impact assessment that prioritizes long-term environmental
and climate considerations in transport planning.

In Poland, the used SDR follows the EU CBA Guidance of 2014 of 5%. However,
according to Foltyn-Zarychta et al. (2021), the official recommendation may not consider
the specific economic characteristics and uncertainties related to long-term intergenera-
tional issues, especially significant for energy projects. Using the Social Rate of Time
Preference (SRTP)24 approach with the longest available dataset, they recommend an SDR
value of 4.39%. The choice of this approach is justified by its stability over time and
relevance to the energy sector’s long planning horizons.

4.8. The role and impact of the use of CBA on decision-making processes
across EU 27

The role of CBA could vary across sectors, procuring agencies, and departments because it
can be influenced by factors such as the size of the capital investment and the potential
utilization of other impact assessment tools like cost-effectiveness analysis, least-cost
analysis, and multi-criteria analysis.

24SRTP is a measure of society’s preference for current consumption over future consumption. It’s essentially the rate at
which society is willing to give up current benefits for more benefits in the future.

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 9. Social Discount Rates in Europe
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The survey results provide some insights into the role of CBA across EU-27 member
states. Notably, only five countries reported CBA as the primary decision-making instru-
ment for fund allocation, while the most frequently cited role (mentioned by 13 countries)
is that CBA is “one among several tools” employed by decision-makers to assess the
impact of public projects. Experts from three countries indicated that its role depends on
the specific sector, procuring agency, and department. Hungary is a unique case where
CBA seems not to play any decisive role in the decision-making process (Table 1).

According to the Economic Appraisal Vademecum of the EU, CBA is the key decision-
making tool when a comprehensive assessment of the economic costs and benefits of a
policy or a project is needed, as it allows for a robust and evidence-based analytical
framework for project evaluation. However, CBA demands significant resources and must
align with the investment’s size, significance, and/or risk profile. The recommendation for
a comprehensive CBA may vary based on the project’s scale, nature, and/or data acces-
sibility, making it not always advisable or feasible. In such instances, alternative approa-
ches like Least-Cost Analysis or Cost-Effectiveness Analysis could be considered.
Additionally, a Multi-Criteria Analysis may serve as an alternative, although it is more
commonly utilized as a supplementary tool alongside others (European Commission,
2021).

The final impact of CBA on decision-making processes can be of a different nature. As
it was previously mentioned, CBA is mainly used to improve the efficiency of policies and
public capital investments, especially in times of financial shortage like, it was reported for
Ireland after the financial crisis of 2008. However, CBA can also be used to improve the
quality of the selected policies as an ex-ante assessment allows to understand whether the
possible effects of public investments are maximized. The purpose of CBAs can also be to
inform taxpayers of how their money is spent. In some cases, CBA does not have any

Table 1. Role of CBA

Responses Countries

CBA is the key decision-making tool in allocating
funding to the procuring agencies

Belgium, Croatia, Cyprus, Greece,
Lithuania

CBA is increasing in role and importance Latvia
CBA is one among several other decision-making tools Austria, Denmark, Estonia, Italy,

Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands,
Poland, Portugal, Romania,
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden

The role of CBA is different depending on sectors,
procuring agencies and departments

Finland, France, Germany

CBA used to be important but it is recently losing ground Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Slovakia
CBA does not play any decisive role in the decision-

making process
Hungary

Source: Authors, based on the survey.
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impact, especially when there is a fear of potential biases, which leads policymakers to not
take it into consideration.

When it comes to EU-27, a substantial majority (18) attributed an enhanced efficiency in
public spending to the implementation of CBA and 17 reported an increase in the overall
quality of the selected projects. Experts from 10 countries reported an increase in trans-
parency and accountability thanks to the use of CBA. Only one country expert reported a
lack of discernible impact resulting from the use of CBA (Figure 10).

The results of the survey are aligned with the traditional conception of CBA, which
helps ensure that resources are allocated in the most efficient way by identifying the most
cost-effective option that provides the most significant benefits. However, besides the very
positive responses of EU-27 country experts, it is important to be aware of the situations
when the CBA and CBA frameworks do not have any impact on policies.

First, policymakers need to consider the results of the assessments; otherwise, there will
be no value added to adopting this tool. The fact that policymakers do not always consider
the results of impact assessments is documented in the literature (Wilson, 2021), mainly
because they tend to develop their positions through normal life interactions rather than
consulting reports, as some of them might not trust CBA’s impartiality or disagree with
normative methodological choices (Mouter, 2019). Policymakers may stick to inefficient
policy decisions due to various factors, such as overly optimistic expectations, imple-
mentation challenges, and inadequate evaluation. This can lead to a reluctance to revisit
policies and impact assessments (Vivalt and Coville, 2023).

An example on the impact of CBA is reported by Shulz et al. (2015). They analyzed the
evaluations of Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS) technology, emphasizing their
value in objectively supporting public decision-makers. Moreover, Florio et al. (2018) find
that projects anticipated to be beneficial for society (e.g., with a high economic rate of

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 10. Impact of CBA (Multiple Answers Allowed)
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return), are not necessarily the least profitable (e.g., with the lowest rate of financial return).
This indicates that CBA has the potential to select projects that strike the right balance
between effectiveness and efficiency.

5. Evaluation From a Cross-Country Perspective

This section summarizes survey results by scoring the adoption modalities of CBA in
decision-making processes across the EU-27 countries. To this end, numerical values were
assigned to all responses to normalize them within a standard distribution, facilitating
comparisons across varying response scales. Each variable was assigned scores based on
the intensity of institutionalization of CBA. For example, legal requirements range from 0
(no requirement) to 5 (mandatory nationwide for large capital projects), while the role of
CBA in decision-making spans from 0 (no role) to 4 (key funding allocation tool). Some
dimensions — like the number of objectives, sectors, and impacts considered — are given
a score proportional to the number of items covered by CBA: the higher the number of
objectives or sectors that have been selected, the higher the score as an indicator of wider
coverage.

It is important to note that two questions were exempted from this categorization: the
question related to the SDR and the year of CBA integration into decision-making pro-
cesses. The exclusion of the SDR question is justified by the fact that the magnitude of its
value does not reflect a higher or lower institutionalization level of CBA. The question on
the year of introduction was also not included in the scoring system, as an earlier adoption
of CBA does not necessarily imply a higher quality or more effective implementation of the
methodology.

Moreover, the relatively low score for Ireland was unexpected, and while it was in-
cluded in the comparisons, it is possible that the answer under-rated the actual use of CBA
in the country. In general, all the results should be read with caution; however, the research
provides a relatively clear picture overall.

Once scores were assigned, standardization was employed to facilitate cross-variable
comparisons, accounting for differing scales. This involves subtracting the mean of each
variable from its values and dividing the result by the standard deviation of the variable.
The intention was to center the mean of each variable at zero and make the standard
deviation equal to 1 (Figure 11).

Standardized values were used to calculate the country average, providing an overview
of CBA integration in decision-making across the EU-27. Notably, Lithuania, Slovenia,
Estonia and France exhibited the highest adoption scores, while Bulgaria, Slovakia and
Ireland showed lower rates.

The updated scoring, based on additional survey responses, offers a more nuanced
picture of CBA integration across the EU-27. A key insight is that several countries which
joined the EU in the early 2000s, despite having limited prior experience with CBA, score
above the EU average in terms of its use in public decision-making. This finding reinforces
the conclusions of Florio et al. (2018), suggesting that the European Commission’s
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requirement to apply CBA for major projects during the 2014–2020 programming
period played a significant role in encouraging institutional learning and uptake of this
methodology.

The Baltic states, in particular, demonstrate strong performance. Lithuania and Estonia
achieved the highest scores among all EU countries, reflecting substantial integration of
CBA into their decision-making processes. Latvia, while scoring lower than its Baltic
neighbors, still ranks above the EU average. In Latvia, the use of CBA is primarily linked
to project justification rather than broader policy appraisal, which partly explains its rel-
atively lower score. Nonetheless, the overall results point to a successful diffusion of CBA
practices across these countries (Figure 12).

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 12. Baltic Countries

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 11. Average Score in the Introduction of CBA in Decision-making
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Examining other countries that joined the EU in 2004, an outstanding integration of
CBA has been done by Slovenia with Hungary, Cyprus, Poland and Malta,
showing moderate improvements given that CBAwas not in practice before joining the EU
(Figure 13). For nations joining the EU between 2007 and 2013, only Romania scored
around the average in CBA adoption, while Croatia and Bulgaria displayed lower scores
(Figure 14).

Turning attention to the founding EU members, France, Belgium and Luxembourg
performed notably well in CBA adoption, compared to the moderate performance of Italy
and the low performance of Germany and the Netherlands (Figure 15). The Netherlands
does not perform well, especially concerning the timing of CBA, as it conducts CBA only
in the feasibility phase when the preferred project alternative is already chosen, as well as

Source: Authors, based on the survey

Figure 13. Countries Accessed in 2004

Source: Authors, based on survey

Figure 14. Countries Accessed After 2004
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does not conduct ex-post CBA. Similarly, the values for Germany are low because it does
not conduct ex-post evaluations and lacks a common framework for the actors performing
the assessments.

Among Scandinavian countries, Sweden scores above the average, while Denmark is
around the average and Finland is below. Finland’s lower score is mainly due to the more
limited involvement of actors, a narrower range of sectors, and a less prominent role
assigned to CBA. However, Finland distinguishes itself across the EU for its strong im-
plementation of ex-post CBA practices (Figure 16).

Finally, Portugal, Spain and Greece show relatively homogeneous results, each scoring
slightly above the EU average. Their strong performance across most indicators is offset
only by lower scores in the timing of CBA implementation. Ireland, by contrast, ranks near
the bottom of the distribution. While it stands out for conducting CBA at both the pre-
feasibility stage (to choose between different financing alternatives) and the feasibility
stage, its overall low score is mainly due to the absence of legal requirements and the
perceived limited impact of CBA on decision-making (Figure 17).

To explore the relationship between institutional quality and the different ways in which
CBA is adopted and implemented, a correlation was conducted between scores constructed
based on responses from national experts and data from the World Bank’s Worldwide
Governance Indicators (WGI)25 for the 27 EU member states. The normalized values were
compared for each dimension of CBAwith respect to five indicators out of six axes of the
WGI: Control of Corruption, Government Effectiveness, Regulatory Quality, Rule of Law
and Voice & Accountability. Only the indicators concerning Political Stability and Absence
of Violence/Terrorism were not considered relevant to our research. The definitions of the
WB indicators are reported in the following table to help the reader understand the cor-
relation results.

25More information available at https://databank.worldbank.org/Institutional-Quality/id/98e680fc#.

Source: Authors, based on survey

Figure 15. Founding Countries
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The results do not show strong and systematic correlations between institutional quality
and the adoption of the CBA in general, but they do highlight some interesting patterns
(Tables 2 and 3).

Timing and guidance are systematically positively correlated with governance indica-
tors. In particular, the Timing dimension of CBA shows a positive correlation with Control
of Corruption (0.45), Government Effectiveness (0.38), Regulatory Quality (0.44) and Rule
of Law (0.36). Similarly, the presence of Guidelines is positively associated with all
governance axes (up to 0.47 for Government Effectiveness), suggesting that in more robust
institutional contexts, CBA tends to be better planned and supported by clear methodo-
logical guidelines and vice versa.

Source: Authors, based on survey

Figure 16. Scandinavian Countries

Source: Authors, based on survey

Figure 17. Greece, Ireland, Portugal and Spain
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Conversely, the Sector variable, which indicates extensive use of CBA in many sectors,
is strongly negatively correlated with almost all governance indicators (e.g., �0:71 with
Control of Corruption, �0:62 with Rule of Law). This data could suggest that in weaker
institutional contexts, CBA is formally applied in multiple situations without any real
ability to adapt to the context or specific sectoral needs.

The presence of legal requirements shows weak or negative correlations with all gov-
ernance indicators. This suggests that the mandatory introduction of CBA, in the absence

Table 2. Official Definition of the Worldwide Governance Indicators

Definition Description

Voice and accountability Voice and accountability capture perceptions of the extent to which a
country’s citizens are able to participate in selecting their govern-
ment, as well as freedom of expression, freedom of association,
and free media.

Government effectiveness Government effectiveness captures perceptions of the quality of public
services, the quality of the civil service and the degree of its in-
dependence from political pressures, the quality of policy formu-
lation and implementation, and the credibility of the government’s
commitment to such policies.

Regulatory quality Regulatory quality captures perceptions of the ability of the govern-
ment to formulate and implement sound policies and regulations
that permit and promote private sector development.

Rule of law Rule of law captures perceptions of the extent to which agents have
confidence in and abide by the rules of society, and in particular the
quality of contract enforcement, property rights, the police, and the
courts, as well as the likelihood of crime and violence.

Control of corruption Control of corruption captures perceptions of the extent to which
public power is exercised for private gain, including both petty and
grand forms of corruption, as well as “capture” of the state by elites
and private interests.

Source: World Bank (2024).

Table 3. Correlation Matrix between Standardized WGI and Survey Variables

Legal
Requirements Objective Role Timing Ex-post Actor Guidelines Sector Impact Average

Control of Corruption �0:11 �0:05 0.10 0.46 0.12 0.13 0.39 � 0.71 0.11 0.11

Government
Effectiveness

�0:21 �0:03 0.13 0.38 0.17 0.11 0.48 � 0.59 0.17 0.16

Regulatory Quality �0:21 �0:18 0.10 0.44 0.13 0.15 0.45 � 0.62 0.05 0.08

Rule of Law �0:07 �0:11 0.07 0.36 0.16 0.22 0.47 � 0.63 0.18 0.18

Voice and Account-

ability

0.01 �0:21 0.24 0.31 0.09 0.23 0.36 � 0.62 0.07 0.12

Source: Authors, based on survey and World Bank (2024).
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of adequate administrative capacity or support, is not in itself sufficient to ensure its
effective use. The remaining dimensions, such as Objective, Actors and Impact, do not
show clear patterns and may reflect the difficulty of accurately measuring qualitative
aspects of the decision-making process with standardized tools.

These results, despite the limitations related to their exploratory nature, provide some
useful insights. The effectiveness of CBA does not only depend on its formal mandatory
nature or sectoral diffusion but rather on the institutional capacity to integrate it in a
coherent and structured manner into decision-making processes. Indicators such as the
presence of guidelines and the correct timing of CBA (i.e., its use when different project
financing alternatives are still available) seem to better reflect quality public governance.

6. Conclusions

The survey responses highlight the significant role of CBA in EU-27 member states, but
also suggest a number of issues. Most countries have certain legal requirements for CBA
specifically and impact assessment in general, which can be either very comprehensive
(e.g., at the national level) or might depend on the government level, sector or procuring
agency. While only five country experts identify CBA as their primary investment deci-
sion-making tool, many use it alongside other methods, underlining that the use of CBA
depends on specific conditions. CBA is mainly used to justify the selection of certain
projects and to prioritize investments, while it is rarely used for policy learning. This
explains why the use of ex-post evaluation, which is mainly a learning exercise, is not
common. However, most European countries mainly follow the good practice of con-
ducting CBA at an early stage when different project alternatives have to be chosen,
decreasing the risk of using CBA only for compliance-driven purposes.

Most countries do not have a structured government arrangement concerning the actors
performing CBAs. The lack of a standardized arrangement on this matter might pose a risk
to the quality of the CBA reports, which might vary according to who is performing them.
Just a few countries report the presence of a centralized team that is in charge of either
performing the CBA or ensuring quality and comparability among different CBAs.

Every EU-27 country can rely on a set of guidelines to perform CBA and other kinds of
economic impact assessment, which reduces the variability of quality across different
studies. With respect to the SDR, most countries align with the value assigned by the EU
CBA Guidelines, showing a clear distinction between less and more developed countries,
with the less developed ones generally having a higher SDR as suggested by the EU
guidelines. Interestingly, the country examples of Germany, Finland and Poland show the
growing importance of adapting the discount rate to environmental and energy policies.
This need can be linked to the analysis of the sectors, as environmental projects often
report lower economic returns than transport projects, probably because the current CBA
methodology is based on traditional projects like rails, roads, airports, etc.

Finally, even if most EU-27 reported that the impact of CBA on decision-making
concerns an increase in the quality of the projects, the most selected option concerns the
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increased efficiency of public finance, reflecting the traditional role of CBA in minimizing
waste of public funds.

In the last section of this paper, we tried some cross-country comparisons. The
outcomes reveal that overall, Lithuania, Slovenia, Estonia and France lead in CBA per-
formance, whereas Bulgaria, Slovakia and Ireland have comparatively lower scores in the
EU-27. Notably, countries that joined the EU in 2004, with limited prior experience in
CBA, outperformed older member states, reflecting the impact of EU requirements during
the 2014–2020 period.

As part of the analysis, a correlation exercise was conducted between the CBA scores
assigned to each country based on expert responses and the World Bank Governance
Indicators. Although the results do not show strong correlations, they offer some valuable
insights. In particular, the timing of CBA implementation and the presence of methodo-
logical guidance are the variables with the highest correlation results with several
dimensions of governance, such as government effectiveness, regulatory quality, and rule
of law. This suggests that in countries with stronger institutional frameworks, CBA tends to
be more structured, applied earlier in the project cycle, and supported by clearer guidelines.

The policy implications emerging from the survey highlight several areas for im-
provement in the use of CBA across the EU-27. Although most countries have some form
of legal or regulatory framework in place, the practical application of CBA remains uneven
and often limited in scope. One key implication is the need to promote the use of ex-post
evaluations, which are currently rare but essential for institutional learning and continuous
improvement of public investment strategies. Another important issue is the lack of
structured institutional arrangements to oversee or conduct CBAs, which leads to vari-
ability in quality depending on who performs the analysis. Establishing clearer rules for
responsibility could enhance consistency and reliability. The sectoral application of CBA
also requires expansion. While traditional infrastructure projects dominate, areas such as
health, education, environment, and R&D remain underrepresented. Additionally, the
analysis suggests that countries with stronger governance indicators tend to apply CBA
more effectively, particularly introducing it early in the project cycle and supporting it with
clear, standardized procedures. Finally, there is a growing recognition of the need to adapt
key methodological parameters — such as the social discount rate — to reflect changing
policy priorities. EU conditionalities, such as those introduced during the 2014–2020
programming period, have proven effective in encouraging institutional learning and the
uptake of CBA, particularly among newer member states. Building on these mechanisms
can further strengthen the role of CBA as a tool for transparent, efficient, and evidence-
based public investment decisions.
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