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Valuing benefits of social 
interventions

Cost-benefit analysis (CBA) and social return 
on investment (SROI) are methods for 
evaluating benefits and costs of social 
interventions or investments

Incremental (additional) benefits and costs 
of the intervention are assessed relative to a 
counterfactual scenario

In theory, anything that people value can be 
included as a benefit or cost

In a CBA or to calculate an ROI number, all 
benefits and costs need to be expressed in 
monetary terms so they can be compared
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Estimating a monetary value 
for benefits of a social 
intervention

Changes in outcomes caused by the 
intervention are translated into dollar 
estimates of benefits using impact 
valuations that reflect the value to society 
of those changes

Benefits are compared to costs over the 
lifetime of the intervention in a CBA or SROI
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The NZ Treasury CBAx Tool

https://www.treasury.govt.nz/information-
and-services/state-sector-leadership/
investment-management/investment-
planning/treasurys-cbax-tool

It is a spreadsheet model that provides a 
framework for doing CBA

It includes a database of impact valuations 
to translate impacts or changes into dollars 
that can be used in CBA or SROI analysis as 
part of an evaluation

Values reported here are from the December 2023 model

Note: I’m not associated with the Treasury and any errors in 
describing the CBAx model are mine
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Impact valuations are per-unit 
dollar amounts that are 
applied to estimates of 
changes in outcomes caused 
by the intervention

These can be applied to outcomes that 
reflect either benefits (positive monetary 
values) or costs (negative monetary values) 
of the intervention
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The CBAx model has a 
database of impact valuations
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Example

An intervention got rid of all mould in 100 
houses for a year

The impacts database says that a house with 
“very bad” mould imposes a wellbeing cost 
on its occupants of $4,502 per year (2024 
dollars)

The annual benefit of the intervention is the 
avoidance of these wellbeing costs, i.e. 
around $450,000 per year
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Wellbeing domains

The December 2023 CBAx model includes 
274 impact valuations across 12 domains of 
wellbeing
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Sectors

Impact valuations are also classified across 
government and non-government sectors
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Non-government impacts 
reflect changes in people’s 
wellbeing

Private impacts come from changes in 
outcomes for individuals
Examples: changes in after-tax income, personal physical and 
mental health, being a victim of a crime

External impacts reflect broader social and 
environmental changes
Examples: traffic congestion costs, river water quality, productivity 
benefits of urban density, broader impacts of crime

External impacts are currently available for environment, health,
and justice categories
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Subjective wellbeing

General values are provided for changes in 
people’s overall life satisfaction

A WELLBY is a one-point change for one 
year in one person’s overall self-reported life 
satisfaction on a scale from 0 to 10

The value of a WELLBY is quite uncertain so a range is provided 
and it’s important to do sensitivity analysis

Low: $6,714 / Medium: $15,878 / High: $25,405

Changes in life satisfaction can be assessed using a survey, but we 
need to consider if small changes in life satisfaction can be 
measured accurately and if they can be attributed to the 
intervention being evaluated
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Government impacts

Reflect changes in government revenue and 
expenditure associated with outcomes

Some are transfers between private 
individuals and the government so are not 
net impacts on society
Examples: superannuation and social welfare benefit payments 
changes in income tax revenue

Others are the cost for the public sector to 
provide services and may be costs incurred 
by an intervention or costs that an 
intervention can avoid
Examples: costs of health services, average costs of care for health 
conditions, costs of policing and justice services
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Where do the numbers come from and 
how reliable are they?

Each impact valuation has source references

Historic values have been inflated to 2024 dollars, 
but some estimates are more than 10 years old

It is good practice to check methods and assumptions 
used to estimate the valuations, and search for 
alternative estimates

Sensitivity analysis is essential to test how results 
could change with different valuations



Benefits estimates are only as 
reliable as the estimates of 
changes in outcomes that impact 
valuations are applied to

Good evidence and robust methods are 
needed to estimate the causal changes in 
outcomes of an intervention being 
evaluated 
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Help?

www.schiff.nz
aaron@schiff.nz

I help clients 
find answers at the 
intersection of 
data science and 
economics

Aaron Schiff
PhD


