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Recent Assignments:
What Works? What are the costs 
and benefits of policies to improve:

 Crime
 K-12 & early education
 Health Care
 Child welfare
 Mental health
 Substance abuse
 Public health
 Employment

Olympia, WA

Capitol → ←WSIPP  
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Presenting our findings



Methods
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1. Evidence: What works to improve outcomes; what 
does not?

We meta-analyze all rigorous evaluations of policies to 
improve public outcomes of legislative interest.

2. Economics: What is the return on investment?
We compute benefits and costs to the people of Washington 
State using a consistent framework.

3. Risk: What is the likelihood that a program or 
policy will at least “break even?”
We model the uncertainty around measurement and  
assumptions to assess the riskiness of each option.

Are there policies demonstrated to improve outcomes 
with a positive return on investment?



Step 1: What is the evidence?
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 Find all program evaluations on a given topic.
 Select only those that meet standards for rigor.

 Comparison group?
 Statistical controls?
 Causality

 Meta-analyze average effect on each outcome.
 Standardized metric
 How much change can we expect?

 For example,
 How much change do we observe in smoking on average?
 How much change do we observe in diabetes incidence on 

average?



Step 2: What are the economics?
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 What is the “price” of each outcome?
 Behavioral and physical health disorders

 Labor market earnings
 Health care utilization and costs
 Mortality (value of a statistical life)

 Early substance use
 Links to later abuse/dependence

 High school graduation
 Labor market earnings
 Health care utilization and costs

 Crime
 Criminal justice system 
 Victims



Step 3: What is the risk?
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 Uncertainty across many domains
 Program effectiveness

 General assumptions, e.g.,

Discount rate

Value of a statistical life

 Monte Carlo analysis
 10,000 simulation runs

 Bottom-line statistic: How likely for the program to at least “break 
even” (pay for itself over the long term)?
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Our “Consumer Reports” Findings 



Features of WSIPP’s benefit-cost approach
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1. Per-participant basis: What are the costs and 
benefits for each person who participates?
 Estimates do not rely on successful completion of treatment

2. Societal perspective: Who benefits from this 
investment?
 Participants (e.g., labor market earnings)
 Taxpayers (e.g., avoided system costs)
 Others (e.g., avoided victimizations)

3. Lifetime horizon: How will benefits and costs 
accrue over the life cycle?
 What are tomorrow’s dollars worth today? 



Benefits and costs of benefit-cost analysis
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 Benefits
 Provides additional information beyond “Is this 

program effective?”
 Appeals to policymakers on both sides of the aisle
 Offers basis for comparison within policy areas

 Costs
 Time- and labor-intensive
 Findings are specific to inputs (e.g., Washington state)
 Not exhaustive—we don’t know how to value every 

outcome
 Can be incomplete



How WSIPP findings are used
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1. Funding decisions by the legislature
 Portfolio of crime prevention strategies (2007-current)
 Juvenile justice funding (2009-current)

2. Policy choices
 K-12 class sizes

3. Inventories used by agencies
Classify programs into evidence-based, research-
based, or promising
 Children’s services
 Adult behavioral health
 K-12 programs for struggling students
 Adult corrections
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Thank You

Website: http://www.wsipp.wa.gov
E-mail: stephanie.lee@wsipp.wa.gov


