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90-747:  Cost-Benefit Analysis 

Carnegie Mellon University 

Spring, 2021, Heinz College 

M/W 1:30-2:50 

Faculty Contact Information 

Mary Ellen Benedict, Adjunct Professor 

mb17@andrew.cmu.edu 

Phone:  419.575.0096 (text first) 

Office hours:  Mondays, 7:30-8:30 or e-mail/text for appointments (can Zoom early for class or 

stay later on Mondays and Wednesdays) 

 

CANVAS CONNECTION: 

Syllabus, readings, and other material will be available on Canvas as I have them available.  We 

will also use the discussion board on occasion.   

 

ZOOM INFORMATION: 

Due to the pandemic, this class will be entirely online.  I expect that you will turn on your video 

when we first meet so that I can see who you are.  I also expect that when we have discussion, all 

have their live video on.  You should mute your microphone until you speak.   

 

The following links are related to the class: 

1. Weekly class link: 

https://cmu.zoom.us/j/94032737380?pwd=SngvWmRTSHVUVmxZVzJ0bVRReWlvQT09 

2. My weekly office hour (no one-on-one, can join anytime). 

 https://cmu.zoom.us/j/99447913631?pwd=ZmRncXZxTVNhVncyNnVsM01hc3JqQT09 

 

Course Description 

As public policy analysts, we are often presented with making decisions that are economically 

efficient – that is, how does one gain the most benefit for society, given limited resources?  

Economics provides the theoretical foundation of decision-making, but putting theory into 

practice is not always easy.   

 

Cost-benefit analysis (CBA) is an analytical tool used to determine the worth of a project, 

program, or policy.  It identifies and attempts to quantify the costs and benefits of the project or 

program and provides decision-makers with manageable information to find the “best” outcome.  

CBA helps managers to answer questions such as: 

 Does the proposal provide a net benefit to the community as a whole? 

 Should the project/program/policy be undertaken? 

 Should the project/program be continues? 

 Which of the alternative projects should be undertaken? 

mailto:mb17@andrew.cmu.edu
https://cmu.zoom.us/j/94032737380?pwd=SngvWmRTSHVUVmxZVzJ0bVRReWlvQT09
https://cmu.zoom.us/j/99447913631?pwd=ZmRncXZxTVNhVncyNnVsM01hc3JqQT09
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Learning Objectives 

Through a variety of activities, at the end of the course, the student should be able to: 

1. Understand the project or set of projects to be analyzed. 

2. Apply the analytic tools and techniques of CBA. 

3. Understand the limitations of CBA. 

4. Compare alternative projects/programs/policies with CBA. 

5. Communicate the results of CBA so that decisions can be made. 

 

Because the course requires problem-solving, please make sure to have a calculator near your 

computer. 

 

Prerequisites 

90-709 Intermediate Economic Analysis 12 Credits 

90-710 Applied Economic Analysis 12 Credits 

90-711 Statistical Methods 12 Credits 

91-801 Statistical Methods For Managers 12 Credits 

 

Readings 

Main text:  Cost-Benefit Analysis:  Concepts and Practice.  Anthony E. Boardman, David H. 

Greenberg, Aidan R. Vining, David L. Weimer.  Fifth Edition, Cambridge University Press, 

2018.   

Cost Benefit articles. 

Handouts. 

 

The library also has an online textbook, Cost Benefit Analysis and Public Policy, by David 

Weimer (note that Weimer is one of the authors of our main textbook).    

 

Course Grading 

1. Class participation and engagement (20%) 

a. Active participation in class involves being ready to respond when I call on you, or 

responding to comments made by others in the classroom.  You may say, “I need a 

minute think about a response” if you are not sure how to answer question.  If you say, 

“I don’t know” or “I didn’t read the assignment” you will be respected for being 

honest, but you will still receive a 0 for the day’s participation. 

b. If there are questions posted before class in relation to a reading, you can provide 

typed answers in WORD to me before the start of class.  I will use this information, in 

addition to class discussion, for those of you who tend to be on the quiet side.  

http://heinz.cmu.edu/academic-resources/course-results/course-details/index.aspx?cid=7
http://heinz.cmu.edu/academic-resources/course-results/course-details/index.aspx?cid=8
http://heinz.cmu.edu/academic-resources/course-results/course-details/index.aspx?cid=9
http://heinz.cmu.edu/academic-resources/course-results/course-details/index.aspx?cid=187
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However, these answers will not be graded as highly as thoughtful discussion with the 

class.  So, please focus on preparation. 

c. There will be times when I give you something to do in class in small groups.  We will 

use some time in class for small group analysis.  Answers for each group should be 

handed in by the end of the class period. 

d. Disrespectful responses to anyone in the class will yield a 0 for class discussion for the 

day.  It is fine to disagree with each other, but do so using economic logic, political 

viewpoint, or the process of CBA.   

e. As noted on Page 1, your video should be on when we are doing discussion. 

2. Problem sets (30% - 10% each set) 

a. There will be three problem sets.  Some problems will use economic graphs or 

statistical analysis; some will include spreadsheet work; a few may be essays.  Plan 

accordingly to finish the homeworks in a timely manner, as late homeworks will be 

reviewed, but will be deducted (1/2 grade for the first 24 hours; 0 after that).  Since 

there will not be any make-up problems, you should hand in each problem set.  

Problem sets will usually be posted on Wednesdays and due the following week. 

b. Answers should be typed.  Equations can be made using the equation function in 

WORD.  If you are struggling with the equation function, let me know ASAP. 

If you are unable to make graphs or equations in WORD, you are permitted to draw 

the graphs on a separate sheet of paper and pdf that to me.  Graphs should be clearly 

labeled, including changes in consumer/producer surplus, total benefits/costs, etc.  All 

homeworks will be uploaded to Canvas. 

c. You may speak with one another regarding a problem, but your answers should be 

your own.  If you and another student have the exact same answer, it is likely one of 

you copied from another and therefore will receive a zero for the problem set.   

d. If it appears that you are using a textbook answer key, you will receive a 0 for that 

problem.  Yes, it is easy to copy and paste from an online resource, but you will not 

learn without doing the problem yourself. 

3. Final exam (25%) 

 There will be a final exam, currently scheduled for March 17
th

.  This will be a timed 

test where once you open the test, you will have a set time to finish and upload again.   

4. Final project (25%) 

The final project requires students to evaluate a completed cost-benefit. Details of 

requirements of the evaluation will be posted in a separate file. 

 

 

Grading Scale* 

< 49% F 

50.0% -54.9% D  

55.0% - 59.9%  D+  
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60.0% - 64.9%  C-  

65.0% - 69.9%  C  

70.0% - 74.9%  C+  

75.0% - 79.9%  B-  

80.0% - 84.9%  B  

85.0% -89.9%  B+  

90.0% -94.9%  A-  

95.0% 100.0%  A  

*A curve may be employed if necessary.  

A+ grade may be achieved for those 

above a 98% 

 

ACADEMIC AND OTHER RESOURCES 

Carnegie-Mellon University has a number of resources for students.  Here is a link to academic 

integrity: 

http://www.cmu.edu/academic-integrity/headernav/guides.html 

 

A link to the Intercultural Communications Center: 

http://www.cmu.edu/icc/ 

 

The Office of Disability Resources: 

http://www.cmu.edu/education-office/disability-resources/index.html 

 

CMU Counseling Center 

https://www.cmu.edu/counseling/ 

  

http://www.cmu.edu/academic-integrity/headernav/guides.html
http://www.cmu.edu/icc/
http://www.cmu.edu/education-office/disability-resources/index.html
https://www.cmu.edu/counseling/
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Cost Benefit Analysis Tentative Schedule 

Week/Topic Readings 

1.  Overview of Cost Benefit Analysis 

 Economic Foundations 

Handout1.  Boardman, et. al, Chapter 1 The 

Standing of Trees Discussion. 

Handout 2 and 3.   Boardman et. al, Chapters 2 

(to page 44) & 3. 

A Cost-Benefit Analysis of Electronic Medical 

Records in Primary Care. 

Homework 1 Due Feb. 10 

2.  Valuing Benefits and Costs  Handouts 4-5.   Cash for Clunkers. Boardman et. 

al Chapters 4 -6 (Note:  no time for secondary 

markets, but might briefly discuss). 

Handout on DiD.  Reading:  Cigarette 

Regulation 

1-Page Proposal for paper project due Feb. 17 

3.  Time Preference and Discounting Handout 6.   Boardman et. al Chapters 9, 10 (pp. 

237-250). 

Homework 2 due Feb. 24 

4.  Nonmarket Valuation Handouts 7 &8.  Boardman et. al Chapters 15 & 

16.  Should we drill in the Artic National Wildlife 

Refuge? 

Homework 3 due Mar. 10 

5.  Risk and Uncertainty Handout 9.  Boardman et. al Chapter 11.   

The Benefits and Costs of Using Social 

Distancing to Flatten the Curve for Covid-19. 

6. Limitations and Alternatives to CBA Handout 10.  Boardman pp.44-54 

CBA Project due Monday, March 15
th

. 

Review for final March 15
th

  

Final Exam Wednesday, March 17
th

. 

Note:  This is my wish list.  We will take topics in the order above, and eliminate #6 if time runs 

out.   
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Quality of Class Discussion 

Students have correctly pointed out that teachers who evaluate class discussion have a 

responsibility to spell out the criteria that will be used to assess the quality of student discussion.  

With full awareness that evaluation is inescapably subjective, at least in large part, let me try to 

be responsive to that responsibility.   

 

Outstanding contributions to discussion will: 

1. Display extensive preparation for the day’s class.  This criterion is a foundation for 

the others set below. 

2. Demonstrate sensitivity to the need for logical flow in the class.  Your comments and 

questions should be linked explicitly to the direction in which the class has been 

headed.  Resist the temptation that we all feel to introduce a personal anecdote or 

perspective that just popped into our mind, but that has no easily recognizable link to 

the ongoing discussion in our class. 

3. Reveal an awareness of the importance of a critical spirit.  To make this point more 

directly, you should demonstrate an eagerness and ability to critically evaluate the 

reading assignment, the claims of other students, and what is especially meritorious, 

the reasoning of the professor.  The aim here is not for your to be a wiseacre, 

annoyance, or fighter; rather, we want to honor our collective ability to help on 

another be more thoughtful through assertive caring critique.  New points of view, 

alternative insights, or alternative judgments are essential ingredients in the difficult 

job of persistent growth. 

4. Demonstrate a new source of meaning and insight for the rest of the class by 

providing a link, relationship, or integration between two ideas, components of the 

assignment, or elements of the course. 

5. Provoke new ideas or arguments by asking questions that require the rest of us to 

ponder what we thought we already knew. 

6. Reflect exploration of relevant articles, books, films, music, poetry or conversations 

that extend beyond what has been assigned.  For example, evidence that you read a 

serious newspaper regularly and use that experience to enrich the class makes you a 

more valuable member of the class. 

7. Make effective use of the concepts and facts learned in the course.  Think of the 

course as, in part, a language course. In such a course, as you know, you belong to or 

fit in the class to the extent that you are able to use that language as your think. 

8. Demonstrate a lack of defensiveness when others question or criticize your views.  To 

put this criterion in another form, indicate to yourself and others that you are open to 

intellectual challenge and growth. 

 

 

Source: Neil Browne, Bowling Green State University. 


