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Would greater use of cost benefit analysis 
reduce rent seeking?

Do monetised values always add value? 

What is different about ‘highly contested’ choices?
(and what does this imply evaluation tools?) 

What is the best decision support approach 
for different types of choices?

Decision support for contested social choices
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Would greater use of non-market valuation enhance 
transparency and discourage rent seeking? 

Potential arguments:
the estimation of non-market values involves no discretion or 
judgements that impact materially on estimates; or 

no, and unlikely to be corrected by competition 
economists are at least more disinterested and objective ciphers of 
public preferences than public officials and decision makers;  or

no, but incentives to maintain professional standards (pool 
resource)

the estimation of non-market values provides more transparent or 
cogent decision support than alternative approaches

single metrics transparent in their conclusions on relative 
importance,

but not the underlying process
multiple metrics transparent in their lack of weights; 

or reasonably transparent in the process that produces the 
i ht

Political economy of decision support
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Single vs multiple metrics

Single metrics
allow unambiguous comparisons 
of ‘costs’ and ‘benefits’ 

benefit cost analysis (BCA) 
cost-effectiveness analysis (CEA)

but
involve greater uncertainty or 
error than underlying estimates 
due to translation into ‘values’;
give more attention to ‘close to 
market’ impacts (where 
confidence in ‘values’ is higher)
neglect or edit out important 
distributional information

Multiple metrics
allow evaluators to apply their 
own weights or decision logic

multiple criteria analysis (MCA)
triple bottom line (UMIA)
trade-off analysis 

but
focus on inputs and outputs 
rather than outcomes
may ignore outcome level 
interactions
do not provide well structured 
information on the significance of 
different types of outcomes
may struggle to assess the 
desirability of a target
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Highly contested choices raise a range of issues that 
‘technocratic’ or ‘expert’ approaches find difficult

Wicked problems
poorly structured issues with no consensus on what constitutes ‘the 
problem’, or the objectives or criteria for evaluating potential
responses
typically highly uncertain, with sparse information on underlying 
processes … but an effective knowledge strategy requires an 
objective

Social choices 
no representative individual 
multi-attribute preferences are not transitive

Diverse currencies of action
money is not universally legitimate

Distribution always matters

Highly contested choices …

no determinant answers
evaluation is contingent 
on institutions that 
frame choices 
(themselves subject of 
choices)



5

www.csiro.au

Would greater use of cost benefit analysis 
reduce rent seeking?

Do monetised values always add value? 

What is different about ‘highly contested’ choices?
(and what does this imply evaluation tools?) 

What is the best decision support approach 
for different types of choices?

Decision support for contested social choices

www.csiro.au
Choosing the best decision support tool
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Are non-monetised impacts 
able to be expressed in a single 

index or reporting measure? 

Preferred Assessment Approach  

Y

Y

Y

Are non-market impacts 
expected to be material in 

assessing choices or outcomes?

Do key users consider 
monetary valuation of impacts 

enhances the utility of the 
information provided? 

Are impacts able or required 
to be estimated using a 

documented and repeatable 
process?

Is there consensus on criteria or 
processes for establishing the 

relative importance of different 
types of impacts? 

Decision Context 
(or selection criteria) 

monetised benefit cost 
analysis incorporating  
non-market valuation 

(NMV)

expert panel (ExP) 

monetised  
benefit-cost analysis  

(BCA)  

cost effectiveness analysis 
(CEA) 

weighted multi-criteria 
analysis (MCA) or 

integrated assessment (IA) 

unweighted multiple  
indicator assessment (UMIA) 

 or triple bottom line  
reporting (TBL) 

Does effective implementation 
require information on social 
values to build consensus or 
support by key stakeholders? 

commensurate non-monetised 
data on empirical social  

values (ESV)  

N

Y

Develop a structured set of 
criteria that help identify the 
most appropriate tool for a 
specific decision context
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Decision Context 
(or selection criteria)

Preferred Assessment 
Approach

Are non-market impacts 
expected to be material 
in assessing choices or 

outcomes?

monetised 
benefit-cost analysis

(BCA) 
No

1

Are impacts able or required 
to be estimated using a 

documented and repeatable 
process?

expert panel 
(ExP)

Yes

Yes

No
2
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Choosing the best decision support tool

Decision Context 
(or selection criteria)

Preferred Assessment 
Approach

Is there consensus on criteria 
or processes for establishing the 
relative importance of different 

types of impacts? 

Yes

3

No

Yes

Do key users consider 
monetary valuation of impacts 

enhances the utility of the 
information provided? 

benefit-cost analysis with 
non-market valuation

(NMV) 

No

Yes

4
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Decision Context 
(or selection criteria)

Preferred Assessment 
Approach

Are non-monetised 
impacts able to be expressed 
in a single index or reporting 

measure? 

cost effectiveness analysis 
(CEA) 

Yes

No

No

weighted 
multi-criteria analysis (MCA) or 

integrated assessment (IA)

5

Does effective 
implementation require 

information on social values 
to build consensus or support 

by key stakeholders? 

No commensurate non-monetised 
data on empirical social values 

(ESV)

triple bottom line reporting (TBL) or 
unweighted multiple indicator 

assessment (UMIA)

Yes

No
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Empirical social values

Data for contested social choices
Seeks to generate consistent and commensurate estimates of benefits
Estimates represent the benefits perceived by someone, 
in a specific context (and thus vary across groups and over time)

Perceptions influenced by knowledge and social context
There is no single ‘representative individual’
Hypothesises ‘benefits’ or ‘social values’ have an identifiable underlying structure

Data presented and analysed in terms of 
the ‘interests’ and ‘world view’ of 
different people at a given time
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individualists
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So what is new about this? 
… improved decision support for socially contested decisions

i. provide defensible and commensurate empirically-based data on the 
range of values associated with different aspects of water use outcomes; 

ii. enhance transparency, while recognising a legitimate role for discretion in 
decision making;

iii. avoid any loss of confidence in underlying data, including through 
uncertainties associated with the ‘valuation’ of estimated impacts; 

iv. recognise trade-offs, without assuming money provides a neutral or 
uncontested measure of value; 

v. give insight into the distribution of social values and allow for appropriate 
aggregation, without assuming there is a meaningful ‘representative 
consumer’ or ‘market clearing value’; 

vi. be compatible with a range of methods, providing cost effective decision 
support options at different scales and levels of complexity. 

Empirical social values
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There is no wealth but life
John Ruskin 1860 

Email alerts: Steve.HatfieldDodds@csiro.au
www.csiro.au/sei

enhancing adaptive governance –
(i) design of institutions and incentive based policy tools;
(ii) the role of knowledge and science in improving societal outcomes,
(iii) integration methods for understanding nested complex systems
empirical social values –
(iv) holistic approaches to human motivation, well-being and social values, 
(v) developing decision support and integrated impact assessment tools 

for socially contested decisions


