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The BCA reference case 

guidelines are intended to 

increase the comparability of 

benefit-cost analyses of 

immunizations and other 

policies, improve their quality 

and expand their use.
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These guidelines establish a practical framework 
for applying benefit-cost analysis (BCA) 
methodology to evaluate health and 
development interventions in low-and-middle 
income countries.
BCA COMPONENTS

OBJECTIVES
In addition to providing an overview of the 
general framework, these guidelines include 
specific recommendations in seven areas:
• Comparing Values Across Countries and 

Over Time
• Valuing Mortality Risk Reductions
• Valuing Nonfatal Risk Reductions
• Valuing Changes in Time Use
• Assessing the Distribution of Impacts
• Accounting for Uncertainty and 

Nonquantifiable Impacts
• Summarizing and Presenting the Results

Reference Case Guidelines for 
Benefit-Cost Analysis in Global 
Health and Development

Lucy O’Keeffe

EXAMPLE: Valuing Mortality Risk Reductions
• The value per statistical life (VSL) reflects 

individuals’ willingness to exchange their income for 
small changes in their own risk, such as a 1 in 10,000 
decrease in the chance of dying in a specific year. 

• Recommendations:
1. Use a context specific value.
2. Conduct sensitivity analysis using 3 approaches; 

one that assumes that the proportion of income 
individuals are willing to spend on a small change 
in their own risk declines as their income 
becomes more constrained, and two that assume 
the ratio of willingness to pay to income remains 
constant at different income levels, where

3. VSLB = VSLA * (IncomeB/IncomeA)elasticity

a) VSLB = 160 * GNIpc, based on U.S. estimates, 
income elasticity = 1.5.

b) VSLB = 100 * GNIpc, based on OECD estimates, 
income elasticity = 1.0.

c) VSLB = 160 * GNIpc, based on U.S. estimates 
income elasticity = 1.0.

4. If the policy disproportionately affects the very 
young or the very old, adjust for age and life 
expectancy (in sensitivity analysis) using a 
constant value per statistical life year (VSLY) 
calculated from the VSL estimates above. 

APPLICATION :
Bill Gates: “The Best Investment I Ever Made” (January 
16, 2019 Wall Street Journal)
• Investing in Gavi, the Global Fund, and the Global 

Polio Eradication Initiative has far greater return 
than expected if the funds were invested elsewhere.

• The $10 billion invested to provide vaccines and 
other supplies in developing countries created an 
estimated $200 billion in social and economic 
benefits.

• The supporting analysis, conducted by Copenhagen 
Consensus Center, relies on the reference case VSL 
recommendations.

• The role of these recommendations in evaluating 
vaccine-related policies is further emphasized in an 
Optimist article, “Measuring the Value of Health,” by 
Damian Walker of the Gates Foundation.

• Several teams, such as those involved in the Decade 
of Vaccine Economics ROI analysis, are also relying 
on these recommendations. 

To learn more, please visit out project website: 
https://sites.sph.harvard.edu/bcaguidelines/
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