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stiftung neue verantwortung (snv): Professor Rose-Ackerman, impact assessment has be-
come a buzz word in public policy circles…

Susan Rose-Ackerman: There is a certain amount of rhetoric around the term ‘impact as-
sessment’ that I find confusing. What actually is that thing that the European Commission 
loves, that the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) loves? On 
one level, it is simply a call to policymakers to think functionally about a problem, about the 
policies that they are carrying out. Don’t just literally pass a law. Let’s think about it: Why do 
we pass this law? What is it supposed to accomplish? And how can we find out if it is going 
to accomplish that?

snv: So, impact assessment is a step in the right direction? 

Rose-Ackerman: There is a discussion, or some tension if you will, between those who come 
out of a legal background who think about the relationship between the form and the sub-
stance, and those who just want to alleviate problems quickly. Thinking about form and 
substance of a policy involves taking some time to figure out what is going on, what the 
background conditions are, and building into the application of the program some evalua-
tion. Gather information, not just act. I remember, I explained that at the World Bank as a 
fellow awhile ago. The issue there was exactly: “We have the money top spend. There are 
needs. Let’s get going.” But if you don’t know what the baseline is, what exactly the problem 
is, it is very hard to figure these things out once you are starting.

snv: And yet, you have your difficulties with impact assessment and cost-benefit analysis. 
Why?

Rose-Ackerman: For one, impact is usually tied to good results in some sense. And so the 
obvious issue is: what counts as good results? And if you could decide, how would you mea-
sure them? 

snv: And measurement problems feed into problems of causality.
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Rose-Ackerman: It seems to me that the higher the level of analysis, the harder it becomes 
to make the connection between what, for example, a social service provider is doing and 
what happens on an aggregate level. This is a general problem. If you have a performance 
measure, especially in a bureaucracy, you want to reward somebody for what they did. But 
obviously there are a lot of things going on in the world. We have a lot of cities throughout 
Germany, for example, with different situations, and what works in one city to reduce un-
employment may not work in another. The economic environment is clearly effecting the 
outcome, but in some town Siemens might come in and build a new factory while in another 
it doesn’t. 

snv: But we can control for these factors with an evaluation design.

Rose-Ackerman: Yes but you have to be careful about it. You have to be pretty confident that 
you have got the right metrics and design. You also want to make sure that the provider is 
being evaluated on actual success. They may, for example, like to select the program parti-
cipants – creaming up. So if they have an empty space in the program, they don’t want to fill 
that space with any person. The provider has the incentive to get good results, but you want 
to know if they were successful because they selected in easy cases.

snv: You have also hinted at normative issues with cost-benefit analysis. In how far?

Rose-Ackerman: First, there is a risk of doing the things you can measure instead of the 
things that may be more important but can’t really be measured. But there is another aspect 
of this. That is, how do you figure out if you have done anything that is good? It doesn’t just 
have to do with getting a baseline and seeing what happens. It has to do with some nor-
mative commitment. To decide what is it that you are trying to get out of a program. Then 
measuring it. And that central problem of figuring out what you want to do is, is not simply 
a technical problem. It’s a value problem.  It is how notions of justice or other kinds of value 
problems are applied besides simply maximizing the difference between benefits and costs. 

snv:  Thank you very much, Dr. Rose-Ackerman.
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