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ABSTRACT

We conduct a comparative welfare analysis of 133 historical policy changes over the past half-century
in the United States, focusing on policies in social insurance, education and job training, taxes and
cash transfers, and in-kind transfers. For each policy, we use existing causal estimates to calculate
both the benefit that each policy provides its recipients (measured as their willingness to pay) and
the policy’s net cost, inclusive of long-term impacts on the government’s budget. We divide the willingness
to pay by the net cost to the government to form each policy’s Marginal Value of Public Funds, or
its “MVPF”. Comparing MVPFs across policies provides a unified method of assessing their impact
on social welfare. Our results suggest that direct investments in low-income children’s health and education
have historically had the highest MVPFs, on average exceeding 5. Many such policies have paid for 
themselves as governments recouped the cost of their initial expenditures through additional taxes
collected and reduced transfers. We find large MVPFs for education and health policies amongst children
of all ages, rather than observing diminishing marginal returns throughout childhood. We find smaller
MVPFs for policies targeting adults, generally between 0.5 and 2. Expenditures on adults have exceeded
this MVPF range in particular if they induced large spillovers on children. We relate our estimates
to existing theories of optimal government policy and we discuss how the MVPF provides lessons
for the design of future research.
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�$����������LMNNOPQRSPTUVWWXYZM[N\T]̂ P_̂ àbcSPdaUVWWefgXXVYZh[NiN_P_̂ hTNa_NTUgXXeYj]T]Taka_P[̂Nl_aba]_RfP_̂mN_̂TN_UgXVeYj]TPn]\oPTaR]_]jbSNOpqrb]P[bNT_PbaiN\NPRsTNR]jtN[jPTNuvw_RNiNTP[nPRNRtSNTNPsbS]TRn]_RbTsnbN̂ bSNaT]t_OpqrRftNa_n]To]TPbNbS]RNNRba\PbNR̂ aTNnb[QuxSNTNPoo[anPy[NftNP̂zsRbbSNRNNRba\PbNRa_]T̂NTb]SPT\]_acNPRRs\oba]_RUNuku âRn]s_bTPbNRYuw_nPRNRtSNTNoTNia]sR[abNTPbsTNSPRn]_̂snbN̂ n]\oTNSN_RaiNn]Rb{yN_NlbP_P[QRNR]jPo][anQftN̂ TPtso]_bSNn]\o]_N_bR]jbS]RNP_P[QRNRb]TNj]T\s[PbNbSN\a_b]bSNaTa\o[aN̂ Opqru6
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