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Executive Summary

A s the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) contemplates revisions 
to Circular A-4’s guidance on regulatory analysis, one issue merits 
considerable attention: federal agencies often fail to justify the analytical 

time frames they use for their cost-benefit analyses. In so doing, agencies risk 
overlooking key long-term impacts that may justify more stringent regulation.

Regulations typically generate costs and benefits that occur over time. Thus, 
when agencies analyze the impact of a proposed regulation through cost-benefit 
analysis, they must select an analytical time frame long enough to encompass 
this stream of costs and benefits. This intuitive concept is already articulated in 
Circular A-4, which emphasizes that choosing the appropriate temporal scope is 
critical to good regulatory analysis. And yet, in practice, agencies often choose 
an endpoint for their regulatory analyses that fails to capture the full stream 
of a regulation’s costs and benefits. Critically, agencies frequently offer limited 
explanation for this choice, and occasionally offer no explanation at all. 

Overlooking long-term impacts can have negative ramifications for regulatory policy. A truncated analytical time frame 
tends to shortchange a regulation’s benefits more than its costs, since benefits are often back-loaded while costs are often 
front-loaded. Shortening the analytical time frame may therefore cause net-beneficial regulations—or more stringent 
alternatives that produce greater net benefits—to appear net-costly or less net-beneficial than other alternatives. As 
a result, the practice of truncating regulatory impacts may cause agencies to select a suboptimal policy alternative, 
potentially overlooking a more stringent option that is better for society’s long-term welfare. 

Further, when agencies provide minimal or no explanation for the analytical time frame they choose, they increase their 
likelihood of choosing an inappropriate time frame. This is because failing to provide a sufficient explanation hinders 
interested parties from properly evaluating or scrutinizing the choice of time frame, and may also cause the agency itself 
to neglect important considerations that could compel a longer analytical time frame. In this way, agency failures to 
explain their choice of time frame compounds the risk of suboptimal policymaking. 

This deficiency is prevalent across agencies and would be best addressed through standardized guidance and practice. 
OMB should therefore update its guidance on selecting analytical time frames as part of any revisions to Circular A-4. 
More detailed guidance would help prevent the overlooking of future costs and benefits, and help ensure that, for any 
given rulemaking, both the agency and the public understand whether and how the analytical time frame affects the 
overall policy choice. Following such updates—or even without them—OMB should better ensure that agencies adhere 
to Circular A-4’s guidance and devote more thorough attention to their choice and explanation of the analytical time 
frame. Absent greater scrutiny from OMB going forward, this problem is likely to persist. 

This report examines agencies’ routine practice of selecting, without sufficient explanation, analytical time frames that 
do not capture the full stream of a regulation’s costs and benefits. Section I describes how truncated analytical time 
frames can lead to substandard policy choices and discusses why decisionmaking quality suffers when agencies fail to 
explain their choice of time frame. Section II overviews a sample of regulatory impact analyses that contain minimal, 
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if any, explanation for the analytical time frame used in the agency’s cost-benefit analysis. It then presents as case 
studies two regulatory impact analyses that truncated longer-term benefits of a more stringent alternative—benefits 
that, had they been considered, may have supported choosing the more stringent alternative. Section III examines two 
counterexamples in which the agency provides a relatively detailed explanation for the analytical time frame chosen. 
Section IV concludes by offering a series of recommendations, summarized below, OMB can implement in its revisions 
to Circular A-4 to improve the current treatment of analytical time frames in cost-benefit analysis.

Summary of Recommendations OMB Should Consider Incorporating 
into Its Revised Circular A-4 Guidance:

1.  Identify and discuss the analytical time frame in a dedicated section. 

2.  Explain in detail any limitations affecting the choice of analytical time frame. 

3.  Address whether the analysis is sensitive to the choice of analytical time frame.

4.  Conduct a temporal break-even analysis when significant costs or benefits occur beyond 
 the analytical time frame.

5.  Maintain the analytical time frame’s length, at minimum, in subsequent rulemakings.
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I. Selecting the Appropriate Analytical Time 
Frame Is a Critical Component of 

 Cost-Benefit Analysis

A.  The Analytical Time Frame Affects the Substantive Assessment of   
 Costs and Benefits 

C ost-benefit analysis has long been a central feature of agency rulemaking. Since 1981, agencies have been 
required by a series of executive orders to weigh the estimated costs of their regulations against the anticipated 
benefits, and to submit their cost-benefit analysis of major rules to OMB for substantive review.1 

OMB’s principal guidance on cost-benefit analysis is found in Circular A-4. Published in 2003 during the George W. Bush 
Administration, these long-standing guidelines “defin[e] good regulatory analysis” and are designed to “standardiz[e] the 
way benefits and costs of Federal regulatory actions are measured.”2 Though not legally binding,3 this guidance document 
recommends best practices for agencies to consider. 

Circular A-4 suggests that agencies carefully consider the temporal scope of their cost-benefit analyses. Even before    
delving into topics as fundamental as developing a baseline or selecting alternatives, Circular A-4 emphasizes that                                
“[t]he time frame for [an agency’s] analysis should cover a period long enough to encompass all the important benefits 
and costs likely to result from the rule.”4 The guidance also states that the analysis should “clearly identify[] when the 
benefits and costs are expected to occur.”5 

Individual regulatory agencies have developed their own internal guidance on economic analysis that likewise stresses 
the importance of choosing an appropriate analytical time frame. For instance, the Environmental Protection Agency’s 
(EPA) Guidelines for Preparing Economic Analyses recognize that, among other factors, the “years covered” can have “a 
profound influence on the outcome of the economic analysis.”6 The EPA Guidelines also state that the analytical time 
frame “should be long enough that the net benefits for all future years (beyond the time horizon) are expected to be 
negligible when discounted to the present.”7 Similarly, the Department of Health and Human Services’ Guidelines for 
Regulatory Impact Analysis instruct the agency to account for “the full time period” over which costs and benefits accrue.8 

1 See Exec. Order No. 12,291 §§ 2(b), 3(c)-(d), 46 Fed. Reg. 13,193, 13,193–94 (Feb. 19, 1981); Exec. Order No. 12,866 §§ 1(b)(6), 6(a)(3)
(C), 58 Fed. Reg. 51,735, 51,736, 51,741 (Oct. 4, 1993); see also Exec. Order No. 13,563 § 1(b), 76 Fed. Reg. 3821, 3821 ( Jan. 21, 2011) 
(“This order is supplemental to and reaffirms the principles, structures and definitions governing contemporary regulatory review that were 
established in Executive Order 12666.”).

2 Off. of Mgmt. & Budget, Circular A-4, at 1 (2003) [hereinafter Circular A-4].
3 Louisiana v. Biden, No. 22-30087, 2022 WL 866282, at *1 (5th Cir. Mar. 16, 2022) (“Compliance with Circular A-4 is not required by any 

statute or regulation and is not binding on any agency.”).
4 Circular A-4, supra note 2, at 15.
5 Id. at 31 (“As a first step, you should present the annual time stream of benefits and costs expected to result from the rule, clearly identifying 

when the benefits and costs are expected to occur. . . . The ending point [for your stream of estimates] should be far enough in the future to 
encompass all the significant benefits and costs likely to result from the rule.”).

6 Env’t Prot. Agency, Guidelines for Preparing Economic Analyses 5-1 (Dec. 2010) [hereinafter EPA Guidelines].
7 Id. at 6-5.
8 Dept. of Health & Human Servs., Guidelines for Regulatory Impact Analysis 6–7 (2016) [hereinafter HHS Guidelines].
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Temporal scope is a critical consideration in regulatory analysis because it affects the substantive assessment of costs and 
benefits. The costs and benefits of any given regulation typically occur over time.9 When a cost-benefit analysis uses an 
analytical time frame that ends before all costs and benefits have materialized, the agency is effectively placing no value on 
costs and benefits beyond that point.10 This could have a significant impact on the ultimate policy decision if, for instance, 
costs or benefits that would affect whether a policy is net-beneficial fall beyond the agency’s analytical time frame.11 

In practice, truncated analytical time frames tend to disproportionately shortchange 
the benefits of regulations. Regulatory costs are often expended upfront in order to 
prevent some future harm or obtain some other future benefit.12 This is particularly 
true in the environmental context given the long-range character of air and water 
pollution.13 An insufficiently long period of analysis therefore runs the risk of 
truncating important benefits (more so than costs) that would justify a regulation, 
potentially depriving the public of a health- or environmentally-protective policy.14 

EPA has previously highlighted this very risk. The agency’s Guidelines note that:

In some cases, the benefits of a policy are expected to increase over time. When this occurs, analysts 
should extend the analysis far enough into the future to ensure that benefits are not substantially 
underestimated. For example, suppose a proposed policy would greatly reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions. In the baseline scenario, the level of GHG in the atmosphere would steadily increase over 
time, with a corresponding increase in expected impacts on human health and welfare and ecological 
outcomes. A [benefit-cost analysis] limited to the first decade after policy initiation would likely distort 
the relationship of benefits and costs associated with the policy.15 

9 See Frank Ackerman & Lisa Heinzerling, Pricing the Priceless: Cost-Benefit Analysis of Environmental Protection, 150 U. Pa. L. Rev. 1553, 1559 
(2002) (“Costs and benefits of a policy frequently occur at different times.”).

10 See Arden Rowell, Time in Cost-Benefit Analysis, 4 U.C. Irvine L. Rev. 1215, 1232 (2014) (“When a period of time is omitted from a cost-
benefit analysis, it is like valuing all costs and benefits after that period at zero dollars.”).

11 See EPA Guidelines, supra note 6, at 5-4 (“How one defines the ending point of the baseline is particularly important in situations where 
the accrual of costs and/or benefits do not coincide due to lagged effects, or where they occur over an extended period of time. For example, 
the human health benefits of a policy that reduces leachate from landfills may not manifest themselves for many years if groundwater con-
tamination occurs decades after closure of a landfill. In theory, the longer the time frame, the more likely the analysis will capture all of the 
major benefits and costs of the policy.”).

12 See Ackerman & Heinzerling, supra note 9, at 1559 (“Often, [regulatory] costs are incurred today, or in the near future, to prevent harm in 
the more remote future.”).

13  See Arden Rowell, Regulating Best-Case Scenarios, 50 Env’t L. 1105, 1154 (2020) (“Th[e] temporal separation of costs and benefits—with 
costs frontloaded and benefits backloaded—is familiar in many policy contexts and is particularly common in environmental regulation.”); 
Richard L. Revesz & Michael A. Livermore, Retaking Rationality: How Cost-Benefit Analysis Can Better Protect the 
Environment and Our Health 108 (2010) (“The costs of climate change mitigation will be borne up front, while the benefits will not 
accrue until much later.”); see also 42 U.S.C. § 4332(F) (requiring all agencies to “recognized the . . . long-range character of environmental 
problems”).

14 See, e.g., Env’t Prot. Agency, Regulatory Impact Analysis for Final Revised GHG Standards for Model Year 2023 and 
Later Light-Duty Vehicles 10-4 tbl.10-6 (Dec. 2021) [hereinafter Revised LDV Standards RIA] (projecting that while the final 
rule’s costs will initially outweigh its benefits, the rule’s benefits in later years so greatly exceed its future costs that the present value (using a 
3 percent discount rate) of the rule’s total net benefits is between $88 billion and $450 billion).

15 EPA Guidelines, supra note 6, at 5-4. The Guidelines also note, however, the need to “balance the advantages of structuring the analysis to 
include a longer time span against the disadvantages of the decreasing reliability of the forecasts for the future.” Id.

In practice, 
truncated analytical 
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Importantly, this distortion can affect not only the question of whether regulation is appropriate (i.e., cost-benefit 
justified), but also the question of what level of regulation is appropriate. Consider, for example, EPA’s revised greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emission standards for light-duty vehicles model years 2023 through 2026 (Revised LDV Standards). The 
regulatory impact analysis for that rulemaking projects that, until at least 2035, the final rule will achieve fewer net 
benefits than the less stringent alternative the agency considered.16 In total, however, EPA projects that the final rule 
will generate $60 billion more in net benefits than the less stringent alternative (using a 3 percent discount rate for all 
impacts).17 Had the agency limited its analysis to a 12-year period—effectively placing no value on any costs and benefits 
accruing after 2035—the agency may have erroneously concluded that the less stringent alternative was the better policy. 
As a conceptual and practical matter, then, the analytical time frame an agency chooses is a critical component of its cost-
benefit and regulatory analysis.

B.  Explaining the Time Frame Chosen for a Cost-Benefit Analysis   
 Is Critical 

It is of similar importance that agencies explain why the analytical time frame they have chosen is appropriate. Circular 
A-4 states that “[a] good analysis should be transparent.”18 It calls on agencies to “clearly set out the basic assumptions, 
methods, and data underlying the analysis,” and advises that “[a] qualified third party reading the analysis should be 
able to understand the basic elements of your analysis and the way in which you developed your estimates.”19 Likewise, 

EPA’s Guidelines emphasize that “[t]he choice [of analytical time frame] should 
be explained and well-documented.”20 It then goes on to state that “[i]n no case 
should the time horizon be arbitrary, and the analysis should highlight the extent 
to which the sign of net benefits or the relative rankings of policy alternatives are 
sensitive to the choice of time horizon.”21 

Explaining the choice of analytical time frame—i.e., explaining why the analysis 
ends when it does; what, if any, costs and benefits materialize after that point; 
and whether the policy decision is sensitive to the choice of time frame—helps 
to ensure the propriety of that choice. Giving reasons for methodological choices 
and assumptions has a “decision-disciplining function”22 that helps to “filter out 
tendencies toward ‘bias, self-interest, insufficient reflection, or simply excess 
haste.’”23 An agency that explains its choice of time frame must think through the 
pros and cons of its decision more carefully than it otherwise would.24 Conversely, 

16 Compare Revised LDV Standards RIA, supra note 14, at 10-4 tbl.10-6, with id. at 10-8 tbl.10-12.
17  Id.
18 Circular A-4, supra note 2, at 17.
19  Id.
20 EPA Guidelines, supra note 6, at 6-6; see also id. at 11-9 (“Presentations of economic analyses should strive for clarity and transparency. An 

analysis whose conclusions can withstand close scrutiny is more likely to provide policy makers with the information they need to develop 
robust environmental policies.”).

21 Id. at 6-6.
22 Frederick Schauer, Giving Reasons, 47 Stan. L. Rev. 633, 657–58 (1995).
23 Jodi L. Short, The Political Turn in American Administrative Law: Power, Rationality, and Reasons, 61 Duke L.J. 1811, 1822 (2012) (citing 

Schauer, supra note 22, at 657).
24 Martin Shapiro, The Giving Reasons Requirement, 1992 U. Chi. Legal F. 179, 180 (1992) (“Giving reasons requirements are a form of in-

ternal improvement for administrators. A decisionmaker required to give reasons will be more likely to weigh pros and cons carefully before 
reaching a decision than will a decisionmaker able to proceed by simple fiat.”); see also Schauer, supra note 22, at 657–58 (“A reason-giving 
mandate will also drive out illegitimate reasons when they are the only plausible explanation for particular outcomes.”).

An agency’s failure to 
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choice of analytical 
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key regulatory 
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the failure to provide a meaningful explanation increases the likelihood that key regulatory impacts justifying a stronger 
policy will be erroneously overlooked.  

Explaining the analytical time frame also fosters good decisionmaking because it invites dialogue, scrutiny, and additional 
information from stakeholders that the agency may take into account.25 Stakeholders, however, cannot properly evaluate 
an agency’s choice of analytical time frame if the agency does not disclose whether any costs and benefits occur beyond 
the time frame chosen and, assuming such costs and benefits do occur, explain why they are not included in the analysis. 
Because the choice of analytical time frame can affect the ultimate policy decision, as discussed above, it follows that the 
absence of an explanation impedes stakeholders’ ability to scrutinize the agency’s policy choice. 

25 See John F. Manning, Nonlegislative Rules, 72 Geo. Wash. L. Rev. 893, 904 (2004) (“[N]otice-and-comment rulemaking improves the 
quality of agency decisionmaking by mobilizing the whole spectrum of interested parties to direct arguments, information, and criticism to 
the agency.”); Matthew Diller, The Revolution in Welfare Administration: Rules, Discretion, and Entrepreneurial Government, 75 N.Y.U. L. Rev. 
1121, 1189 (2000) (“The requirement that agencies explain their decisions and respond to comments is intended to improve the quality of 
decisions and to ensure that rules are based on appropriate considerations.”).
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II.  Agencies Routinely Use Truncated Analytical 
Time Frames While Offering Little to No 
Explanation for Their Choice 

N otwithstanding the discussion above, agencies routinely choose analytical time frames that truncate regulatory 
costs and benefits while offering little, if any, explanation for their choice.

In preparing this report, the Institute for Policy Integrity (Policy Integrity) examined cost-benefit analyses from six 
different agencies26 dating back to 2010. The survey found numerous analyses that either truncated costs or benefits27 or 
presented the analysis in a way that prevented comprehension of whether any costs or benefits had been truncated. Of 
these, a great number gave no explanation for the analytical time frame used.28 Many others offered limited explanations 

26 The six agencies are Department of Energy, Department of Health and Human Services, Department of the Interior, Department of Labor, 
Department of Transportation, and the Environmental Protection Agency.

27 Either by analyzing only a single snapshot year or by ending the analysis at a point where, based on the trajectory of costs or benefits up to 
that point, the rule would be expected to generate costs or benefits in subsequent years.

28 See generally Revised LDV Standards RIA, supra note 14 (providing no explanation at xvi, 10-1 to 10-4, or elsewhere for ending the 
cost-benefit analysis in 2050); Bureau of Land Mgmt., Dep’t of the Interior, Regulatory Impact Analysis for the Final Rule 
to Rescind or Revise Certain Requirements of the 2016 Waste Prevention Rule (Aug. 2018) (providing no explanation at 33, 
43, 52, or elsewhere for using a 10-year period of analysis); Dep’t of Energy, Technical Support Document: Energy Efficiency 
Program for Consumer Products and Commercial and Industrial Equipment: Uninterruptible Power Supplies (Dec. 
2016) (analyzing national energy savings, consumer savings, and emissions impacts over a 30-year period but providing no explanation for 
this choice at 1-1, 2-8, 13-3, 17-2, or anywhere else); Dep’t of the Interior, Regulatory Impact Analysis of the Final Stream 
Protection Rule (Nov. 2016) (providing no explanation at 3-1 to 3-21 or elsewhere for ending the cost-benefit analysis in 2040); Food 
& Drug Admin., Dep’t of Health & Human Servs., Regulatory Impact Analysis for Use of Symbols in Labeling Final Rule 
( July 2016) (providing no explanation at 5-6, 14, 17, or elsewhere for using a 20-year analytical time frame); Env’t Prot. Agency, Regu-
latory Impact Analysis for the Final Revisions to the Emission Guidelines for Existing Sources and the Final New 
Source Performance Standards in the Municipal Solid Waste Landfills Sector ( July 2016) (providing no explanation at 
ES-2, 1-2, or elsewhere for ending analysis of the final emission guidelines in 2040); Dep’t of Energy, Technical Support Document: 
Energy Efficiency Program for Consumer Products and Commercial and Industrial Equipment: Commercial packaged 
boilers (Mar. 2016) (analyzing national energy savings, consumer savings, and emissions impacts over a 30-year period but providing 
no explanation for this choice at 1-1, 10-3 to 10-5, 10D-9, 13-3, or anywhere else); Dep’t of Energy, Technical Support Document: 
Energy Efficiency Program for Consumer Products and Commercial and Industrial Equipment: Battery Chargers 
( July 2015) (analyzing national energy savings, consumer savings, and emissions impacts over a 30-year period but providing no explana-
tion for this choice at 1-1, 10-8, 13-5, 17-2, or anywhere else); Food & Drug Admin., Dep’t of Health & Human Servs., Regulatory 
Impact Analysis for Food Labeling: Calorie Labeling of Articles of Food in Vending Machines (Nov. 2014) (providing no 
explanation at 4, 7-8, 39, or elsewhere for using a 20-year analytical time frame); Env’t Prot. Agency, Regulatory Impact Analysis 
for Petroleum Refineries New Source Performance Standards Ja (Apr. 2012) (estimating costs and benefits for the year 2017 
but providing no explanation at 1-4, 1-5, or elsewhere why a single year analysis is appropriate or why, assuming it is appropriate, 2017 is the 
correct year for analysis); Env’t Prot. Agency & Nat’l Highway Traffic Safety Admin., Draft Regulatory Impact Analysis 
for Proposed Rulemaking to Establish Greenhouse Gas Emissions Standards and Fuel Efficiency Standards for Me-
dium- and Heavy-Duty Engines and Vehicles (Oct. 2010) [hereinafter MDV/HDV Standards Draft RIA] (providing no explana-
tion at ES-1, 9-33, or elsewhere for ending the cost-benefit analysis in 2050); see also Pipeline & Hazardous Materials Safety Ad-
min., Dep’t of Transp., Amendments to Parts 192 and 195 to Require Valve Installation and Minimum Rupture Detection 
Standards Final Rule 43 (Mar. 2022) (specifying an analytical time frame only for “incremental procedural costs” and providing no 
explanation, at 43 or elsewhere, for this or any other analytical time frame used); Fish & Wildlife Serv., Dep’t of the Interior, Regu-
latory Impact Analysis for Proposed Rulemaking for Regulations Governing Take of Migratory Birds 3 (Apr. 2021) 
(using a 10-year period to estimate the value of fines paid by industry but providing no explanation for this time frame); Fed. R.R. Admin., 
Dep’t of Transp., Regulatory Impact Analysis for Proposed Amendments to Brake System Safety Standards Governing 
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that did not provide meaningful insight into why a particular analytical endpoint was appropriate.29 

The following subsections explore two of these analyses in detail and illustrate how analytical time frames that truncate 
costs and benefits without sufficient explanation increase the risk of suboptimal policymaking.

A.  Greenhouse Gas Emission Standards for Model Years 2023–26

In December 2021, EPA finalized the Revised LDV Standards for model years 2023–26.30 In addition to the final rule, 
EPA evaluated a less stringent alternative that it referred to as “the Proposal,” and a more stringent alternative that it 
referred to as “Alternative 2 minus 10.”31 EPA estimated the costs and benefits of the final rule and both alternatives 
for “each calendar year [from 2023] through 2050.”32 However, the agency did not explain why it chose this 28-year 
analytical time frame. 

Operations Using an Electronic Air Brake Slip System 10 (Dec. 2020) (providing no explanation for using 10-year analytical time 
frame); Fed. Aviation Admin., Dep’t of Transp., Operation of Small Unmanned Aircraft Systems over People Final Rule 
43 (Sept. 2020) (using a 10-year period of analysis to “capture the recurring effects of the rule” but providing no explanation why 10 years, 
as opposed to a longer period, is appropriate for this purpose); Examinations of Working Places in Metal and Nonmetal Mines, 82 Fed. Reg. 
7680, 7692 ( Jan. 23, 2017) (providing no explanation for using a 10-year period of analysis); Env’t Prot. Agency, Regulatory Impact 
Analysis for the Final Mercury and Air Toxics Standards 1-12 (Dec. 2011) (providing no explanation for why costs and benefits 
were estimated for only a single snapshot year).

29 Nat’l Highway Traffic Safety Admin., Dep’t of Transp., Preliminary Regulatory Impact Analysis: Proposed Rulemaking 
for Model Years 2024-2026 Light-Duty Vehicle Corporate Average Fuel Economy Standards 13 & n.22 (Aug. 2021) (stating 
without elaboration that “[t]he extension [of the study period] through calendar year 2050 reflects a balance between completeness and 
uncertainty, as well as the need to capture the interactions of the new and used vehicle markets as the vehicles produced in MYs 2024-2026 
are used, age, and retire”); Env’t Prot. Agency, Economic Analysis for Regulation of Hexachlorobutadiene (HCBD) Under 
TSCA Section 6(h), at 4-1 (Dec. 2020) (observing that the analytical time frame must balance the need to capture all significant future 
net benefits against the uncertainty around when events might render the rule obsolete, but providing no explanation as to why the 25-year 
period chosen strikes the appropriate balance); Env’t Prot. Agency, Technical Support Document for the Final Rule: Use of 
Lead Free Pipes, Fittings, Fixtures, Solder, and Flux for Drinking Water 4-8 ( June 2020) (stating only that “one-time and 
yearly costs were projected over a 25-year time period to coincide with and allow comparison with other drinking water regulations,” and 
providing no discussion regarding the extent to which the chosen time frame captures the rule’s impacts); Env’t Prot. Agency, Regula-
tory Impact Analysis for the Repeal of the Clean Power Plan, and the Emission Guidelines for Greenhous Gas Emis-
sions from Existing Electric Utility Generating Units, at ES-3, 1-7 to 1-8 ( June 2019) (ending cost-benefit analysis in 2037 
for the circular reason that “this is the last year that may be represented with the analysis conducted for the [final snapshot] year of 2035” 
while also stating that the snapshot years were chosen because “each [are] representative of the surrounding years” and enable analysis of 
the 2023-2037 time frame); Bureau of Land Mgmt., Dep’t of the Interior, Regulatory Impact Analysis for Proposed Waste 
Prevention Rule 41 ( Jan. 2016) [hereinafter Proposed Waste Prevention Rule RIA] (stating only that “[b]eyond the initial 10-year 
period [of analysis] we expect the rule to have less of an impact”); Fish & Wildlife Serv., Dep’t of the Interior, Economic Analysis 
of Critical Habitat Designation for the Gunnison Sage-Grouse, at ES-1 (Nov. 2014) (stating only that “th[e] 20-year analysis 
period reflects the maximum amount of time under which future activities and economic impacts associated with the Proposed Rule can 
be reliably projected, given available data and information”); Fish & Wildlife Serv., Dep’t of the Interior, Economic Analysis of 
Critical Habitat Designation for the Northern Spotted Owl 2-15 (Nov. 2012) (justifying the choice of analytical time frame 
by reference to general OMB guidance and other general considerations as opposed to particular characteristics of the regulation); Env’t 
Prot. Agency, Economic Analysis for the Final Revised Total Coliform Rule 7-5 (Sept. 2012) (stating that “one-time and 
yearly costs were projected over a 25-year time period to allow comparison with other drinking water regulations using the same analysis 
period,” but providing no discussion regarding the extent to which the chosen time frame captures the rule’s impacts).

30 Revised 2023 and Later Model Year Light-Duty Vehicle Greenhouse Gas Emissions Standards, 86 Fed. Reg. 74,434 (Dec. 30, 2021) [here-
inafter 2023 Revised LDV Standards]. These standards are briefly discussed above. See Section I.A, supra.

31 2023 Revised LDV Standards, 86 Fed. Reg. at 74,487.
32 See Revised LDV Standards RIA, supra note 14, at xvi, xx–xxi; see also id. at 3-13 (noting that “[the] rulemaking’s analytical timeframe” is 

2023–50); id. at 3-24 (stating that 2023–50 is the time frame of analysis for the final rule).
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That EPA used 2050 as its analytical endpoint is quite notable. The agency used the same endpoint more than a decade 
prior when, in November 2010, it proposed GHG standards for medium- and heavy-duty engines and vehicles and 
analyzed costs and benefits from 2012 through 2050.33 Thus, EPA used for its Revised LDV Standards an analytical time 
frame 11 years shorter without providing an explanation.

As this example illustrates, when an agency perennially employs the same 
endpoint for its analytical time frames (e.g., 2050) instead of extending 
the endpoint in step with the passage of time, analytical time frames 
grow increasingly shorter with each passing year. The result is that, all 
else being equal, net-beneficial years that would previously have been 
captured by the agency’s cost-benefit analysis are now no longer within 
the analysis’s temporal scope.

Critically, it is possible that EPA’s unexplained decision to use 2050 as its 
endpoint played a decisive role in the policy design ultimately chosen, 
pointing the agency to a less stringent alternative than it might have 
chosen had it analyzed regulatory impacts farther into the future. EPA 

concluded from its cost-benefit analysis that the “[n]et benefits for the Final Revised Standards exceed those of . . . [the 
more stringent] Alternative 2 minus 10 when using a 3 percent discount rate.”34 The RIA estimates that, from 2023 
through 2050, the final rule will generate $190 billion in net benefits whereas Alternative 2 minus 10 is estimated to 
generate $180 billion in net benefits.35 

But the RIA also shows how the respective policies are projected to perform in certain snapshot years, namely 2023, 
2026, 2030, 2035, 2040, and 2050.36 Looking at these snapshot years, it is apparent that while Alternative 2 minus 10 
is relatively less net-beneficial at the outset, this alternative is equally—and, in some years, more—net-beneficial than 
the final rule in later years.37 The net benefits trajectory for both alternatives strongly suggests that both policies will 
yield significant net benefits in 2051 and beyond, notwithstanding EPA’s unexplained decision to effectively value those 
benefits at zero.38 Moreover, it is not clear from their respective trajectories that, had EPA extended its analytical time 
frame to 2060 or 2070, the final rule would have remained superior to Alternative 2 minus 10 in terms of total net benefits 
yielded.39 Thus, by ending its cost-benefit analysis at 2050, EPA’s analysis may have pointed to a less stringent alternative 
than it would have with a longer time frame. 

33 See Greenhouse Gas Emissions Standards and Fuel Efficiency Standards for Medium- and Heavy-Duty Engines and Vehicles, 75 Fed. Reg. 
74,152 (Nov. 30, 2010); MDV/HDV Standards Draft RIA, supra note 28, at ES-1 to ES-2 & tbl.1 (estimating rule-related benefits, 
costs, and net benefits for a 39-year period from 2012 through 2050).

34 Revised LDV Standards RIA, supra note 14, at xxii.
35 Compare id. at 10-4 tbl.10-6 (valuing climate benefits based on a 3 percent discount rate and discounting future net benefits to present value 

using a 3 percent discount rate), with id. at 10-12 tbl.10-18 (same).
36 See id. at 10-4 tbl.10-6, 10-12 tbl.10-18.
37 Compare id. at 10-4 tbl.10-6 (valuing climate benefits based on a 3 percent discount rate), with id. at 10-12 tbl.10-18 (same). For instance, in 

2030, 2035, 2040, and 2050, EPA projects that the final rule will yield net benefits of -$1.4 billion, $13 billion, $26 billion, and $36 billion, 
respectively, while projecting that Alternative 2 minus 10 will yield net benefits of -$0.77 billion, $14 billion, $26 billion, and $36 billion, 
respectively. Id.

38 See id.
39 See id.

When an agency perennially 
employs the same endpoint 
for its analytical time frames 
(e.g., 2050) instead of 
extending the endpoint in 
step with the passage of 
time, analytical time frames 
grow increasingly shorter 
with each passing year.
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B.  Methane Waste Prevention Proposed Rule40 

In February 2016, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) proposed the Waste Prevention Rule to “reduce waste of 
natural gas from venting, flaring, and leaks during oil and natural gas production activities” on Federal and Indian lands.41 
Among other measures, the proposal sought to reduce natural gas waste by requiring operators to limit gas flaring from 
development oil wells, control vapor emissions from oil storage tanks, use low- or no-bleed pneumatic controllers, and 
perform periodic leak detection and repair (LDAR).42 

BLM chose a 10-year analytical time frame for its cost-benefit analysis of the proposal, measuring costs and benefits from 
2017 to 2026.43 But the agency failed to offer a meaningful explanation for this choice, asserting only that “[b]eyond the 
initial 10-year period, we expect the rule to have less of an impact.”44 Nowhere did BLM provide a basis for that expecta-
tion or otherwise explain why it chose a 10-year period of analysis.45 

BLM’s conclusory assertion that the rule would have “less of an impact” after 10 years was belied by the fact that, with 
respect to almost every proposed requirement, net benefits were on an increasing trajectory throughout the duration of 
the analysis.46 And yet, despite this clear uptrend and the significant net benefits yielded in 2026, BLM chose to end its 
analysis in 2026 and thus effectively counted net benefits in 2027 and beyond to be zero.

This decision may have had a significant impact on the policy proposed. Consider, for example, the LDAR requirements 
evaluated by the agency. BLM proposed a semi-annual LDAR program that it estimated would result in net benefits of 
$19–21 million for the first three years, $35 million per year for the next five years, and $48 million per year for the final 
two years that BLM analyzed.47 Of the six alternative LDAR programs BLM considered, several yielded net benefits 

40 The Methane Waste Prevention Rule was finalized on November 18, 2016. Waste Prevention, Production Subject to Royalties, and Re-
source Conservation, 81 Fed. Reg. 83,008 (Nov. 18, 2016). For purposes of this report, we discuss the proposal to illustrate how, at the 
proposal stage, an agency’s failure to explain its choice of analytical time frame hinders the public’s ability to comment and may, as a result, 
ultimately impact the policy finalized. See also infra note 53.

41 Waste Prevention, Production Subject to Royalties, and Resource Conservation, 81 Fed. Reg. 6616, 6616 (Feb. 8, 2016).
42 Id. at 6619–23.
43 Proposed Waste Prevention Rule RIA, supra note 29, at 41.
44 Id.
45 See id.
46 For example, BLM estimated that the proposed flaring limits would result in net benefits of $13 million in the first year of the analysis 

(2017), $19–20 million per year for the next two years (2018–19); $27–29 million per year over the next five years (2020–24); and $29–30 
million per year for the final two years of the analysis (2025–26). Id. at 62 tbl.10, 64 tbl.11a (using 3 percent discount rate). Similarly, BLM 
estimated that the proposed pneumatic controller requirements would result in net benefits of $54–55 million for the first three years, $64 
million per year for the next five years, and $73 million per year for the final two years. Id. at 78, 79 tbl.16 (using 3 percent discount rate). 
The net benefits of other proposed requirements took on similar trajectories. See, e.g., id. at 87, 89 tbl.20 (estimating that, at a 3 percent 
discount rate, the proposed liquids unloading requirements would result in net benefits of $35-37 million per year for the first three years, 
$45-47 million per year for the next five years, and $54-55 million per year for the final two years); id. at 94, 96 tbl.26, 98 tbl.27a (estimating 
that, at a 3 percent discount rate, the storage tank control requirements would result in net benefits of $2 million per year for the first three 
years, $3-4 million per year for the next five years, and $5 million per year in the final two years).

47 Id. at 113 tbl.33, 114 tbl.34a (using 3 percent discount rate). These figures assumed that EPA would not finalize its proposal to amend the 
New Source Performance Standards for oil and gas sources by setting standards for methane and volatile organic compounds. See id. at 
108–09. This proposal, which was issued roughly five months prior to BLM’s proposed Waste Prevention Rule but was not yet finalized, see 
Oil and Natural Gas Sector: Emission Standards for New and Modified Sources, 80 Fed. Reg. 56,593 (Sept. 18, 2015), would have affected 
the number of sources impacted by BLM’s rule. See Proposed Waste Prevention Rule RIA, supra note 29, at 4–5. BLM also calculated 
net benefits of the proposed LDAR requirements assuming that EPA would finalize its proposal. Id. at 109. But in comparing the proposed 
requirements to various alternatives considered, BLM “use[d] a baseline without a final [EPA regulation].” Id. The agency noted, however, 
that if EPA ultimately finalized its regulation (which it in fact did, see Oil and Natural Gas Sector: Emission Standards for New, Reconstruct-
ed, and Modified Sources, 81 Fed. Reg. 35,824 ( June 3, 2016)), “both the costs and benefits of these alternatives would be slightly lower.” 
Proposed Waste Prevention Rule RIA, supra note 29, at 109.
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superior to that of the proposed program.48  For instance, one of the alternatives—a quarterly LDAR program for gas 
wells in conjunction with an annual LDAR program for oil wells (Alternative 1)—was estimated to result in net benefits 
of $24–27 million per year for the first three years, $44 million per year for each of the next five years, and $60 million per 
year for the final two years.49 Although BLM recognized that the proposed requirements yielded what it called “slightly 
less net benefits,”50 BLM chose this approach “because it more closely resemble[d]” EPA’s pending proposal to amend 
the New Source Performance Standards for the oil and natural gas source category.51 

But this calculus might have been different had BLM extended its analysis beyond ten years. BLM projected that the 
margin between Alternative 1’s projected net benefits and that of the proposed LDAR requirements was $5 million in the 
first year, $6 million per year for the following two years, $9 million per year in each of the next five years, and $12 million 
per year for the final two years.52 Nothing in this trajectory suggests that the estimated margin would begin to level off 
in 2027, let alone shrink. But even assuming, for argument’s sake that, beginning in 2027, this margin decreased to $10 
million per year for the next three years before falling by half to $5 million per year for the following three, Alternative 
1 would still yield an additional $45 million in net benefits over the six years immediately succeeding BLM’s analysis. 
This would represent a 50 percent increase over and above the $86 million in additional net benefits already generated 
by Alternative 1. It is possible that additional net benefits of this magnitude would have been sufficient to transform 
Alternative 1’s net benefits advantage from “slight[]” to significant, perhaps leading BLM to choose Alternative 1 over 
the semi-annual LDAR requirements it ultimately proposed. But because BLM ended its analysis after ten years, it is 
impossible to know.53 

Unknowns of this sort are precisely why BLM’s limited explanation for its choice of analytical time frame is deficient. 
By failing to offer any basis for its “expect[ation]” that the proposal would have “less of an impact” after ten years,54 BLM 
provided no assurance that this choice was the product of sufficient reflection and diminished stakeholders’ ability to 
meaningfully evaluate and scrutinize that choice—both increasing the likelihood of a suboptimal policy choice.

48 Proposed Waste Prevention Rule RIA, supra note 29, at 111–12.
49 Id. at 113 tbl.33, 120 tbl.34g (using 3 percent discount rate); see also, e.g., id. at 113 tbl.33, 117 tbl.34d (estimating that, using 3 percent dis-

count rate, a semi-annual LDAR program with a one-time LDAR inspection for marginal oil wells would result in net benefits of $24 million 
the first year, $34-35 million per year for the next two years, $47 million per year in each of the following five years, and $58 million per year 
for the final two years).

50 Id. at 112. This characterization was dubious given that Alternative 1 yielded approximately 26 percent more in net benefits over the 10-year 
period of analysis—roughly $86 million in total—than the proposed LDAR requirements. Compare id. at 114 tbl.34a (projecting $331 mil-
lion in total net benefits using 3 percent discount rate) with id. at 120 tbl.34g (projecting $417 million in total net benefits using 3 percent 
discount rate).

51 Id. at 112.
52 Compare id. at 114 tbl.34a (using 3 percent discount rate), with id. at 120 tbl.34g (using 3 percent discount rate).
53 It is also impossible to know the extent to which this choice affected the final rule. BLM finalized, with some modification, the LDAR re-

quirements it proposed. The agency estimated in the final rule that these requirements would produce $380–386 million in net benefits (net 
present value using a 3 percent discount rate) over the 10-year period analyzed. Bureau of Land Mgmt., Dep’t of the Interior, Regu-
latory Impact Analysis for Final Waste Prevention Rule 91 (Nov. 2016); see also id. at 154–55 (Appendix A-6). By contrast, the 
net benefits achieved by Alternative 1, as estimated in the proposal, were only slightly fewer. See Proposed Waste Prevention Rule RIA, 
supra note 29, at 120 tbl.34g (presenting a stream of net benefits that, when discounted to present value using a 3 percent rate, totals $357 
million). It is possible that this approximately 6 percent difference would have disappeared or even reversed using a longer period of analysis. 
It is also possible that—had BLM had the benefit of receiving “many detailed comments” on Alternative 1, as it did on the proposed LDAR 
requirements, see Waste Prevention, Production Subject to Royalties, and Resource Conservation, 81 Fed. Reg. 83,008, 83,028 (Nov. 
18, 2016)—the agency could have modified and/or improved upon Alternative 1 to yield greater net benefits during the 10-year period 
analyzed. Ultimately, however, Alternative 1 was not among the alternative considered in the final rule, and BLM did not mention Alterna-
tive 1 in the preamble to the final rule or its Response to Comments document. See id. at 83,026–34; Bureau of Land Mgmt., Responses 
to Public Comments on Final Rule, Waste Prevention, Production Subject to Royalties, and Resource conservation, 
191–251 (Nov. 2016).

54 Proposed Waste Prevention Rule RIA, supra note 29, at 41.
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III.  Occasionally, However, Agencies Choose 
Analytical Time Frames in Accordance with 
Circular A-4’s Guidance

W hile agencies often fail to sufficiently analyze more stringent alternatives by truncating the analytical time 
frame, there are counterexamples in which agencies have used longer time frames and/or provided more 
detailed explanations for their analytical choices. For instance, some of the analyses examined by Policy 

Integrity provided relatively informative explanations for their choice of analytical time frame.55 These examples can 
serve as models to help inform future progress in this area. 

In 2015, for example, EPA finalized the Coal Ash Rule, regulating the disposal of coal combustion residuals (CCR) 
as solid waste under the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act.56 This rule established various minimum national 
criteria for CCR landfills, CCR surface impoundments, and lateral CCR unit expansions, including location restrictions, 
operating requirements, groundwater monitoring, and closure and post-closure care requirements.57 

EPA used a 100-year analytical time frame for its cost-benefit analysis.58 In a dedicated subsection of the RIA entitled 
“Period of Analysis,” EPA explained that it chose a 100-year analytical time frame because “[t]he onset and duration of 
many of the human health and environmental benefits of the [Coal Ash Rule] may extend at least 100 years or more into 

55 Bureau of Safety & Env’t Enf’t, Bureau of Ocean Energy Mgmt., Dep’t of the Interior, Initial Regulatory Impact 
Analysis for Oil and Gas and Sulfur Operations on the Outer Continental Shelf—Requirements for Exploratory 
Drilling on the Arctic Outer Continental Shelf 29 (Dec. 2020) (explaining that an analytical “period of 10 years is too short to 
show the effects of the revised rule” and that “analysis of the activity period does not extend beyond 20 years of activities because a longer 
period introduces greater uncertainty associated with predicting exploration activity and the advancement of technical capabilities ap-
plicable to Arctic drilling"); Env’t Prot. Agency, Economic Analysis of the Formaldehyde Standards for Composite Wood 
Products Act Final Rule 5-1 ( July 2016) [hereinafter Composite Wood Standards Economic Analysis] (explaining that the 
30-year analytical time frame was designed to “capture the important effects of the policy” while minimizing uncertainties around future 
development of new manufacturing technologies that could change formaldehyde emission rates and/or reduction costs as well as changing 
demographics, medical treatments for adverse health effects, and consumer preferences); Food & Drug Admin., Dep’t of Health & Hu-
man Servs., Regulatory Impact Analysis for Final Rules on: Food Labeling: Revision of the Nutrition and Supplement 
Facts Labels and Food Labeling: Serving Sizes of Foods That Can Reasonably Be Consumed at One Eating Occasion 9 
n.2 (May 2016) (explaining that “[a] time frame of more than 20 years begins to be rather speculative” because likely changes in food, drug, 
and supplement technologies and medical treatments will impact the potential benefits of the rules); Off. of Air & Radiation, Env’t 
Prot. Agency, Regulatory Impact Analysis of the Final Oil and Natural Gas Sector: Emission Standards for New, Re-
constructed, and Modified Sources 3-9 to 3-10 (May 2016) (explaining information limitations and other factors preventing analysis 
beyond 2025); Dep’t of Lab., Economic Analysis for Occupational Exposure to Beryllium Final Rule at V-2 (2016) (explain-
ing that the 60-year analytical time frame used “reflects the typical time needed to recognize the full benefits of a rule with cancer-avoiding 
benefits (in this case, a 45-year working life, plus a 10-year latency period for cancer, plus 5 years of ongoing health effects after retirement) 
and reach steady-state values”); Occupational Safety & Health Admin., Dep’t of Lab., Economic Analysis for Occupational 
Exposure to Respirable Crystalline Silica Final Rule, at V-1 to V-2 (Mar. 2016) (same); Off. of Res. Conservation & Re-
covery, Env’t Prot. Agency, Regulatory Impact Analysis for EPA’s 2015 RCRA Final Rule Regulating Coal Combustion 
Residual (CCR) Landfills and Surface Impoundments at Coal-Fired Electric Utility Power Plants 2-29 (Dec. 2014) 
[hereinafter Coal Ash Rule RIA] (explaining that disposal unit lifespans, groundwater migration, and illness latency necessitate use of a 
100-year period of analysis).

56 Hazardous and Solid Waste Management System; Disposal of Coal Combustion Residuals from Electric Utilities, 80 Fed. Reg. 21,302 (Apr. 
17, 2015).

57 Id. at 21,304–05.
58 Coal Ash Rule RIA, supra note 55, at 2-29 (“[T]his RIA applies a 100-year future period of analysis extending from 2015 to 2114.”).
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the future.”59 Supporting this conclusion, EPA noted that its regulatory impact analysis used an 80-year average historical 
lifespan for CCR landfills and that some of the longest operating CCR impoundments at the time had been operating 
for 70–84 years.60 The agency also explained that significant time can pass before CCR leachate reaches groundwater 
drinking wells and that, according to the agency’s CCR risk assessment, the arrival leachate concentration of arsenic 
peaks at 75 years.61 Following such exposure, EPA noted that the latency period for the onset of cancer is approximately 
20 years, on average.62 

Similarly, in 2016, EPA finalized formaldehyde emission standards for composite wood products to “reduce exposures 
to formaldehyde and avoid adverse health effects.”63 EPA analyzed costs and benefits over a 30-year time frame.64 In a 
subsection entitled “Discounting and Time Frame for the Analysis," the agency addressed several factors bearing on the 
length of the analysis.65 In particular, EPA explained that, over time, it would be increasingly likely that new manufacturing 
technologies would be developed that could change formaldehyde emission rates and/or reduction costs.66 EPA further 
explained that “uncertainties about changing demographics, medical treatments for adverse health effects, and consumer 
preferences for composite wood products”—all of which would affect the rule’s costs and benefits—would likewise 
increase with time.67 The 30-year time frame was therefore selected to “capture[s] the important effects of the policy” 
while minimizing the various uncertainties that arise as the analysis extends further into the future.68 

Explanations of this depth and clarity help ensure that the agency has rationally and adequately considered its choice of 
analytical time frame and, in the case of a proposed RIA, allow stakeholders to meaningfully engage with the agency on 
the propriety of that choice. All agencies should seek to emulate this approach in their cost-benefit analyses.

59 Id.
60 Id.
61 Id.
62 Id.
63 Formaldehyde Emission Standards for Composite Wood Products, 81 Fed. Reg. 89,674, 89,676 (Dec. 12, 2016).
64 Composite Wood Standards Economic Analysis, supra note 55, at 5-1.
65 Id.
66 Id.
67 Id.
68 Id.
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IV. Recommendations for Improvement

A n agency’s choice of analytical time frame is a critical component of any cost-benefit analysis. This decision 
can affect the substantive assessment of costs and benefits and may lead to insufficiently stringent regulation—
or no regulation where there should be—since truncated analytical time frames tend to disproportionately 

shortchange benefits rather than costs. When an agency fails to explain why it chose a given analytical time frame, its 
methodological choices are obscured, and the agency increases its likelihood of choosing a suboptimal policy. And 
yet despite these risks, federal agencies often devote scarce attention to the analytical time frames in their cost-benefit 
analyses. 

OMB should address the concerns highlighted in this report as part of its ongoing review of Circular A-4.69 In particular, 
OMB should consider incorporating the five recommendations outlined below into any updated guidance it issues. These 
recommendations are designed to ensure that both agencies and the public understand whether and how an agency’s 
choice of analytical time frame affects its substantive assessment of costs and benefits. OMB might also consider revising 
the guidance to include concrete examples of sufficiently detailed time frame explanations. Ultimately, the updated 
guidance should push agencies to devote more thorough attention to their choice and explanation of the analytical time 
frame, and OMB should better ensure, as part of its oversight of regulatory review, that agencies properly conduct this 
analysis.

1.  Identify and Discuss the Analytical Time Frame in a Dedicated Section 

Regulatory impact analyses should contain a dedicated section in which the agency explains its choice of analytical time 
frame. Within this section, the agency should explicitly identify how far into the future a rule and its alternatives are 
expected to continue to generate significant costs and benefits and explain in some detail the basis for that expectation.

2.  Explain in Detail Any Limitations Affecting the Choice of Analytical Time Frame 

If there are significant long-term costs or benefits the agency is unable to analyze due to data limitations or uncertainty, 
the agency should describe those limitations in detail. With respect to data limitations, it should be noted that agencies 
have previously extrapolated the social cost of greenhouse gases beyond 2050,70 which is currently the final year for 
which the Interagency Working Group on the Social Cost of Greenhouse Gases provides estimates.71 Agencies should 
therefore value greenhouse gas reduction benefits as far into the future as necessary to capture all significant benefits of 
the policy under consideration.

69 Memorandum on Modernizing Regulatory Review § 2(b)(i), 86 Fed. Reg. 7223, 7223 ( Jan. 26, 2021) (calling for OMB to “identify ways to 
modernize and improve the regulatory review process, including through revisions to OMB's Circular A-4”).

70 See, e.g., Revised LDV Standards RIA, supra note 14, at 3-34 to 3-35 tbls.3-8 to 3-10 (presenting interim global SC-GHG estimates 
through 2070); id. at 3-34 note o (“The [IWG] provides SC-GHG estimates through emissions year 2050. Estimates were extended for the 
period 2051 to 2070 using the IWG methods, assumptions, and parameters identical to the 2020-2050 estimates.”).

71 See Interagency Working Group on Social Cost of Greenhouse Gases, Technical Support Document: Social Cost of 
Carbon, Methane, and Nitrous Oxide Interim Estimates Under Executive Order 13990, at 5-6 tbls.ES-1 to ES-3 (Feb. 2021).
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3.  Address Whether the Analysis Is Sensitive to the Choice of Analytical Time Frame

Regulatory analyses should explicitly discuss the extent to which the sign of net benefits or the relative rankings of policy 
alternatives are sensitive to the choice of analytical time frame.72 This may entail some description or characterization of 
what costs and/or benefits, if any, occur beyond the time horizon. This might also entail conducting a sensitivity analysis 
of the policy and alternatives using shorter and longer time frames. 

4.  Conduct a Temporal Break-Even Analysis When Significant Costs or Benefits Occur 
Beyond  the Analytical Time Frame

When a regulation has significant costs or benefits that go beyond the analytical time frame but cannot be reasonably 
quantified, the agency should consider conducting a temporal break-even analysis that identifies the number of additional 
years, if any, the policy under consideration would need to produce net benefits to become cost-benefit justified in 
current dollars (or to improve its relative ranking among alternatives).73 For instance, consider a regulation whose total 
costs exceed total benefits by $10 million as of the final year of the agency’s cost-benefit analysis, but which generates 
additional benefits beyond the analytical time frame. In such a case, the agency should identify how many additional 
years the policy would need to generate net benefits at the current trajectory to become cost-benefit justified, and then 
assess whether the policy is likely to generate such net benefits given the additional unquantified benefits.

5.  Maintain the Analytical Time Frame’s Length, at Minimum, in Subsequent Rulemakings

For rulemakings concerning the same or similar subjects, agencies should aspire to maintain the length of analysis in 
subsequent rulemaking. For instance, if a regulation issued ten years ago analyzed costs and benefits out to 2050, a new 
regulation of the same kind should analyze costs and benefits out to at least 2060, barring a compelling reason otherwise.

72 See EPA Guidelines, supra note 6, at 6-6.
73 Rowell, supra note 10, at 1238 (proposing that agencies “include an end point to their [analytical] time scope that extends at least to the 

‘temporal break-even point’”); see also HHS Guidelines, supra note 8, at 6–7 (“In some cases, there may be a significant time lag between 
when costs are incurred and when benefits accrue or vice-versa. In such cases, the analysis should cover the full time period between when 
the impacts first occur and when benefits and costs are expected to achieve equilibrium.”).
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