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In 2021, In the Public Interest wrote about important issues and considerations for value for money (VfM) analyses, 
which is the analysis that governmental entities may use when considering using a public-private partnership (P3) 
delivery method for an infrastructure project. A VfM analysis is used to compare the lifecycle costs of designing, 

building, financing, operating, and maintaining an asset using various project delivery methods. It typically 
compares more public-oriented project delivery methods such as design-bid-build (DBB) or design-build (DB) to a 
P3 approach, which involves privatizing key aspects of the public asset.

Contrary to what some value for money analyses predict, experiences with P3s generally show that increasing 
private sector involvement in the provision of public infrastructure can increase the risk of construction delays 
and the costs of the project,1 while privatizing long-term operations and maintenance of the asset. This long-term 
privatization of operations and maintenance functions effectively removes the public asset from public control, 
allowing private corporations to make important decisions about how the asset will be run and how it can be 
used by the public. Often, privatization of public infrastructure through the P3 model proves to be antithetical to 
the public mission of the asset. However, if a jurisdiction is considering privatization through a possible P3 project 
delivery method, they must truly understand the potential costs, benefits, and risks of different project delivery 
options. This planning step is imperative for public decisionmakers to create public projects that bring value to  
the public.

A value for money analysis is a bit of a black box, spitting out recommendations that are heavily dependent on what 
is actually fed into it. In other words, the analysis is only as sound as its inputs: assigned costs and quantified risks 
associated with each project delivery method that is being analyzed must be reasonable, justifiable, and supported 
by evidence. In practice, this analysis is often used as a way to quantitatively justify a P3 approach to a project, as 
the methodology used often places a thumb on the scale for the P3 option.

In March 2026, the Federal Highway Administration and its Build America Bureau released guidance that helps 
make that black box a little less opaque. The aim of the guidance is to “help the public understand statutory 
requirements to evaluate the appropriateness of using public-private partnerships (P3s) to deliver infrastructure 
projects.” Specifically, it examines and provides details about when and how public agencies should use a value 
for money analysis when determining project delivery method. This guidance was written for public agencies 
considering the use of P3s and seeking federal financial or credit assistance for infrastructure projects, but it could 
also be useful to public agencies considering P3s in other situations and sectors as well.

While there is much this guidance does not include, it is noteworthy in that it includes several provisions that seek 
to bring uniformity and baseline considerations to how value for money analyses—for which there has historically 
been significant variation among public agencies considering P3s for large infrastructure projects—are performed.

1	 For example, a study of the use of P3s for building highways in Nova Scotia showed that the projects were more expensive in the 
long-run. See https://canada.constructconnect.com/dcn/news/government/2019/11/study-finds-p3s-to-be-more-expensive-in-
the-long-term. In another example, a P3 model was used to expand and improve Denver’s airport. This contract ended up being 
cancelled as costs and delays increased. See https://www.enr.com/articles/47378-denver-airport-terminates-p3-contract-for-main-
terminal-renovation.
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 When it is used, there are substantial differences between what it includes and measures. The new federal  
guidance provides some needed clarity on when public agencies should use a VfM analysis and what it actually 
needs to include.  

First, the guidance directs public agencies to establish delivery option goals, and includes examples of goals, 
such as, “maximizing use of innovative approaches and technologies that enhance value and efficiency for the 
public good, preserving flexibility for future improvements, promoting economic well-being and broad-based 
opportunity, creating high-quality jobs, and minimizing the taxpayers’ financial burden in subsidizing the project.” It 
is a positive development that the guidance acknowledges and encourages the adoption of project delivery goals 
outside an exclusively fiscal perspective.

The guidance also places an emphasis on the types of data that are best used for a VfM analysis. This is an important 
development, as there has been a lack of uniformity of data sources and data quality among past VfMs, including 
those that ITPI has analyzed. Specifically, the guidance states that public agencies should “(a) use actual, verifiable 
data, if possible, (b) where predictions, projections, and assumptions are necessary, provide the methodology and 
basis for the inputs, and (c) utilize public agencies or independent entities with no conflicts of interest.” While this 
provision could have been strengthened to ensure that data and model inputs are not from sources that promote 
P3s, the general idea is important. An analysis is only as sound as its input and underlying data and including 
standards around how inputs are derived will help improve the quality of an analysis.

The guidance also states, “Where empirical data is unavailable, the absence of this data should be directly 
expressed. The Bureau recommends against using assumptions that are not supported by empirical data.” 
Understanding where and how assumptions are used in the model is important to determining the limits of a given 
VfM analysis. Often, these analyses are interpreted as facts about a proposed project, but ensuring the identification 
of assumptions not supported by empirical data will help underscore the critical idea that an analysis is only a 
prediction and the use of different assumptions could produce different outcomes.  

Furthermore, the guidance highlights the importance of transparency of the analysis to the public. For example, 
the guidance states, “To the maximum extent practicable, public sponsors should make information available to the 
public, including (a) the project’s delivery goals, (b) the information used in the VfM, (c) how the VfM was employed 
in the decision-making process, and (d) the decisionmakers charged with selecting the final delivery method.” The 
ability of the public, including residents, workers, advocates, outside experts, and others to engage in the planning 
of a proposed infrastructure project is dependent on having the relevant information to analyze. In some cases, 
outside experts or advocacy groups have been able to evaluate a VfM analysis because it was publicly available 
and identify flaws or ask important questions to help decisionmakers better direct the project. Additionally, 
transparency can help increase trust between decisionmakers and constituents, allowing for a smoother project 
delivery process.

While all these provisions are important in creating a sounder analysis across public agencies considering P3s, there 
remain some imperative issues that the guidance does not cover. One of these is the inclusion of other factors for 
which a public agency may assign value beyond the risk-adjusted cost of a project, such as non-financial public 
interest criteria. These could include items such as regional economic impacts; affordability and accessibility of the 
infrastructure to low-income communities; the number of high-quality jobs the project will create and access to 
these jobs by disadvantaged communities; environmental impacts; and project accountability and transparency 
measures. Each project delivery option being considered may have different implications for each of these issues, 
which could be material to the comparison, especially as any such criteria relate to the overall goals of the project’s 
delivery goals. 
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In other words, the project delivery method should be decided on criteria that are broader than financial 
considerations, especially given the important public purpose of these types of assets. Public infrastructure 
is generally built to bring long-term improvements to communities, between jurisdictions, or sometimes to 
the entire country. Understanding the differences between non-financial considerations for various project 
delivery options is just as important as the comparison of costs, but it is often left out of the analysis. 

The ability of public agencies to perform robust and sound project planning is essential to the building 
of high-quality and essential infrastructure. We believe that publicly-financed, maintained, and operated 
infrastructure should be the default delivery option. We also believe that jurisdictions considering P3s must 
make informed planning decisions with methodologically sound analysis methods, and urge decisionmakers 
at all levels of government to improve the way they conduct value for money analyses and other infrastructure 
planning exercises. 

About In the Public Interest 
In the Public Interest is a national research, policy, and strategy center focused on maintaining 
public control of public goods, advancing a pro-public governing agenda, and working against 
privatization and the dismantling of public services, including education, the criminal justice 
system, public infrastructure, municipal services,social services, and more. Email us at  
info@inthepublicinterest.org.

http://www.inthepublicinterest.org
http://www.inthepublicinterest.org

