
Preface 
Preparing and writing this book has been an exciting and remarkable journey, aided by so many 
smart, perspicacious, and resourceful people.  
For two decades, my think tank, Copenhagen Consensus, and I have been engaged in a global 
conversation about priorities. Even with the most abundant of budgets, no nation or 
philanthropist can afford everything. No policy conversation can pay attention to everything. We 
have to choose to focus on some things and say no to others.  
Saying no is uncomfortable, so often, the human response—especially from politicians—is to 
pretend to say yes to everything. Actual budget allocations reveal the uncomfortable truth 
because, inevitably, money is spent in one place and not elsewhere. Our attention is directed 
toward some issues, and we end up neglecting others. 
Not discussing priorities doesn’t make prioritization go away. It simply makes the selection 
murkier and less rational. We end up focusing more on issues that easily grab our attention and 
funding the policies favored by organizations that are good at campaigning. Disappointingly, our 
public policy conversation rarely talks about which policies will actually deliver the most good 
per dollar, shilling, or rupee spent. 
But the Copenhagen Consensus does. We talk about the benefits and costs of different policies, 
and we try to get everyone to focus more on the ones that deliver the most benefits. We have 
been fortunate to work with more than three hundred of the world’s top economists and seven 
Nobel Laureates in economics. Since 2003, we have commissioned, published, and championed 
benefit-cost research that identifies the most effective priorities at a global, regional, and national 
level.  
We worked with the Interamerican Development Bank and many regional economists to find the 
best solutions for Latin America and the Caribbean, and with fifty climate economists and three 
Nobel Laureates to find the best ways to spend extra dollars to address the climate challenge. In 
countries that include Bangladesh, Haiti, India, Ghana, Denmark, and Malawi, we have worked 
with local and regional economists, governments, and donors to find the best solutions that suit 
each nation.  
Within each of these projects, we have pointed out—often uncomfortably—that some policies 
are much better than others. We’ve not been afraid to tell governments that favored subsidies 
need to be dropped or to highlight the benefits of actions that reduce opportunities for corruption. 
Highlighting the most efficient policies has made it easier for campaigners and policymakers to 
push through the smartest solutions. We aim to give tailwind to good ideas and headwind to 
poorer ones.  
In Haiti in 2017, our experts found the best investment to be reform of the electricity sector. 
Unfortunately, that proved too fraught and complex for donors and politicians to take on. The 
second-best investment we championed was the policy of improving nutrition by fortifying 
wheat flour with iron and folic acid. This can save hundreds of infants and halve the number of 
anemic children. The solution was relatively cheap and incredibly effective, delivering $24 of 
benefits for each dollar spent. This achieved political buy-in at the highest levels from the 
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Haitian government and from key bilateral donors. Within one year, almost all wheat flour was 
being fortified.  
Ideally, I would love all countries to embrace all the best ideas we’ve identified, but realistically, 
I’m excited when we can simply make it easier to do some of them. As we often remind 
ourselves, the goal is not to make everything right but to make some things slightly less wrong. 
Yet, across the world, most policy conversations continue to pretend that it’s possible to say yes 
to everything. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
With 169 sprawling vows and more than 4,000 words, everything has been promised to 
everyone. 
The goals go from 2016 to 2030, meaning that in 2023 the world is at halftime, yet nowhere near 
halfway. We are failing on most of our promises. That’s why we started the project Halftime for 
the SDGs, the foundation for this book. 
Building on our previous project for the start of the SDGs, we have investigated more than 100 
potentially great policies to find the very best solutions. Now that we’re at halftime but nowhere 
near halfway, we need to focus first on the very best policies. We have to do the Best Things 
First.  
This book has only been possible because of the hard work and dedication of many people. I’m 
happy to be able to express my gratitude. 
First, I want to thank my amazing co-workers at Copenhagen Consensus, who hail from across 
the world. Deep thanks to our executive Vice President Roland Mathiasson, who manages to 
wrangle all of us and who regularly transforms Excel sheets into order. Thanks to our sharp and 
indefatigable senior economists Nancy Dubosse, Ralph Nordjo, Saleema Razvi, and Brad Wong 
for steering through all the research. They are now working with various nations to help 
prioritize their budgets and plans. 
This work is all for naught unless the results are noticed and understood. Thanks to 
communications manager David Lessmann, this research reaches tens of millions of people via 
newspapers and media partners globally, while Krisztina Mészáros ensures it reaches a broad 
digital audience.  
Thanks also to our board: Loretta Michaels, Gary Soiseth, and Scott Calahan, who are extremely 
helpful in guiding our overarching strategies while nudging us on the minutiae of running a non-
profit organization.  
Nothing would be possible without our many generous funders, large and small. Specifically, I 
am very grateful for the full funding for the Halftime for the SDGs project through a grant from 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.  
For this book, thanks to William Cooper for helping make my arguments clearer and to Megan 
Keller for her ruthless edits. With divine patience, Michelle L. Crowley has taken this output and 
thoroughly copyedited it. Thanks to all of them for making this book so much better. All 
remaining errors are, of course, my responsibility. 
I am deeply grateful for the gracious contributions of the many incredible economists and sector 
specialists. We have worked with some of them since 2014 to summarize knowledge about the 
world’s best investments.  
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Their individual contributions are impossible to summarize here, but the papers from the post-
2015 project and the Halftime project bear testimony to their contributions as paper authors and 
reviewers. Thanks to each and every one on this lengthy list of collaborators:  
Awudu Abdulai of the University of Kiel; Sali Ahmed of the University of Washington; Reshad 
Ahsan of the University of Melbourne; Harold Alderman of International Food Policy Research 
Institute; Julian Alston of the University of California Davis; Kym Anderson of the University of 
Adelaide; Matt Andrews of Harvard Kennedy School; Noam Angrist of the University of 
Oxford; Nim Arinaminpathy of Imperial College London; Elisabetta Aurino of the University of 
Barcelona; Emmanuelle Auriol of the University of Toulouse; Till Bärnighausen of Harvard 
School of Public Health; Christopher B. Barrett of Cornell University; John Beghin of the 
University of Nebraska—Lincoln; Jere R. Behrman of the University of Pennsylvania; Marc 
Bellemare of the University of Minnesota; Brock Blomberg of California Institute of Integral 
Studies; David E. Bloom of Harvard University; Florencia Lopez Boo of the Inter-American 
Development Bank; Erica Bosio of the World Bank; Luke Brander, Independent Consultant; 
Elissa Braunstein of Colorado State University; Elizabeth Brouwer of the University of 
Washington; Frank F.K. Byamugisha, Independent Consultant; David Canning of Harvard 
University; Tom Cardamone of Global Financial Integrity; Gregory Casey of Brown University; 
Benjamin Alemán Castilla of IPADE; Irma Clots-Figueras of Carlos III University; Alex 
Cobham of Tax Justice Network; Jessica Cohen of Harvard University; Lesong Conteh of 
London School of Economics; Guarav Datt of Monash University; Klaus W. Deininger of the 
World Bank; Gabriel Demombynes of the World Bank; Stefan Dercon of Oxford University; 
Alexia Lee González Fanfalone of the University of Toulouse; Mihaly Fazekas of Central 
European University; James Fearon of Stanford University; James Feyrer of Dartmouth; Günther 
Fink of Harvard School of Public Health; Carolyn Fischer of Resources for the Future; Ingrid 
Friberg of Tacoma-Pierce County Health Department; Emanuela Galasso of the World Bank; 
Isabel Galiana of McGill School of Environment; Oded Galor of Brown University; Cindy L. 
Gauvreau of Centre for Global Health Research; Katy Gaythorpe of Imperial College London; 
Thomas Gaziano of Harvard University; Pascal Geldsetzer of Harvard School of Public Health; 
Adrian Gheorge of Imperial College London; John Gibson of Waikato Management School; 
Madeleine Gleave of Dharma Platform; Paul Glewwe of the University of Minnesota; Emily 
Gustafsson-Wright of Brookings Institution; Gavin Hayman of Open Contracting Partnership; 
Mary E. Hilderbrand of Texas A&M University; Anke Hoeffler of the University of Oxford; 
Bernard Hoekman of European University Institute; Mike Holland, Independent Consultant; 
Susan Horton of the University of Waterloo; Ryan Hum of the University of Toronto; Salal 
Humair of Harvard School of Public Health; Guy Hutton of UNICEF; Johanne Helene Iversen of 
the University of Bergen; Joyce P. Jacobsen of Wesleyan University; Morten Jerven of Simon 
Fraser University; Pamela Jervis of the University of Chile; Marc Jeuland of Duke University; 
Prabhat Jha of the University of Toronto; Deborah Johnston of the University of London; Keely 
Jordan of the University of California; Dev Kar of Global Financial Integrity; Anna Kochanova 
of Cardiff University; Hans-Peter Kohler of the University of Pennsylvania; Pantelis 
Koutroumpis of Imperial College London; Valerie Kozel of the University of Wisconsin–
Madison; Aart Kraay of the World Bank; Caroline Krafft of St. Catherine University; Finn 
Kydland of the University of California; Bjorn Larsen, Independent Consultant; Carol Levin of 
the University of Washington; Patrick Low of Fung Global Institute; Alyssa Shiraishi Lubet of 
Harvard University; Dara Lee Luca of Harvard University; Travis J. Lybbert of the University of 
California Davis; Nyovani Madise of African Institute for Development Policy; Eduardo 
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Magalhaes of International Food Policy Research Institute; Joshua Mak of Johns Hopkins 
University; Sandip Mandal of Indian Council of Medical Research; Anil Markandya of Basque 
Center for Climate Change; Keith E. Maskus of the University of Colorado; Daniel Mason-
D’Croz of International Food Policy Research Institute; Alistair McVittie of Scottish 
Agricultural College; Robert Mendelsohn of Yale University; Nick Menzies of Harvard 
University; Elizabeth Mitgang of Georgetown University; Adele Morris of Brookings Institution; 
Todd Moss of Center for Global Development; Arindam Nandi of Center for Disease Dynamics; 
Economics & Policy; Stale Navrud of Norwegian University of Life Sciences; Randolph 
Ngwafor of the University of Oxford; Rachel Nugent of RTI International; Rachel Nugent of the 
University of Washington; Stephen O’Connell of Swarthmore College; Kristine Husøy 
Onarheim of the University of Bergen; Obinna Onwujekwe of the University of Nigeria; Peter F. 
Orazem of Iowa State University; Madhukar Pai of McGill University; Bryan Patenaude of 
Johns Hopkins University; Harry Anthony Patrinos of the World Bank; Sarah Pickersgill of the 
University of Washington; Ben Piper of Gates Foundation; Catherine Pitt of London School of 
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine; Allison Portnoy of Harvard University; Carel Pretorious of 
Avenir Health; Klaus Prettner of the University of Hohenheim; Atonu Rabbani of the University 
of Dhaka; Xudong Rao of North Dakota State University; Stuti Rawat of Education University of 
Hong Kong; Neha Raykar of Oxford Policy Management India; Peter Reuter of the University of 
Maryland; Mark W. Rosegrant of International Food Policy Research Institute; Kamal Saggi of 
Vanderbilt University; Suvanand Sahu of Stop TB; Thomas Sampson of London School of 
Economics; Justin Sandefur of the Center for Global Development; Marije Schaafsma of VU 
University Amsterdam; Tom Schelling, Nobel Laureate in Economics and Professor at the 
University of Maryland; Ajay Shenoy of the University of California-Santa Cruz; Rima Shretta 
of the University of Oxford; So Yoon Sim of the World Health Organization; Alban 
Singirankabo of Delft University of Technology; Pamela Smith of the University of Minnesota; 
Rodrigo R. Soares of Sao Paulo School of Economics; Salin Sriudomporn of Johns Hopkins 
University; Nancy Stokey of the University of Chicago; Arjunan Subramanian of Glasgow 
University; Timothy B. Sulser of International Food Policy Research Institute; Sedona Sweeney 
of London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine; Vladimir Tyazhelnikov of the University 
of Sydney; Rowena A. Valmonte-Santos of International Food Policy Research Institute; David 
Vanzetti of the University of Western Australia; Anna Vassall of London School of Hygiene and 
Tropical Medicine; Emiliana Vegas of Harvard University; Stephane Verguet of Harvard 
University; Dylan D. Walters of Nutrition International; David Watkins of the University of 
Washington; Libby Watts of Johns Hopkins University; Eva Weissman of Columbia University; 
Dale Whittington of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; Tommy Wilkinson of the 
New Zealand Treasury; Joshua Yukich of Tulane University; and Cassandra Zimmer of the 
Center for Global Development. 
Finally, I want to thank our advisors, who have helped the academic work become better and 
given us input on people, data, and evidence to improve the overall work. Thanks to Nashiru 
Abdulai, Service Delivery Advisor to the Director General of the African Union; Bibek Debroy, 
Chairman of the Economic Advisory Council to the Prime Minister of India; Vishal Gujadhur, 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation; John Hoddinott, Professor of Food, Nutrition and Public 
Policy at Cornell University; Dean Jamison, Senior Fellow in Global Health Sciences at 
University of California, San Francisco; Ramanan Laxminarayan, founder and director of the 
One Health Trust and senior research scholar at Princeton University; Nyovani Madise, Director 
of Research and Sustainable Development Policies and Head of the Malawi office of the African 
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Institute for Development Policy; Kodjo Esseim Mensah-Abrampa, Director General of National 
Development Planning Commission of Ghana; Thomas Chataghalala Munthali, Director General 
of the National Planning Commission of Malawi; Lant Pritchett, RISE Research Director at the 
Blavatnik School of Government, University of Oxford; George Psacharopoulosis, former Chief 
of the Human Resources Division and Chief of the Education Research Division at the World 
Bank; Lisa A. Robinson, Deputy Director of the Center for Health Decision Science, Harvard 
University; Rathin Roy, Managing Director (Research and Policy) at the Overseas Development 
Institute; Vernon Smith, Nobel Laureate in Economics and Professor of Business Economics and 
Law at Chapman University; and Larry Summers, former US Treasury Secretary and former 
President of Harvard University. 
It has been exhilarating (and exhausting) to complete this work. Now, I’m excited to see the 
knowledge make it into the world. It is within reach that humanity could spend just a tiny 
fraction more and make the world incredibly better. I hope this book will excite you and that 
your excitement will help spread the word and encourage politicians, donors, philanthropists, and 
decision-makers to pick many of the world’s most efficient policies. I can think of nothing better 
to do this decade. 
 
Bjorn Lomborg 
Malmö, Sweden, May 2023. 
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