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The role of transport modelling in decision-making



What the decision-makers think…

Desire to invest in 

walking/cycling, and 

willingness to do so in spite 

of concerns about 

congestion

Transport modelling is just 

one element of a suite of tools 

to make the case for a project 

(reliance on models but also a 

hint of cynicism…)

Awareness of the uphill 

struggle to change 

internal processes (data, 

tools and processes, 

mindset)

Ability to challenge only those 

elements of a model that are visible. 

Other outputs are often taken as 

given (e.g. often assumed that 

models forecast changes in walking 

and cycling demand when they don’t)



What the modellers think…

Politicians don’t use models 

to inform their decisions. 

They are used after a 

decision has already been 

made.

In a democracy this in itself is not 

fundamentally wrong. Modelling 

can be used to refine project 

details, to reduce uncertainty, or 

simply to sell it to the public and 

stakeholders.   

But there is a perception that 

politicians will misrepresent modelling 

results, e.g. implying a false sense of 

certainty or implying that a rigorous 

assessment of alternatives has taken 

place when this is not the case.



Bias, uncertainty and ethics: why does this affect walking 
and cycling?



‘Status quo bias’
(client and 
supplier)

Availability of 
data

Technical 
knowledge / 
professional 
standards

Risk aversion / 
precedents 

provide comfort

Economic self-
interest

Strategic bias?



Dealing with uncertainty?

Inherent uncertainty in any forecasting

• Background factors (economy, population)

• Technology and lifestyle change

• Behavioural response

Greater uncertainty about walking and cycling?

• Less evidence in many cases

• No explanatory factors to forecast change in 

demand for walking and cycling in most models

• Behavioural responses



Challenges in presenting modelling outputs

Transparency

• Option assessment process

• Key inputs and assumptions

• Fixed or variable demand

Ease of understanding

Relation to objectives (e.g. perceived safety)



Ethics and transparency



Recommendations



Relevant FLOW recommendations

Review the content and language of training materials and professional 

standards to ensure that the principles of multi-modal assessment and 

mode-equity become the norm rather than the exception in transport 

planning practice.

Develop a voluntary charter of technical proficiency, transparency and 

ethics for those who offer services in transport modelling and appraisal and 

hold those to account who fail to uphold technical and ethical standards. 



Professional standards about methods and 

reporting:

Transparent summary of multi-modal impacts 

• highlighting gaps in data if necessary

Documentation of process and option assessment 

Non-technical summary: What the model can tell 

us (and what it can’t)?

• e.g. fixed or variable demand



Examples from Transport Planning Society (UK) Code of Conduct

“avoid deceptive acts, take steps to prevent corrupt practices or professional misconduct, and 

declare conflicts of interest”

“present and review professional and technical evidence, theory and interpretation honestly, 

accurately and without bias”

“minimise and justify any adverse effect on society or on the natural environment for their own 

and succeeding generations”

“actively promote public awareness and understanding of the impact and benefits of 

achievements in transport planning”

Alternative options in recent discussion paper:

• Independent commissioning body and centre of excellence to assist clients

• Regulatory body with powers to “strike off” practitioners  (as in the legal and 

medical professions)
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