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EDITORIAL
What is “good” transport policy?

What makes an already implemented or potential future transport policy a “good” policy? This
is one of the most fundamental questions to be asked in the context of policymaking and
policy evaluation. In the policy analysis literature, there is a certain level of agreement that
“good” policies meet three criteria: they should be (1) effective, (2) efficient and (3) fair
(Young & Tilley, 2006). In this editorial, | will discuss these criteria in the context of transport
policy-making and propose additional criteria: (4) a positive balance of benefits and costs,
(5) ease of implementation, (6) flexibility and (7) long-term robustness. It is an undated
version of a section in a paper written for a keynote at the European Transport Conference
in 2009 (Van Wee, 2009).

Effectiveness

Effectiveness relates to the question: does the policy do what it is supposed to do? For
example, if free public transport is implemented because of environmental reasons, the ques-
tion is: will it lead to less environmental pressure? A road safety policy that aims to reduce the
number of fatalities should reduce this number. If not, it is not effective. Note that not only the
question if the policy is effective at all is of importance but also the level of effects: how much
does a policy option, in the case of these examples, reduce environmental pressure or the
number of fatalities?

Efficiency

Efficiency has often been expressed in terms of cost-effectiveness. Cost-effectiveness is gener-
ally a relatively easy indicator in the case of “simple” policy options, having one dominant
effect, and only monetary costs. It can, for example, be applied to choices between technical
vehicle-based options to improve safety or to technological options to reduce CO, emissions.
The efficiency criteria can then be evaluated based on the division of benefits by costs. In the
case of these examples, it relates to saved fatalities or tons of CO, emission per euro (or other
currency).

Fairness

Fairness or equity dominantly relates to the distribution of the pros and cons over (groups of)
winners and losers. For about 15 years, this topic has received way more attention in the trans-
port (policy) literature than before. Fairness is not as unidirectional as effectiveness and
efficiency: there are multiple ethical principles to come to a conclusion on fairness. Dominant
principles are utilitarianism saying that an option is fair if the overall utility of all people
increases. Sufficientarianism focuses on those who are worse off, for example, people with

© 2025 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01441647.2025.2516890&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-06-13
http://www.tandfonline.com

456 (&) EDITORIAL

the lowest levels of accessibility. Egalitarianism focuses on the distribution of effects of all
(groups of) people. In the case of accessibility, these three principles have a prominent position
in the academic literature (see, for example, Lucas et al., 2016), but there are more principles
(see Van Wee & Roeser, 2013). For an overview of equity types: see Thomopoulos et al., (2009).
Fairness is not limited to distributions of pros and cons only. For example, if a governmental
body makes a promise to an area (region, municipality and neighbourhood), it is generally
seen as unfair if the body does not keep its promise.

Positive balance of benefits and costs

The three criteria above can relatively easily be used if a policy has one (dominant) effect and
only or mainly monetary costs. It is less simple to use these criteria if a policy option has (1)
multiple effects or (2) monetary as well as non-monetary costs. An example of multiple
effects: improvements in public transport may contribute to accessibility, safety and the
environment. An example of multiple effects including non-monetary costs: reductions of
speeds on motorways could result in lower emissions, and reduced fuel use and costs,
which can be expressed in monetary terms. But they also increase travel times and might
reduce the fun of driving for some, both being non-monetary costs. In cases of multiple
effects, the effectiveness relates to these (obtained) effects. And if multiple cost categories
apply (monetary plus non-monetary, or multiple non-monetary costs) there is not one denomi-
nator that applies to cost-effectiveness. In some cases, all costs, also non-monetary costs, can
be expressed in monetary terms, and if so, effects per euro can still be calculated. Also, the
evaluation of fairness is not straightforward if multiple effects occur, and the question of
which (groups of) people should be distinguished can vary between these effects.

For such less simple policy options, a more complex evaluation framework can do the job. If
effects are largely well-known and can be quantified and expressed in monetary terms, in
many cases, a Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA) can be an attractive framework as far as effectiveness
and efficiency are concerned. But fairness is generally not included in a CBA unless one thinks
that utilitarianism is the only “right” ethical principle. If one has other opinions, then an
additional evaluation of fairness is needed. Because policy evaluations made by researchers
should serve people (policymakers, politicians and others) with different ethical preferences,
a researcher should not limit her or himself to one ethical principle only. So, if fairness is impor-
tant, a CBA should be enriched by a fairness evaluation. Alternatively, a multi-criteria Analysis
(MCA) can be used, and this is a more inclusive framework that at least theoretically includes all
relevant effects, such as fairness evaluations based on multiple ethical principles. An MCA can
be made actor-specific (Macharis & Bernardini, 2015). For further overview and discussions on
methods to evaluate transport policies, see Mouter (2020, 2021).

Ease of implementation

The fourth criterion is the ease of implementation. Easy-to-implement policies, all else being
equal, are to be preferred over more difficult-to-implement policies. But this criterion is not
added to suggest that only easy-to-implement policy options should be selected. Especially
if a policy option can have major positive effects and is cost-effective, it should be considered
as an important potential option. In the author’s opinion, road pricing policies can be in this
category. It is worth trying to understand the major barriers for implementation and to learn
from successful implementations elsewhere. For example, the equity barrier (see above) can be
reduced or even solved by carefully selecting options for revenue use (Schuitema & Steg,
2008). It could be an option to use revenues to reduce income tax for low-income people
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or to reduce taxes on fuel-efficient cars, which are more than average owned by low-income
people. Of importance for the chances of successful implementation, but highly underesti-
mated and under-researched is the role of champions. Champions, often only one or a few
persons, have a good vision and know how to implement it (Cervero, 1999). An example of
a champion, to my opinion, is Ken Livingstone, the former mayor of London, an elected
mayor who announced that he would introduce the congestion charge, did it successfully
and was re-elected (but not the second time).

Flexibility

Flexibility or adaptivity relates to the ease to adapt the policy, because of easy or difficult to
foresee uncertain developments. Once introduced, levies on fuels and cars, and emissions
regulations can be changed relatively easy. For example, different levies on petrol versus
diesel are in several countries legitimated because of differences in emissions levels (CO,,
NO,, PM). Changes in these emission levels could be translated into changes in levies on
these fuels. Difficult-to-foresee changes are inherently more difficult to deal with. Out-of-
the-box thinking might be helpful to imagine such changes. An example to illustrate this:
let us assume a region with planned urban development at several locations. Based on
long-term urban planning, a tram line could be considered. But what if due to unexpected
demographic changes, a housing crisis, or a lack of firms to be interested in new employment
areas the original plan could not be realized? To deal with such possible events, a bus line
could be an option, at least for the first 10 years. Depending on real-world developments,
the track could later be converted into a tram line. Increasing flexibility brings us to the
concept of Adaptive Policy Making, a systematic approach to develop flexible policy strategies
under uncertainty (see Walker et al., 2001 for the general concept or Marchau et al., 2010 for
the application in the area of transport).

Long-term robustness

Long-term robustness, the final criterion, relates to the question if a policy is “no regret” under
uncertain long-term developments that could have a major impact on society. Long-term
robustness relates to major changes. Examples are climate change and change in the prefer-
ences to reduce climate change, adaptation to climate change, the depletion of fossil fuels,
very high or unstable fuel prices, major geo-political changes, major shifts in goods flows,
strongly affecting the position of harbours and freight transport networks, or a break-
through in battery or hydrogen technologies, or in solar or wind power generation, resulting
in the availability of plenty of inexpensive and clean energy. It is recommended to evaluate
how robust a policy with difficult-to-reverse effects is under such changes. Policies for
which this applies are major land-use and transport infrastructure policies, and strategic pol-
icies influencing the energy needed for the transport system. Again, Adaptive Policy Making
could be an attractive way to deal with such deep uncertainties.
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