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“high levels of uncertainty which surround the decisions that need to be taken over the next thirty years” NIC, 2017



opening out
https://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/dont_stop_thinking_about_tomorrow.pdf

embracing the extent of uncertainty faced



closing down
narrowing the plurality of futures for the purposes of informing targeted policymaking action
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procedures

purpose

people

... of the decision making task and 
why uncertainty matters to it

… which define how opening out 
and closing down happen

… conducting such exercises and 
their motivations, agency and 
social-psychological limitations



purpose.



planning concerns…

anticipating
responding to
influencing c h a n g e

…and negotiating uncertainty





application of a “proportionate assessment” and
in the context of “risks, uncertainties and inherent biases” to 
provide a “reasonable understanding”

justification of effective stewardship of public funds and 
public interest is an important reason for making sense of 
uncertainty to a degree that is proportionate and reasonable



what is deemed reasonable and who is doing the deeming?

normative. contested.



procedures.

road traffic forecasting      →      scheme appraisal  ← scenario planning



National Transport Model

“a systematic means of comparing the 
national consequences of alternative 
national transport policies or widely-
applied local transport policies, against 
a range of background scenarios which 
take into account the major factors 
affecting future patterns of travel”

population – number of tripmakers

income (GDP/capita) – level of tripmaker’s financial resource

fuel price – proxy for unit cost of road travel

1969 - 2015

recognised uncertainty in inputs addressed through sensitivity testing
e.g. high population growth + high income growth + low fuel price

forecast 
fan
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population
1997 - sensitivity testing confined to +/- 35% of best or central estimate at 35th year
2007 - sensitivity analysis considered GDP, fuel economy rates, value of time and oil prices
2008 - updated population projections (higher growth rate) – sensitivity analysis considered lower migration
2009 – population not addressed in sensitivity analysis
2011 – population not addressed in sensitivity analysis
2013 – high and low population projections explicitly acknowledged and accounted for in sensitivity analysis
2015 – ‘scenario approach’ adopted - high/low GDP/fuel price considered but not sensitivity to population estimate

2015 – “The growth in national traffic levels is predominately driven by the projected growth in population levels”
2013 – six scenarios - lowest projection considered an unlikely and extreme scenario

2015 – notable new ground broken in scenario approach and no reference to central projection 
2015 – substantial range in plausible traffic growth between 2010 and 2040 of 19% to 55%



Changes coming?



NTM – retrospective good fit between modelled and observed data with correct inputs
→ robust for explaining the past to the present (or right for the wrong reasons)

central estimates have never been closest to outturn levels – therefore surprising that 
most forecasting exercises are predicated around a most likely scenario with others 
portrayed as highly unlikely or less likely

where scenarios comprising the fan are not judged to all be equally plausible, we 
consider this to be unreasonable opening out

if adoption of transport innovations is seen to be inevitable and desirable then their 
apparent exclusion from opening out is not reasonable

we are seeing more recent improvement in the reasonable consideration of opening out

how reasonable is the procedure of opening out?
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from national forecasts to
scheme appraisal and WebTAG guidance

modelling of a core scenario based on central projection data from NTEM 
(corresponds to Scenario 1 of NRTF 2015 which assumes central 
macroeconomic estimates)

“it is best to test the impact of [this] uncertainty by using high and low 
growth scenarios” – achieved by adding or subtracting a proportion of based 
year demand to the demand for the core scenario
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Forecast year

Scenario 1 low
Scenario 1 central
Scenario 1 high
Scenario 2 low
Scenario 2 central
Scenario 2 high
Scenario 3 low
Scenario 3 central
Scenario 3 high
Scenario 4 low
Scenario 4 central
Scenario 4 high
Scenario 5 low
Scenario 5 central
Scenario 5 high

Scenario 3 from NRTF that considers recent phenomenon 
of declining trip rates is ‘out of range’ (closed out)



NRTF national scenarios go from being plausible to never considered or considered as 
extremes

“The core scenario will form the basis for the analysis reported in the Appraisal 
Summary Table (AST) and, as such, should represent the best basis for decision making 
given current evidence”

we consider there to be an absence of reasonable justification for this closing down 
process

it appears that the practice of planning for transport continues with the notion of the 
core or most likely scenario

practical realities of being proportionate in assessment may be outweighing what 
might be considered reasonable handling of uncertainty

how reasonable is the procedure of closing down?



people.



procedural assumptions involve judgement by 
one or more actors over what is considered 
reasonable 

ego-protective
self-interest

in-group favour

cognitive fluency
sunk-cost fallacy

confirmation bias

optimism bias
blind spot bias

group think



expert at versus expert on

from authoritative to collaborative



27 (27) 29 (30)

19 (19) 25 (24)

↓3% ↓53%

↓25%↑35%

share of collective plausibility per scenario before (after) group discussion

exposing uncertainty and confronting bias



as well as the procedures adopted…

what reasonable consideration of uncertainty you 
get out depends upon what types of experts 
and/or professionals you put in



nature of the decision – to what extent is the opening out of uncertainty 
important to the planning or decision-making process in question?

uncertain future conditions – if more extensive opening out is necessary then has a set of 
plausible societal futures been developed that reflects the level of uncertainty faced?

closing down options and assessment – does the process adopted for the closing down of 
assessment correspond to the outcomes of tests 1 and 2?

transparent treatment of uncertainty - is guidance for decision makers that emanates from 
the opening out and closing down processes transparent about its limitations?

1
2
3
4

reasonable consideration tests
reference point for changing practice to become more reasonable within the bounds of proportionality

doing better • must try harder • attention to rigour of process as well as rigour of analysis
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