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Is it really a stupid idea? The counterfactual check

Bert van Wee

Faculty of Technology, Policy and Management, Delft University of Technology, Delft, Netherlands

Proposals for unconventional policies often receive a lot of negative reactions, from
media, citizens, politicians, interest groups, etc. The counterfactual check may be a
simple method to explore if such policies are really a bad idea.

In a recent paper on growing support for controversial policies, we briefly discussed
the idea of asking people whether the counterfactual of a controversial policy proposal
would be a good idea (Van Wee et al,, 2023). We gave the example of the proposal to
convert a two-way street into a one-way street. | live in Amersfoort, a medium-sized
city (almost 161,000 inhabitants on January 2023) in the Netherlands, in a 1930s neigh-
bourhood (i.e. the Leusderkwartier). Some years ago, the local municipality suggested
to convert that road in that neighbourhood to a one-way street for motorised traffic
(not for cyclists), for reasons of safety and liveability. The road is frequently used by
cyclists, including 12-18-year-old high school students. In the street where | live, many
people had a poster behind their window stating the following: “keep the Leusderkwartier
accessible”. | did not have such a poster. One of my neighbours asked why. | explained
that | was not sure if | thought it was a bad idea. He responded telling me that | certainly
must think it was a bad idea. | asked him why. He responded saying that the idea was ridi-
culous because we then would have to take a detour driving in “opposite direction”. | said
he was right, that of course that would mean a (small) detour, but also that it would
become a safer, quieter and consequently more attractive street. | asked him: suppose
the street would always have been a one-way street, as the local municipality now
suggested. And suppose the proposal was to make it a two-way street. Would he then
think this would be a brilliant idea? | hypothesised that he and many others would
show a poster behind their window with the following text: “keep the Leusderkwartier
safe and liveable”. He responded that he would not know if he would support the coun-
terfactual change, and that this conversation made him think.

Another example. In 2022, | was at an OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development) Round Table meeting in Paris. One of the participants told me about
the, in his opinion, ridiculous idea of converting the Route Periferique, an urban motorway
surrounding central Paris, into a park with a cycle lane. | asked him why he thought that
was a ridiculous idea. He indicated that the traffic intensities show that we need the Route
Periferique. | asked him: suppose the Route Periferique would have been a park with a
cycle lane for decades or even a century, would he support the idea of now converting
it into an urban motorway, comparable to the current situation? A long silence occurred,
followed by “I do not know". | also asked him: what would he think would happen if Paris
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would build an urban motorway straight through the centre of Paris, from North to South
or from East to West. He confirmed that such a motorway would be intensively used. |
asked him if building such a motorway thus would be a good idea. He did not respond.

Third example. In the Netherlands, a debate is going on for almost two decades about
converting the current annual taxes on cars, into a per kilometre charge. The net revenue
for the government would remain the same. Those who would drive more, will in the
future pay more, those who drive less would pay less. Many people, citizens, journalists,
politicians and others with whom I have discussed this policy in the past decade or longer,
have argued this is a ridiculous, or at least a bad or unfair policy. They gave examples of
people who would be affected negatively in an undesirable way, such as a household with
two workers, with separate workplaces, forcing one worker to commute. The policy would
be unfair towards the “forced commuter”, because s/he would have to pay more in the
future, whereas s/he would not have an alternative for driving, because of their residential
location, not being connected to a railway station. My follow-up question was: suppose
we now would have a system of paying per kilometre and the government would
suggest to replace it by an annual tax. Probably they would consider that proposal as
very unfair, because an 85-year-old driving a certain car 1000 km per year would then
have to pay as much as his/her neighbour having a similar car, but driving 50,000 km
per year. The most common responses then would be: “you make me think”, or “you
are right: almost any change will not only have winners but also losers. If we do not
accept there are losers, this will block about any change”.

Fourth example (or better group of examples): during the past three decades, several
cities and towns with a historical centre, in many countries, were converted from parking
places to attractive car-free squares, often with a fountain, terrasses for cafes and restau-
rants, and sometimes art. Before the conversion, there often was opposition from citizens,
shop keepers, and people running restaurants and cafes. | assume that if local policy
makers would now suggest to return to the old situation (parking place) that many
people would think: “where is the hidden camera, this cannot be a serious proposal”.

Lessons learned from these and several other examples is that asking people about the
counterfactual, or about a proposal in line with the counterfactual (as in the case of the
new urban motorway straight though central Paris) often opens people’s mind toward
seemingly ridiculous (in their eyes) or at least unfair on undesired policies. The negative
attitude towards controversial policies can be explained by several mechanisms - see our
2023 paper referred to above, including attitude changes (Van Wee et al., 2019), reference
point bias as made explicit by the prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), and
because expected and experienced utility can differ (De Vos et al., 2016).

This does not mean that any unconventional idea is therefore a good idea. The coun-
terfactual check gives an idea of the question if a policy is really ridiculous or at least unfair
of undesired. Making use of this check for more than a decade in many debates on uncon-
ventional policies gives me the impression that many seemingly undesired, unfair or even
ridiculous ideas are not as weird as people think based on their initial thoughts. If a policy
proposal passes the counterfactual check it of course needs to be evaluated thoroughly,
assessing if the benefits exceed costs, if it is a fair policy, and if maybe another policy
would work even better. In sum, making use of the counterfactual check can be useful
for policy makers, planners and other practitioners, and researchers with controversial
ideas, facing strong opposition.



TRANSPORT REVIEWS (&) 3

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

ORCID
Bert van Wee (2 http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0370-3575

References

De Vos, J., Mokhtarian, P. L., Schwanen, T., Van Acker, V., & Witlox, F. (2016). Travel mode choice and
travel satisfaction: Bridging the gap between decision utility and experienced utility.
Transportation, 43(5), 771-796. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11116-015-9619-9

Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. (1979). Prospect theory: An analysis of decision under risk. Econometrica,
47(2), 263-291. https://doi.org/10.2307/1914185

Van Wee, B., Annema, J. A,, & van Barneveld, S. (2023). Controversial policies: Growing support after
implementation. A discussion paper. Transport Policy, 139, 79-86. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
tranpol.2023.05.010

Van Wee, B., De Vos, J.,, & Maat, K. (2019). Impacts of the built environment and travel behaviour on
attitudes: Theories underpinning the reverse causality hypothesis. Journal of Transport
Geography, 80, 102540. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2019.102540


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0370-3575
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11116-015-9619-9
https://doi.org/10.2307/1914185
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tranpol.2023.05.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tranpol.2023.05.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2019.102540

	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


