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INTRODUCTION 

An effective road safety policy relies on sound and well-founded scientific research. But 
contrary to what is sometimes assumed, the outcome of research usually doesn't affect road 
safety policy directly, no matter how thorough the research may have been. In the process 
of developing road safety policy, the rationality of the decision maker repeatedly appears to 
differ from the rationality of the scientist. Not only objective information about for instance 
road safety measures plays a part in formulating policy, but the organization and 
development of the decision making process is at least as important. If the different choices 
are not weighed rationally against each other in these processes, the different interests of 
the parties involved will gain importance and be played off against each other. Especially in 
decisions about important projects, many parties with different interests are involved and 
depend on eachother. The negotiations about these interests often put a stamp on the policy 
as much as the scientifically based information that is used. 

Therefore it is interesting to see how the decision making process should be organised so 
that the dependencies and the negotiations contribute to a good and decisive road safety 
policy. 

Consequently, this paper answers the following question: 

Which factors promote and hinder establishing a decisive road safety policy? 

In this context a decisive policy is effective, efficient, and ambitious. One of the major 
examples of large and complicated decision making processes involving road safety, is the 
realisation of regional traffic and transport plans. In these plans, which were developed in 19 
regions in the Netherlands, the traffic and transport policy for the next four years has been 
established. Road safety is part of this policy. The question above has been studied in the 
decision making process in six regional traffic and transport plans (RTTPs) (Bax, to be 
published).  

A DECISIVE POLICY 

Decision making in provincial and regional traffic and transport plans is a complex process. 
Many parties are involved: regions, municipalities, the government, interest groups, citizens, 
police, the Public Prosecutor's Office, emergency services, etc. Moreover, a large number of 
subjects are dealt with in RTTPs: accessibility problems, environment, public transport, 
goods transport, bicycle policy, etc. Road Safety is just one many subjects in the decision 
making. The problems that need to be dealt with are not simple ones and are not subject to 
standard solutions. Furthermore, the authorities, the necessary money, and the necessary 
knowledge for drawing up an RTTP are scattered among the various parties. For example, 
the national government is responsible for the regional rules and financing, the municipalities 
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are responible for cooperating with the policy, the police and Public Prosecutor's Office need 
to support the agreed safety policy, and knowledge organizations are responsible for 
providing the expertise. In other words: the parties are dependent on each other and 
together they constitute a network surrounding the decis ion making process. 

Kickert, Klijn and Koppenjan (1997) state that, in such a situation, the various parties must 
cooperate to initiate the policy. Because not all parties have the same (vested) interests and 
goals, this is not always straightforward and easy. Neither do all parties have the same 
possibilities to publicly promote their own interests: some parties have more personnel, 
money, expertise, or formal authority than others. Explicit guiding and rules are necessary to 
initiate cooperation, to activate the parties, and to settle the conflicts between parties that 
do not have the same interests. 

Which factors ensure that this complex decision making process leads to a decisive policy? 
What is actually a decisive road safety policy? In this context a decisive policy is defined as:  

a) one that is effective, that thus contributes to achieving the goals aimed at,  

b) one that is efficient, in which the profits are higher than the costs,  

c) one that is ambitious.  

This means that the situation aimed at is  different from  the current one. For road safety 
policy this means that with the measures in the policy plan: 

a) the goal of reducing the number of casualties will be achieved,  

b) the costs will not be higher than the profits,  

c) there will be fewer casualties than there are now. 

According to both the theory of Kickert, Klijn and Koppenjan and to previous research (Bax, 
2001), two factors determine whether the decision making process results in a decisive road 
safety policy. First of all, the road safety interest must be forcefully promoted by one or 
more parties. If there are no such parties, the final policy will probably pay no attention to 
road safety. Therefore, there must be sufficient parties involved that promote road safety 
during the decision making, and they must have sufficient possibilities and means to 
convincingly present the road safety interests. We therefore look at who are present during 
decision making, how parties try to influence each other, and which opposition is 
encountered. 

Moreover, the structure of the decision making process must be well organized. There should 
be rules for inviting parties, the way in which decisions are made, and dealing with conflicts, 
and there should be agreement with other topics. The purpose of the rules is to increase 
cooperation between parties; after all one is dependent on each other. These rules can be 
drawn up and carried out by the decision making body itself, but, alternatively, an external 
bureau can be hired to do this. 

This can be presented in a scheme as follows: 

 

Organisation of 
decision making 
process 

Decisive road safety 
policy in RTTP 

Promotion of road 
safety interests 
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CARRYING OUT THE STUDY 

Design and methods 

For this study, the chosen research method is a multiple case design. Because of the 
complexity of the decision making process and the fact that these processes have not yet 
been investigated often, a qualitative method is desirable. In (multiple) case studies there 
are two problems. The first one is that, unlike studies with large numbers of observations, 
the robustness of the explanations of phenomena cannot be shown by falsification. 
Swanborn (1996) among others maintains that testing causal relations is not possible 
because there are too few observations. Instead of looking for a "'robust" explanation, one 
can look for a conclusion with a high degree of plausibility. A reasoning becomes plaus ible if 
it is logical and if there is empirical support ('t Hart, 1985). The more empirical support, i.e. 
the more cases, the more plausible the explanation. For this reason a multiple case study 
design with six cases was chosen for this study. 

A second problem with studies of single cases is the generality or generalizability of the 
results. As far as the generalizability of research is concerned, it is better to compare case 
studies with experiments than with surveys (Yin, 1994). Case studies are not randomly 
drawn from a known population, as is the case with surveys, but from a theoretical 
approach. In case studies, therefore, no statistical generalization is possible. This is not so 
much caused by the small number of cases, but by the method of selection. True, however, 
is that the generalizability and validity increase if the population to be generalized is 
described as accurately as possible. The more cases studied, the better attainable the picture 
of the population for which the theory applies. The population must be defined using the 
relevant conditions under which the statements are made, for example in terms of place, 
time, and features of the cases. 

In this study, the selection of cases was not, as is generally the case, prompted by a theory, 
but by practical arguments. The population from which cases were selected and for which 
was generalized, was already known beforehand: the decision making processes for RTTPs 
in regions in the Netherlands. Within this population, an inventory was made of which 
decision making processes had recently been completed. That yielded six regions, the 
provinces of Friesland, Flevoland, Limburg, and Noord-Holland; and the Arnhem-Nijmegen 
and the Twente Region. All these available cases were studied. Thus one third of the total 
population (19 regions) was studied. Furthermore, the cases available showed a good 
urbanisation and geographical spread. In all cases, the decision making took place between 
1997 and 2000. 

The data collection took place by means of retrospective open interviews, document analysis 
and a small telephonic questionnaire among municipalities and water boards. 

Making variables operationable 

The two factors mentioned above, the representation of the road safety interest and the 
organization of the decision making were divided into  a number of measurable conditions. 
The decision making process must comply to these conditions to result in a decisive policy. 
The variables were made operationable on the basis of a previous study (Bax, 2001).  

As far as introducing the road safety interest is concerned, in the beginning of the study we 
expected that for example the following matters would contribute to a decisive policy: 

- Participation in the decision making process of as many relevant parties as possible; 
- Early negotiation with opponents of the intended road safety measures; 
- Sufficient money, personnel, and expertise for parties promoting road safety interests; 
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- Active participation of a platform for road safety interests, such as the Provincial Road 
Safety Board (PRSB) or a Traffic and Transport Board (TTB). 

As far as the organization of the decision making is concerned, we expected a positive effect 
from the following factors: 

- Organization of the decision making process by an independent third party; 
- Parties with road safety knowledge actually writing the policy; 
- There is agreement with other subjects in the RTTP.  

In this article, I will deal with some of the most interesting conditions: those which showed a 
noticeable effect (positively or negatively) in this study. The conditions that did not produce 
a clear positive or negative result in the study are not mentioned here. Some examples of a 
condition that did not produce a clear result are: 

- The involvement of the administration in an early stage of the decision making process. 
- The use of conflicts by municipalities, PRSB's and waterboards to achieve their road 

safety goals. 
- The involvement of the environmental movement in the decision making process. 

These conditions caused a decisive road safety policy as often as not. Further research and 
change of the conditions are required to be able to draw a clear conclusion about these 
conditions. 

RESULTS 

Decisiveness of the road safety policy 

First of all a study was made of how decisive the road safety policy in the RTTP was in the 
various regions. We examined if the policy had contributed to the road safety goals that the 
six had set themselves (effectiveness) and whether the costs of the measures were lower 
than the profits (efficiency). We also examined how ambitious the road safety policy plans 
were. 

The regions all had the same goal: 30% fewer road deaths and 25% fewer injured in 2010, 
in comparison with 1998. To determine the effectiveness it is necessary to know the 
concrete road safety measures that the regions intended to take in order to achieve this 
goal. These measures were only briefly described in the RTTPs. All six contained a concrete 
implementation of these plans, using the Road Safety Explorer programme developed by 
SWOV (Janssen & Wesemann, to be published). Using this programme, every RTTP 
calculated how many casualties the road safety policy would have 'saved' by 2010. On 
average, the Arnhem-Nijmegen and Twente regions have the most effective policy; their 
policy saves the most casualties. The Friesland policy is the least effective. None of the six 
fully achieves their goal with the intended policy: a reduction in the number of casualties of 
71% to 92% will be achieved. 

The costs of the measures were also calculated in the Regional Road Safety Explorer, as 
there was only a brief financial paragraph in some of the plans. The ratio between costs and 
casualties saved, the efficiency, was highest in the Twente region, in the Arnhem-Nijmegen 
region, and in Flevoland. Friesland and Limburg were the least efficient. In the table, the 
efficiency is measured in 100.000 Euro per saved victim. The smaller the figure, the better 
the score on efficiency. 

To judge the level of ambition of the road safety plans in the RTTPs, the goals that the six 
had set themselves were examined and whether the implementation of the plans was 
guaranteed. It was tested if a budget and an implementation period for the road safety 
policy were mentioned. For every factor present, one point was awarded. All six had set 
themselves the same goal; only Flevoland explicitly expressed its fear beforehand of not 
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achieving it because of a more rapid than average increase in mobility in the province. Only 
Friesland and Flevoland mentioned a budget and an implementation period in their plans. 

Table 1: Decisiveness of road safety policy 

Region Effectiveness Efficiency Ambition Total decisiveness 
Friesland 71% 1.41 3 Low 
Flevoland 87% 0.68 2 High 
Limburg 86% 1.44 1 Low 
Noord-Holland 90% 0.99 1 Low 
Arnhem-Nijmegen region 95% 0.68 1 High 
Twente region 92% 0.67 1 High 

 
In this study the scores on the three criteria for a decisive policy (effectiveness, efficiency 
and ambition) were converted to a total score. For the criteria effectiveness and efficiency a 
five-points scale is used, a three-points scale is used for ambition. A five-points scale gives a 
reasonable discrimination between the cases, without stressing the small differences too 
much. The three-points scale for ambition is used because of the three measure points for 
this criterion. The points for effectiveness were divided between 70 and 95 percent 
effectiveness, for every 5% effectiveness, one point was rewarded. For efficiency, the five 
points were divided between 1.5 and 0.5 x 100.000 Euro per saved victim. For every 20.000 
Euro less, 1 point was rewarded. The more points a region scores, the more decisive the 
policy is. As far as the decisiveness of their policy, the Arnhem-Nijmegen region, the Twente 
region, and Flevoland score a high total; the scores in Limburg, Noord-Holland, and 
Friesland are lower. 

Conditions for a decisive road safety policy 

This leads to the following question: were there conditions present in the decision making 
process which could be assumed to lead to a high degree of decisiveness? Or did the 
decisive road safety policy have an other cause? We examined which conditions were 
present. 

The assumption was that a strong accent on road safety interests in the decision making 
process requires, first of all, the involvement of as many relevant parties as possible. In two 
cases, many parties were involved in the decision making, in four cases there was a limited 
number of parties. In five of the six cases the expectation was indeed met that the presence 
of many parties produces a decisive policy and that their absence leads to a less decisive 
policy. Besides this, we also assumed that, for a good input of road safety interests, it is 
useful in an early stage to negotiate with opponents of the intended road safety measures. 
Opponents is perhaps too strong a word here; few people think that road safety is not an 
important issue. However, many parties, like the business sector, farmers, emergency 
services, Public Transport companies, and people living in the neighbourhood can 
experience negative effects from the measures in one way or another. In the study there 
were two cases in which an early dialogue with such parties was initiated. Expectations that 
an early dialogue would produce a decisive policy, and its absence a less decisive policy, 
were met in five of the six cases. 

The third condition showed the opposite picture. We expected that the parties which 
introduce road safety interests in the decision making (often 3VO, municipalities, and water 
boards) would have sufficient money, personnel, and expertise to ensure a decisive policy. In 
three of the six cases, these parties thought they had sufficient of each of these means to 
successfully take part in the decision making. However, in only two cases the expectation 
was met that this produced a decisive policy and its absence a less decisive one. Thus, this 
was not in agreement with the expectations formulated earlier. 
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Finally, a road safety organization, such as a PRSB or a TTB, was actively brought into the 
decision making. As a result it appeared that in five of the six cases the expectation that 
active involvement would produce a decisive policy, and that a passive attitude would lead to 
a less decisive one, was met. 

Apart from introducing road safety interests, it is also necessary for a decisive policy that the 
decision making process is well-organized. In this study, we assumed that the policy would 
be decisive if the decision making process was not organized by the party that formally had 
to make decisions (in this case, the province or by-law area), but by an independent party, 
such as an external bureau. In two cases an external bureau was brought in to accompany 
the decision making process. In five of the six cases, the expectation was correct that the 
presence of an external bureau would produce a decisive policy, and its absence a less 
decisive one. 

It was further assumed that the decision making process should be organized in such a way 
that the writers of the road safety paragraphs or chapters are people with an extensive road 
safety policy knowledge. This was true in four of the six cases. However, in only one case 
the expectation was met that this would produce a more decisive policy than when this 
condition was not met. 

Finally, there was the expectation at the beginning of the study that a good agreement with 
issues other than road safety in the RTTP would ensure a more decisive road safety policy. 
In five of the six cases, this condition was present. However, in only two cases did this result 
in a decisive policy. 

In a table, it all looks like this:  

Table 2: Conditions for a decisive road safety policy 

Condition Expectation 
correct 

Involving as many parties possible in the decision making 5 times 

Early negotiating with opponents of road safety measures 5 times 
Sufficient money, manpower, and expertise for parties promoting road 
safety  

2 times 

Active involvement of support for road safety interests 5 times 

Organization of the decision making process by a third party 5 times 

Parties with road safety knowledge really write the policy 1 time 

There is agreement with other issues in the RTTP 2 times 
 
Apart from the variables studied, external factors can also influence the policy results. 
External factors, for example, are: management changes, law alterations, changed economic 
circumstances, and calamities. The data collection for this study took these factors into 
account. During the research period, four of the six cases had experienced no management 
change, in two cases this had happened. In these two cases, no indication was found of this 
change having had any effect on the direction of the RTTP. However, during this period the 
National Traffic and Transport Plan (NTTP) had been drawn up. In the RTTPs it is clear that 
the regions had anticipated the draft NTTP. Because the plans were more or less completed 
in the same period, it did not result in differences between the six cases. There seemed to be 
a more equalizing effect because all six maintain the same target. 

DISCUSSION 
The following conclusions can be drawn from the above. According to this study, involving 
many parties in the decision making process and entering into early negotiation with 
opponents of road safety measures, produces a decisive policy. Delegating the organization 
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of decision making to an external third party, such as an external bureau, and actively 
involving support for road safety measures, such as a PRSB or a TTB, also leads to a 
decisive road safety policy. It makes, however, no difference if parties that advocate road 
safety interests do or do not have sufficient personnel, money, and expertise. This has no 
influence on the decisiveness of the final policy. The same applies to the agreement of road 
safety with other subjects in an RTTP as well as experts writing the road safety texts. Neither 
has an effect on the decisiveness of the policy. 

But what is the explanation of the fact that these last three conditions did not yield the result 
which was expected before the study began? No definite conclusions can be drawn from this 
study, but suggestions can be made; these can be tested in a future study. If we examine the 
conditions in greater detail, we can give the following, possible explanations. 

The study shows that it does not make any difference if the interest groups have sufficient 
money, personnel, or expertise. A more detailed look at the various cases produces two 
explanations. In a number of cases, the interest groups (especially 3VO) were interested in 
cooperating with the plan, but were not informed in time by the province or by-law area that 
they could participate. In a number of other cases, 3VO indicated that participating was not 
high enough on their list of priorities. They gave priority to cooperating in more concrete road 
safety plans. Consequently, this shows that the participation of the interest groups is a 
necessary precondition for studying the conditions properly: of course the presence of 
money, personnel, and expertise is only relevant if they participate in the decision making 
process. 

It is also a fact that parties with road safety knowledge writing the policy, and the agreement 
between road safety and other subjects in an RTTP, do not contribute to the decisiveness of 
the policy. A possible explanation for the first condition may be that the road safety 
knowledge needed to put down a rough plan such as an RTTP, is general and not specific. 
Specialist knowledge is more necessary for drawing up, for example, road safety plans. A 
possible explanation for the second condition may be that dealing with the road safety aspect 
as such in an RTTP is not a point of discussion, and that the discussion is often concerned 
with the implementation and financing of measures. In these rough plans, the implementation 
is not dealt with, and in most of the plans there is no financial paragraph. 

Finally, as was already indicated in the previous paragraph, the external factors studied did 
not result in differences between the six cases. It is, however, clear that the necessary 
factors for a decisive policy (involving many parties in the decision making, negotiating with 
interest groups, and actively involving support for road safety measures, (such as from a 
PRSB or a TTB)) are more likely to be found in certain organizations. These are small 
organizations that maintain intensive contacts with municipalities. The regions of Arnhem-
Nijmegen and Twente and the province of Flevoland are such small-scale organisations, and 
they indeed have intensive contacts with their municipalities. The results of the study show 
that they do have a more decisive road safety policy than other regions. The organization of 
the region helps to meet the condition necessary for a decisive policy. 

As already stated in the introduction, research into decision making processes about road 
safety policy is at least as important as research into road safety measures. Above, some 
conditions are mentioned which can help construct a decisive road safety policy. Although 
only plausible conclusions can be drawn and no statistical generalisation can be made 
because of the used method (a multi case study), the outcomes are interesting for 
policymakers, all the more because one third of the total number of regions in the 
Netherlands is studied. Future SWOV studies will focus on the confirmation or otherwise of 
these conclusions on the national decision level, through the study of the realisation of the 
National Traffic and Transport Plan.  
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