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Foreword
The Committee on Transport and Communications has monitored the 
issue of cost-benefit analyses and their implementation in the transport 
sector for many years. In 2009, for example, the Committee organised a 
seminar on the subject. 

The Committee on Transport and Communications’ working group on 
research issues has prepared background documentation on cost-benefit 
analysis in the transport sector, with a special focus on sustainable deve-
lopment. The purpose of the background material is to deepen knowledge 
of such analysis in relation to sustainable development and of how the 
methods are used, to shed light on various ways of looking at and reflec-
ting on cost-benefit analysis and sustainable development, and to reflect 
the development efforts that are being made in this field. However, the 
background material does not represent an evaluation of the methods or 
their application.

The current project was initiated by the Committee on Transport and 
Communications’ working group on research issues in the spring of 2014. 
The members of the working group were: Lotta Finstorp (Moderate Party) 
Chair, Lars Mejern Larsson (Social Democratic Party), Stina Bergström 
(Green Party), Lars Tysklind (Liberal Party), Anders Åkesson (Centre 
Party), Tony Wiklander (Sweden Democrats), Bengt Berg (Left Party) and 
Annelie Enochson (Christian Democrats).

A new working group took over the project in the autumn of 2014 after 
the elections. The new members were: Karin Svensson Smith (Green Par-
ty) Chair, Jasenko Omanovic (Social Democratic Party), Boriana Åberg 
(Moderate Party), Per Klarberg (Sweden Democrats), Anders Åkesson 
(Centre Party), Emma Wallrup (Left Party), Lars Tysklind (Liberal Party) 
and Robert Halef (Christian Democrats).

The background material was prepared by officials at the Evaluation 
and Research Secretariat at the Swedish Riksdag.

This brochure presents a summary of the findings of this material. The 
summary is followed by the research group’s reflections. 
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Summary
The background material deals with cost-benefit analysis, and in parti-
cular the analyses that are used for planning in the transport sector. Spe-
cial attention is given to analysis in relation to sustainable development. 

Cost-benefit theories
Cost-benefit analysis is an economic method, the purpose of which is to 
establish whether a measure is cost-effective to society or which of various 
proposed measures is the most cost-effective. The analysis often functions 
as a basis for decisions where prioritisations are necessary. 

The analyses present the effects in the form of revenue and costs.  
Cost-benefit efficiency means that society’s resources (products, services, 
natural resources, time etc.) are used in such a way that the total value of 
the resources is as great as possible from the perspective of the individual. 

Cost-benefit analyses are based on a number of assumptions. One is 
that society strives for the highest possible level of welfare. Another is that 
it is the individual who best knows what is most favourable for him/her. 
The analyses are often based on the criterion that a measure is cost-effec-
tive for society if the benefit is greater than the costs. Those who benefit 
from a measure can then, at least in theory, weigh up for those who lose 
out. However, this criterion has been criticised for not taking the distribu-
tional effects into account.

A cost-benefit analysis should, in principle, take into consideration all 
effects for all individuals in society. The analyses are based on individuals’ 
values expressed in terms of willingness to pay, for example, in the form 
of market prices. Certain effects have no market price, such as natural 
experiences or time gains. The analysis method has therefore developed 
special methods in order to evaluate effects that do not have a market 
price. 

Cost-benefit analysis makes its entry into transport planning
Cost-benefit analysis in the transport sector was introduced by Swedish 
Road Administration the in the 1960s and 1970s. The analyses were given 
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greater importance in transport policy in the 1990s. The 1998 transport 
policy decision set out that transport supply was to be cost-effective for 
society, which led to greater use of these methods. In the mid-1990s, the 
Swedish Institute for Transport and Communications Analysis (SIKA) 
was given responsibility for method and model development within the 
sector, a task that was transferred to the Swedish Transport Administra-
tion in 2010.  In the 1990s, the Working Group on Cost-Benefit Analysis 
Methods (ASEK) was also established. ASEK recommends the methods 
and values to be used in the transport sector. However, decisions are made 
by the Swedish Transport Administration. 

The application of methods within transport planning has been 
discussed at the political level. The need for knowledge development and 
enhanced background materials has been underlined. A wish to broaden 
the analyses in order to take into consideration more aspects has also 
been expressed. Since the late 2000s, a method for compilation of different 
kinds of analysis findings known as overall assessment of effects has been 
used. An overall assessment of effects means partly that the traditional 
cost-benefit analysis is supplemented with descriptions of effects that are 
difficult to evaluate or not possible to calculate, together with distribu-
tional effects, and partly that an analysis of fulfilment of the objectives is 
carried out in addition to the cost-benefit analysis. 

Sustainable development
Sustainable development was coined as a term by the UN Brundtland 
Commission in the late 1980s. The Commission underlined that sustai-
nability is about distribution of resources between generations. Sustai-
nable development is often divided into economic, social and ecological 
sustainability. There is no generally established definition of sustainable 
development or its three part-components. 

Strong sustainability means that one generation passes on at least the 
same amount of the total resources to the next generation as it took over 
itself. Weak sustainability refers to when a generation passes on at least 
the same benefit level, even if certain specific resources may have diminis-
hed. The most common definition used in research is linked to the latter 
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definition – that is that the sum of welfare shall be intact between genera-
tions, even if the composition of various resources may change over time. 

The overall goal of Swedish environmental policy is to pass on to the 
next generation a society in which the major environmental problems in 
Sweden have been solved, without increasing environmental and health 
problems beyond Sweden’s borders.

Sustainable development in the transport sector
There is no general consensus as to how sustainable development should 
be reflected in the transport sector. Some aspects are mentioned repea-
tedly, such as efficient use of resources and justice between generations 
and different social groups. Many actors refer to the division between the 
three cornerstones: economic, social and environmental sustainability. A 
number of specific areas are often mentioned, such as air quality, noise, 
land use and security. According to the research project TransportMistra, 
sustainable development in the transport sector often comes to stand for a 
generally expressed need for a holistic view and balance. 

Sustainability was adopted as a goal for Swedish transport policy in the 
late 1990s. Today, sustainable development is part of the overall transport 
policy objective.

Sustainable development in connection with transport decisions
The concept of sustainability was introduced into work with cost-benefit 
analysis in the transport sector in the late 1990s and early 2000s. 

The authority responsible for these analyses (first SIKA and then the 
Swedish Transport Administration) has not produced an exact definition. 
On the contrary, the lack of a clear definition has been highlighted, as has 
the need to try to include the sustainability perspective despite the fact 
that a definition will take time. 

On the whole, SIKA, and now the Swedish Transport Administration, 
follow established discussions regarding the concept of sustainability. 
The need to better highlight the needs of future generations in analyses is 
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discussed, and sustainable development is regarded as a direction rather 
than a fixed goal. 

The Swedish Transport Administration and ASEK underline the need 
for methods to compare different kinds of analyses. They draw attention 
to the risk of supplementing cost-benefit analyses with other kinds of 
analyses; if the effects on traffic safety, accessibility and the environment 
are considered in both a cost-benefit analysis and other analyses, there is a 
risk that these will assume too great an influence in relation to each other. 
They consider that it is difficult to weigh the findings of different analyses 
against each other, especially as conflicting objectives need to be conten-
ded with in reality.

The responsible authorities have, in other words, no overall approach 
to how the cost-benefit analyses should reflect sustainable development. 
They have, however, discussed the complexity of reality, the strengths and 
weaknesses of the analyses and searched for methods for supplementing 
the analyses with other kinds of decision-making data. There are several 
examples of ambitions and measures to incorporate and highlight factors 
commonly associated with sustainable development.

Sustainable development in overall assessments of effects
ASEK’s recommendations for cost-benefit analysis contain values for 
several of the aspects commonly associated with sustainable development. 
However, as these various aspects are – often – not explicitly linked to the 
concept of sustainability, it is difficult to know to what extent these values 
reflect greater regard to sustainable development. 

The essence of the concept of sustainable development is what we pass 
on to the future. In current cost-benefit analyses, the time perspective is 
primarily reflected in three ways. Firstly, during the life of the current 
measure, secondly in the forecasts that are used and thirdly in choices of 
discount rate. In particular the latter is clearly linked to the distribution 
of resources between different generations. According to economic wel-
fare theory, people prioritise satisfaction of their needs in the immediate/
near future. A high discount rate means that people attach little value to 
benefits in the future.
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According to the EU’s definition, carbon dioxide emissions, impact on 
the landscape, security, air pollution, detrimental effects on the natural 
environment, noise, benefits for pedestrians and cyclists, walking times in 
different environments and equal opportunities and gender equality as-
pects can also be included in a sustainability perspective in the transport 
sector. Some of these include monetary values, such as carbon dioxide 
emissions and the value of no fatal traffic accidents. For others there 
are certain values for some aspects. One example is noise values which 
are based exclusively on living environment and from one noise source. 
Furthermore, there are no values for noise peaks. For yet another group 
there are no values at all and, instead, descriptions are recommended. 
These include, for example, intrusions on the landscape or distributional 
effects.

Several of the above-mentioned values already existed before the con-
cept of sustainable development was introduced to cost-benefit analyses. 
These include noise, air pollution and carbon dioxide emissions. Others 
have been added in parallel with the establishment of the sustainability 
perspective. An example is impact on the landscape and various health 
effects. 

Perhaps the clearest example of change can be found within the area of 
equal opportunities and gender equality. In the recommendations from 
2002, the reasoning on the distribution of benefits and costs among dif-
ferent groups was very brief. In the most recent version from ASEK, these 
issues are afforded considerably greater importance and scope. ASEK also 
refers to the concept of social sustainability, even if it notes that there is no 
generally accepted definition of the concept.

As a supplement to the cost-benefit analysis, a distributional analysis is 
made as part of an overall assessment of effects. This takes the form of a 
structured account of the distributional effects of various proposed mea-
sures for different groups. For example, consequences are described with 
regard to gender, age, road-users, and mode of transport.

An overall assessment of effects also contains an analysis of the overall 
transport policy objectives. The sustainable development objective is 
discussed under a separate heading. This section includes a division into 
ecological, economic and social sustainability. However the discussion 
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of what these concepts mean is brief. The functionality and considera-
tion objectives in transport policy are clarified in an overall assessment of 
effects, and several of these – such as security, health and climate impact 
– can be linked to sustainable development. 

It is relevant to ask whether the recommendations fail to cover any 
areas or aspects normally associated with sustainable development. Bio-
logical diversity, water pollution and intrusions in cultural environments 
are mentioned but play a minimal role. The use of renewable energy is not 
discussed at all. The Swedish research project TransportMistra mentions 
further criteria (effects on people in absolute poverty, cooperation with 
relevant major stakeholders and urban living conditions) which are not 
discussed by ASEK.

The picture that emerges is that the concept of sustainable development 
is undefined and that it has not been operationalised. The impression is 
that sustainable development is reflected rather patchily. Many aspects 
of what is commonly associated with a sustainability perspective are 
highlighted, but not always clearly in relation to sustainable development. 
At the same time, the two latest versions of ASEK reflect a higher level of 
ambition compared with previous versions. It is clear that efforts are being 
made to discuss and find a way to reflect the sustainability perspective in 
decision-making data. 

Discussions on decision-making data
There has been some criticism regarding cost-benefit analyses in the 
transport sector. Some say that the concept of sustainable transport deve-
lopment is used increasingly broadly and carelessly and that the Swedish 
Transport Administration’s definition is so broad that almost everything 
can be regarded as contributing to sustainability. It has also been pointed 
out that sustainable development in transport planning can refer to seve-
ral, and sometimes conflicting things. Others mention that the analyses 
lack transparency, and to the lack of discussion on how different conside-
rations are weighed up. According to these critics, the results can someti-
mes be inconsistent – a measure may be assessed to have a predominantly 
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negative environmental impact but nevertheless be assumed to contribute 
to long-term ecological sustainability.

Certain researchers and debaters have criticised the methods for simp-
lifying a complex reality and because the time perspective is too short. 
Others say that the analyses are an operationalisation of the concept of 
cost-effectiveness to society and that they therefore, by definition, cannot 
measure sustainable development. Researchers have also said that the 
analyses can contribute to transport decisions becoming a matter for ex-
perts and that the aspects of the analyses that can be calculated are often 
afforded the greatest importance. Others have questioned the valuation of 
carbon dioxide emissions that is used, as well as the interest calculated for 
costing purposes, and consider that profitability for many objects is based 
on assumptions regarding traffic volumes which are probably difficult to 
reconcile with the climate objectives.

 On the other hand, some researchers highlight that the analyses 
actually provide a good basis for decisions. Cost-benefit analysis is a 
systematic means of weighing up different aspects and the aim is to avoid 
satisfying the needs of just certain groups. Even if certain values which 
can be said to reflect sustainability objectives are changed, the order of 
precedence between proposed measures would, in principle, remain the 
same. These researchers therefore consider that the projects that are as-
sessed to be profitable are indeed profitable. Instead, the researchers point 
out that there are perhaps unrealistic expectations on the analyses and the 
investments that are made on the basis of the analyses. It is not certain 
that investments are always the best way of achieving climate objectives 
etc. For example, the total amount of traffic can have a greater impact 
depending on the kind of investment that is made.

Current development efforts
Several of the people who were interviewed in connection with the report 
raise the issue of shortcomings associated with methods and approaches. 
At the same time, it is clear that there is an awareness of the shortcomings 
and that measures are being taken to address the problems. The Swe-
dish Transport Administration states that it, for example, is working to 
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produce enhanced documentation and follow-up as methods to improve 
quality, and discussions are ongoing about how changed values can be de-
tected using new calculation values. The Swedish Transport Administra-
tion has regular contact with researchers in order to encourage research, 
for example, on noise, congestion and air pollution. However, the Swedish 
Agency for Transport Policy Analysis says that it would like the Swedish 
Transport Administration to do even more.

One way of relating to the shortcomings associated with methods and 
values and to the problems associated with the concept of sustainability is, 
according to some of the interviewees, to be clear about what is and what 
is not included in the analyses. Others highlight the weighing up, on the 
one hand, between ambitious, but time-consuming analyses, and on the 
other hand speedier but more clearly defined decision-making data. 

Likewise, some of the interviewees maintain that sustainable transport 
planning also needs to include a discussion on the total number of travel-
lers. Quite often, the quantity of journeys is more decisive than decisions 
on investments. The value of, for example, emissions is not always that 
important in the final results of the analyses, which can lead to a mistrust 
of the models in themselves. 

Many of the interviewees refer to a gap between research and prac-
tice. The Swedish Transport Administration would like to see a forum or 
platform where the points of intersection between theory and practice can 
be discussed. The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency points out 
that research on the application or already implemented measures is rare, 
which makes it difficult to develop work and learn from experiences. An 
example of efforts to bring about changes is the Swedish Environmental 
Protection Agency’s and CERE’s project PlusMinus. The purpose of Plus-
Minus has been to function as a link between research and the practitio-
ners who apply the theories in various public agencies.

Likewise, several of the interviewees state that the analyses are difficult 
to understand. Analyses that are difficult to understand are less accessible 
for the citizens and obstruct external insight and scrutiny. The purpose of 
the overall assessments of effects is commendable, but in practice, they are 
difficult to access. 
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In summary, it seems that most of the interviewees agree that there 
have been and continue to be a number of shortcomings. At the same 
time, there is an awareness of the problems, and several measures are 
being taken to address them. 

Cost-benefit analyses yesterday, today and tomorrow
Many questions remain to be answered. How should we deal with the 
fact that what we do today affects future generations? Can a value be at-
tached to sustainability? And should it be? If yes, what values should be 
said to represent sustainable development? And what method should be 
employed to obtain these values in the best possible way? Are there other 
types of analysis besides costbenefit analyses which may better capture the 
sustainability objectives? How important is it to discuss sustainable deve-
lopment in infrastructure planning in relation to total transport develop-
ment? And in decision-making data, how should sustainability objectives 
be weighed in relation to other political objectives?

There are good prospects for being able to answer these questions more 
satisfactorily in the future. A great deal of research is being conducted 
in the fields of economics as well as transport, sustainable development 
and the environment. The Swedish Transport Administration has long 
been working with methods, it collaborates with other agencies and with 
the research community, and the Swedish Agency for Transport Policy 
Analysis has the task of following up this work. The cost-benefit analysis 
methods are being spread to more areas, which can lead to more and 
broader experience, and subsequently to development of methods. An 
ongoing cooperation project between different agencies has the purpose 
of developing the practical application of cost-benefit analyses, which will 
hopefully also provide valuable experience. Alternative or supplementary 
kinds of decision-making data are also being developed. In other words, 
many different actors are working to develop more sustainable analyses 
within the transport sector.
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The reflections of the research group
The Committee on Transport and Communications’ research group con-
siders that it may be relevant to ask whether the time is ripe for commonly 
defining and operationalising what sustainable development can stand 
for in transport planning. In particular, it is necessary to define how the 
different aspects of sustainability – ecological, social and economic sus-
tainability – interrelate.  Perhaps it is still not possible to find a definition 
that all the relevant actors can agree on. Directing attention to various 
proposals for how sustainable development can be clearly defined and 
delimited could, nevertheless be an important first step. A clearer point 
of departure would facilitate discussions on whether or not the analyses 
accurately capture the sustainability perspective and what possible supple-
ments may be necessary. 

The group underlines the importance of discussing and defining what 
is meant by a long-term perspective. When decisions are made, it is easy 
to attach too much importance on aspects that are close at hand and 
easy to measure. A long-term perspective and factors that are difficult to 
measure in monetary terms tend to be assigned less importance. Bearing 
in mind the significance road and rail construction have on the structure 
of society and the total life of roads and railways, it is justifiable to try to 
find new approaches to developing the cost-benefit analysis model with 
the aim of achieving greater weight, support and acceptance for decision-
making data.

Furthermore, the group wishes to stress the importance of ensuring 
that the analyses are accessible and transparent. Investments in the trans-
port sector often demand considerable resources and are often in use for 
a long time. Therefore, it is important to place high demands on the com-
prehensibility of the decision-making data so that all the expected effects 
of different alternatives are made clear. Furthermore, transport policy 
decisions often affect individuals, companies, public activities and local 
communities in a very tangible way. It is therefore of great importance 
that the citizens can access decision-making materials and get a picture 
of how the various effects of a project are weighed up and how priorities 
between various project proposals are set. Greater transparency would 
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also facilitate the evaluation of projects and thus contribute to continued 
method development.

The Committee on Transport and Communications’ research group 
also wants to highlight the issue of whether there is any interest in 
establishing a forum where researchers and practitioners at the central, 
regional and local levels can meet on a regular basis. Researchers would 
then be able to be alerted of the needs of the practitioners for applica-
ble research and the practitioners would be updated on new scientific 
findings. Such a forum would also increase opportunities for learning and 
development on the basis of the experiences gained in connection with 
application of the methods.

The forecasts and values used in the analyses have a great bearing on 
prioritisations between planned projects. Perhaps it could be of interest to 
study a number of countries’ models for the determination of values. In 
some countries, such as Norway, values used in cost-benefit analyses in 
different fields of decision-making are determined jointly.
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