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Abstract

The road safety policy goal in Sweden, as well as the corresponding goals in
Denmark and Norway, states that it is unacceptable that anyone is killed or
seriously injured as a consequence of road traffic. Although these goals are well-
meant, it could plausibly be asked whether it is rational to have pose such an
unrealistic or utopian goals like that of reducing road traffic fatalities and serious
injuries to zero. This paper discusses rationality of goals in general, and presents
specific criteria for rationality assessment. Several problems with the Swedish
road safety policy goal are identified, but it is concluded that it is action-guiding
and hence rational.
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1 Introduction

Vision Zero, Sweden’s national road safety policy goal, states that all road traffic
fatalities and all serious traffic injuries are to be eliminated; in the long run, no
one should be killed or seriously injured as a consequence of road traffic [1-3].
Similar goals have been set in Norway [4] and in Denmark [5]. Soon after Vision
Zero was officially adopted by Parliament in October 1997, the goal was
supplemented by an interim target, stating that in 2007 the number of killed
people on the road should be reduced by at least 50 percent [6—8]. The European
Commission has adopted a similar interim target, aiming at a reduction of at least
50 percent during the period from 2000 to 2010 [9].

Although each of these goals is well meant and certainly ambitious, it could
plausibly be asked whether it is good to have a policy goal aiming at zero
fatalities and serious injuries. It is true, of course, that the reduction of all such
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outcomes would be desirable. But is it rational or ethical to set such a goal as a
target for national policy? In particular, three problems seem distressing. First,
the goal may be referred to in order to justify implausible prioritisation schemes
that prohibit any trade-off between road safety and other policy goals [10].
Second, the goal may be referred to in order to justify unacceptable or at any rate
controversial means, such as increased surveillance and driver control [11].
Third, it could be claimed that any utopian goal is illusory and should be
excluded from public policy [12]. Although these problems do not follow from
Vision Zero itself, or from any of the other Scandinavian road safety policy
goals, they explain why there is cause to seriously question whether it is good to
have this goal.

The focus of this paper is on rational goal-setting. The paper will start with a
discussion on the rationality of goals in general, and the rationality of policy
goals in particular. After that follows a brief presentation of an independently
formulated theory of rational goal-setting. The rest of the paper will be devoted
to analysing Vision Zero, the Swedish road safety goal, and the corresponding
goals in Denmark and Norway. It is concluded that Vision Zero is not irrational,
since it satisfies a set of criteria for being an action-guiding goal.

2  What is a rational goal?

What does it mean to say that a goal is rational or irrational? An often accepted
view is that actions are rational if (and, perhaps, only if) they contribute to the
achievement of the agent’s goals. In this sense, therefore, actions are rational
relative to goals. Goals themselves, however, can be completely arbitrary on this
account [13]. Related approaches are to see goals as similar to individual tastes,
in the sense that they are what they are, or to see reason as wholly instrumental
[14]. In particular, if rationality is defined relative to goals, then it would be
meaningless to speak about rational goals in the first place.

One exception to the last statement would be inconsistency. Goals can be said
to be irrational when they are contradictory, or in some other way stand against
each other. Three distinct cases of inconsistency can be identified. Logical
inconsistency of goals certainly seems irrational, but would be rare. It would be
irrational to set a goal to reduce road traffic fatalities to zero while at the same
time set another goal to increase road traffic fatalities to a number greater than
zero, but cases of this kind are rare in practice. Contingent inconsistency of goals
may be more common, but it is doubtful whether such inconsistency ought to
count as irrationality. A goal to reduce road traffic fatalities to zero may be in
conflict with an accessibility goal to make people able to drive faster on the
roads, or safety may in some other way be in conflict with accessibility, but mere
goal conflict is not a sign of irrationality. Self-defeating inconsistency may also
be common in real life, and is certainly something one should avoid, but it
pushes the issue of rational goals aside since it treats goals as means to achieve
other goals or as specifications of other goals rather than as ends in themselves.
A goal to reduce road traffic fatalities to zero may defeat the goal to reach the
socially optimal number of road traffic fatalities, given that resources available
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for safety measures are scarce and that there is demand for organ transplants, but
this relation is reduced to mere conflict unless one goal is viewed as a means or a
specification of the other.

Notably, these three cases of inconsistency refer to systems of more than one
goal. Can a goal be inconsistent by itself? Perhaps inconsistency is the wrong
term here, but a goal — by itself — can clearly be self-defeating in a contingent
way. (A goal may also be illogical in its own right. Such peculiar goals are,
however, not worth discussing at length here; consider, for example, the goal to
“Design a transport system that is safer than itself.”) The goal to advance one’s
own individual interests is self-defeating, since, taken as a general principle, it
often leads to people having more frustrated interests than they would have had
they not pursued the goal; and similarly, the goal to attain the greatest possible
societal well-being is self-defeating, since, taken as a general principle, it
demands too much of individuals and would make their aggregated well-being
less than it would be had they not pursued the goal [15].

The last point leads the discussion to collective, or political, goals — such as
policy goals. In a society, whether it is small or large, each individual has his or
her own goals — which do not necessarily need to be goals of self-interest in the
narrow sense. In addition, groups or parties within the society have their own
goals. For societal goals, it could be demanded that they should also be
consistent with the other goals in society. Naturally, it is sometimes hard to find
a common goal that everyone finds desirable, or even acceptable [16]. This is not
to say that goals across individuals are generally suspicious, and should be
avoided if possible, but it gives us reason to reconsider and means to explain the
rationality of political goals. If the setting of collective goals is a process of
strategic interactions between different agents, then it quite conceivable that such
a goal may be rational for some and irrational for others. Whether it is rational
for the collective remains an open question. A regional goal, aiming at offsetting
disadvantages of long travel distances in sparsely populated areas, may be
rational for those living in such areas but not for others; a good-willed politician,
who wants to reach fame as a champion of the environment, may strive to
institute environmental targets far more ambitious than what is actually
economically efficient; and equally well-meaning engineers and scientists, in
pursuit of new but possibly very expensive challenges, may press for the
adoption of national transport policy goals to promote superior technical quality.

Whether or not a goal is rational, then, is by no means always a question with
an unambiguous answer. But at least it appears to be a meaningful question. The
next section will be dedicated to presenting general rationality criteria, as
developed independently elsewhere, for a goal taken as an end in itself and not in
relation to other goals.

3 When is a goal rational?

In order to be meaningful, a goal must guide actions. This is what might be
called achievement-inducing. If a goal is set in order to be achieved, it is rational
only if it is achievement-inducing. For the goal of an individual, the property of
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being achievement-inducing means that the goal must guide the individual’s
actions over time. And for the goal of several individuals, the property of being
achievement-inducing means that the goal also must guide actions across
individuals and function as a way of communication.

Not all goals are achievement-inducing. In order to have this property, it has
recently been argued that a goal must satisfy four criteria; it must be precise,
evaluable, approachable, and motivating [17]. These criteria are obviously not
absolute, since a goal can be more or less precise and more or less approachable,
etc. We might therefore refer to a goal as more or less rational, in the sense of
being more or less achievement-inducing, depending on the extent that the four
criteria are satisfied. It clearly appears, however, that the criteria are necessary
for a goal to guide actions and hence to be rational.

Precision means that a goal is free from vagueness and arbitrary terms. If a
goal is not precise, then it will fail to guide actions. An imprecise goal, such as
“Achieve a better society”, will be meaningless unless specified further.
Evaluability means that performance of a goal can be measured in some way or
another. A goal will not be meaningful if there is no way to tell whether it has
been achieved or approached. An example might be a goal to decrease pollution
to a level so low that it cannot be measured accurately. Approachability means
that performance is possible. Since approachability does not require
achievability, on this account, a goal can be achievement-inducing without being
achievable. This is not entirely implausible; utopian goals may be rational, in the
sense that they inspire and communicate commitments to action, without being
achievable. Motivity, finally, means that the goal should motivate actions that
further the achievement of the goal. A goal is not achievement-inducing if no
agent wants to perform the necessary tasks.

Achievement-induction may therefore be viewed as a property of four
dimensions — one for each criterion. Clearly, there are situations where these
dimensions need to be traded against one another; a vague or difficult goal may
not be very precise or approachable, but such goals are often highly motivating.
However, there is no obvious way to evaluate such trade-offs. It may therefore
prove difficult to say whether one goal is more or less rational than another, but
weak dominance — i.e., that a goal is at least as rational as another if it satisfies
each of the four criteria at least as good — appears a plausible minimal condition.
Rather than using the criteria as a means for ranking goals in terms of rationality,
however, they may be used in order to identify strengths and weaknesses of
goals, to identify problems, and to point out how whether a given goal could be
formulated in a better way.

4 Is Vision Zero a rational goal?

Taking the four criteria mentioned in the previous section into consideration, a
number of problems for Vision Zero can be identified. These problems seem to
suggest that the goal could have been formulated in a better way.

Vision Zero is precise in the sense that it specifies in what direction to go in
order to approach the goal, and it is precise also in the sense that it tells the agent
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to what extent the goal should be reached; Vision Zero tells us that, in order to
achieve the goal, road traffic fatalities and serious traffic injuries should decrease
until the numbers reach zero. However, Vision Zero does not tell us when the
goal is supposed to be achieved. As mentioned earlier, the interim target of a 50
percent reduction is supposed to be achieved before the year 2007, but there is no
deadline before which Vision Zero itself is supposed to be achieved. Obviously,
since there is no deadline, it will never be too late to achieve the goal of zero
dead and serious injuries in road traffic. A fifty percent reduction, as stated by
the interim target, means a reduction from 540 to 270 annual deaths during the
period 1997-2007. In 2005, there were still 440 fatalities [18]. If the interim
target fails to be achieved, then it can always be replaced by a new and less
ambitious interim target. This would not be inconsistent with Vision Zero, and
the lack of temporal precision may entail the danger of stagnation and loss of
ambitiousness.

Vision Zero is evaluable in the sense that it performance and progress can be
measured in terms of reductions of road traffic fatalities and serious injuries. On
the other hand, it does not tell us how to compare these two aspects of road
safety. It is true that the number of fatalities has been reduced since the goal was
adopted, but the number of serious injuries remains about the same and has for a
long time even been significantly higher than it was in 1997. Have we come
closer to achieve the goal? And how much closer? These questions cannot be
answered without specifying how fatalities should be compared to serious
injuries. This is possible, of course, by using common measures such as
willingness-to-pay or quality adjusted life years. But the goal itself does not say
that any such means of comparison should be applied.

Although Vision Zero may appear utopian and unrealistic, approachability is
perhaps the least problematic feature of the goal. The goal of zero fatalities and
serious injuries may not be achievable, but there certainly are many ways in
which the situation could be made better than it is today. This being said, it could
also be pointed out that there are many supposedly rational goals, such as the
political ideals of liberty and justice, that appear unrealistic but still may serve to
guide actions over time and across agents — i.e., be action-guiding.

Without further empirical observations, it may be hard to check whether Vision
Zero is sufficiently motivating. When a utopian or unrealistic goal is used as a
standard to which performance is compared, however, the discrepancy between
the goal and the agent’s actual performance is generally so great that it does not
create a corrective motivation to change the agent’s behaviour towards the goal
[19, 20]. A goal that is too difficult may therefore become counterproductive.
Whether this is true for Vision Zero is left open for now.

Thus, Vision Zero has several problematic features. However, since the four
criteria cannot be assumed to be entirely independent, it would be a too hasty
conclusion to say that it should have been formulated differently. Generally,
evaluability presupposes precision. And in this case, the lack of temporal
precision may be necessary to provide flexibility and to maintain motivity as
well as approachability. Therefore, although problems of rationality can be
identified, it is hard to say whether Vision Zero should be formulated differently.
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Since it apparently satisfies all of the four criteria, at least minimally, it is
achievement-inducing and hence rational.

5 Conclusion

Although rationality is often defined relative to goals, it is meaningful to ask
whether a goal itself is rational. A basic criterion of a meaningful goal is that it
should be action-guiding, which requires that it should be precise, evaluable,
approachable, and motivating. With respect to these four conditions, Vision Zero
is a rational goal.
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