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Pedal Bikeshare and the Model Debate 
 

 
Natalie Ferman stepped off the tram and walked briskly through the humid morning 
air toward Pedal Bikeshare’s headquarters. Luis Ortega was already waiting 
outside the glass doors, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. 

He had begged her for the chance to work with her after leaving MegaTelco. 
Against her instincts, she had said yes. Natalie was used to working alone, but 
something about Luis had made an impression—his raw enthusiasm, his 
obsession with the technical side of things. He was still a rookie, dazzled by 
algorithms, but she sensed that with time he might come to see what she had 
learned long ago: being a data scientist wasn’t about chasing the flashiest model, it 
was about connecting the business need to the right technical solution. 

Pedal Bikeshare ran a fleet of stations scattered across the city, where riders could 
pick up a bicycle and return it to any other dock near their destination. The 
convenience had made the system popular, but it came with a constant headache: 
some stations emptied out while others overflowed. To keep customers from 
abandoning the service in frustration, the company relied on trailers to shuttle bikes 
from one station to another. It worked, but at a price. Each day they hired a fleet of 
trailers from a local contractor, and the costs were mounting. 

That was why they had called in Natalie. She, in turn, had sent Luis ahead while 
she wrapped up other projects. Now, judging by the nervous look on his face, she 
wondered what exactly he had gotten himself into. 

“Thanks for coming,” Luis said hurriedly. “I don’t think the manager here trusts what 
I’ve done. He keeps insisting all we need to predict bike demand is temperature. I 
tried explaining that my tree model is more accurate, but…” He trailed off, 
frustration mixing with embarrassment. 

Natalie raised an eyebrow. “So you called me in to referee?” 

Luis gave a sheepish smile. “More like… to translate. I think he thinks I’m 
overcomplicating things.” 

Natalie studied him for a moment. His eagerness was disarming, but also his 
weakness. Luis was so intent on proving himself through the machinery of 
modeling that he missed the undercurrent. The value of a solution could rarely be 
summarized in an accuracy score. 

Inside, they found the operations manager, a wiry man named Gregor, at a table 
filled with trailer usage reports. He gestured at them without preamble. 

“Look, it’s simple,” Gregor said. “When it’s hot, people ride more. When it’s cold, 
they don’t. We don’t need some black-box contraption to predict what’s going to 
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happen. Just give me a decision rule—say, above 20 degrees, we rent more 
trailers. Below that, we don’t. That’s it.” 

Luis bristled. “But the data shows more than that. Seasonality, humidity, even the 
type of weather—rain, clear, cloudy—they all matter. A tree model captures those 
interactions naturally. Linear rules can’t. My model already outperforms anything 
temperature-only.” 

Natalie watched the exchange. She could already see the lines hardening: a 
manager rooted in lived heuristics versus a rookie dazzled by algorithms. If she left 
them to it, they’d just talk past each other. 

Gregor folded his arms. “Maybe on your laptop. But I can’t make decisions based 
on a model nobody understands. A new competitor is coming next year, and things 
are going to get bumpy. I don’t need perfect predictions—I just need lower costs 
without hurting service. Right now we rent 140 trailers every single day. What I 
want to know is whether you can help me rent fewer without letting service slip. 
And a fancy model that no one can explain doesn’t tell me that.” 

Then he turned to Natalie. “You’re the one I heard about. People say you’re good 
at finding simple solutions to complicated problems. Do we really need all this?” 

Luis shifted uncomfortably. Natalie met his eyes before answering. 

“Luis, remember our conversation about feature selection? Did you get a chance to 
try it?” 

He hesitated. “Not really. Trees already handle uninformative variables. They 
performed better than linear models, even the regularized ones.” 

Natalie nodded slowly. “True, trees can do that. But sometimes the regularization 
analysis tells us something important—like which variables are really carrying 
weight. What did it show this time?” 

Luis glanced down at his notes. “I… ran the analysis, but I thought it wouldn’t add 
much because even after regularization the trees keep performing better. They 
have a higher R-squared and a lower mean absolute error.” 

Natalie didn’t press further. She simply turned back to Gregor. “You said you don’t 
want service to slip. What exactly do you mean by that? How do you measure it?” 

Gregor leaned back. “It’s pretty straightforward. We look at how much rebalancing 
capacity we’ve got compared to demand. If capacity is bigger than demand, 
service is fine. If demand is bigger than what we can move, that’s when people 
start finding empty stations or no place to dock. So we think of service quality as 
capacity divided by demand—capped at one. If it’s less than one, that’s trouble.” 

He tapped one trailer usage report. “Right now those 140 trailers give us a capacity 
of about 7,000 bikes a day. Most days that’s enough, but not always. And of 
course, plenty of days it’s more than enough—but we still pay for all 140.” 
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Natalie leaned forward. “Let me ask you this, Gregor. If you had a more complicated 
model that allowed you to hire substantially fewer trailers—without decreasing your 
service quality—would you trust it?” 

Gregor paused, tapping his finger on the table. He frowned, then shrugged. “I guess 
it depends. Depends on how much better it is compared to the simpler alternative. 
I’d prefer something I can explain to my team and reason about, not just a black box 
I have to trust blindly. But…”—he glanced at the trailer reports again—“I suppose I’d 
be alright with something a little more complex if we could clearly translate it into 
lower costs.” 

Natalie nodded. That was the opening she needed: the manager wasn’t against 
models, he just needed evidence that the added complexity paid off, and a way to 
make it understandable. 

“Alright,” she said. “I’ll go through the analysis with Luis. We’ll show you how many 
trailers you could save with the more complex model, and how that compares to the 
decisions you’d make using just temperature. Then you can judge for yourself 
whether the extra savings are worth the added complexity—or whether the simpler 
rule is good enough.” 

Gregor gave a small nod, still skeptical but willing. Luis straightened in his chair, 
relieved to have Natalie on his side but already sensing the work ahead. 

They shook hands with Gregor and stepped out into the hallway. The bustle of the 
operations floor faded behind them. 

Luis exhaled. “That could’ve gone worse.” 

Natalie gave him a sidelong look. “He’s not against models. He’s just skeptical about 
whether the extra complexity really delivers value — and whether he can actually 
run the operation with it. If he can’t see why the model says to rent more or fewer 
trailers, he may not be able to put it into practice.” 

“So… what’s our next step?” 

“First, I want to see your analysis,” Natalie said. “Let’s push the modeling as far as it 
can go and translate it into trailer decisions, costs, and service quality. After that, 
we’ll compare the results with decisions made with simpler models. If the complex 
model really earns its keep, it will show.” 

Luis straightened, a mix of nerves and relief on his face. “Alright. Let me show you 
what I’ve got.” 

 


