
  

KEY MESSAGES: Vision Zero, Road to Zero, Safe System 
 
  

How we talk about road safety 
 

Communications approach 

1. Start with how things can be different rather than the problem; focus on the outcome and “sell” the vision where a different New Zealand is possible.  
2. Take a system approach to communications, supporting the system approach to road safety; rebalancing share of voice across the vision, system interventions 

and driver behaviour. 
3. Ensure there are multiple community voices telling the Safe System story 

 

Language 

‘The number of people killed or seriously injured on our roads’, not ‘road toll’ 

We should not view the deaths on our roads as a “toll” or a price that we’re prepared to pay to get around New Zealand. 

‘Crash’ not ‘accident’ 

The word ‘accident’ implies a random event that cannot be prevented with no fault and/or no reason as to why a crash occurred. There can be many system failures, or 
contributing factors, as to why a crash occurred.  

Focus on ‘injuries’ rather than ‘crashes’  

While it will be appropriate to talk about crashes as events, it is the resulting injury outcomes that are of greater priority. To create a Safe System, the focus must be on 
identifying why the harm occurred, so the system can be better designed to protect human life.  People will continue to make mistakes, and thus some crashes will 
continue to occur, but these mistakes don’t need to result in death or serious injury. 

‘New Zealand’s road safety strategy’, not ‘the Government’s road safety strategy’ 

All New Zealanders have a part to play in making our roads safe. That’s why we refer to Road to Zero as New Zealand’s strategy. By saying it’s the Government’s strategy 
we are using othering language—"that’s the Government’s problem, not mine.” 

People first—not mode or DSI. 

• Where possible use ‘people’ not ‘road user’ which is impersonal language.  
• Lead with people not the mode of transport 

o motorcyclist or people who motorcycle, not motorcycles,  
o people walking and cycling, not pedestrians and cyclists. 

• Avoid using ‘driver’ when you can use ‘people.’ ‘Drivers’ makes it less personal and can also be car/vehicle centric. 
o people make mistakes, not drivers make mistakes. 
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• Be mode agnostic wherever possible. 
• Avoid only saying ‘DSI.’ Say ‘reduce the number of people being killed or seriously injured’ not ‘reduce death or fatal crashes.’ It distances us from a loss of life 

when stated in ‘DSI’ terms. 

 

Message house 

These key messages follow the message house framework. The message house helps to focus communications on simple, effective and structured messages. 

• The “roof” is the key message or main idea that you want to be communicated to stakeholders. 
• The “walls” are the core messages that support the “roof”. The “walls” are the main messages that form the heart of the messaging.  
• The “foundation” provides the facts, evidence, proof points or arguments that support the messages. 
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VISION ZERO 
 

 

Core message 

Everyone should get where they’re going safely 
whether they’re walking, cycling, driving, motorcycling 
or using public transport. 

Core message 

To achieve Vision Zero, we must put the safety of 
people before efficiency and travel time.  

Core message 

As a country, we must change the way we think about 
road safety and how many people we are willing to let 
die on New Zealand roads. 

Support or evidence 

• People dying and being seriously injured on 
our roads is preventable.  
 

• People killed on New Zealand roads are 
somebody’s family, friends, loved one. The 
impact of their loss is devastating. 
 

• On average, one person is killed, and several 
people are seriously injured, in crashes on our 
roads every day.  
 

• In 2020, 318 people were killed and almost 
2,500 seriously injured on New Zealand roads. 
 

• We should not view the deaths on our roads as 
a “toll” that we’re prepared to pay to get around 
New Zealand. 
 

• Over 50% of major trauma injuries treated in 
our hospitals are from road crashes (Major 
Trauma Network, 2018). 
 

• Road crashes are the second largest cause of 
death from injury, after suicide (Injury 
Prevention Research Unit, 2012). 
 

• Each death and serious injury has a 
devastating and wide-reaching impact on our 
communities. This has a social cost to New 
Zealand of $84 million per week, or nearly $4.7 

Support or evidence 
• We will not apologise for putting the safety of 

people first. 
 

• Being mobile and travelling around should not 
come at the cost of life.  
 

• We can’t treat safety as an add on. Its 
fundamental. 
 

• Safe Mobility aims to optimise efficiency and 
travel time within a system that is safe first-and-
foremost, i.e. we will get you there safely, just 
as quickly and reliably as we can. 

Support or evidence 

• It’s about changing how we tackle the road 
safety challenge, from one where road deaths 
and serious injuries are treated as the price we 
pay to get around, towards one that treats the 
safety of people as vital to the design of all 
parts of the system. 
 

• Vision Zero pioneers believed that we needed 
to fundamentally rethink how we approached 
the road safety challenge. 
 

• In the 20 years since developing Vision Zero, 
road deaths in Sweden have halved. 
 

• Many countries across the world have adopted 
Vision Zero, such as Sweden and Norway, and 
at state or city level, including parts of 
Australia, Canada and the US. 
 

• Since introducing a Vision Zero approach to 
road safety in 2014, New York City has 
experienced a 28 percent decline in road 
deaths (including a 45 percent reduction in 
pedestrian deaths). 

Umbrella statement 

Our vision is an Aotearoa where no one is killed or seriously injured on our roads. 
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billion a year. Social cost includes the cost on 
individuals, our health system, disruption on 
our road network, and the devastation that 
deaths and serious injuries have on 
communities. 
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ROAD TO ZERO 

Core message 

Road to Zero 2020-2030 is New Zealand’s strategy to 
guide improvements in road safety. 

Core message 

As a step towards Vision Zero, the Road to Zero 
strategy sets an initial target of reducing deaths and 
serious injuries by 40% by 2030. 

Core message 

People losing their lives on our roads is a problem we 
must not accept. Road to Zero is a bold new approach 
to tackle it. 

Support or evidence 

• Road to Zero outlines a plan to work towards 
Vision Zero for New Zealand with an interim 
target to reduce deaths and serious injuries by 
40% by 2030. 
 

• Road to Zero actions are guided by the four 
key principles of a Safe System—the 
international gold standard in road safety 
management. 
 

• Road to Zero adopts three more principles: 
o Our actions are grounded in evidence and 

evaluated 
o Our road safety actions support health, 

wellbeing and liveable places 
o We make safety a critical decision-making 

priority 
 

• Road to Zero has five focus areas to guide our 
efforts towards improving road safety in New 
Zealand. 

1. Infrastructure improvements and 
speed management 

2. Vehicle safety 
3. Work-related road safety 
4. Road user choices 
5. System Management 

Support or evidence 

• This target is more than achievable. We know 
what it will take, and we have the tools to do it. 
 

• Steady progress towards this target would 
mean approximately 750 fewer people would 
be killed and 5,600 fewer would be serious 
injured on our roads over the next 10 years 
 

• Our modelling predicts that around 60% of the 
target could be achieved through a 
combination of: 
o infrastructure improvements (e.g., median 

barriers and intersection treatments) 
o speed limit changes on the highest risk 

parts of the network (both urban and rural) 
o increased enforcement, through safety 

cameras from officer-issued infringement 
notices. 

Support or evidence 
• On average, one person is killed and seven 

people are reported seriously injured in 
crashes on our roads every day.  
 

• The ripple effects of these hundreds of deaths 
and thousands of serious injuries are traumatic 
for whānau, friends, communities, workplaces - 
and our whole country.  
 

• Road to Zero places human wellbeing at the 
heart of our road transport planning. 
 

• Road to Zero calls on a commitment from all of 
us who use our roads, cycleways and 
footpaths, as well as everyone involved in 
designing and maintaining New Zealand roads, 
to play their part. 

Umbrella statement 

Road to Zero sets us on a path to achieve Vision Zero, a New Zealand where no 
one is killed or seriously injured on our roads. 
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SAFE SYSTEM 

Core message 

A Safe System requires a mix of solutions that all 
combine to keep people safe. 

Core message 

The Safe System approach designs the transport 
system with humans in mind.  

Core message 

Building a Safe System is crucial to achieving Vision 
Zero—a New Zealand where no one is killed or 
seriously injured in road crashes. 

Support or evidence 
• In any situation where a person may fail, the 

transport system should not.  
 

• Analysis of crashes in New Zealand has shown 
that when a crash results in someone losing 
their life or being seriously injured, that there 
are often multiple different factors that came 
into play. 
 

• We need to look at many parts of the transport 
system – including strengthening areas like 
safe speeds, road and street design, vehicles 
and behaviour and choices.  
 

• We must always be looking to understand what 
factors contributed and the many different 
influences there are on road safety outcomes. 
 

• We’re working to improve the safety of our 
roads and streets, so they are more forgiving of 
mistakes. 
 

Support or evidence 

• A Safe System is based on four principles that 
guide how we approach and improve road 
safety: 
 

1. We promote good choices but plan for mistakes 
 

• We are human and are not able to perform 
perfectly 100% of the time. A study in New 
Zealand found that for around 70% of 
crashes where vehicle occupants were 
seriously injured, drivers had generally 
followed the road rules. Rather than 
reckless or dangerous behaviour, people 
had simply made a poor decision or 
something unexpected happened. 
 

• Even if everyone obeyed the road rules, 
New Zealand would still have more than 
180 deaths on our roads each year. 
 

2. We design for human vulnerability  
 

Support or evidence 

• Safe System thinking has dramatically 
improved road safety in other countries. 
 

• Other countries have achieved great road 
safety results through embedding the Safe 
System approach and adopting a motivating 
vision such as Vision Zero. 
 

• Over 50% of major trauma injuries treated in 
our hospitals are from road crashes (Major 
Trauma Network, 2018). 
 

• Road crashes are the second largest cause of 
death from injury, after suicide (Injury 
Prevention Research Unit, 2012). 
 

• Building a Safe System requires that we design 
for human vulnerability to ensure people are 
not exposed to crash forces that exceed injury 
limits. Commonly referenced survivable limits 
for key crash types include: 

Umbrella statement 

If we are to achieve Vision Zero, we need to create a safe transport system; one 
that recognises humans make mistakes and is designed so that these mistakes do 
not need to cost us our lives.  

 

https://www.aa.co.nz/about/newsroom/media-releases/safety/unintentional-errors-not-reckless-behaviour-behind-majority-of-serious-injury-crashes/
https://www.aa.co.nz/about/newsroom/media-releases/safety/unintentional-errors-not-reckless-behaviour-behind-majority-of-serious-injury-crashes/
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• Actions to improve people’s skills and 
behaviour and to deter risk-taking behaviour 
are still critical to our success but this alone will 
not fix the problem. 
 

• At Waka Kotahi NZ Transport Agency, we are 
working to shift the conversation about road 
safety away from focussing on driver blame, to 
address what the system as a whole can do to 
prevent death or serious injury on our roads. 
 

• Everyone has a role to play to keep ourselves 
and others safe, by wearing seatbelts, not 
drinking and driving, not being distracted 
(keeping away from our mobile phone) while 
travelling at safe speeds.  
 

• As system designers we have an ethical and 
shared responsibility to make our roads and 
streets safe, which requires us to focus on 
improving other parts of the system and not 
expecting people to be perfect. 
 

• Our bodies have a limited ability to 
withstand crash forces without being 
seriously injured or killed. (Evidence) 
 

3. We have a shared responsibility for improving 
road safety  
 

• Those who design the transport system 
and those who use the system all have a 
responsibility to make sure everyone in 
New Zealand can travel safely. 
 

• When we board an aeroplane, we expect 
that those responsible, the airline and the 
aviation authorities, have taken 
responsibility for our journeys, and that the 
system is safe and works for everyone. 
 

4. We strengthen all parts of the road transport 
system  
 

• If we strengthen all parts of the system, 
then when something goes wrong and one 
part fails, the other parts will still protect 
people. 

Road and section types 
combined with road users 

Target Safe 
System speed 

Roads and sections used by cars and 
vulnerable road users 

30km/h 

Intersections with possible side-on 
conflict between cars 

50km/h 

Roads with possible frontal conflicts 
between cars 

70km/h 

Roads with no possible frontal or side-
on conflicts between vehicles and no 
vulnerable road users 

≥ 100km/h 

 (International Transport Forum, 2016). 

 

https://www.oecd.org/publications/zero-road-deaths-and-serious-injuries-9789282108055-en.htm
https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/docs/zero-road-deaths.pdf
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