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Abstract

In 2004, Australian jurisdictions adopted the Safe System approach to address road
trauma. This approach seeks to prevent crashes on the road through harm minimisation
principles that include a shared responsibility for safety. As an early adopter, the Victorian
Government has encouraged practitioners, through guidance material and public policy, to
implement Safe System. Yet, limited information exists regarding the degree of awareness
of, or support for, the Safe System by individuals, whose role it is to influence and create
the road safety outcomes expected by society. To understand practitioner awareness,
perceptions and implementation of Safe System, an online survey was developed. Findings
from completed surveys (n=469) indicate that one quarter of practitioners were unaware
of the Safe System concept. Practitioners who had heard of Safe System, broadly agreed
with the approach and believed that it positively contributed to their work. Importantly,
practitioners believed that they were implementing Safe System and were likely to
continue to do so in the future. A small subset of practitioners was not supportive of the
approach, which alongside the low levels of awareness presents an additional challenge to
policy implementation. Victoria’s experience highlights to other jurisdictions seeking to
apply Safe System that active and sustained engagement with practitioners is required to
ensure they are aware of the concept, collectively understand it and are clear when, where

and how it is to be implemented.

Key findings

e One quarter of respondents had not heard of Safe S
« Engagement is needed to reach those practitioners

» Existing research examining practitioner awareness and perceptions of Safe System is limited
» A forty-item online survey was developed that included a number of validated scales

ystem
who are not aware of Safe System

Introduction

Road trauma is a global phenomenon, which is associated
with 1.19 million deaths annually worldwide and an esti-
mated 50 million injuries (WHO, 2023). Twenty years ago
there was a significant shift in the way nations approached
road safety (Belin et al., 2022; Hakkert & Gitelman, 2014),
requiring practitioners to change and adapt the way they
have traditionally viewed and addressed problems within
the transport network. For governments, this process is ad-

dressed through the implementation of public policy mea-
sures which require concerted effort to develop and ex-
ecute. In effect, practitioners provide the link between
public policy and implementation (Winter, 2012), inform-
ing how approaches such as Safe System are utilised in
practice . In many countries, and specifically in Australia,
public policy approaches to road safety over the last twenty
years have been underpinned by the Safe System approach
(Mooren et al., 2011; Victorian State Government, 2020).
However, as implementation has been identified as an on-
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Figure 1. Policy theory, creation and implementation interaction (adapted from Crosby (1996) and CDC (2018))

going challenge (S. Job et al., 2022; Muir et al., 2018), it
is important to establish to what degree practitioners are
aware of Safe System, their support for the approach and
whether they are practically applying it. Exploring imple-
mentation from a practitioners’ perspective is an important
and under investigated area of research.

Safe System frames transport safety within the context
of a system, consisting of multiple components. The ap-
proach is predicated on a series of principles that accepts
human error and seeks to reduce fatalities and serious in-
juries by providing a forgiving road network that considers
at its core, biomechanical human tolerances (ITF, 2008).
To achieve trauma reduction outcomes, Safe System sug-
gests collaboration between five pillars (vehicles, speeds,
roads and roadsides, road user behaviour and post-crash
care), where responsibility for safety is shared (WHO, 2017).
Hoogerwerf (1990) describes approaches like Safe System as
policy theory, as a way to explain assumptions and provide
a theoretical foundation from which public policy can be
developed.

However, Safe System lacks the specificity required for
implementation, what Argyris (1996) described as internal
validity, and therefore fails to bridge the gap from theory
to practice (HakemZadeh & Baba, 2016). Safe System im-
plementation requires integration into public policy, which
initially occurs in the problem identification and policy
analysis stages of public policy cycle models (CDC, 2018).
The approach is then translated and interpreted to create
strategies that are guided by Safe System, before the policy
is formally adopted and implemented. Mazmanian and
Sabatier (1983) define implementation as actioning a policy
decision and Fixsen et al. (2005) stated that implementa-
tion is about undertaking a defined series of actions that re-
sult in a particularly identified program or activity.

Implementation, however, is not straightforward. Crosby
(1996) suggested it includes six tasks: policy legitimisation;
constituency building; resource accumulation; organisa-
tional design and modification; mobilising resources and
action; and monitoring the impact of policy change (Figure
1). Abdullahi and Othman (2020) noted that practitioners
play a significant role in the implementation of policy,
however, as theories surrounding policy implementation
are ambiguous, practitioners face the difficult role of trans-
lating policy into practice (O’Toole, 2000).

While Safe System has drawn some controversy regard-
ing the limited degree of ‘systems thinking’ (Naumann et
al., 2020) and its partially ambiguous nature (Schell &

Ward, 2022), it has been a fixture of Australia’s road safety
public policy since 2004 when the approach was ratified
by national, state and territory governments (Australian
Transport Council, 2004). Subsequent to this adoption, Safe
System has been at least partially integrated into Victoria’s
road safety policy, which practitioners have been asked to
implement (Green et al., 2023).

However, both the implementation of Safe System
within policy and the practical application of Safe System
by practitioners has not been without its challenges (Wool-
ley & Crozier, 2018). Implementation is complex (Fixsen et
al., 2005), in part due to the multi-causal, system-wide na-
ture of the road safety problem and in part due to the adop-
tion and implementation of Safe System itself (ITF, 2008).
A number of challenges have been identified. For example,
the International Transport Forum (2016) highlighted that
there is no framework for the implementation of Safe Sys-
tem, with nations and states needing to approach imple-
mentation through a trial and error process. Additionally,
Muir et al. (2018) described implementation as not “techni-
cal nor scientific ... [but rather] predominantly political and
social” (p. i21). Howard (2004) framed the difficulties of im-
plementation in terms of being able to distil these complex-
ities into more manageable forms for political and public
consumption. Furthermore, the rigidity of institutions and
organisational behaviour has led to a failure to optimally
implement Safe System in Australia (Woolley & Crozier,
2018).

The implementation of Safe System by practitioners has
received some attention, in part due to the large quantity of
guidance documents produced by road authorities and re-
search institutions (Woolley et al., 2018). These documents
are intended to provide guidance on what Safe System looks
like in practice, however, the degree to which these docu-
ments align with Safe System has received less investiga-
tion (Hughes et al., 2015). Additionally, in implementing
Safe System, nations have had to address who is responsi-
ble for Safe System implementation (S. Job et al., 2022). The
World Road Association (PIARC) (2019) highlighted that
under a Safe System model, achieving a shared responsibil-
ity for safety requires a commitment from all stakeholders
to ensure a safe road network. This is echoed by the Inter-
national Transport Forum (2016) that suggests that every-
body bears responsibility for the reduction in trauma on the
roads. However, neither of these definitions assists in de-
termining what is to be implemented or who is responsible
for the actual implementation of Safe System. Whilst con-
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trol structures have been articulated within a road safety
context (Bliss & Breen, 2009; Salmon et al., 2016), clearly
delineating who is answerable for practical implementation
has received less attention.

Safe System has been the principal approach to road
safety in Victoria over the last twenty years (Cockfield et
al., 2020), yet there is limited research examining aware-
ness of Safe System and how it is perceived by practitioners.
This study aims to determine to what degree practitioners
are aware of Safe System, their level of support, and self-re-
ported practical application of the approach as it appears in
public policy. By investigating practitioners’ perspectives of
Safe System, the research provides greater insight into the
implementation process and identifies issues that might
otherwise not have been discovered. Based on these find-
ings, potential implementation solutions can be developed
to improve road safety policy and increase the likelihood of
policy success.

Method

This was an exploratory study using a cross-sectional on-
line survey. The survey was designed to assess road safety
practitioners’ awareness, understanding and perceptions of
Safe System. Ethics approval was granted through the
Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee.

Respondents and recruitment

Eligibility criteria included: (i) self-identification as a road
safety practitioner, (ii) the majority of the individual’s role
related to road safety work in the state of Victoria, and (iii)
aged 18 years old or older.

Road safety practitioners are responsible for the imple-
mentation of actions that reduce crashes that result in
deaths and serious injuries on the road network (WHO,
2017). As Safe System is intended to be a holistic approach
(Muir et al., 2018), a broad definition for practitioner was
adopted for this study:

A person whose role can influence, or relates to, reducing
the number of people killed or seriously injured on Victo-
rian roads. The role of these individuals involves develop-
ing, interpreting or implementing government policy into
road safety program or campaign delivery.

Using the definition as a guide, the minimum sample
size was determined through a power calculation. The total
practitioner workforce size in Victoria was estimated by re-
viewing the most recently available annual report employ-
ment numbers for relevant organisations including but not
limited to the Department of Transport, local government
and advocacy groups. A calculated total population size of
174,200 was approximated. To achieve an 80 percent power
for detecting a medium effect, at a significance criterion
of a = 0.05, a minimum sample size of was N = 385 was
adopted.

Data collection and study instrument

The online survey was in field between November 2021 and
April 2022. Respondents were recruited through industry
newsletters, email lists, social media and author contacts.
No incentives were offered and responses were anonymous.
Respondents were provided a study description on the first
page, and advised that by completing the survey, they con-
sented to take part in the study.

Questions were developed, with an initial round of test-
ing undertaken by a panel of subject matter experts, fol-
lowed by multiple rounds of pilot testing. The instrument
was divided into seven sections, as follows.

Section 1: Perceptions of government intervention
examined respondents’ perceptions of the acceptable de-
gree of government policy intervention. Items were drawn
from the Australian Perceptions of Prevention Survey (AUS-
POPS) (Myers & Vickers, 2016), one of the few instruments
that measures attitudes towards government intervention
in health and safety (Grunseit, 2021). The section consists
of three items using three and five-point Likert scales.
Scores for the five-point Likert scale items were grouped
into very low/low, neutral and high/very high.

Section 2: Personal control over outcomes measured
personal control using the brief locus of control validated
scale (Lumpkin, 1985). This shortened locus of control scale
contains six items, measured using a five-point Likert scale
(o= 0.68) (Lumpkin, 1985). To measure locus of control, the
six item scores were added and averaged (ranging on a scale
from 0-6).

Section 3: Knowledge (awareness and understand-
ing) of Safe System investigated respondents’ knowledge
of Safe System asking a series of questions about awareness
and whether respondents had participated in any education
related to Safe System.

Section 4: Implementing Safe System determined
whether respondents were implementing Safe System using
six items measured using a series of Likert scales and single
and multiple-choice categorical responses.

Section 5: Perceptions (support) towards Safe System
focused on respondents’ perceptions of Safe System and in-
cluded a scale adapted from a Tasmanian road safety strat-
egy public consultation survey (Road Safety Advisory Coun-
cil - Tasmania, 2016) regarding support of each of the Safe
System principles. Items were measured using Likert scales
and categorical responses and the section included four
items.

Section 6: Practical implementation of Safe System
explored respondents’ practical implementation of Safe
System which included a survey item based on project man-
agement lifecycle (Institute Project Management, 2021) re-
garding the time-point within projects that had used Safe
System. The section consists of twelve items, measured us-
ing Likert scales and single and multiple-choice categorical
responses.

Section 7: Demographics asked about individual demo-
graphic variables, including age, gender, education level,
experience, employment organisation, role, organisation
size and work location.
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Data analysis

In total, 691 respondents commenced the survey, with 540
completions (78.1% completion rate). Of the 540 comple-
tions, 71 were removed as they did not meet the respondent
eligibility criteria or through the data cleaning process,
leaving a total of 469 responses for analysis.

For the analysis, statistical tests with a significance
value of p < .05 were considered to be significant. Screen-
ing for extreme scores/outliers was undertaken by examin-
ing standardised residual, with outliers retained. Normal-
ity was measured using Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, with the
output effecting the choice of statistical test.

Statistical analysis

The data were analysed using SPSS v25 (IBM). The three re-
search aims and statistical analysis used are listed below.

Research aim 1: The degree of practitioner awareness of
Safe System

A series of Chi Square tests of independence for cate-
gorical variables, and Mann-Whitney U tests for continu-
ous variables, were conducted alongside analysis of the ad-
justed residuals to measure differences between actual and
expected counts, when accounting for sample size.

Research aim 2: The degree of practitioner support of
Safe System

Measured using a series of descriptive and Chi-square
tests, Mann-Whitney U test (for continuous variables) and
qualitative thematic analysis of free text responses.

Research aim 3: Practitioner implementation of Safe
System

Practitioners were asked to identify if they applied Safe
System within their work and the frequency of that applica-
tion. While it is recognised that this does not measure the
degree to which Safe System is integrated into public pol-
icy (which will have an effect on implementation), this is
an appropriate proxy. Descriptive statistics and Chi-square
test were utilised. Additionally, where there were lower fre-
quencies, Fisher’s exact test was used for analysis. The-
matic analysis was also undertaken on free text fields, al-
lowing for the categorisation of results.

Results

The results are presented in four sections: 1) Respondents’
socio-demographic characteristics 2) practitioner aware-
ness of Safe System 3) practitioner support of Safe System
and 4) Safe System implementation.

Respondents’ socio-demographic
characteristics

The online survey was completed by 469 respondents. Just
over a quarter of respondents were between the ages of 36
and 45 years (25.8%; M = 44.0 years, SD = 12.6, Range =
20.0-80.0 years); and were predominantly male (64.6%). Al-
most 40 percent had completed an undergraduate degree
(38.4%), and more than half were employed within non-

government organisations (53.7%). Respondents had a
mean of 14 years of professional road transport experience
(M = 14.0 years, SD = 11.7, Range = 0.0 — 56.0 years); and
more than 40 percent reported that their work was predom-
inantly located state-wide rather than in one defined area
(43.3%) (Table 1).

Examination of the sample characteristics showed that
age and gender were comparable to the broader Australian
transportation workforce (Stanford & Grudnoff, 2020), al-
though qualification levels in the survey population were
considerably higher (National Skills Commission, 2021).
This can generally be explained by the professional nature
of the work (ABS, n.d.). Organisation size was aligned with
general characteristics of the transport industry, with or-
ganisations that typically address or have an interest in
road safety being larger (i.e., government agencies, re-
search institutions etc) (Peden, 2004; Salmon et al., 2016).
Based on the sample’s characteristics, it is reasonable to
suggest that the sample and the results are representative
of the broader road safety practitioner community and
align with the road safety practitioner definition applied in
this study.

Practitioner awareness of Safe System

Of the 469 respondents, the majority ((n=348, 74.2%) re-
ported having heard of Safe System. This means that a
quarter of participants have not heard of Safe System. Of
the respondents who had not heard of Safe System (n =121,
25.8%), most were male (56.2%), aged between 36 and 55
years (54.6%), held a bachelor degree or higher (58.7%) and
have a median of 10 years of professional road transport
experience. These respondents were typically non-govern-
ment employees (64.5%) working in very large organisa-
tions (64.5%), with the majority of their work located across
the state (47.1%). Respondent gender, level of education
and location of work were all associated with being aware
of Safe System (Table 2).

Post hoc tests of the adjusted residuals were conducted
to determine if there was a significant relationship between
awareness and gender, education, government employment
and work location. Three sub-variables were significant,
suggesting that females were more likely to have not heard
of Safe System than expected, adjusting for sample size
(%2, n = 51) = 7.84, p = .020). Similarly, when adjusting for
sample size, diploma-educated practitioners who had not
heard of Safe System (x2(7, n = 23) = 14.44, p = .044) and
government employees who had heard of the Safe System
approach (x2(2, n = 174) = 7.29, p = .007) were larger than
expected.

Practitioner support of Safe System

Of the 348 respondents who had heard of Safe System,
the majority reported that they agreed with the approach
(82.8%, n = 288). Of the 121 respondents who had not pre-
viously heard of Safe System, after being provided with a
short description of Safe System, 71.9 percent (n = 87) of
practitioners stated that they agreed with the approach,
with a larger proportion of those practitioners being un-
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents (N = 469)

Variable n %
Age (years)
18-25 22 4.7
26-35 117 24.9
36-45 121 258
46-55 115 24.5
56-65 74 15.8
66-75 18 3.8
76+ 2 04
Gender
Male 303 64.6
Female 149 318
Prefer not to say 17 3.6
Education
No formal education 1 0.2
High school 21 4.5
Trade / apprenticeship 3 0.6
Other TAFE / Technical certificate 25 53
Diploma 47 10.0
Bachelor degree 180 38.4
Post-graduate degree 178 38.0
Other 14 3.0
Professional road transport experience (years)
<1 26 55
1-5 128 27.3
6-10 80 171
11-15 73 15.6
16+ 162 34.5
Government employee
Department of Health 6 2.8
Department of Justice and Community Safety 3 1.4
Department of Transport 128 59.0
Transport Accident Commission 28 12.9
Victoria Police 33 15.2
Other 19 8.8
Non-Government employee
Advocacy group / Community road safety / Road safety educator 17 6.7
Driving instructor 11 4.4
Local council 57 22.6
Private contractor / consultant 59 234
Private road operator / Public transport operator 17 6.7
Research organisation / University / Education 12 4.8
Road contractor 16 6.3
Traffic management 8 3.2
Vehicle manufacturer / Vehicle dealer 9 3.6
Other* 46 18.3

Organisation size

Sole practitioner 22 47

Journal of Road Safety
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Variable n %
Small (2-19 employees) 40 8.5
Medium (20-199 employees) 56 11.9
Large (200-500 employees) 36 7.7
Very large (501+ employees) 315 67.2

Work location
Urban 91 19.4
Inner metro 67 14.3
Outer metro 48 10.2
Inner regional 36 7.7
Outer regional 24 5.1
Statewide 203 43.3

*Other includes: Emergency service (excluding police): Fleet operator, taxi / bus operator; Media and Utilities supplier categories.
Abbreviations: TAFE, Technical and Further Education.

Table 2. Safe System awareness and demographic variables (N = 469)

Safe System Not aware of Safe System
Variable X2
n % n %
Gender X2(2,N=469)=9.06,p=.011*
Male 235 77.6 68 224
Female 98 65.8 51 34.2
Prefer not to say 15 88.2 2 11.8
Education X2(7,N =469) = 34.87,p < .001***
No formal education 0 0.0 1 100.0
High school 10 47.6 11 524
Trade / apprenticeship 1 33.3 2 66.7
Other TAFE / Technical certificate 16 64.0 9 36.0
Diploma 24 511 23 48.9
Bachelor degree 147 81.7 33 18.3
Post-graduate degree 140 78.7 38 21.3
Other 10 714 4 28.6
Government employee X2(1,N = 469) = 7.55,p=.006**
Yes 174 80.2 43 19.8
No 174 69.0 78 310
Organisation size )(2(4, N=469)=2.03,p=.731
Sole practitioner 15 68.2 7 31.8
Small (2-19 employees) 30 75.0 10 25.0
Medium (20-199 employees) 38 67.9 18 32.1
Large (200-500 employees) 28 77.8 8 222
Very large (501+ employees) 237 75.2 78 24.8
Work location X2(5,N =469) = 12.55,p=.028*
Urban 72 79.1 19 20.9
Inner metro 45 67.2 22 32.8
Outer metro 39 81.3 9 18.8
Inner regional 23 63.9 13 36.1
Outer regional 23 95.8 1 4.2
Statewide 148 71.9 57 28.1

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Figure 2. Practitioner support of Safe System

certain (heard of Safe System 10.3%, n = 36; hadn’t heard
of Safe System 25.6%, n = 31) (Figure 2). Respondents who
were aware of Safe System were more likely to agree with
the approach than those that had not heard of the approach
(%2, N = 469) = 19.03, p < .001).

Practitioners who were not supportive of Safe System
tended to be older and have more professional road trans-
port experience than respondents who were supportive of
Safe System. There was a significant relationship between
support and government employment, with practitioners
who were not supportive of Safe System predominantly
working for non-government entities. Additionally, there
was a significant relationship between support and organi-
sation size, with practitioners who supported the approach
more likely to work in very large organisations (Table 3).

Examination of respondents’ perceptions of government
intervention revealed a statistically significant relationship
between the quantity or level of government intervention
and support of Safe System (heard of Safe System - X2 =
25.37, p <.001, Cramer’s V = .349; hadn’t heard of Safe Sys-
tem - X2 = 29.16, p < .001. Cramer’s V = .213). Respondents
who believed that there is the right amount of government
intervention in Australia were more likely to agree with the
Safe System approach regardless of whether they had heard
of Safe System (84.5%, n = 164) or not (80.6%, n = 50). No
relationship was found between locus of control scores and
support of Safe System.

Of the 24 practitioners who did not agree with the Safe
System approach, 22 provided additional information in
free text responses on why this was the case. Whilst the re-
sponses were varied, the majority (n = 16) conceptually dis-
puted how Safe System could reach road safety outcomes
(i.e., “Simplistic and unachievable”) while the remaining re-
sponses (n = 6) highlighting implementation-based issues

Journal of Road Safety
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n=24

Don't support

2.5%
n=13

10.3% 25.6%
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Uncertain
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(i.e., “The way the Safe System approach has been imple-
mented in Victoria solely focuses on vehicles...”).

Safe System implementation
Practitioner implementation of Safe System

Of the practitioners who were aware of Safe System, the
majority said that they use the approach (88.5%, n = 308),
3.2 percent reported they did not (n = 11) and 8.3 percent
(n = 29) were uncertain. When examining frequency of ap-
plication, 44.5 percent (n = 137) of practitioners stated that
they ‘frequently’ applied the approach, while 23.7 percent
(n = 73) confirmed that they ‘always’ applied Safe Sys-
tem. There were no statistically significant relationships
between any of the demographic variables and implemen-
tation of Safe System.

Respondents who described frequency of Safe System
application as frequent or always were more likely to access
tools and resources to guide them in the use of Safe System
(80.9%, n = 173). The main resource accessed were guide-
lines (75.9%, n = 126) followed by engaging with co-workers
and managers (60.8%, n = 101).

None of the items that measured practitioners’ percep-
tions of government intervention were associated with re-
spondents’ application of Safe System. Locus of control
scores did not significantly differ between those practition-
ers who reported that they applied Safe System and those
who did not.

Practical implementation of Safe System

Respondents were asked to identify at what stage they ap-
plied Safe System during the program/project they last
worked on (respondents were able to select multiple cat-
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Table 3. Safe System support and variables (N = 402)

Support Don'’t support XZ
Variable Safe System Safe System
n % n %
Gender X2(2,N=402)=1.11,p=.575
Male 237 92.9 18 7.1
Female 123 94.6 54
Prefer not to say 15 88.2 2 11.8
Education X2(7,N=402)=4.85,p=.679
No formal education 1 100.0 0 0.0
High school 15 88.2 2 11.8
Trade / apprenticeship 2 100.0 0 0.0
Other TAFE / Technical certificate 19 86.4 3 13.6
Diploma 33 97.1 1 2.9
Bachelor degree 142 94.0 9 6.0
Post-graduate degree 151 93.8 10 6.2
Other 12 85.7 2 14.3
Government employee )(2(1, N=402)=5.41,p=.020*
Yes 184 96.3 7 37
No 191 90.5 20 9.5
Organisation size )(2(4, N =402) = 44.94,p < .001***
Sole practitioner 18 85.7 3 14.3
Small (2-19 employees) 23 67.6 11 324
Medium (20-199 employees) 43 91.5 4 8.5
Large (200-500 employees) 31 100.0 0 0.0
Very large (501+ employees) 260 96.7 9 3.3
Work location XZ(S, N=402)=842,p=.134
Urban 71 92.2 6 7.8
Inner metro 57 100.0 0 0.0
Outer metro 35 82.1 3 7.9
Inner regional 32 100.0 0 0.0
Quter regional 19 90.5 2 9.5
Statewide 161 910 16 9.0

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001

Table 4. Application of Safe System based on project/
program stages

Stage n %

Initiation stage 99 45.6
Development/design stage 134 615
Implementation stage 56 25.7
Evaluation stage 40 18.3
Program/project completed 24 111
Throughout the program/project 102 46.8

egories). The majority of respondents identified that Safe
System had been used during the development and design
stages of the program/project (61.5%, n = 134) (Table 4).

Journal of Road Safety

With regard to future implementation of Safe System,
most respondents reported that they were likely to use it
in the future (83.6%, n = 291), whilst only 4 respondents
(1.1%) reported they would not. Of concern, 15.2 percent (n
= 53) were uncertain. There was a significant relationship
between support and future implementation (X2(4, N = 348)
= 87.00, p < .001). Despite 6.9 percent (n = 24) of respon-
dents not agreeing with the Safe System approach, 41.7
percent (n = 10) of those stated they would still utilise it in
the future.

Additionally, practitioners were asked if they believed
Safe System contributed (either positively or negatively) to
the last project that they worked on. The majority of re-
spondents (84.9%, n = 186) stated that Safe System did con-
tribute, whilst 4.1 percent (n = 9) said it did not and 11.0
percent (n = 24) said they were uncertain. Classifying the
free text responses from respondents indicated that 73.6
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percent (n = 106) believed Safe System made a positive con-
tribution (i.e., “Helped guide my thinking”), whilst 20.8 per-
cent (n = 30) were neutral (i.e., “Road safety was a key con-
sideration regardless of Safe System”) and 5.6 percent (n =
8) were negative (i.e., “It added nothing that hadn’t already
been added...”). Additionally, there was an association be-
tween support of Safe System and the perceived contribu-
tion made to the last project respondents worked on (p <
.001, Fisher’s exact test).

Discussion

The aim of this study was to investigate professional road
safety practitioners in Victoria to understand their aware-
ness of Safe System, support for the approach and self-re-
ported implementation. The majority of respondents sup-
ported Safe System, reporting that it was often used within
projects and programs and positively contributes to their
work. However, one quarter of respondents had not heard
of Safe System.

Considering Safe System is the formal approach to road
safety in Victoria and has been integrated into the policy
environment for almost twenty years, the finding that a
quarter of practitioners were not aware of it indicates that
more work could be done to support awareness. Awareness
plays a critical role in achieving road safety outcomes, with
the UN recommending that road safety agencies ensure
that practitioners are both well informed and understand
‘good practice’ (Bliss & Breen, 2009). Additionally, it also
affects how and where Safe System is implemented, as
without awareness, it cannot be used in practice (Fixsen et
al., 2005). Whilst educational offerings about Safe System
have increased (Cosgrove, 2018; R. Job & Sakashita, 2012)
as has the proliferation of Safe System guidance (ITF, 2022),
the results suggest that further education and/or training
on holistic road safety approaches is required.

The lack of awareness amongst a substantial proportion
of respondents highlights a broader concern facing road
safety. While as a practice, road safety has been undertaken
for over one hundred years, it has not resulted in a clearly
defined career pathway with academic qualifications. Ad-
ditionally, in the case of Safe System, education is further
impeded by not being a cognate field of study. Given the
multi-disciplinary nature of road safety and Safe System,
incorporating educational materials within the curriculums
of traditional disciplines, such as civil engineering and be-
havioural science, can prove to be difficult. While road
safety capacity and knowledge transfer continue to be an
ongoing challenge (Alavi et al., 2023; ITF, 2008) these are
unlikely to be addressed until road safety, including Safe
System, is defined as a legitimate educational field with
identifiable road safety career channels.

While the survey utilised a broad definition of ‘practi-
tioner’, additional consideration of who implements Safe
System is required. As a concept, Safe System does not de-
fine the boundaries of the system other than to state that it
is holistic (U.S. Department of Transportation, 2022). While
Safe System has a historical link to systems theories (Lars-
son et al., 2010), the limited theoretical underpinnings re-
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sult in an inability to return to source materials to deter-
mine the scope of, in this case, the breadth and width of
the proposed system. It is therefore incumbent on acade-
mics, policy-makers and practitioners themselves to define
the system. Without a consistent understanding of the im-
plementation of Safe System, including how it is to be ap-
plied, who is to apply it and when it is to be applied, it is
difficult to target educational offerings to ensure all practi-
tioners are aware of the concept.

Importantly for the implementation of Safe System, the
survey results indicate only a small proportion of practi-
tioners did not agree with the approach. This aligns with
Andersson and Pettersson (2008) who noted policies and
concepts that hold a visionary goal of reducing road fatali-
ties and injuries to zero are difficult to oppose. The primary
reason for opposing Safe System was related to conceptual
disputes and implications for implementation. The free text
fields provide rich qualitative data on potential opposition
to Safe System, but additional research is required to un-
derstand how to address these practitioners’ concerns. Ma-
jority support for Safe System on the other hand, is con-
sistent with the general public’s perceptions of Safe System
(Road Safety Advisory Council - Tasmania, 2016) and road
safety managers (Turner et al., 2009). The survey findings
suggest that perceptions of Safe System are linked to both
prior and future implementation of Safe System.

Limitations

In the context of this study, there are limitations in the
method used to measure implementation. As an ex-
ploratory study, the aim was to explore if practitioners be-
lieve Safe System implementation is occurring. Safe System
is described as comprising of a vision, a series of principles
and tools (Muir et al., 2018) which can be used within prac-
tice. Additional research is required to extend the survey
findings to determine what practitioners are implementing,
whether this aligns with the Safe System vision, principles
and tools and if implementation is optimal. Successful im-
plementation has been linked to achieving policy outcomes
(Durlak & Dupre, 2008) and the work undertaken by prac-
titioners plays a critical role in affecting implementation.
Implementation of Safe System has been an ongoing chal-
lenge with many of these difficulties found in the policy
and high-level operating environment (Woolley & Crozier,
2018). The findings presented in this research indicate that
practical implementation may be occurring, but also draw
attention that practitioners’ use of Safe System may impact
these broader policy challenges.

Conclusions

In summary, the results of this study highlight that three-
quarters of practitioners are aware of Safe System and most
of those individuals use it within their work. However, there
remains a substantial number of practitioners who have
not heard of Safe System. Existing studies typically report
that practitioners are already aware of Safe System, which
means that the initiation point for studies examining Safe
System implementation may be missing an important co-
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hort who have no awareness of Safe System. Importantly, as
one of the earliest adopters of Safe System, Victoria should
be in a position for widespread policy diffusion. The find-
ings presented in this research have implications for all ju-
risdictions seeking to implement Safe System — while ed-
ucation, training and guidance materials already exist, a
rethink of how practitioners are targeted and what mes-
sages they are receiving is required for all practitioners to
ensure successful awareness and implementation.

Additionally, the survey results indicate that there is a
relationship between awareness, perceptions and applica-
tion. Those practitioners that were aware of the approach
were likely to support it, and practically apply it to their
work. By capitalising on these relationships, it suggests
that improving awareness can lead to increased usage of
Safe System by practitioners.

The results suggest implementation can improve
through increased awareness, however practitioners and
policy-makers must also contend with the complexities of
translating Safe System into practice. These challenges ex-
tend beyond how practitioners interpret Safe System and
conduct themselves in the field, to broader systems-based
issues such as organisational structures, governance and
accountability (Woolley & Crozier, 2018). While Woolley &
Crozier (2018) suggest that Safe System is not being “ho-
noured ‘in the field”” (p. 5), with goals, resourcing and
application being misaligned, as indicated within this re-
search, practitioners believe they are implementing Safe
System. Additional research is therefore required to under-
stand how Safe System application is occurring and the ef-
fect these broader systems issues have on implementation.

The findings have international implications for jurisdic-
tions that have already implemented Safe System or sys-
tem-based approaches or are seeking to implement them
in the future. Practically, if a jurisdiction such as Victoria,
which has a long history of investing in road safety and
Safe System, has a quarter of its practitioner population un-
aware of Safe System, this suggests that a concerted effort
is required to disseminate Safe System knowledge among
individuals whose roles can impact road safety outcomes.
As noted by Durlak and Dupre (2008), expecting perfect or
near-perfect implementation of a policy, program or con-
cept is unrealistic, but improving awareness and percep-

tions should assist how practitioners’ approach Safe Sys-
tem.
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