
MIND THE GAP!
Filling the progress gap 
with Systems Thinking

Hamish Mackie, Trafinz 2023



Agenda…

The opportunity (from a problem)

Systems Thinking – why and what

Emerging ‘System blockers’

Un-blockers
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Focus on solving people’s problems, not adding complexity

Conceptual understanding is most important

What is the purpose of the maps or outputs? 

Stories are a good way to ‘humanize’ the system
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Change is hard



Supplied by 
Lisa Amundsen



The opportunity

Delivery of safer, healthier, lower-carbon transport
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Planning, investment, capability

Political and organisational leadership



The opportunity

Delivery of safer, healthier, lower-carbon, transport
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Planning, investment, capability

Political and organisational leadership





 

   

Unintended 
slide

https://www.red
dit.com/r/lowcar
/comments/ont9
ys/new_zealand_
1970s_bike_stan
ds_at_burnside_
high/
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Macmillan, A, J Connor, K Witten, R Kearns, D Rees and A Woodward (2014) The societal costs and benefits 

of commuter bicycling: simulating the effects of specific policies using system dynamics modeling. 

Environmental Health Perspectives 122, no.4: 335.



The ‘why’ behind the Safe System

Roads and roadsides Speed Road users Vehicles

Ways of working and delivery

Organisational arrangements

Policy, rules

Societal ‘landscape’



Systems Thinking

Goal – overall purpose of system

Structure – components, actors, boundaries

Connections – how components/actors inter-relate

Movement – the dynamic and non-linear nature of systems
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System change: shifting norms, values, habits, mental models, 
ways of working and....outcomes 



Adapted from (Geels, 2012) by Field 2018

Sociotechnical systems and niche Innovations

Geels, F. W. (2012) ‘A socio-technical analysis of low-carbon transitions: 
Introducing the multi-level perspective into transport studies’, Journal of 
Transport Geography. Elsevier, 24, pp. 471–482. doi: 
10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2012.01.021



Cycling…
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Source: Salmon et al (2012)

Rasmussen’s model of socio-technical complex systems
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Society

Government

Dominant BAU 
narratives 

Challenging 
leadership 

environment

Lack of public facing 
plan/story/evidence

/mandate

Real public 
sentiment

Lack of change 
investment and 

delivery

Committed 
existing funding 
prevents change 

investment



GPS 2018GPS 2015 GPS 2021

Evaluation period

Note for each Blue arrow, the investment has policy 

direction, investment programme, project establishment, 

then finally delivery. Outcomes will ONLY be 

experienced following delivery.

GPS 2018 context

Non-GPS investments in 2018-24 period 

(e.g. Crown funding mechanisms)

Investments commenced in response to GPS 2018

Carry over investments from earlier GPS (e.g. Roads of National Significance 2008)

Ongoing business as usual investments (e.g. road maintenance)

Investments commenced in 

response to GPS 2021

Ministry of Transport. 2022. Government Policy Statement on land transport (GPS) 2018 
Evaluation – Transport Evidence Base report. Wellington: Ministry of Transport.



Unblockers

Keep interrogating the whole system – Why do we get what we get?

- Better national level plans, stories, and data to support leadership

- Evidence/logic-based investment (and processes/capability to deliver)

- Delivery excellence → public confidence → support

Share System approaches – Come and discuss, after lunch, 2:25 this room 

1. Understand 
your System 2. Find pain and 

leverage points 3. Deep dives and 
Take Action
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20 funny flowcharts to help you navigate life’s toughest decisions | Nulab

Thank you!

https://nulab.com/learn/design-and-ux/20-funny-flowcharts-help-navigate-lifes-toughest-decisions/
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