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Respect the Red - A Cambridge Cyclist Safety Campaign 

 

Executive Summary 

 

As more people choose the more environmentally friendly transportation option that is 

riding bikes over driving cars, cyclist safety has become a growing issue. This is especially true 

in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where cycling is a popular mode of transportation. However, the 

cyclist culture in Cambridge is a dangerous one, as many people who ride bikes don’t obey 

traffic laws. One of the most common ways people break traffic laws on bike is by riding through 

stop signs without stopping.  

 

The following paper proposes a behavioral intervention to help spark change on this 

issue, designed for the City of Cambridge Bicycle Committee. This intervention would include 

handing out free, bright and visible stickers that say “I Stop for Stop Signs” to cyclists, and 

encouraging them to place the stickers on their helmet or bike.  

 

This intervention leverages a few different behavioral insights. The cyclists with stickers 

are put in a state of cognitive dissonance in regard to whether to stop at the stop sign or not. 

The hope is that the sticker, a visible representation of their desire to stop at the sign, is a “foot 

in the door” that gets them to stop instead of riding through. As the stickers become more 

popular, the visibility of the stickers among groups of cyclists would encourage others to stop as 

well, through the principles of social influence and peer pressure.  
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While we recognize that cyclist safety is a complex issue that no one intervention can 

solve, we hope our intervention would have a positive impact by: improving the internal 

commitment of cyclists to stop at signs, encourage cyclists to be more active in enforcing cyclist 

safety, and contribute to shifting cyclist norms toward obeying traffic laws.  

 

Background 

 

Bicycles are an increasingly popular means of transportation in the United States, 

including in Cambridge. According to the League of American Bicyclists, “the number of trips 

made by bicycle in the U.S. more than doubled from 1.7 billion in 2001 to 4 billion in 2009.”1 The 

City of Cambridge’s Bicycle Crash Summary Report states that bicycle use in Cambridge has 

tripled over the last decade.2  

 

From an environmental and health policy perspective, the increasing use of bicycles is 

usually beneficial. According to Mother Earth News, bicycles are extremely environmentally 

friendly because they consume the lowest energy per passenger mile among all forms of 

transport.3 Bicycling regularly also improves cardiovascular and muscular fitness, and regular 

cycling is correlated with a decreased likelihood of contracting certain types of cancers and 

cardiovascular disease.4 

 

However, as bicycling has increased in popularity, accidents involving bicycles have also 

risen. According to The Boston Globe, collisions involving a bicycle increased by thirteen 
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percent across the Commonwealth of Massachusetts between 2010 and 2012.5 Most crashes 

occur between bicyclists and motor vehicles. However, crashes between multiple bicyclists and 

between bicyclists and pedestrians are also on the rise.  

 

According to Somerville Deputy Police Chief Paul Trant, crashes involving bicycles are 

on the rise partly because motorists, bicyclists and pedestrians often don’t know or obey traffic 

laws (unsurprising in Massachusetts.) Said Deputy Chief Trant, “Bicyclists, motorists, and 

pedestrians are confused about sharing the roads within our city. They also don’t know the laws 

of the road. Further enforcement and education is needed.”6 All three authors of this paper can 

attest to the dangerous biking culture in Cambridge and Somerville and [reluctantly] admit to 

participating in it.  

 

The Problem 

 

While cyclist safety is a multifaceted issue, we’ve chosen to narrow our focus to a small 

slice of the problem: bicyclists failing to stop at stop signs. In our time living in Cambridge, we 

have observed that many Cambridge bicyclists ignore stop signs and that there is a culture of 

non-compliance with stop signs in Cambridge. It is particularly common to see bicyclists in 

Cambridge fail to stop when they should; instead of stopping, bicyclists might slow down and 

then zoom past stop signs. (And again, we participate in this culture. Just this morning, at least 

one of the authors rode right through at least two stop signs on the way to school.)  

 

                                                
5
 Rosenberg, Stephen A. and Cloutier, Catherine. “Bike Fatalities Rise in Greater Boston Suburbs,” The Boston Globe. Accessed 
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6
 Ibid. 

https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/regionals/north/2014/10/11/zobikes/9wZ4DjuYPOg3DsoSSSuEvK/story.html


4 

Data from the City of Cambridge confirms the poor state of traffic law compliance by 

bicyclists in the City. According to data released by Craig Kelly, a Cambridge City Councilor, 

there were 2,227 moving bicycle violation tickets given out by the City between 2010 and 2014, 

which amounts to 2.5% of all traffic violations.7 These violations include those given for running 

red lights and stop signs. 

 

Our Potential Client 

 

Our potential client is the City of Cambridge Bicycle Committee. The Cambridge City 

Council established the Bicycle Committee in 1991 in order to promote bicycling as a means of 

transportation and improve bicycling infrastructure.8 Some of the explicit roles of the Bicycle 

Committee are to organize and participate in public events and to create materials to encourage 

cycling in the city.9  

 

Behavioral Intervention 

 

To address cyclist behavior at stop signs, we’d propose a “Respect the Red” cyclist 

safety campaign. As part of an overall educational campaign around cyclist safety, we will give 

cyclists stop-sign-shaped stickers that say “I stop for stop signs.”  

 

                                                
7
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We will hand these stickers out for free at local Cambridge and Boston bike shops, and 

at the frequent outdoor community gatherings in the area. We will suggest that cyclists can put 

these stickers on their bikes or helmets.  

 

    Figure 1: Mock ‘Respect the Red’ Sticker 

 

We think the stickers would get high uptake because most cyclists would (1) agree that 

cyclist safety is important, especially when asked and (2) they’re innocuous; most cyclists would 

see no problem making visible their support for a good cause like cyclist safety by wearing the 

sticker. Also, scientifically speaking, people like stickers.  

 

This sticker intervention will not only impact the actions of the sticker-wearer, but will be 

visible to other cyclists that see the stickers on fellow cyclists around town. Thus, its 

effectiveness will be both internal and external.  
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Key Behavioral Insights 

 

Before we could design an intervention, our first step in applying behavioral insights to 

this problem was to locate cyclists’ key decision point. We wanted to ensure that our behavioral 

interventions zoned in on the moment cyclist behavior would go one way or the other. For this 

project, this means the moment cyclists approach and pause at stop signs, as this is the 

moment they decide whether to remain stopped or ignore the sign and ride through.  

 

For the cyclists who will be given stickers to wear on their helmet, our intervention will 

apply a combination of related behavioral insights known as “foot-in-the-door,” cognitive 

dissonance, and escalation of commitment.  

 

Providing a sticker that says “I stop for stop signs” creates cognitive dissonance in 

cyclists who otherwise would want to ride through stop signs. Now, they also have the desire to 

embody the sticker that they are proudly wearing. Cyclists might then seek to resolve this 

dissonance by stopping at the sign.  

 

This builds on research that has demonstrated that insignia - like stickers - 

demonstrating support for a cause primes people to escalate their commitment to that cause. In 

1966, researchers demonstrated this by providing some people with a small sticker that said “Be 

A Safe Driver.”10  

 

                                                
10 Jonathan L. Freedman and Scott C. Fraser, “Compliance without Pressure: The Foot-in-the-Door 
Technique,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 4, no. 2 (1966): 195–202, 
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0023552. 
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Those who were first provided with this sticker were far more likely to agree to a second 

request: placing a large, ugly sign that said “Be A Safe Driver” on their front lawn, in comparison 

with a control group who did not receive an initial request. Once they got their ‘foot in the door’ 

to supporting safe driving, they were more likely to change their behavior to demonstrate 

support in larger ways. 

 

In a similar way, our sticker that says “I stop for stop signs” will encourage cyclists to put 

a foot in the door toward following traffic laws. Once they express their support for stopping at 

stop signs, they will be more likely to do so.  

 

Another, separate behavioral insight will apply to the cyclists who see the stickers on 

their fellow riders’ helmets as they stop for a stop sign (whether or not they have a sticker on 

their own helmet). This is what Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein call ‘social influence’ in 

Nudge.11  

 

This operates essentially as what we know as peer pressure. As other cyclists ride up 

toward stop sign, if they see other cyclists stopping – or even if they see other cyclists 

expressing support for following traffic laws, via a visible, bright red sticker – they’ll be more 

likely to stop. This is because they’d perceive the social norm to be following the stop sign, and 

people usually don’t want to break social norms, especially in public.  

 

                                                
11 Richard H. Thaler, Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness, Rev. and 
expanded ed. (New York, N.Y., U.S.A.: Penguin Books, 2009). 
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Figure 2: Group of cyclists stopping at intersection 

 

Hypothesized Impact 

 

We believe our intervention will have a three-fold impact: 

 

Cyclists who wear the sticker will feel internal pressure to stop at stop signs. 

Cyclist who accept and choose to display the sticker will feel more committed to cyclist safety 

than they would be if they weren’t wearing the stickers. This is because they now feel like 

ambassadors and supporters of cyclist safety, and a desire for consistency will prime these 

cyclists to actually practice what they preach, i.e. stopping for stop signs. Otherwise, they would 

risk feeling cognitive dissonance and shame.  

 

Wearing the stickers will make cyclists more active in enforcing cyclist safety 

rules on others. Wearing the stickers might activate cyclists to be more vigilant with regards to 

cyclist safety. Not only will they be more vigilant in their own cycling, these sticker-wearing 

cyclists may also be more likely to call out fellow cyclists who are violating safety norms by 

calling out (e.g. “respect the red!”) when others run stop signs. This is an example of how a 
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small “foot-in-the-door” commitment can easily escalate to more assertive and dedicated 

behaviors.  

 

The sticker campaign will shift overall cyclist norms towards obeying stop signs 

and other cyclist safety rules that are often ignored. Even if not every cyclist gets or 

chooses to wear the stickers, the sticker campaign will still affect other cyclists, because the 

stickers will be visible to other cyclists on the streets. In particular, the stickers will become 

salient at the point of decision: when cyclists pull up to stop signs and see other cyclists wearing 

the stickers, they will think twice before running the stop sign, in part due to social pressure, 

because they might fear being shamed or called out by fellow cyclists. We think this intervention 

will have persistence, because gradually, as our stickers become more pervasive, cyclists in the 

Cambridge/Boston area will form a habit of stopping at stop signs.  

 

--- 


