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At the 2007 ICMA Annual Conference in Pittsburgh, Daniel Pink challenged local government managers to evaluate signage with a critical eye.  According to Pink, research reveals that people are more satisfied, less frustrated, and more willing to comply with “empathetic signs” – those that show concern for the public or trigger their empathy.  I was struck by Daniel Pink’s exhortation that given all of the things that are out of our control, street signs are clearly under our jurisdiction and can be used to better effect.    

The Challenge

The Town of Needham created a Traffic Management Advisory Committee in 2002.  The Committee consists of representatives of the Engineering Department, Police Department, Town Manager’s Office, and the general public.  The role of the Committee is to make recommendations to the Board of Selectmen on improving traffic flow throughout the Town, and to hear and assess neighborhood concerns.  The Committee has met monthly over the past seven years, generally receiving 3 – 5 complaints or suggestions per month.  Far and away the most common complaint raised by citizens is the speed of cars on local roads.

The Traffic Management Advisory Committee conducted a significant amount of research on the interrelationships between driver, vehicle, road, and traffic.  The Committee provides petitioners with information on federal and state guidelines governing speed limits and controls, pedestrian crossings, stop signs, yield signs, “slow children” signs, and the like.  After an enormous number of requests, the Committee established a policy of not recommending signs which list the prima facia speed limit or “Slow” or “Slow Children” signs because they have been proven to be ineffective.  The proliferation of signs also detracts from the appearance of the Town.  The Committee found, however, that educational efforts aimed at urging citizens to be patient, careful, courteous drivers guided by road conditions and usage was often inadequate to meet the desire of residents.  

The Committee has been struggling to identify new approaches to raise the awareness of ordinary citizens of the importance of driving more slowly – both from a public safety perspective but also to ensure peace of mind of residents of Needham’s neighborhoods.  
The Idea

Just a few weeks after the 2007 ICMA conference, I had the opportunity to work with several classes of eighth grade students at the Pollard Middle School as part of a civics curriculum.  I provided the students with a synopsis of their local government, and a sense of how local government is organized across the country.  In an effort to make local government more accessible to these 13 and 14 year olds, I asked them how they might help the Town in addressing one of its most intractable problems – excessive speed on neighborhood roads.  

After explaining the concept of emotionally intelligent signage, I asked the students how they would create signs to get their parents and older siblings to slow down.  What started as an effort to engage eight grade students (and frankly, to keep them busy for an hour and a half) turned into a local sensation!  

Working in pairs or individually, students created over 100 ideas for street signs.  These signs were so imaginative and clever that I kept thinking about how they could be used to meet our objective of raising awareness of speeding motorists.     We did have to weed out several of the more gruesome and gory signs (remember, this was a class of 13 and 14 year olds, half of whom were boys) as they didn’t make the cut as emotionally intelligent.
I happened to mention the class and the imaginative signs to representatives of the Town’s Highway Department.  The Highway Superintendent told me how easy it would be to take a few signs and made them into “real” signs.  The posters were made into signs and installed near each of our seven school buildings.  Each 18” x 24” inch sign cost $41, and our Highway Department installed them on existing or recycled poles.  We have installed approximately fifteen signs primarily in school zones.  
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The first installed sign has a slogan of “Where’s the Fire?  Slow Down!” with a graphic of red and orange flames blazing in the middle of the sign.  Unlike conventional roadside signage, this sign attracts attention and conveys the notion that children care about speeding cars.    
The Traffic Management Advisory Committee embraced the new signs.  Members of the public who appear before the Committee seeking assistance in slowing down traffic are offered one of several signs developed by the Middle School children.  [image: image2.jpg]


The Committee believes the use of the unusual signs (rather than the traditional yellow “Slow Children” signs) attracts the attention of motorists.  The Committee also supports the rotation of signs between neighborhoods, as very often street signs become “invisible” the longer they are in place.  

The first widespread discussion of Needham’s emotionally intelligent signage program appeared in The Boston Globe on November 6, 2008:  “Empathetic traffic signs?  It sounds like an oxymoron.  Aren’t traffic signs usually about threats and fines?  Not in Needham.  Drivers have [image: image3.jpg]


feelings too.  And the harried soccer/hockey/gymnastics mom who is just trying to get everyone where they’re going might actually respond better to a sign that relates to her…”  As noted in the Globe article, people often think of government as a big bureaucracy, but in local government it’s all about putting up signs and trying to get people to drive more slowly – it couldn’t be more basic.

The sign project was then highlighted by Governing Magazine, both in its on-line [image: image4.jpg]


and print edition (January 2009). The Boston area’s ABC Affiliate, WCVB/Channel 5, taped a segment of its daily news magazine “Chronicle” on the sign project, including the Town Manager, Chief of Police, and the children who drew some of the signs.  The program aired in January, 2009.  As a result of the Globe story, the project was picked up by several blogs dedicated to traffic, such as streetsblog.net and Tom Vanderbilt’s “How we Drive” blog.  
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Within weeks of the Governing story our office started receiving phone calls and emails from officials in other Massachusetts municipalities, and from officials across the continent, including Wilmington, North Carolina, Greenville, South Carolina, Oak Lawn Illinois, and Berwick, Nova Scotia, all wanting to know more about this innovative approach to traffic safety and with questions about implementing it in their city/town.  [image: image6.jpg]


The concept is easily transferable and inexpensive to implement, and has the added benefit of exposing children and their parents to the importance of professional local government management. 
Next Steps
The Traffic Committee, in cooperation with the Needham Police Department, is considering the efficacy of measuring speeds on streets before and after the installation of the emotionally intelligent signs in an effort to determine whether the Town’s goal of lowered speeds is impacted by the signs.  The goal of this project, however, was to raise awareness of the important of speeding on local streets, and it is clear that the community is engaged and drivers are noticing these signs and thinking about their purpose.    
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The Town’s emotionally intelligent signage program engaged youth and adults from the community, and involved the participation of employees in the Needham Public Schools, Police Department, and Department of Public Works.  Employees in many departments are actively engaged in transplanting the street sign concept to other municipal signs.  When the “Wall That Heals” was displayed in Needham last fall, the Needham Police Chief suggested that a sign that demanded “Keep off the Monument” was not emotionally intelligent.  In time for the event, we had a new sign installed that says “Respect Their Sacrifice, Please Keep Off the Monuments.”  New opportunities arise every day.  The most recent examples involve trying to keep children from getting hurt climbing on an enticing statue, and trying to keep drivers from parking in spaces reserved for Town Hall employees.  Emotional intelligence is now a key consideration for Town employees in their daily work!

