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What Your Bumper Stickers Say About You — and Why It Matters

By Dr. Sunnetta “Sunny” Slaughter, DHL
Law Enforcement Instructor, Legal Analyst & Crisis Communications Expert

Bumper stickers are portable billboards. They celebrate milestones, signal beliefs, and
announce affiliations—offering glimpses into who we are and what we value. From “Proud
Parent of an Honor Student” to sports logos and travel destinations, these decals turn our
vehicles into rolling reflections of our lives.

However, in my decades of work as a law enforcement and violence prevention expert, I’'ve
seen how something so simple can also expose itself far more than intended. Every sticker
adds a piece to a puzzle that someone with bad intentions can easily assemble. What seems
like harmless self-expression can become what | call “unintentional intelligence”—a
detailed snapshot of your identity, habits, and even vulnerabilities.

The Five W’s Hidden in Plain Sight
A single sticker can quietly reveal the five Ws:

¢ Who you are — through names, family makeup, or affiliations.
¢ What you like or value — from causes and hobbies to political or religious beliefs.

¢ Where you’ve been or where you’ll go — highlighted by school nhames, sports
teams, or travel spots.

¢ When and Why, you’ll be somewhere — such as recurring practices, tournaments,
or events.

¢ Why you might not be home — sighaling routines or travel patterns that invite
opportunity.

Collectively, those clues form a personal profile that predators, stalkers, or thieves can
exploit.

When Familiarity Becomes a Trap

As we continue conversations about online safety, it’s equally important to recognize that
our vehicles can serve as another portal in our private lives. A bumper sticker proclaiming
school pride or team spirit doesn’t just celebrate achievement—it pinpoints location and
creates a false sense of familiarity.
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Predators use that sense of connection to their advantage. A stranger might approach a child
and say, “Hey, | saw you play last week—great job!” That line instantly lowers defenses.
Likewise, family stick-figure decals can disclose how many children you have, their
approximate ages, and whether an adult male appears to be in the home. That’s actionable
intelligence for someone seeking a target.

Criminals Don’t Need to Follow You Home

A criminal doesn’t have to follow you to learn your routine. A decal showing your gym, your
child’s school, or your military unit tells them where you’ll likely be—and when. Thieves have
even used military or gun-related decals to identify vehicles that might contain weapons.

For military families, proudly displaying unit- or squadron-specific decals can
unintentionally invite danger or unwelcome scrutiny, which is why it’s best to avoid placing
those identifiers on personal vehicles. In stalking and domestic violence cases I've
encountered, abusers have tracked victims by recognizing identical decals and locating their
vehicles.

Even well-meaning strangers can cross a line when they think they share a connection based
on a sticker, perhaps starting a conversation in a parking lot or following you to another
location. These small symbols convey silent messages that can expose vulnerabilities you
may not even realize exist.

A Growing Trend with Hidden Consequences

In 2024, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) reported that more than
850,000 vehicles were stolen across the United States. This surge isn’t limited to
opportunistic theft; vehicle burglaries are increasingly linked to visible decals that indicate
the presence of valuables inside. Stickers showcasing firearm brands, outdoor recreation
gear, or luxury goods can act as invitations to thieves, signaling high-value items worth
stealing.

Many of these incidents aren’t officially categorized as “sticker-related crimes,” which makes
it hard to measure the true scope. Yet law enforcement and safety experts continue to see
patterns suggesting that even small identifiers can provide useful information to those with
illintent.

In one domestic-violence case l encountered, a survivor’s abuser located her new residence
by recognizing an old parking sticker still displayed on her vehicle. It’s not paranoia—it’s
situational awareness. Those familiar symbols can serve as breadcrumbs for someone
intent on causing harm.
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How Predators Exploit Sticker Information
Real-world examples show how small clues can lead to serious risk:

o Targeted Burglary: Stickers showing children’s schools or sports teams reveal when
families are likely away for practice or games—ideal times for break-ins.

e Stalking or Abduction Risk: Identifying a child’s school from a sticker allows
predators to monitor or approach them near that location.

¢ Scams and Social Engineering: Stickers about workplaces or hobbies help
criminals craft realistic phishing messages or scam calls.

¢ Harassment and Road Rage: Political or controversial decals can trigger aggressive
or hostile encounters on the road.

e Identity and Property Theft: Hobby and brand decals may suggest valuable gear or
firearms stored at home, making those homes high-value targets.

These examples—supported by law enforcement warnings and documented cases—
illustrate how even minor details can compromise personal security.

Safer Ways to Show Personality
You can still express your individuality—just do it safely.

e Be Vague, Not Specific: Choose stickers that express pride or humor without
personal details. “Proud Parent” works better than naming your child’s school;
“Outdoor Lover” is safer than listing your sports club.

¢ Use Removable or Temporary Stickers: Magnetic or peel-off decals allow flexibility
and reduce the creation of predictable patterns.

¢« Avoid Family or Location Details: Skip family stick figures, school names, or sports
logos that identify who lives in your home or where children go.

¢ Opt forInterior or Window Displays: Place stickers on inside windows so only
passengers—not passersby—can see them.

« Limit Political or Controversial Messages: These can spark confrontation or
harassment; share such opinions in safer, private spaces instead.
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By following these simple guidelines, you can express your personality while keeping
personal information private.

Quick Safety Checklist: Should You Keep or Remove It?

Ask yourself these questions before deciding what stays in your car:

e Doesthe sticker reveal personal details—family members, children’s schools, or
sports teams? > Remove it.

¢ Doesitindicate your schedule or absences—travel or event stickers? > Remove or
make it temporary.

e Does it show yourworkplace or professional affiliations? > Assess the risk and
consider removing.

e Isitpolitical, religious, or controversial? > Consider removing to avoid conflict.

e Isitageneral expression of humor or pride without private details? > Usually safe to
keep.

Your car tells a story every time it’s parked—at work, school, or the grocery store. Ensure
it’s a story that reflects your character while also protecting your privacy and safety.

Some of the context of my article appeared in a Reader’s Digest article that was published online on
October 29, 2025. Here’s Why You Really Shouldn’t Have Bumper Stickers on Your Car (Hint: It’s
About More Than Just Your Paint Job!)
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