
Safety Margins 
 
How much do you trust other traffic on the road?  
 
It’s common to hear about the trouble from drivers not seeing bikes or giving bikes space. In a group 
setting it is extremely easy to complain about a common enemy; after all, there is a common perception 
that cars hurt a lot of motorcyclists. So for something that causes so much hurt, how comfortable are 
you riding with other traffic? 
 
There are two quick and easy ways to evaluate your level of trust with other traffic.  

1. Space cushion – the amount of space you leave between yourself and other traffic. True, other 
traffic may invade your space, but left to your own choices, you may have a large space cushion 
(a sign you may not trust those around you) or a small space cushion (a sign you may trust or 
just be oblivious to the danger; a REAL problem when you have a tailgater). 

2. Distance you can see. Can you stop within the distance you’re able to see at any given moment 
of a ride? Are you right on the tail of traffic, or taking corners a little fast? Taking those corners 
like you were fresh off the Moto GP circuit suggests you have a great deal of trust oncoming 
traffic is not over the line. 

 
So if we think about our trust of other drivers on the road, should we also think about the trust we have 
with other motorcyclists on group rides? It’s not so easy to maintain a space cushion when experienced 
riders feel comfortable riding your tail, if not almost beside you. If you were uncomfortable with a car 
tailgating you, how do you feel when a bike does the same? 
 
Some ride leaders talk about the yo-yo effect, where a rider drops back, catches up, drops back, and so 
on, which to some degree, may have to do with a rider’s need for safety margins. Rather than a stern 
“keep up”, this is a coaching opportunity to find out the rider’s comfort level when riding in that 
situation. Not everything has to do with rider inattention. 
 
To build trust takes experience. Experience riding in traffic and with a group of riders a few times. You 
quickly learn who you trust, which can be measured in how comfortable they make you feel when 
riding. The key here is to ride, and ride with a group you trust. Otherwise, the riders around you are no 
different than the cars people complain about.  
 


