
Traffic Lights is a supplementary sig
naling system for tabletop roleplaying 
games, developed by Peter Malmberg. 
Use the card to signal to your fellow 
players how you feel about what’s 
happening. The card also functions as 
a pause button for when you feel that 
things have gone too far.

The system is simple, intuitive and 
compatible with all tabletop role playing 
games. Each player gets a card with two 
sides: one green side and one yellow/
red side.

Hold up the green side to 
encourage players to keep 
going in the direction they’re 
heading, or to show appreci
ation for what they’re doing.

Hold up the yellow/red side 
to show that you’re uncom
fort able with where things are 
heading—and that your fellow 
players should change direction.

Put the card down in the 
middle of the table to pause 
the game. You don’t have to 
explain why, and you may leave 
the table if you want to. When 
you’re ready, you can restart 
with a new scene re placing the 
previous one.

The purpose of Traffic Lights is to al
low for clear communication within a 
gaming group, increasing the emo tional 
safety for the participants. The system is 
designed to encourage frequent inter 
action with the cards—thereby re
ducing the taboo of indicating personal 
discomfort.

Traffic Lights is especially well suited 
for play with unfamiliar  groups—such 
as game sessions at conventions—as 
well as for games that explore sensitive 
themes.

CLARIFICATIONS
First off, the need for safety mechanics 
is contextual, and there is no universal 
safety mechanic that works flawlessly 
for everyone. Therefore Traffic Lights 
may not be the best choice for every 
gaming situation.

The cards are purposefully simple 
in their design—grasping how to use  
them needs to be easy. That said,  
some clarifications might be in order 
before you put Traffic Lights to use.

Open door policy
The door is always open—you may 
leave the room at any time. Make sure 
players know this. Leaving requires no 
explanation, and it will not be discussed 
or judged. If you’re at someone’s home, 
let everyone know where they can go 
if they need to leave or take a break. If 
you’re leaving and don’t plan on coming 
back, at least tell one of the others so 
that the rest of the group doesn’t have 
to be concerned about where you went.

Explain if you want to
If you want to, you can explain why 
you used the card—and also suggest 
alternative events that you would pre
fer. This makes it easier for the other 
players to understand how to adapt 
their behavior. However,  explanations 
are never required.

Respect the card
Using the card is a move that supersedes 
all other elements of play. Your group  
has to be prepared to change the con
tents of a scenario, change the mech
anics of the game system, or to change 
the aspects of character (such as their 
be havior, background, agenda, etcetera).

Here’s the bottom line: a player 
can use the card for any reason. Traffic 
Lights is a tool that values the players’ 
emotions. You never have to rationalize 
your use of the card, even to yourself. 
All it takes is an emotion—and no one 
may ever object to or question how 
someone uses the card. If you feel that 
any player exploits the power that the 
card conveys, this is a social problem 
and not a game problem: pause and 
have a discussion about the behaviour 
and what consequences it has.

It’s okay to change your mind
Sometimes you might find yourself in 
a situation where you first thought you 
were okay with something, just to rea
lise in hindsight that you’re not. Know 
that it is never too late to change your 
mind re garding your boundaries. You’re 
not bound to any logic when it comes 
to how you use and have used the card.

You’re only responsible for 
your own safety
It is your responsibility to use the safety 
mechanic when you feel the need to. 
You’re not supposed to try to figure 
out how the other players feel, or use 
the card in their place. If you’re unsure 
whether another player is really okay 
or not, check in with the whole group 
and ask if everyone’s okay with what’s 
going on.
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OPTIONS
Here are some optional safety pro
cedures that can be combined with 
Traffic Lights, allowing it to be custom
ized for your gaming situation.

Talk about boundaries  
before play
Traffic Lights is a tool for communi
cating boundaries during play. How
ever, it might still be a good idea to talk 
about what topics the game shouldn’t 
explore before you begin playing. If 
someone has a boundary that they 
want to state up front, they are free to 
do so without having to explain why. 
Not stating your boundaries at this 
point is of course also fine.and what 
consequences it has.

Fade to black
An additional way to use the card is to 
show the yellow/red side and say “fade 
to black”. Fading to black refers to the 
classic way that movies handle con
tent that is not appropriate to show 
on screen. A sex scene often fades to 
black or pans away from the charac
ters, let ting the viewers’ imagi nation do 
the rest. In horror movies the camera 
might pan away from a murder scene, 
only showing the characters’ shadows 
on a wall or a spurt of blood. This 
technique is also useable in roleplaying 
games when ap proaching content that 
you don’t want described in detail, but 
that you still want to keep as a part of 
your story.

Check in
Checking in with the group regularly 
between or during scenes can be a 
good addition, especially in games that 
de liberately explore sensitive topics. 
When checking in, you ask the group 
as a whole how they are feeling about 
what’s going on in the story. Don’t single 
anyone out by asking them specifically. 
This way you create an opportunity for 
each player to talk about their feelings 
without any added pressure. Make sure 
everyone listens to what the others 
have to say. No one has to say anything 
if they don’t want to.

Debriefing after play
It’s always good to give yourselves 
some time after a game session to 
talk about whatever happened in the 
story, as well as what happened at the 
table. When playing games that are 
heavy on sensitive topics it’s usually a 
good idea to schedule half an hour of  
actual debriefing.

Having a debriefing ensures that 
each player is brought back to reality, 
and that whatever fictional hierarchies 
you cre ated during play are leveled 
out. It serves as a dedicated space in 
time where you specifically talk about 
the sensitive topics of your game, let
ting the group reflect on what you’ve 
experienced and what you think and 
feel about it.
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to show that you’re uncom
fort able with where things 
are heading—and that your 
fellow players should change 
direction.
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the game. You don’t have to 
explain why, and you may 
leave the table if you want to. 
When you’re ready, you can 
restart with a new scene re
placing the previous one.
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