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What is traffic signal coordination? Traffic Signal Coordination occurs when a group of two or more traffic 
signals are working together so that cars moving through the group will make the least number of stops possible. 
In order for this to happen, each traffic signal in the group must allow a green light for all directions of travel 
during a fixed time period. In addition, the fixed time period must be the same for each traffic signal in the group. 
Since each traffic signal in a group runs through all its directions in the same time period, if then becomes 
possible to "line up" the green lights for one direction. The way the green lights "line up" depends on the distance 
between traffic signals and the speed of the traffic. 
 
DOES THIS MEAN I WILL NEVER HAVE TO STOP FOR A RED LIGHT? 
Unfortunately, the answer to this question is "NO". There are many reasons why, even when traffic signals are 
coordinated, you will still have to stop at red lights. Each of the reasons has to do with the amount of time 
available for the green light in your direction. In order to operate traffic signals safely, several things must be 
considered. Because of the fixed amount of time for the "coordinated" traffic signal to provide a green light for all 
of the traffic movements, each of the following has a direct relationship to the amount of time available for the 
green light at each traffic signal within a coordinated group along a roadway. 
 

 Pedestrian Crossing: For safety, enough time must be allowed for a pedestrian to cross the street from curb-
to-curb walking at a pace of four (4) feet per second. This is called the pedestrian clearance interval and is 
represented by the flashing “DON'T WALK” or upraised hands symbol. The wider the street, the more time 
needed to cross and the less lime available for the green light in the opposite direction. 

 

 Cross traffic: Like pedestrian crossing, enough time should be allocated to clear the waiting traffic on the 
cross street. The heavier the cross traffic, such as experienced near schools, businesses, and other heavy traffic 
generators, the more time needed to clear them through the intersection and the less time available for the 
green light in the “coordinated” direction. 

 

 Left-Turn Signals: Where left-turning traffic is especially heavy and/or the amount of opposing traffic is so 
heavy that there are not enough gaps in the traffic to safely complete a left-turn, left-turn signals are usually 
installed. The amount of time for left-turning traffic also limits the time permitted for the “through” traffic 
flow in the opposite direction. 

 

Each of the above factors limit the amount of time for the green light in the “coordinated” direction.  
 

 Two-Way Traffic Flow: Another thing that limits the amount of time for the green light in one direction is the 
need for “coordination” in the other direction as well. The distance between traffic signals and the speed of the 
traffic determine the way in which the green lights at the next traffic signal “line up.” If the spacing is not 
equal between traffic signals, the green lights may only “line up” well in one direction. When this happens, the 
green lights will normally “line up” better in the direction with the most traffic. The traffic in the other 
direction may have to stop.  

 

 Off-Peak Traffic Periods: Another reason that you may have to stop is that the traffic signals are not 
coordinated. During times when traffic is light, traffic signals often are allowed to run independently. Traffic 
signals are most often coordinated during the "peak" travel times when traffic is heaviest. These times are 
usually between 7:00-9:00 in the morning and 4:00-6:00 in the evening. 

 
WHY DO I HAVE TO WAIT SO LONG ON A SIDE STREET? 
Remember that in order to have “coordinated” traffic signals, each traffic signal in the group must be able to allow 
the green light for all movements during a common fixed time period. The time period chosen is usually 
determined by the largest intersection with the most different movements. This will most often be an intersection 
that has left-turn arrows for all directions and wide cross streets. For that reason, the time period that is fixed for 
each traffic signal may be rather long. So, if you are waiting for a green light to cross the “coordinated” street 
where there are no left-turn arrows and very light traffic on the side street, chances are very good that you will 
feel like you are waiting for a very long time. Actually, you should rarely have to wait any longer than about two 
minutes. This can sometimes seem like a very long time! 


