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1.  Introduction 
 
The JWG 11 Task Force met in Treviso from 15th to 17th February 2005 with the aim of agreeing 
a common classification scheme for the joint ISO 7000 and IEC 60417 database. Members of 
the Task Force attending the meeting were Sue Hooker (US), Sue Callihan (US), Anette 
Schwuchow (D) and John Perry (GB), plus Fred Brigham (GB) the Task Force leader. None of 
the Japanese members was able to attend but Yuji Nakamura kindly provided input by email. 

The Task Force took account of the following principles: 

1. The categories used for the classifications should reflect the needs of the database users 
(subscribers to the database and those involved in the technical work). 

2. Although immediate changes are necessary to accommodate the ISO 7000 symbols, the 
longer term aim is to provide an effective classification scheme for all graphical symbols for 
use on equipment.  

3. The existing eight shape categories used for the IEC 60417 symbols need to be further 
subdivided to allow more effective searching of the symbols (total number of symbols > 
3300). 

4. The application areas need to be extended to reflect the wider scope of the symbols from 
ISO 7000. 

5. The rules for allocating the symbols to categories need to be simple and clear so the 
classification can be carried out efficiently and reliably. 

6. Where possible, the common classification scheme should be backwards compatible in 
order to minimise the amount of reclassification of the IEC 60417 symbols. 

7. The new classification scheme should be capable of extension and refinement in the future. 

The members of Task Force agreed that the main emphasis should be placed on agreeing the 
classification scheme and providing the necessary explanation and guidelines for its application, 
rather than classifying as many symbols as possible during the meeting. (The classification of 
45 symbols was completed during the meeting.) 
 
The agreed categories for the classification according to shape, function and application are 
presented in sections 2 to 4 of this document. The allocation of keywords is covered in section 5.  
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During the meeting the Task Force applied the classifications using an MS Access database 
which contained the titles and descriptions (where available) of all the symbols from ISO 
7000:2004 plus the symbols which have been approved for publication since (symbols 2613, 
2629 and 2634 to 2654). It should be noted that the data can be exported from this Access 
database in Excel format, if so required. 
 
The final version of the data input form reflecting the agreed classification scheme is shown in 
Figure 1.  
 

 
 
Figure 1  Data input form showing the classification scheme agreed by the Task Force. 
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2.  Shape 
 
The shape categories are shown in Figure 1. Symbols may be classified in more than one basic 
category. Radio buttons indicate either/or options. Where check boxes are provided, more than 
one box may be selected. 
 
The basic categories are the similar to those used for IEC 60417 but with Polygons as a 
separate category and with Shields as a new category. To maintain compatibility with the 
already classified IEC symbols in the short term, Polygons could be included in the Rectangles 
category and Shields could be included in the Barrels and Ovals category. 
 
Letters have been included as a special category within “Depicting shapes” to enable existing 
symbols containing letters to be classified. This does not imply that the Task Force wishes to 
encourage the use of letters in new symbols. (The use of letters in graphical symbols is a policy 
matter which should be addressed as a coordination issue by the relevant subcommittees.) 
 
Persons are also included as a special category within “Depicting shapes”. It was decided that a 
Miscellaneous category would not be helpful for users. 
 
It was agreed that all shape elements in the graphical representation should be included in the 
data capture, even though the search options provided to users might not make full use of all 
the data in the first instance. The initial search options should be as follows: 
 

1. Search for up to two basic shapes (Shape 1 OR Shape 2, or Shape 1 AND Shape 2), for 
example “Circles AND Arrows”. 

2. Search for up to two shape subcategories (Subcategory 1 OR Subcategory 2, or 
Subcategory 1 AND Subcategory 2), for example “Single circles AND Double headed 
arrows”. The subcategories may be within the same basic shape (eg. “Multiple arrows 
AND Curved arrows”. 

 
This is in line with the current Advanced Search options but it takes account of the multiple 
basic shapes and the subcategories. More complex searches involving shapes should be 
avoided until the corresponding user requirements have been identified. 
 
Guidelines to help achieve a consistent shape classification are presented in the Annex to this 
document. 
 
3.  Function 
 
An input to the meeting received from Yuji Nakamura prompted the Task Force radically to 
reconsider the existing classification according to function. The starting point of the proposal 
was the list of the uses of graphical symbols for use on equipment from the scope of IEC 
80416-1. 
 
The new functional categories agreed correspond to this list but with “to indicate functional 
states or functions” split into two separate categories (“Designation of equipment” and “Control”) 
and with the addition of an additional category for safety related symbols. The latter may have 
been omitted from the scope of IEC 80416-1 in order to avoid weakening the explicit exclusion 
of safety signs. However, it was felt that although safety signs should clearly be excluded, there 
are still many symbols which are safety related and it was therefore helpful to users to include a 
corresponding category. 
 
The agreed categories are shown in Table 1. The Control category is very large and the 
previous related categories (i.e. “Movement”, “Transmission, processing and registration of 
information”, “Variation” and “Image production and processing”) have been lost. However, the 
Task Force found it difficult to distinguish reliably between these additional categories. More 
importantly, ordinary users would not understand the subtle distinctions and are more likely to 
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use the new, simpler functions to complement searching by shape, application area and 
keyword. 
 
Table 1  Categories for classification according to function. 
 

 
Function 

 
Explanation 

Mapping to 
previous 

categories 
Designation of 
equipment 

to identify a particular piece of equipment or 
part of the equipment (eg. 5193 “Printer”) 

6.4 

Operational state to indicate the state, status or phase of an 
action, operation or process (eg. 5877 “Low 
light mode”) 

6.2 

Control to indicate a control for an action, operation 
or process (eg. 5640 “Main wash, 
dishwasher) 

6.1, 6.3, 6.5, 
6.7, 6.8 

Connection, interruption to designate a physical connection such as 
terminals and filling points (eg. 5009 “Stand-
by”) 

6.6 

Packaging related to provide information on packaging such as 
the identification of content or instructions for 
handling (eg. 0623 “This way up”) 

new 

Instructions and alerts to provide instructions for the operation of 
the equipment including limitations of use 
(eg. 5109 “Not to be used in residential 
areas) and alerts requiring user action 

new 

Safety related to provide critical personal protection or 
safety information (eg. 5216 “Suitable for live 
working”) 

6.9 

 
 
The categories “Time”, “Display” and “Information concerning people” have also been lost. It 
was noted that these categories might better be handled as keywords. Furthermore, in IEC 
60417: 2002, no symbols could be found in these categories which were not also included in 
another category. 
 
The new functional categories correspond to the major uses of graphical symbols and can be 
understood and clearly distinguished by those who need to classify the graphical symbols and 
by ordinary users of the database. By complementing searching using the application area and 
keywords, the simplification will lead to an increase if the effectiveness and usefulness of the 
database.  
 
Note - In view of the simple mapping of the previous categories to the new categories, the 
symbols in IEC 60417 could be reclassified automatically. 
 
 
4.  Application 
 
Annex A of ISO 7000:2004 lists the publications in which the graphical symbols appear plus the 
relevant technical committee or subcommittee. The Task Force decided that the application 
area of the publication should determine the application area of the graphical symbols.  Table 2 
shows the application areas with the relevant publications and committees. 
 
This information can therefore be used to derive the application areas for each symbol. It should 
be possible to do this within the database by adapting the data model.  As there are some 
symbols which are not linked to a publication, it will be necessary to allow these symbols to be 
directly linked to the application areas, as is currently the case for the IEC 60417 symbols. 
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Table 2  Application areas with corresponding ISO publications and committees 
 
Application area Publication / Committee 
General 
 

 

Audiovisual 
 

[+ IEC publications / committees] 

Telephone and telecommunications 
 

[+ IEC publications / committees] 

Marine:  
 Small craft 
 
 
 
 
 Maritime navigation 
 

 
ISO 11591 (TC 188) 
ISO 12217-2 (TC 188) 
ISO 14895 (TC 188) 
ISO 11192 (TC 188) 
 
[+ IEC 60417 publications / TCs] 

Home electric appliances 
 
 

[+ IEC 60417 publications / committees] 

Health care: 
 Medical equipment  
 
 
 
 Dental equipment 

 
ISO 8537 (TC 84) 
ISO 15223 (TC 210, TC 210/SC 3, TC 76) 
[+ IEC 60417 publications / committees] 
 
ISO 9687 (TC 106/SC 6) 
 

Safety aspects: 
 Personal safety equipment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Equipment for fire protection and fire 

fighting 
 

 
ISO 11393 (TC 94/SC 13) 
ISO 13688 (TC 94/SC 13) 
ISO 13998 (TC 94/SC 13) 
ISO 13999 (TC 94/SC 3) 
ISO 17249 (TC 94/SC 3) 
[+ IEC 60417 publications / committees] 
 
ISO 10085 (TC 21)  
ISO 7240 (TC 21/SC 3) 

Welding equipment 
 

ISO 7286 (TC 44/SC 6) 
ISO 7287 (TC 44/SC 8) 
[+ IEC 60417 publications / committees] 
 

Office equipment: 
 Dictation equipment, duplicators, 

imaging and document coping machines
 
 
 
 Information technology 
 

 
ISO/IEC 13251 (ISO/IEC JTC 1/SC 35) 
ISO/IEC 6329 (ISO/IEC JTC 1) 
ISO 4062 (ISO/IEC JTC 1) 
ISO 12034 (TC 171/SC 2) 
ISO 9878 (TC 171/SC 2) 
ISO/IEC 9995 (ISO/IEC JTC 1/SC 35) 

Textile machinery 
 

ISO 5232 (TC 72/SC 9) 

Tools and machine tools 
 
Numerically controlled equipment 
 

ISO 369 (TC 39) 
 
ISO 2972 (TC 184/SC 1) 

Measurement and calibration (incl. balancing 
machines) 
 

ISO 3719 (TC 108/SC 1) 
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Vehicles: 
 Road vehicles 
 
 
 
 
 Internal combustion engines  
 
 
 Industrial trucks 
 
 Off road vehicles 
 
 
 

 
ISO 7639 (TC 22/SC 3)  
ISO 2575 (TC 22/SC 13) 
ISO 6727 (TC 22/22) 
ISO 4129 (TC 22/SC 23) 
 
ISO 2261 (TC 70) 
ISO 8999 (TC 70) 
 
ISO 3287 (TC 110/SC 2) 
 
ISO 6405 (TC 127/SC 3) 
ISO 7296 (TC 96/SC 6) 
ISO 3767 (TC 23/SC 14) 

Marking for handling of goods 
 

ISO 780 (TC 122) 

Aerospace  
 

ISO 11532 (TC 20/SC 9) 

Photography/cinematography  
 
 

ISO 6516 (TC 42) 
ISO 10284 (TC 36) 

Mobile elevating work platforms 
 

ISO 20381 (TC 242) 

 
Where appropriate, categories have been split into subcategories, eg. Health care = Medical 
equipment plus Dental equipment. Three further categories, “Heating, Cooling, Ventilation”, 
“Printing and publishing” and “Financial services” were considered but no corresponding 
publications were identified. 
 
The Task Force did not make a final decision about the general application category. The 
default is that all graphical symbols for use on equipment can be used for any application 
provided that the meaning is appropriate and there are no specific restrictions. This would 
suggest that the general application area is redundant. Also, by only including certain symbols 
in this category, the database users may be given the misleading impression that the other 
symbols cannot be used outside their specific application areas. Examination of the general 
application symbols in IEC 60417 reveals that the selection criteria are unclear - for example 
why is the symbol 5668 “Nurse” included? 
 
The Task Force proposes three options for the consideration of JWG 11: 
 
• All symbols are assumed to be in the general category. (This may be the actively preferred 

option and it is also the default option if neither of the alternative options is appropriate.) 
• JWG 11 defines clear and unambiguous criteria for a general category. These could be, for 

example, “symbols intended for the general public” but the rules for deciding which symbols 
are included must be made explicit. 

• The general category could be defined operationally as the most commonly used symbols. 
Empirical data would be required to determine which symbols should be included, for 
example the number of downloads from the database. 

 
 
5.  Keywords 
 
Keywords are words which are associated with a group, family or “cluster” of graphical symbols. 
For IEC 60417, keywords were allocated independently of the title and description of the symbol. 
A drop-down menu from which one keyword can be selected is included in the Advance Search 
option. 
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This is the correct way to use keywords. However, most searching on the internet does not 
involve the use of keywords in this way. The term keyword has come to mean a word which a 
user thinks of when performing a text search (as in Google). The Task Force therefore decided 
that having keyword searching from a drop-down list as separate option to text searching would 
be confusing for ordinary users of the database. 
 
It was therefore agreed to extend text searching of the titles and descriptions of the symbols by 
including an additional field “supplementary search terms”. These are words which users are 
likely to search for which do not appear in the title or description.  Alternative spellings should 
also be included, for example “rollbar” for symbol ISO 7000-2636 (see Figure 1).  
 
Unfortunately, descriptions for the symbols from ISO 7000:2004 have not been included in the 
database even though many have already been published in the collective standards ISO/IEC 
13251 and IEC 60878.  These descriptions should therefore be taken into account when the 
supplementary search terms are added, i.e. terms which occur in these descriptions should not 
be repeated as supplementary search terms.  JWG 11 should take action to ensure that the 
descriptions are added to the database as soon as possible. 
 
It is recommended that “packaging” should be included as a supplementary search term for 
symbols which are given the functional classification “Packaging related” in order to allow users 
full flexibility in their searching strategy.  The text search should find parts of a word, for 
example in the case of ISO 7000-2636 searching for “raise” would find the word “raises”. 
However, a “find whole words only” option should also be provided. 
 
 
6. Conclusion and further recommendations 
 
The Task Force recommendations cover all aspects of the classification scheme. The only 
outstanding question is the general application category. This is not essential and should only 
be added if the category can be defined in a useful and meaningful way with clear and 
unambiguous criteria. 
 
The classification of the remaining ISO 7000 symbols should be completed as soon as possible. 
It is proposed that there should be a further physical meeting to progress this work. In principle, 
no further changes to the classification scheme would be allowed. Any outstanding 
classifications of ISO 7000 symbols remaining after the meeting should be allocated to 
individuals. 
 
After this meeting, it is proposed that there should be a final meeting of the Task Force, possibly 
with some new members, to update the classifications for IEC 60417. This would involve: 
• addition of the shape classifications, 
• review of the functional classification, in particular allocation of symbols to the new 

categories “Packaging related” and “Instructions and alerts”, and 
• addition of publications and committees to Table 2 so the application area can also be 

derived from the relevant publications in the future. 
 
The further meetings of the Task Force could be combined with JWG 11 or other meetings but 
only if sufficient time is made available to complete the required activities.
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Annex 
 
Guidelines for classifying symbols according to shape 
 
 
Basic form 
 
• The form should be classified in terms of the overall visual impression 

of the element. The angles of a rectangle, for example, may deviate 
from 90 degrees, or the corners may be rounded as in the case of 
ISO 7000-1104. 

 
• Open figures can be considered closed if the “Gestalt” principles of 

perceptual psychology result in closure. For example, ISO 7000-1107 
contains a square. 

 
• All elements should be included but not purely notional elements 

such as the curved line round the circle in ISO 7000-1105. 

 
 
 
Category “depicting shapes” 
 
• The shape depicted should be a recognisable object for the normal 

users of the equipment. For example, for operators of a press tool, 
ISO 7000-0305 depicts a recognisable object. 

 
• The shape is also permissible if it corresponds to a commonly 

accepted stylization of the object rather than the actual appearance, 
for example ISO 700-0034. 

 
• The object depicted must be unambiguous. ISO 7000-0027 (and also 

ISO 7000-0504, ISO 7000-0543, ISO 7000-0544 and ISO 7000-0545) 
depict something cold both it is unclear whether this is, for example, 
an ice crystal or a snow flake. 
 
Similarly, ISO 7000-1101 could depict any type of material passing 
round rollers, eg. textiles, rope or paper. It does not depict a specific 
object. 

 

 
• The elements within an object should not be classified separately 

when the depicting shape category is used.  For example, ISO 7000-
1134 depicts a paper clip and the single curved line should not be 
included. 

 
 


