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Summary of the common classification scheme for the joint 
ISO - IEC graphical symbols database 
 
1.  Introduction 
 
The common classification scheme is described in the reports of the JWG 11 Task Force 
(documents JWG 11 N105 and N113). The recommendations have been accepted by JWG 11 
and proposed to ISO/TC145 SC 3 and IEC SC 3C for approval and implementation. 
 
N105 and N113 provide the formal description of the agreed scheme. This informal document 
provides an overview of the scheme with examples and guidelines for the classification work 
and implementation. 
 
The common classification scheme covers the following areas: 

• Geometric form 
• Function 
• Application area 
• Keywords 

 
The JWG 11 Task Force leader created an Access database for capturing the classification 
data. The data input form is shown in Figure 1.  
 
This form provides an overview of most aspects of the classification scheme but it does not 
include the application areas which are covered in section 4 of this document. It should be 
noted that the form is for data input only and does not correspond to any search forms for users 
of the joint database. 
 

 
 
Figure 1  Data input form showing the classification scheme agreed by the Task Force. 
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2.  Geometric form 
 
The geometric form categories are Lines, Arrows, Rectangles, Squares, Polygons, Circles, 
Barrels and Ovals, Shields, Triangles and Depicting shape, as shown in Figure 1. Radio buttons 
indicate either/or options. The check box options for the categories Arrows and Depicting shape 
provide supplementary information which is in addition to the radio button selection. 
 
The basic categories are similar to those used for IEC 60417 but with Polygons as a separate 
category and with Shields as a new category. The meaning of the categories should be 
interpreted broadly rather than narrowly, for example the category Rectangle should be used for 
any "rectangular" form. 
 
The additional field “Filled” allows the possibility of searching for filled areas. 
 
As many symbols will be classified as Depicting shape, subcategories are required to reduce 
the number of symbols found when searching, and/or to group the symbols found. The following 
supplementary information provides the basis for adding the subcategories: 
 

Object(s) seen: This is the recognisable object (or objects) which can clearly be seen by 
someone who is familiar with the equipment.  The subcategories People and Letters, 
Punctuation etc already exist. For other shapes, the name of the object should be written in 
the text box "Other". For example in 1169 an (oil) drop and a (gear) wheel can be seen. The 
object may relate indirectly to the meaning of the symbol, eg. in the case of 0621 the wine 
glass denotes "fragile". However, the schematic representation of the oil filter in 1169 
should not be classified as Depicting shape. 
 
By collecting this information during the classification work it will be possible to add 
subcategories for "drop", "glass" etc in the future.  The object can be described more 
precisely for the moment, eg. "oil drop", but the corresponding shape subcategories created 
will be generic, i.e. "drop". The naming of the object seen also provides a check that the 
category Depicting shape is being properly and consistently used. 
 
Primary form of object(s): In addition to depicting an object, the shape may also have a 
distinct geometric form. The basic form categories are therefore provided as check boxes to 
indicate the primary form where this is appropriate. The gear wheel in 1169 has a clear 
primary form (circles) but the oil drop does not. The primary form should therefore only be 
indicated for the gear wheel. If more than one object is depicted in the symbol, more than 
one primary form may be selected. One primary form per object should normally suffice but 
if two or more forms are clearly visible then a multiple selection can be made. By capturing 
this data the primary form subcategories will be ready for immediate use in the joint 
database. 

 

  
 
 
All geometric form elements present in the graphical symbol should be captured. This includes 
the possibility of classifying a symbol as both Depicting shape and one or more of the other 
geometric forms (eg. Lines and Circles) when these are present in addition to the shape. 
However, the main geometric form categories should not be used to classify elements which are 
part of a shape depicted. The primary form check boxes should be used for this. 
 
Additional examples and guidelines to help with the classification according to geometric form 
are presented in Table 1 and Table 2. 
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Table 1 Examples and guidelines for the basic geometric form categories 
 
• 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 symbol 1104. 
 
Classification: single rectangle, multiple straight lines 

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

perceptual psychology result in closure. For example, symbol 1107 contains 
a square. 
 
Classification: single square, single double headed arrow 

 
• A line is single when it has only two ends (and could therefore be drawn 

manually without lifting the pen from the paper). 
 
Examples: 
 
0192 –  Classification: single straight and curved line 
 
 
 
 
 
0714 and 5033 – Classification: multiple straight and curved lines 
 
 
 
 
 
0847 – Classification: multiple straight and curved lines plus "filled" 
 

 

 
5033 

 

 
• For arrows, “straight” and “curved” refer to the first part of the shaft where it 

leaves the arrow head. In the case where the shaft continues and changes 
from straight to curved (or vice versa) the rest of the shaft is classified as a 
separate line. 
 
5656 – Classification: single curved double headed arrow 
 
0924 – Classification: single straight arrow, single straight and curved line. 

 

5656 

 

 
• The right hand element in symbol 1115 is considered to be a straight arrow 

despite the lack of a shaft. 
 
Classification: multiple straight arrows, single straight line 

 
• Dimensional arrows should be classified as “straight”, eg. 0919. 

 
Classification: multiple straight arrows, multiple straight lines 
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Table 2  Examples and guidelines for the category Depicting shape 
 
• The shape depicted should be a recognisable object for the normal users of 

the equipment. For example, for operators of a press tool,  symbol 0305 
depicts a recognisable object. 
 
Object(s) seen: press tool 

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

stylization of the object rather than the actual appearance, for example  
symbol 0034. 
 
Object(s) seen: thermometer 

 
• The ice or snow crystal in 0027 is a stylized object and also has a distinctive 

polygonal form: 
 
Object(s) seen: ice or snow crystal, Primary form: polygons 

 
 

 
• Symbol 1101 depicts a band of material passing round rollers. The band is 

continuous even though it is "notional" (not separately depicted) when in 
contact with the rollers. 
 
Object(s) seen: rollers and band, Primary form: circles 

 
• Symbol 1134 depicts a paper clip but the primary form "lines" should also be 

classified. 
 
Object(s) seen: paper clip, Primary form: lines 

 
• The % sign should be classified under Letters/punctuation and the curved 

lines represent water (somewhat schematic but clearly recognisable). The 
straight lines however do not depict an object and are classified as a 
geometric form. 
Object(s) seen: Letters/punctuation, water, Primary form: lines (water) 
plus geometric form: multiple straight lines 

 

• The whole shape represents a cylinder and the primary form is a polygon. 
 
Object(s) seen: (Plasticizing) cylinder and screw, Primary form: Polygon 

 
• The stylus should be classified as depicting shape but the template should 

be classified as lines as the shape is arbitrary and does not represent a 
particular object. 
Object(s) seen: stylus, Primary form: rectangle 
plus geometric form: single arrow, multiple straight and curved lines  

• The drop and gear wheel should be classified as depicting shape but not the 
schematic representation of the oil filter. 
 
Object(s) seen: (gear) wheel, (oil) drop, Primary form: circles 
plus geometric form: multiple straight lines 

 
• The feeder wheels should not be classified as circles as so little of them is 

visible. Although the “Gestalt” principle allows gaps and interruptions in the 
geometric forms, at least 75% of the form should be visible.  
Object(s) seen: (feeder) wheels, Primary form: circles 
plus geometric form: multiple straight arrows 
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3.  Function 
 
The new Function categories correspond to the various different uses of graphical symbols. 
They are based on the list of uses in the scope of IEC 80416-1. The use “to indicate functional 
states or functions” is split into two separate categories (“Designation of equipment” and 
“Control”) and an additional category for safety related symbols has been added. The 
categories are shown in Table 3 with an explanation and the mapping to the previous categories 
used for IEC 60417. 
 
 
Table 3  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 identify physical or functional 
connections, interruptions, starting or 
stopping (eg. 1395 “Fuel shut-off”, 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”). 
Instructions for handling should also be 
classified under Instructions and alerts. 

new 

Instructions and alerts To provide instructions for the operation of 
the equipment including limitations of use 
(eg. 0237 "Unleaded fuel only", 5109 “Not to 
be used in residential areas), alerts requiring 
user action (eg. 5418 "Dust bag full", and 
information for people (eg. 5663 "Next 
person"). In all cases user action is involved. 

new 

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

6.9 

 
Symbols may be classified in more than one category, for example 0623 "This way up" is 
Packaging related and should also be classified under Instructions and alerts. 
 
Many symbols could in principle be classified under Operational state and Control even if only 
one of these uses was in mind when the symbol was proposed for registration. Where both uses 
are possible, the symbol should be classified under both of these categories. 
 
The new function categories are intended to be used to complement the other search criteria, in 
particular the application area and keywords. 
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4.  Application areas 
 
The agreed application areas are listed in Table 4: 
 
Table 4   List of application areas 
 

• General 
• Aerospace 
• Audio, video and multimedia 
• Electrical control and supply equipment 
• Elevating work platforms 
• Health care: 

o Medical equipment  
o Dental equipment 

• Household appliances 
• Leisure and sport 
• Luminaires 
• Marine:  

o Small craft 
o Maritime navigation 

• Measurement and calibration (incl. balancing machines) 
• Office equipment 
• Photography/cinematography  
• Printing and publishing 
• Safety aspects: 

o Safety of persons 
o Safety of equipment 
o Fire safety equipment 

• Telephone and telecommunications 
• Textile machinery 
• Tools, machine tools and numerically controlled equipment 

 
• Transport, handling and packaging 
• Vehicles: 

o Road vehicles 
o Internal combustion engines  
o Industrial trucks 
o Off-road machines 

• Welding equipment 
 
In the case of Health care, Marine, Safety aspects and Vehicles, sub-areas are included. 
 
The method of allocating graphical symbols to application areas is illustrated in Figure 2. This is 
either direct (as previously done for IEC 60417) or via a publication. 
 
The figure shows how ten symbols are linked to two application areas. Symbols 1 and 2 are 
found only in Publication A which is linked to Application area 1. Symbol 3 is not found in any 
publication but has a direct link to Application area 1. Symbols 4 to 8 are found in both 
Publications B and C which are linked to Application areas 1 and 2 respectively. Symbols 9 and 
10 are also not found in any publication but are directly linked to Application area 2. 
 
The links between the publications and the application areas are shown in Annex 2 of JWG 11 
N113 and the links between the ISO 7000 symbols and the publications are already in the 
database. As the information required to classify the application areas already exists, the teams 
from ISO/TC 145/SC 3 and IEC SC 3C which carry out the further classification work do not 
need to include the application area. 



Page 7 of 8 

 

 
 
Figure 2  Allocation of graphical symbols to application areas 
 
 
5.  Keywords 
 
In the new scheme keywords are the relevant words chosen by people using the common 
database text search function.  
 
These are often words which appear in the title, description or note. However, in some cases 
important words do not appear, eg. the symbols 5418 "Dust bag full" and 5572 "Cable coiling" 
do not contain any reference to a vacuum cleaner, the product on which these symbols would 
most likely be used. 
 
Such terms should therefore be added in the field "supplementary search terms" taking the 
following guidelines into account: 

• separate each term with a comma (a term may consist of more than one word) 
• provide common alternative spellings (misspellings) 
• give the term in the singular not the plural unless plural is essential for the meaning 
• if a word can be spelled with or without a space, or with or without a hyphen, eg. roll bar, 

rollbar, roll-bar, give the version without the space or hyphen, i.e. rollbar (spaces and 
hyphens are ignored by the search function) 

 
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 need not 
be repeated as supplementary search terms. 
 
It is recommended that “packaging” should be included as a supplementary search term for 
symbols which are given the function classification “Packaging related” in order to allow users 
full flexibility in their searching strategy.  
 
 
 

 
 

Application area 
 

1 

 
 

Application area 
 
2 

 

Symbol 2

Symbol 3

Symbol 4

Symbol 5

Publication 
A 

(TC xx) 

Publication 
B 

(TC yy) 

Publication 
C 

(TC zz) 

Symbol 1

Symbol 7

Symbol 8

Symbol 10

Symbol 9

Symbol 6



Page 8 of 8 

6. Further notes 
 
These notes concern the implementation of the classification scheme in the joint database or 
the registration of new symbols rather than the classification work to be carried out by the teams 
from ISO/TC 145/SC 3 and IEC SC 3C. 
 
Geometric form categories: 
 

• If there is a need to maintain compatibility with the already classified IEC symbols as an 
interim measure, Polygons could be included in the Rectangles category and Shields 
could be included in the Barrels and Ovals category. 

 
• The initial search options provided for users should be as follows: 

 
o Search for up to two basic forms (Form 1 OR Form 2, or Form 1 AND Form 2), 

for example “Circles AND Arrows”. 
o Search for up to two form 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 form (eg. 
“Multiple arrows AND Curved arrows”). 

 
This is in line with the current Advanced Search options but it takes account of the 
multiple basic forms and the subcategories. More complex searches involving shapes 
should be avoided until the corresponding user requirements have been identified. 

 
 
Application area 
 

• New symbols will need to be allocated to the areas of application as part of the 
registration process. If there is no link via a publication, a direct link will have to be made. 
It will be necessary to check for new publications containing symbols and update the links 
between the publications and application areas as required. This may include the addition 
of new application areas. 

 
 
Keywords: 
 

• The text search function adds a wild card character automatically to the end of words so, 
for example, the term "machines" would be found when "machine" is entered. A “find 
whole words only” option and a case sensitive option should also be provided. The search 
function removes spaces from words, eg. air bag > airbag. It should also be possible to 
search for a group of words. 

 
• The current keywords for the IEC 60417 symbols should automatically be added as 

supplementary search terms. Any duplication of terms which appear in the title and 
description will not be a problem. 

 


