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For ISO project 80416-4, further revised Working Draft prepared by Project Leader, Mr. Richard 
Hodgkinson, taking into account the documents JWG 11 N 65 and JWG 11 N 61 was received 
on 2001-10-11. The draft was in two parts. The first part was issued as JWG 11 N 67. 
 
This document is the second part reproduced as received from him. 
 
The members of ISO/IEC JWG 11 are encouraged to study the proposal of need for 
standardization. Comments and contributions in relation with JWG 11 N 67 for 3WD 80416-4 are 
welcome. They should be posted to the mailing list: 

JWG11@hike.tu.chiba-u.ac.jp 
with “Subject: Admonishment” by 2001-11-30. 
 

-------------- 
 
“The first is my working draft for the approved new work item of ISO/IEC 80416 - 4, taking into 
account ISO/IEC 80416 - 3 (I've adopted much of the opening clauses and structure), my 
submission to the Firenze meeting in March (JWG 11 N61) and the German contribution in JWG 
11 N38A. There is still more that I could add, but consider it best to share this draft with the 
remainder of JWG 11 experts and NBs to give folks time to prepare comments for the next 
meeting. Also, I will be travelling on business and holiday between 18th October and 11th 
November, so will be unable to further develop the document during that time. 
 
The second document addresses a concern that I have regarding the absence of 
admonishment/warning symbols standards for software and the consequent "miss-appropriation" 
of safety warning symbols. This might provide the foundation of a project for ISO/TC 145, IEC/SC 
3C or JWG 11, since it spans both symbols and software icons. 
 
As I may have already informed you, due to expense restraints within IBM, I am unable to attend 
the next meeting in person, but wish to participate via a 'phone or teleconferencing link....I'll await 
your guidance on this.” 
 

-------------- 



Standardisation of software "admonishment" symbols 
 
Currently there are no universal standards (either "de facto", or International) that address 
admonishment (or warning) symbols for software products. These symbols are typically 
incorporated within error or warning messages to the software user advising them that a 
problem has occurred, or that an irreversible step (with potentially serious, though not 
hazardous, consequences) is about to be taken, for example: 

 
 
There are established hierarchies for the levels of importance for these symbols, for example: 

Icon Alert Type Description 

 

Critical The user is informed that a serious problem has occurred 
which requires intervention or corrective action before the 
process can proceed. 

 

Warning Alerts the user to a condition or situation requiring a 
decision and input before the process will continue, such as 
a potential action which could have irreversible or 
destructive consequences.  
The message may be constructed as a question – for 
example, “Do you want to save changes to ‘yourdoc.doc’?” 

 

Information Displays information relating to the results of a command. 
No choices of response are given; the user clicks the OK 
button to acknowledge the message and proceeds. 

 
However, it will be noted that the above Warning symbol alerts the user to a situation where 
there is no personal hazard. The symbol used is very similar to the one present in ISO FDIS 
3864-1:2001 - Graphical symbols - Safety colours and safety signs - Part 1: Design principles 
for safety signs in workplaces and public places, to be used for Warning where there is a risk 
of personal danger. In the context of personal computers the Warning symbol in ISO 3864 
can be used to advise operatives of potential electrical, mechanical or heat hazards. 
 
It has been argued that if a person first encountered this symbol in a non-hazardous situation 
(e.g. in a software message) and consequently ignores it when encountered alongside 
electronic circuitry and subsequently receives an electric shock, then there could be grounds 
for litigation. 
 
There are possible solutions to this problem: 
1. The ISO community creates a standard for software admonishment/warning message 

symbols. These are not "icons" in the true sense, since they are not interactive, i.e. will 
not invoke some further action if selected by a mouse pointer. Such a standard could be 
developed in ISO/TC 145  - IEC/SC 3C, JWG 11 or in ISO/IEC JTC 1/SC 35 (User 
interfaces) WG 2 (Icons) or WG 3 (Symbols). As with other software symbol 
standardisation, existing symbols could be adopted, where no conflicts exist and they are 
considered to be appropriate and commonly used. 

2. ISO could request software manufacturers not to miss-use (and thereby dilute the value 
of) standardised safety symbols for non-hazardous situations. 

 
Richard Hodgkinson, 2001-10-11  


