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INTRODUCTION:
THE UNIVERSAL
LANGUAGE OF
POWER

Every  day,  billions  of
people  around  the
world  press  a  small
button  or  flip  a  switch
to turn devices on and
off.  Whether  it  is  a
t e l e v i s i o n ,  a
smartphone,  a kitchen
appliance, or a piece of
industrial  machinery,
the  action  is  almost
always  guided  by  a
simple  set  of  visual
cues: the symbols for
on  and  off  power.
These icons are among
the  most  universally

recognized  glyphs  in
modern  life,  yet  their
origin,  meaning,  and
proper  use  are  often
m i s u n d e r s t o o d .
Understanding  these
symbols is  not merely
a  matter  of  technical
knowledge; it  is about
apprec ia t ing  how
design,  engineering,
and  global  standards
come  together  to
create  intuitive  user
exper iences.  This
article will  explore the
history,  meaning,
v a r i a t i o n s ,  a n d
practical importance of
t h e  s y m b o l s  t h a t
control  the  flow  of
electricity in our world.
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THE ORIGINS OF
THE POWER

SYMBOL

T h e  m o s t  f a m o u s
symbol  for  power,  the
one  that  combines  a
vertical  line  inside  a
broken  circle,  did  not
appear out of nowhere.
I ts  roots  l ie  in  the
binary  language  of
e l e c t r o n i c s :  t h e
numerals  1  and  0.  In
d i g i t a l  l o g i c ,  1
represents  "on"  or
" t r u e , "  w h i l e  0
represents  "off"  or
"false."  Engineers  and
designers  needed  a
single,  compact  icon
that could convey both
states  simultaneously,
especially  as  devices
b e g a n  t o  f e a t u r e
standby  modes.

The

Binary
Foundatio
n: 1 and
0
B e f o r e  t h e  n o w -
ubiquitous circle with a
line,  many  devices
s i m p l y  u s e d  t h e
numerals  1  and  0  to
indicate  power  states.
You  can  still  find  this
on older equipment or
o n  s o m e  t o g g l e
switches. The "1" stood
for  the  presence  of
current,  and  the  "0"
stood  for  its  absence.
While  functional,  this
representation  lacked
visual  elegance  and
could be confusing on
small buttons or in low-
light  conditions.  The
move  toward  a  unified
symbol  was driven by
the  need  for  clarity
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across  different
c u l t u r e s  a n d
languages.

The IEC
5009
Standard
The  breakthrough
c a m e  w i t h  t h e
I n t e r n a t i o n a l
E l e c t r o t e c h n i c a l
Commission  (IEC),  the
global  body  that  sets
standards for electrical
technology.  In  1973,
the  IEC  introduced
standard  5009,  which
formally  defined  the
symbol  for  "standby"
o r  " p o w e r . "  T h i s
symbol  is  officially
described  as  a  circle
( r e p r e s e n t i n g
completeness  or  the
cycle of power) with a
vertical line through its
top.  It  is  crucial  to
understand  that  the

IEC  5009  symbol  was
designed  for  the
standby state, not for
a  hard  "on"  or  "off."
The  symbol  indicates
t h a t  a  d e v i c e  i s
connected to the mains
supply  and  can  be
turned on by pressing
the button. It is a "soft"
on/off,  meaning  the
device  never  fu l ly
disconnects  from  the
power  source.

DECODING THE
MAIN SYMBOLS:
ON, OFF, AND
STANDBY

To use  these  symbols
correctly,  one  must
differentiate  between
three primary states: a
complete circuit (on), a
broken circuit (off), and
a state that bridges the
two  (standby).  The
symbols  for  on and
off  power  are  best
understood as a family
of related icons.
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The "On"
Symbol
(Line)
T h e  s y m b o l  f o r  a
device  that  is  ful ly
powered  and  actively
functioning is a simple
vertical  line.  This  line
represents  a  closed
circuit where electricity
flows continuously. You
wi l l  o f ten  see  th is
symbol  a lone  on  a
device  that  has  no  off
switch,  or  it  may  be
used  in  conjunction
with  the  off  symbol.  In
s o m e  c o n t e x t s ,
especially  in  audio
equipment,  the  on
symbol  might  be  a
circle  with  a  line,  but
the pure line by itself is
t h e  m o s t  d i r e c t
representation  of  an
active  state.

The "Off"
Symbol
(Circle)
T h e  s y m b o l  f o r  a
d e v i c e  t h a t  i s
c o m p l e t e l y
disconnected  from
power is a single circle.
This  circle  represents
an  open  circuit  or  a
completed  break.
When you  see  only  a
circle  on  a  button,
pressing  that  button
will  completely  shut
down  the  dev i ce ,
cutting all power to the
main components. This
is often referred to as a
"hard" off.

The
Combine
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d
"On/Off"
Symbol
(Line in a

Circle)
The  most  common
symbol found on power
buttons  today  is  the
v e r t i c a l  l i n e
intersecting  a  circle.
This  is  the  IEC  5009
"standby"  symbol,  but
it  has  become  widely
a c c e p t e d  a s  t h e
g e n e r a l  p o w e r
symbol.  It  indicates
that the device can be
toggled  between  on
and  off  states,  but  it
may  not  completely
disconnect  from  the
m a i n s .  F o r  m a n y
everyday  devices  like
televisions, computers,
and monitors, pressing

this  button  puts  the
device  into  a  low-
power  standby  mode,
not a full power-down.
This  is  a  source  of
frequent  confusion,
and it  is  important  to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
nuance.

VARIATIONS AND
THEIR MEANINGS

Not all  power symbols
are  created  equal.
Different  industries,
r e g i o n s ,  a n d
manufacturers  have
developed  variations
on  the  basic  theme.
Recognizing  these
variations can help you
operate  equipment
correctly  and  avoid
unintended  shutdowns
or data loss.

The
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"Power
Off"
Symbol
(Broken
Circle

with Line)
Sometimes you will see
the familiar line inside
a circle, but the circle
itself is broken or open.
This  symbol  explicitly
indicates  that  the
device  is  in  an  off
state.  It  is  essentially
the inverse of the IEC
5009  symbol.  This
v a r i a t i o n  i s  l e s s
common  but  can  be
found  on  some  high-
end  audio  equipment
or specialized industrial
controls.  It  is  a  clear
visual  statement  that
t h e  c i r c u i t  i s

interrupted.

The
Toggle
Switch
Symbol (I
and O)
O n  m a n y  r o c k e r
switches  and  toggle
switches,  especially  in
North America, you will
still see the "I" and "O"
symbols. The "I" stands
for "on" and the "O" for
"off."  These  are  not
text  characters  but
rather stylized symbols
derived from the binary
1  and  0 .  They  a re
intuitive and require no
translation. This is one
of the oldest and most
reliable  forms  of  the
symbols  for  on and
off power.
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The
Crescent
Moon
Symbol
(Standby)
While  the  line-in-circle
is  the  standard  for
standby, some devices,
particularly laptops and
m o n i t o r s ,  u s e  a
crescent  moon  or  a
small light bulb icon to
indicate a sleep or low-
power  state.  This  is
separate from the main
power  button.  The
crescent  moon  is  a
s o f t e r  s y m b o l ,
suggesting  that  the
device  is  resting  but
still  alive.  It  is  not  a
subst i tute  for  the
power  symbol  but
r a t h e r  a
c o m p l e m e n t a r y

indicator  for  power
management.

Backlit
and
Illuminate
d
Symbols
Modern  devices  often
backlight  the  power
button. The color of the
l i g h t  c a n  c o n v e y
additional  information.
A white or green light
typically  means  the
dev i ce  i s  on  o r  i n
standby.  An amber  or
orange  l ight  often
indicates  sleep  mode.
A red light might mean
the device is charging
or in a fault state. The
absence of light usually
means  the  device  is
completely  off  or
disconnected.  This
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color-coding  adds  a
layer of communication
beyond  the  shape  of
the symbol itself.

WHY THESE
SYMBOLS MATTER:
USER EXPERIENCE
AND SAFETY

The  des ign  o f  the
symbols  for  on and
off  power  is  not
arbitrary.  It  directly
affects  user
experience,  energy
consumption, and even
s a f e t y .  A  p o o r l y
designed or ambiguous
power button can lead
t o  f r u s t r a t i o n ,
accidental  shutdowns,
and  wasted  electricity.

Intuitive
Design
Across

Cultures
One  of  the  greatest
strengths  of  these
s y m b o l s  i s  t h e i r
universality.  They  are
language-independent.
A user in Tokyo, a user
in Berlin, and a user in
Nairobi can all look at a
power  but ton  and
understand its function
without  reading  a
manual.  This  is  the
pinnacle  of  inclusive
design.  The  symbols
r e l y  o n  s i m p l e
geometric  shapes  and
a  u n i v e r s a l
understanding  of  flow
and  interruption.

Energy
Consump
tion and



Symbols For On And Off Power 9

9

Standby
Power
Understanding  the
difference  between
standby  and  a  true
"off"  state  has
significant  energy
implications.  Many
devices  continue  to
draw power even when
they  appear  to  be  off.
The IEC 5009 symbol,
when  used  correctly,
informs  the  user  that
pushing the button will
not  cut  all  power.  For
e n e r g y - c o n s c i o u s
consumers,  knowing
this  distinction  allows
them to unplug devices
or  use  a  power  strip
with a physical  switch
to  achieve  a  true  "off"
state. The symbol is a
tool for energy literacy.

Safety
and
Industrial
Applicatio
ns
In  industrial  settings,
the  consequences  of
mis interpret ing  a
power  symbol  can  be
serious.  Machinery
mus t  be  p roper l y
locked out and tagged
o u t  b e f o r e
maintenance.  In  these
environments, the "off"
s y m b o l  m u s t  b e
u n m i s t a k a b l e .
Industrial  equipment
often  uses  the  "O"
symbol  or  a  clearly
labe led  sw i tch  to
indicate  a  complete
power  disconnection.
The power symbol on
consumer electronics is
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not necessarily safe for
all  contexts,  which  is
why  heavy  machinery
uses  distinct,  often
larger and color-coded,
controls.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT POWER
SYMBOLS

Despite  their  ubiquity,
the  symbols  for  on
and  off  power  are
f r e q u e n t l y
m i s u n d e r s t o o d .
C lear ing  up  these
misconceptions  helps
users  make  better
decisions.

Myth: The
Line-in-
Circle

Means
"On"
Many  people  believe
that  the  line-in-circle
symbol  always  means
that the device is on. In
reality,  it  is  a  power
toggle. It indicates that
the button controls the
p o w e r  s t a t e .  T h e
device  could  be  off,
a n d  p r e s s i n g  t h e
button  will  turn  it  on.
The symbol itself does
not indicate the current
state;  it  indicates  the
function of the button.
The  s tate  i s  o f ten
indicated by a light or
by the position of  the
button itself.

Myth: The
Circle
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with a
Line
Means

"Off"
As  mentioned,  the
circle  with  a  line  (IEC
5009)  is  actually  the
standby symbol. A true
"off" symbol  is  just  the
circle, or the "O" alone.
However,  common
usage  has  b lurred
these  l i nes .  Mos t
people  now  associate
the  line-in-circle  with
the  power  function  in
g e n e r a l ,  a n d
manufacturers  often
use it interchangeably.
This  is  a  pract ica l
e v o l u t i o n  o f  t h e
symbol's  meaning.

Myth: All
Power
Buttons
Are the
Same
Many  devices  use  a
"soft"  power  button
that sends a signal to
the  operating  system.
Holding  the  button
d o w n  f o r  s e v e r a l
seconds  may  force  a
h a r d  s h u t d o w n .
Tapping  it  briefly  may
put the device to sleep.
The  symbol  on  the
button may not explain
these  nuances.  Users
should  consult  their
device  manual  for
specific  instructions  on
how the power button
behaves, especially on
c o m p u t e r s  a n d
smartphones.



12

12 Symbols For On And Off Power 2023-09-01

THE FUTURE OF
POWER SYMBOLS

As technology evolves,
s o  t o o  m i g h t  t h e
symbols  for  on and
off  power.  With  the
rise  of  touchscreens,
voice  control ,  and
g e s t u r e - b a s e d
interfaces,  physical
buttons  are  becoming
l e s s  c o m m o n .
However,  the  symbols
remain  important  as
icons on screens and in
menus.

Digital
Adaptatio
ns
In  software  interfaces,
the  power  symbol  is
often  simplified  or
stylized. It may appear
i n  a  t o o l b a r ,  i n  a
settings menu, or on a
lock screen. The basic

s h a p e  r e m a i n s
recognizable, but it can
be rendered in various
colors, sizes, and levels
of  detail.  The  symbol
has  transcended  its
hardware  origins  and
become  a  standard
icon  in  the  d ig i ta l
world.

Potential
for New
Standard
s
With  the  push  fo r
universal  design  and
accessibility,  there
may be calls for even
c lea re r  symbo l s ,
especially  for  users
w i t h  v i s u a l
i m p a i r m e n t s  o r
cognitive  disabilities.
Haptic feedback, audio
cues ,  and  tac t i l e
i n d i c a t o r s  c o u l d
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supplement  the  visual
symbo l .  The  co re
concept,  however,  is
l i k e l y  t o  p e r s i s t
because it is so deeply
ingrained  in  global
visual  culture.

CONCLUSION: A
SMALL SYMBOL
WITH A BIG JOB

The  symbols  for  on
and  off  power  are  a
r e m a r k a b l e
achievement in design
and  standardization.
They  have  become  a
silent  language  that
connects  people  with
their technology across
the  globe.  From  the
binary origins of 1 and
0  to  the  refined
elegance  of  the  IEC

5009  standard,  these
symbols  have  evolved
to  meet  the  needs  of
a n  i n c r e a s i n g l y
complex  electronic
world.  Understanding
the difference between
on,  off,  and  standby,
and  recognizing  the
subtle  variations  in
t h e s e  s y m b o l s ,
empowers  users  to
operate  their  devices
more  effectively,  save
energy,  and  interact
with  technology  with
greater  confidence.
The  next  t ime  you
press a power button,
take  a  moment  to
consider  the  line  and
the  circle.  They  are
doing more work than
you might imagine.


