Symbols in Japan Relating
to “Invisible Struggles™
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What is an “Invisible Struggle”?

Not all difficulties in life are visible at a glance. Some people live with disabilities, medical conditions,
or challenges that cannot be immediately recognized from the outside. These “invisible struggles”
include things like hearing loss, internal organ disorders, early pregnancy, or reliance on a guide dog.
Because these struggles are not obvious, people may not understand why someone needs extra time,
space, or support unless there is a clear way to communicate it, and Japan has developed many
official symbols to represent these struggles which the following pages will explain in detail.
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International Symbol of Access
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Where you’ll find it: Displayed on facilities such as train stations, buses, elevators, accessible
restrooms, parking spaces, and building entrances. It may also displayed on personal vehicles.

Why it exists: This blue-and-white symbol, featuring a person in a wheelchair, is used all around the
world and indicates that a facility is accessible to people with physical disabilities, many of which are
“invisible” as it is not a symbol restricted to those who use a wheelchair. In Japan, it appears on
locations that comply with accessibility laws and standards, such as barrier-free entrances, wheelchair-
friendly restrooms, or step-free platforms. It helps the individual with accessibility needs to easily
identify that the space accommodates those needs to ensure safer, independent access to public life.
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International Symbol for the Blind
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Where you’ll find it: Placed on buildings, facilities, and equipment such as traffic lights, braille
information boards, elevators, and toilets with voice guidance.

Why it exists: This symbol, showing a person walking with a white cane, indicates that the area has
accessibility features for blind or visually impaired individuals. The symbol helps people, such as
caregivers, quickly identify where support such as audible signals, braille, or spoken guidance is
available. It not only makes public life safer and more independent for those with visual impairments,
but also raises public awareness for the visually challenged.

JP

EABEIBICH S ? | BYPiER. BES. RFEAR. EEEANIILARA-—Z—PrILARED
RBICRREINTUVE D,

CABBEGRDHS ? : ANEZE DAY EHVWI-COY VRILIE. REBEEANDEENHZ E#RLT

WET, COXY—7IE. NBELGEHERRES. KF. FLEEFHA RBCEOXZENMFATE 2350 %

REKRDII3FHMITZLET, ChICED. REBREDOHZFNEDRENDBEILTRAREERMZFBT
FBELIICRBRIFITHL. COREBEANDHENIBERE FHZRIABRILLTVET,

Sources / Hi88 :

Japan Living Guide

HERT - EEHICERTEIY—7D—fFl



http://#
http://#
http://#
http://#

Ear Mark
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Where you’ll find it: Displayed on name tags, communication cards, or bags of individuals with
hearing impairments. Also posted at convenience stores, hospitals, banks, and municipal counters.

Why it exists: This symbol, depicting a green ear with an upward-pointing arrow, promotes smoother
communication with individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing. By displaying this mark, both
individuals and service providers can signal a willingness to bridge communication gaps through

means such as written communication, slower speech, or other accommodations, while also fostering
awareness of hearing disabilities.
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Sign Language Mark
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Where you’ll find it: Displayed at service counters in places like city halls, hospitals, train stations, and
libraries, often near reception areas or on staff name tags.

Why it exists: This symbol, featuring two blue hands communicating a sign, indicates that staff at the
location can communicate using Japanese Sign Language (JSL). By visually indicating the environment
is one where communication in Japanese Sign Language is available, the symbol ensures that people
who use sign language can access public services with confidence and peace of mind.
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Writing Communication Mark
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Where you’ll find it: Displayed at service counters in public places such as hospitals, city halls, train
stations, libraries, and banks, typically near reception windows or information desks.

Why it exists: This icon featuring blue hands holding a green pen with a notepad, indicates that staff at
EN the location can communicate through writing. It supports people who are deaf, hard of hearing, or
have speech disabilities—conditions that are often “invisible” to others. The mark signals that
communication by pen and paper, whiteboards, or tablets is welcome, helping reduce anxiety and
improve understanding in public service situations. It ensures that those facing communication
barriers due to unseen impairments can still receive respectful, accessible assistance.
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Service Dog Mark
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Where you’ll find it: Posted at entrances of facilities and stores (doors/windows) and on awareness
posters/leaflets/stickers issued for public campaigns.

Why it exists: The mark promotes awareness of Japan’s Act on Assistance Dogs for Persons with
Physical Disabilities and reminds the public that an assistance dog is not being treated as a pet and
may accompany its user into most public and private facilities. Because a user’s disability or need for
the dog is not always visible, the symbol prevents incorrect assumptions (e.g., “why is there a dog
here?”) and encourages appropriate acceptance and accommodation.
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Maternity Mark
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Where you’ll find it: Worn on bags, keychains, or ID holders by pregnant women, especially those in
early pregnancy. Also displayed as posters in public transportation like trains and buses to promote
awareness.

Why it exists: This tag-shaped symbol with a mother and baby icon is used by pregnant women to
indicate that they are expecting, particularly during the early stages when pregnancy is not outwardly
visible. It represents a form of “invisible struggle,” such as morning sickness, dizziness, or fatigue. The
mark is meant to encourage others to offer seats or assist in emergencies. Posters in public transit
spread awareness, create a culture of support, and ensure safer environments for expecting mothers.
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Help Mark
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Where you’ll find it: Worn by individuals. It is also promoted through posters and information boards
in public transportation settings such as within train cars.

Why it exists: The Help Mark is a red tag with a white cross and heart, typically attached to a person’s
bag or keychain. It is designed for people who may need assistance even when they seem fine on the
outside. Examples include prosthetic users, those with internal disabilities, chronic illnesses, early
pregnancy, epilepsy, or mental health conditions. The tag helps ensure the wearer can receive support
in everyday life or during emergencies. There’s also space on the back to write emergency contacts or
support instructions. It can also be seen displayed on posters in public to build broader understanding
and encourage kindness and patience from others.
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Heart Plus Mark
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EN Where you’ll find it: Worn on personal items like bags or keychains, and displayed in public spaces
such as parking areas and train stations.

Why it exists: This red heart with a white plus symbol represents internal organ-related disabilities
(heart, kidney, respiratory, bladder/rectum, small intestine, liver, immune system). Because these
conditions are not visible from the outside, the mark provides a simple visual way to signal that
someone may need priority seating, accessible facilities, or patience in public settings. It is promoted
by the Heart Plus Association and supported by municipalities across Japan, serving as a recognition
tool specifically for internal disabilities.
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Ostomate Mark
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Where you’ll find it: Displayed near restroom entrances or on signage guiding to ostomate-equipped
multi-functional restrooms, most commonly in train and subway stations, airports, government offices,
shopping centers, and hospitals.
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Why it exists: This mark indicates that a restroom is equipped with fixtures for people who use a stoma
bag, meaning the restroom may have a rinse sink with hand-shower, counter space for appliance
changes, hooks, mirrors, and/or sanitary disposal. It allows ostomates to easily find suitable facilities,
reducing anxiety about hygiene, safety, and privacy while out in public.

EABECBICHD? 1 A A XA MHICDZHEE F 1 LOAORPEARTICH RIS, EICEER - 22
2 BAT - BXEEK - mRBCETRESNE T,

JP CABBGRDNHS? : COT—71F. AT AIERZERT 2 ADDICKREIBISNIZLTL
THBDeZERLET, FIRIE. NORIyI—(1ZORFRLE. BEXBHAOADVRZ—, Ty,

. FENLGREFB[LRENMMBEASNTVET, TX M FOFHETNLRELZ T ICEDIFISNBC
LT NEROBHER - T2l » 77N —ICHT 3 RLZBRTIREZRILTVWET,

Sources / H 88 :
PEMFEABEAF I S —{H#

Japan Living Guide



http://#
http://#
http://#
http://#

White Cane SOS Signal
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Where you’ll find it: On posters, banners, leaflets, station signage, and municipal websites used for
public-awareness campaigns.

Why it exists: This symbol promotes the White Cane SOS Signal. When a visually impaired person
raises their white cane about 50 cm above their head, it means they are asking for help. Because visual
impairment is an invisible condition, it may not be immediately clear to others why the cane is being
raised. The symbol promotes awareness of the gesture’s meaning and encourages bystanders to speak
to the person and offer assistance. It also reminds the public to proactively help if someone appears to
be in danger, even without the signal.
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Supplementary Info: Symbols for Drivers
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Where you’ll find them: Displayed on private vehicles driven by individuals to whom the symbol
applies. Usually shown on the rear window or bumper.

Why they exist: Each of these four marks are used to indicate a condition of the driver that is not
easily-apparent from outside of the vehicle, and may require other drivers to show more patience and
EN caution. The “Physical Disability Sign” is a white four-leaf-clover-shaped symbol over a blue
background that indicates a physical disability, such as lower limb disabilities that may affect driving.
The “Hearing Impairment Sign” is a yellow and green butterfly-shaped symbol that indicates to driver
is deaf or hard of hearing. The “Senior Drivers’ Sign” is a four-colored clover-shaped mark (green, light
green, yellow, and orange) that indicates the driver is elderly, typically 70 years or older. The “Beginner
Drivers’ Sign” is a yellow-and-green V-shaped sign that identifies inexperienced drivers.
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