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“Making a website accessible to visually impaired people is good business.
It expands your potential user base. It can be a competitive advantage.
It’s good PR. And it’s the law.”

The Problem
The Web is a visual medium. Your eyes tell you what’s on the page, how one

thing relates to another, which items are more important than others, and

where to click. So for visually impaired people, doing even simple tasks on

the Web is usually laborious, confusing, and frustrating.

Using desktop applications is hard enough for visually impaired users. But

at least they can develop some expertise with a desktop application by using

it over and over. The Web is much harder because every website is different,

and only recently have web developers started paying serious attention to

making it possible or easy for visually impaired people to use their sites. As a

result, it might take a blind user ten minutes to get some piece of information

This paper paints a portrait of visually impaired computer users and the problems they face dealing

with websites via various adaptive technologies. It describes the most common adaptive technologies

and how they shape the user experience. It offers recommendations, a list of resources for further

information, and a sidebar on colorblindness. Implicit in much of the discussion is the theme of keep-

ing things simple. Rather than talk about visually impaired users only as abstractions, this paper also

offers a fictional archetypal user to help make abstractions concrete.

or do some task online that might take a sighted user 45 seconds. It’s not

unusual for them to invest all of that effort only to get hopelessly

lost and give up.

The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) guidelines are widely accepted as the

authoritative word on how to make websites more accessible. Their Web

Accessibility Initiative (WAI) guidelines give us the what and the how. But

implementing those guidelines effectively requires also knowing the who

and the why. The purpose of this paper is not to repackage the WAI

guidelines, but to add flesh to the WAI’s bones.
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Resources

World Wide Web Consortium’s accessibility guidelines

www.w3.org/TR/1999/WAI-WEBCONTENT-19990505/

www.w3.org/WAI/

Collections of links to accessibility resources

www.vibug.org/access.html

http://home.pacbell.net/paulh52/resource.htm#disability

www.abledata.com/index.htm

http://home.pacbell.net/paulh52/

www.hicom.net/~oedipus/blind.html

www.navh.org/links.html

www.afb.org/i_res.html

Making applications accessible

www.afb.org/technology/accessapp.html

Screen readers

www.afb.org/technology/fs_speech.html

Screen magnification programs:

www.afb.org/technology/fs_mag.html

Colorblindness

www.designmatrix.com/pl/cyberpl/cftcb.html

http://members.aol.com/nocolorvsn/color.htm

World Health Organization data on visual impairment

www.who.int/pbd/pbl/data.htm

American Council of the Blind

www.acb.org/

American Foundation for the Blind

www.afb.org/

National Center for Accessible Media

http://main.wgbh.org/wgbh/pages/ncam/

Royal National Institute for the Blind (UK)

www.rnib.org.uk/

US agencies for the blind

http://info.rnib.org.uk/exe/Agencies/

browse2.pl?United+States+of+America

AccessAbility (SF vendor of adaptive technology for visually

impaired people)

www.4access.com/

Visually impaired computer users groups

www.upshawinst.org/cug.htm

Contact eFORCE
800.295.1914

510.265.5800

sales@eforceglobal.com

e F O R C E  C l i e n t s
Alcatel
American Express
Avaya
Bank of America
British Telecom

CapitalOne
Charles Schwab
Compaq
Credit Suisse
FedEx

Fidelity Investments
France Telecom
GE Capital
GTE Genuity
H&R Block

The Hartford
Hoover’s
Intel
Janus
Johnson Controls

Kingfisher B&Q
Lucent Technologies
MasterCard
Mitsubishi
Nortel Networks

Pearson Group
Reuters

Visa USA


