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Access

There is an amazing amount of misconceptions about accessibility. In its very basic form it means 
that we don’t block out people because of conditions they cannot readily change.



Availability 

This is different to availability, which is an absolute must when it comes to anything we offer 
customers. We need our web products to be up and responsive, or have a good call center to fill in 
when they are down. The mere idea of having a web product came around so we are available 24/7 
and on the cheap. 



Lack of barrierrs

The German term for accessibility is “Barrierefreiheit” which means "lack of barriers". This actually 
makes more sense. It doesn't mean however that the German market is better or more switched on. 
They could be but other things keep them from being really effective.



Law and orders

The issue is that a lot of accessibility work is being done to comply with legal requirements. This is a 
wonderful "covering our arse" tactic, but it will not result in good, accessible solutions. Fear of 
lawsuits or persecution makes you creative in avoiding these but also distracts you from the goal of 
producing something that makes sense for all users out there. We are not here to comply with laws, 
we're here to make things work for people.



http://www.flickr.com/photos/rileyroxx/169900126/

People

People is what our work should be about. How can we make people happy with what we provide? 
How can we make sure that everybody has a very good time using our products, comes back for 
more and tells all their friends about it?
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Myths

The main problem is that instead of keeping our eyes open and peeled on the future we are very 
quick to believe in accessibility myths. Most of the time because they sound like a quick solution to 
a large and complex issue. 



Disconnect

The next issue is that the world of accessibility and the world of web development is terribly 
disconnected. I get the feeling that the accessibility world stopped seeing the web and its 
technologies as something that evolves around 1999. The web development world (or at least the 
loudest advocates) on the other hand are fed up with people not staying up-to-date and start yelling 
for abandonment of technology that is still very much in use.



Irony

http://www.chigarden.com/2007/10/tutorial-making-the-ie-voodoo-doll/

http://www.flickr.com/photos/evilnickname/2105464658/

Internet Explorer 6 is the bane of the existence of every web developer out there. The reason is that 
people do not upgrade it because it does the job. I call this the good enough syndrome. For very 
outspoken advocates of accessibility, IE6 on Windows is also the only browser which supports 
assistive technology to the fullest. The reason is that monoculture allows you to build things once 
and then patch instead of evolving your product. Assistive technology is a very expensive piece of kit 
and the market is scared of losing that source of income.
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Closed

http://www.flickr.com/photos/jasoon/10837680/

Innovation on the web is driven by being open. Show your software to the world and people help you 
find and fix bugs. People also tell you about issues they encountered that you hadn't thought of. 
Open your data to the world and people show you more effective ways of using it or how mixing it 
with other data sources can tell stories hidden in your information. The accessibility world doesn't 
work like that yet. The reason is once again that most clients want to know about legal compliance 
rather than really caring about the end result.
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Disability

One other problem is that accessibility is always connected with disability. Disability is a topic that 
makes us feel uneasy talking about or acknowledging. It is also a tricky subject to talk about 
because of the language differences and it is easy to say a non-PC term without wanting to. 
I've found that people like to deal with it by targeting single instances that are easy to grasp. How 
does a blind user deal with that? Cool, let's fix it for him. Disability is much larger than that and 
exists in numerous levels of severity.



Market shift
One thing that makes me very happy to see is that the internet user market is shifting. The biggest 
and fastest growing group of internet users is something you would not expect. 



“The highest level of discretionary 
income in the US is held by older 
Americans, especially those between 
64-69, at $6,920.00 per year. The age 
group with the highest concentration of 
online buyers is the 50-64 age segment, 
with over 25% making online purchases. 

http://www.imtc.gatech.edu/csun/stats.html
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“The fastest growing segment of the U.S. 
population is the 65 and over group. 
The U.S. Census Bureau projects that the 
population of those 65 and over will 
more than double between now and the 
year 2050, to 80 million. The result of 
all this – a large and rapidly expanding 
market of web users that have 
significant disposable income and a 
need for accessible web sites.



Different needs?
With this shift we have to reconsider the approach of our web products. Elderly people have different 
needs than the young go-getters that we are. Right?



“As we age, most people experience a 
decrease in vision, hearing, physical 
abilities, and cognitive abilities. The 
percentages of people with disabilities 
increases significantly with age – 13.6% 
at age18-44, 30% at 45-64, 46% at 
65-74, 64% at 75-84. Use of AT 
increases with age, with 52% of AT 
devices used by those 65+.



Same Needs
Elderly and disabled people do not have different needs than other people, all they have is a more 
obvious need for the same things. 



Simplicity
The first thing to think about is keeping things simple. Build working solutions with the technologies 
at your disposal and enhance them iteratively after checking that the enhancement can be applied.



http://uk.tv.yahoo.com/

http://uk.tv.yahoo.com
http://uk.tv.yahoo.com


Usable Interface
It is interesting to see how many times we do this wrong. Instead of sending users onto a path that 
leads them to the first sensible result and thus giving them a positive learning experience we 
overload them with information hoping they pick the right one. Marketing and internal policies 
dictate what goes on the first thing we show end users. Developers fail the same way: being power 
users ourselves we tend to pack in feature after feature instead of making the interface a journey of 
sensible pieces of information.



http://www.flickr.com/photos/ginnerobot/3554231094/

One company had this down like nobody else. Nintendo. With the Wii they broke all the barriers of 
conventional gaming ideas. Instead of learning a complex system of buttons and levers all you 
needed was move the game controller as you would play the game in real life. This breaks 
boundaries and barriers. Elderly people and the Wii are no problem - on the contrary, they are in use 
in rehab centers.
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K_ARvhT6Gzc
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-R2WWgH1Jdc
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pzp8S_7yspM&
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Multi channel
One thing that people keep forgetting is that the internet is not a single access channel media. 
The web can be accessed in various ways: from a computer, a games console, a mobile device, a TV 
set, a Kiosk system and many more channels. This means that you can not deliver a one size fits all 
solution - instead you should concentrate on not blocking these access channels.



http://uk.tv.yahoo.com/
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A jolly good time
My main bugbear with web sites and products is that people think that creating accessible products 
means making them less pretty and not with the full set of features. The scary thing is that the 
expert sites do give that impression.



“Accessible web sites don’t need to be ugly!”



http://www.shopmobilityuk.org/
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Making it sexy 
You can however build something that is sexy and accessible if you put enough effort into it. Take 
for example the "Yahoo Currency Converter":http://finance.yahoo.com/currency-converter?
u#from=USD;to=EUR;amt=1  which makes my life much easier and is highly accessible. It needed 
some "effort and dedication to get it that far though":http://developer.yahoo.net/blog/archives/
2009/01/accessible_converter.html



http://developer.yahoo.net/blog/archives/
2009/01/accessible_converter.html
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u#from=USD;to=EUR;amt=1
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Endpoints
If you look at the currency converter then you'll also realize that the URL is something I can send in a 
link to somebody and it will make sense immediately to that person. This way I can publish and 
promote my product to a much larger audience. I can even allow people to send different versions of 
the same product catered to different needs with url parameters.



http://finance.yahoo.com/currency-converter?
u#from=USD;to=EUR;amt=1

http://finance.yahoo.com/currency-converter?
u#from=EUR;to=USD;amt=12.21

http://finance.yahoo.com/currency-converter?
u#from=AUS;to=GBP;amt=20

http://delicious.com/tag/elephants

http://delicious.com/tag/donkeys

http://delicious.com/tag/rabbits

http://www.flickr.com/photos/tags/elephants

http://www.guardian.co.uk/travel/restaurants
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http://www.rnib.org.uk/
xpedio/groups/public/
documents/publicwebsite/
public_jkrowling.hcsp

Bad URLs don't look like a big problem but they are extra effort that is not needed.
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Pimping
That's all well and good, but what if you have already a solution in place? In most cases these days 
we will have a massive system already that is hard or impossible to change.  



Hackable

As Tristan Nitot of Mozilla puts it - "the web is hackable":http://standblog.org/blog/post/
2009/06/03/The-Web-is-hackable 
I mean "hackable" in the sense that one can decide to experience it in ways that were not exactly 
what the author decided it would be. In short, the Web is not TV. It's not PDF either. Nor Flash.
Using systems like Mozilla Jetpack, YQL, GreaseMonkey and Pipes I can easily prototype changes that 
should be done to web sites to make them more accessible. These are simple things like injecting 
language attributes or labels. A lot of HTML problems are in web sites because the maintainers are 
not aware of the barrier they cause.



This is an example of enhancing a product with Greasemonkey. As you can see I collect a lot of 
photos and needed a quick way to access the link for copy and paste. With JavaScript and 
GreaseMonkey this was easy.



Mashable

http://www.flickr.com/photos/nedrichards/2314696728/

If you really want to help, open your data out to the world and let the millions of developers out 
there show you how things can be fixed. Praise them, invite them and support them and we all win. 
Build an own API, or if you don't want to go that far, build some open tables for YQL. 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/nedrichards/2314696728/
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"Scripting Enabled":http://scriptingenabled.org was the first accessibility hack event and is 
completely open for you to organize, too. 





Styleable

Techies are easy to reach but to build a beautiful and accessible web we also need to reach out more 
to the designer world. Accessibility is not an enemy of beauty, there is a lot of interesting and 
creative challenge and gain in making things work across the board. 



Praesentation by Aurelien 
Levy and Stephane 

Deschamps.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/pascale_pictures/3034691276/sizes/o/

Educating

I hope that you now have a better idea just how many options you have to make the web a more 
accessible place. Our training and teaching on the subject should be closer to people's needs rather 
than technical implementation of guidelines. Let's talk to HR about this.
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Reward

The reward for building an accessible web is not only monetary. First and foremost we make the 
media we work in reach a lot more people, all of which can contribute to the web but are stopped 
before they can even consider it. Check these videos to see just how much more empowered people 
feel if they get an interface they can work with.



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CwsDKaalgq8&

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QiuT0y0KR6I
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Dedication
To make this work for you, all you need to do is put some dedication into the whole subject. You can 
be very accessible companies but everybody has to understand what is going on.



Collaboration
Together we are stronger. If more and more companies show that they are understanding the need 
for accessibility and want to do the right thing but lack the backup from the accessibility world we 
can fix the web.



Keep in touch:

  Christian Heilmann

  http://wait-till-i.com

  http://scriptingenabled.org

  http://twitter.com/codepo8 

T H A N K S !
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