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ADA Compliance for Websites: A Legal and Ethical Necessity
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The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was introduced in 1990 with a mission to prevent discrimination against
individuals with disabilities, ensuring they have equal access to various aspects of public life. Initially focused on
physical spaces like buildings and public transportation, the ADA has since evolved to include digital environments.
As the internet continues to dominate how businesses operate and engage with customers, ADA compliance now
plays a critical role in web design and development.

ADA compliance for websites means ensuring your site is accessible to all users, regardless of their disabilities-
whether visual, auditory, cognitive, or physical. When a website is not accessible, it creates barriers for people with
disabilities, limiting their ability to access information, make purchases, or interact with services online. Non-
compliance not only risks alienating a significant portion of the population but also exposes businesses to legal
challenges.

So, how can you ensure your website is ADA compliant? Let's explore key principles and actionable steps that go
beyond the basics to ensure your website is inclusive.

The Legal Landscape of ADA Compliance for Websites

Although the ADA does not explicitly mention websites, court rulings over the past decade have consistently held
that websites are subject to ADA compliance, particularly if they offer goods and services. Failure to comply with
ADA standards can lead to lawsuits, fines, and damage to your brand's reputation.

One of the most recognized guidelines for website accessibility is the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines
(WCAG), which offers a robust framework for creating accessible web content. WCAG outlines various success
criteria organized under four key principles: Perceivable, Operable, Understandable, and Robust (POUR). Let's
break these down:

1. Perceivable: Ensuring Content is Perceivable to All
e Text Alternatives: All non-text content should have text alternatives. This includes providing
alternative (alt) text for images so screen readers can describe them to visually impaired users. The
alt text should be descriptive and relevant to the image's function.

e Audio & Video Transcriptions: Provide transcripts for audio content and captions for video content.
This is crucial for users who are deaf or hard of hearing. The captions should be synchronized with the
audio and clearly understandable.

e Adaptable Content: Structure your website content in a way that it can be presented in different

formats (e.g., larger text, simpler layouts) without losing its meaning. This can help users with low
vision or cognitive disabilities who might need a simpler or magnified version of your content.
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2. Operable: Making the Website Easy to Navigate

o Keyboard Accessibility: Every function on the website should be usable through a keyboard. Many
users with mobility issues rely on keyboard navigation rather than a mouse. This means making sure
that all interactive elements-like buttons, forms, and links-are accessible via keyboard shortcuts.

e Navigable Structure: Users should be able to navigate your website easily. This includes using clear
and descriptive headings, offering consistent navigation across all pages, and providing a sitemap.
Consider incorporating "skip to content" links to help screen reader users jump to the main content
quickly.

e Sufficient Timing Controls: For content that has time limits (such as a timed quiz or slideshow), users
should have the ability to extend the time or turn off the timing altogether. This ensures that users
with disabilities that affect motor skills are not rushed.

3. Understandable: Creating Intuitive and Predictable Experiences

e Readable Text: Choose legible fonts and ensure that the text size can be easily adjusted. Avoid using
overly decorative fonts that are difficult to read.

e (Clear and Concise Language: Content should be written in a clear and simple way, with complex
information broken into smaller, understandable pieces. This helps users with cognitive impairments
or those who speak English as a second language.

e Consistent Layout: Use a predictable and consistent layout across the entire website. Interactive
elements, such as buttons and forms, should behave in expected ways, minimizing confusion.

4. Robust: Optimizing for Compatibility with Assistive Technologies

e Assistive Technology Compatibility: Ensure your website is compatible with various assistive
technologies like screen readers and voice recognition software. This includes proper coding of HTML
elements to make content accessible to tools that assist individuals with disabilities.

e  Semantic HTML: Use proper HTML5 tags for structuring content. This helps assistive technologies
understand the relationships between different parts of the content and communicate this
information to users.

Practical Steps to Achieve ADA Compliance

Now that you understand the foundational principles of website accessibility, let's discuss some practical steps for
implementing these guidelines:

1. Conduct an Accessibility Audit: Before making any changes, it's essential to audit your website's current
level of accessibility. Various tools, such as WAVE and Axe Accessibility, can help you identify issues
related to ADA compliance. Additionally, it's beneficial to involve actual users with disabilities to provide
feedback on the accessibility of your website.

2. Use Accessible Themes and Plugins: If you're using a content management system (CMS) like WordPress,

make sure to choose themes and plugins designed with accessibility in mind. Several WordPress themes
are WCAG-compliant and follow ADA guidelines.
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3. Focus on Color Contrast and Readability: Make sure that there is enough contrast between the text and
the background color to make content easily readable. WCAG recommends a contrast ratio of 4.5:1 for
normal text and 3:1 for larger text.

4. Make Forms Accessible: Ensure that all form fields are clearly labeled and that error messages provide
specific feedback to help users correct mistakes. This is crucial for users relying on screen readers.

5. Ongoing Monitoring and Updates: ADA compliance isn't a one-time project-it requires ongoing efforts. As
you add new content or features, ensure they meet accessibility standards. Set up periodic audits to
maintain compliance as web standards evolve.

The Importance of ADA Compliance Beyond Legal Requirements

While avoiding legal ramifications is a strong motivator, there are broader benefits to making your website ADA-
compliant. For one, it improves user experience for all visitors, not just those with disabilities. Accessible websites
are often more intuitive and easier to navigate, leading to longer user sessions, lower bounce rates, and higher
conversion rates.

Moreover, accessibility can positively impact search engine optimization (SEQ). Search engines, like Google, reward
websites that offer clear navigation, alt-text for images, and video transcriptions-factors that contribute to better

rankings.

Finally, ADA compliance reflects your company's commitment to inclusivity. By making your website accessible to
everyone, you demonstrate social responsibility and gain the trust of a broader audience.

Build for Everyone, Comply with Confidence

As the digital landscape continues to grow, ADA compliance for websites is more crucial than ever. By following the
principles of Perceivable, Operable, Understandable, and Robust design, you not only comply with legal standards
but also create a more inclusive and welcoming environment for all users. Whether you're starting from scratch or
improving an existing site, prioritizing accessibility is a smart business move that benefits both your customers and
your bottom line.

Additional Resources for ADA Compliance for Websites

Using the links below will take you to third-party websites that we do not control.

ADA.gov: Guidance on Web Accessibility and the ADA

Disclaimer: Freelance Marketing Group, Inc. is not a law firm. The information provided in this article is based on
our understanding of ADA compliance and should not be taken as legal advice. We encourage readers to consult
with a qualified attorney for legal guidance specific to their situation. Freelance Marketing Group, Inc. is not liable
for any actions taken based on the information provided.
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