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Universal Design

What is it?

“Universal design is an approach to design that 
works to ensure products and buildings can be 
used by virtually everyone, regardless of their 

level of ability or disability.”

Center for an Accessible Society web site:
http://www.accessiblesociety.org/topics/universaldesign/
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Universal Design
What is it?

“Products” in that definition includes Web 
sites. Making Web site content accessible to all 
users within reason should be a top priority for 
any organization. This covers not only 
disability/accessibility but mobile design and 
designing for the widest audience reach. 
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Universal Design
What is it?
Guidelines, standards and compliance rules:

Legislation:

Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1998, Section 508

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990

Telecommunications Act, Section 255 (mobile development)

Standards (W3C initiatives): 

WCAG 2.0: Web Content Accessibility Guidelines: explains how 
to make web content accessible.

WAI-ARIA: Web Accessibility Initiative- Accessible Rich Internet 
Applications: for creating accessible dynamic content using 
methods such as Ajax.
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Universal Design

Why is it important?

Universal Design effects:

• Disabled users 

• Older Web browser users (backward compatible)

• Mobile phone and tablet users (present & future)
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Universal Design

Examples: 

Common Accessibility Issues

Web Accessibility for People with Disabilities (YouTube Video; 2 minutes)

Transcript: Web Accessibility for People with Disabilities YouTube video 
(Adobe PDF, 174 KB, 1 Page)

Concerns:
Screen reader compatibility, 
Transcription of audio/video content,
Color blindness issues,
Navigation without a computer mouse,
and much more!

Design well-formed HTML
usable to a screen readers.
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http://youtu.be/kziXJX6a7E4
transcripts/WebAccessibilityforpeoplewithDisabilitiesYouTube.pdf


Universal Design

Examples: 

Common Accessibility Issues

Heartland Distinguished Alumni Award Recipient 2011 (no audio)
(MP4 Video; 2 minutes, 54 seconds)
Transcript: Heartland Distinguished Alumni Award Recipient 2011 
(Adobe PDF, 173 KB, 1 Page)

Concerns:
Screen reader compatibility, 
Transcription of audio/video content,
Color blindness issues,
Navigation without a computer mouse,
and much more!

Provide captions/transcripts 
for all multimedia.
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DistinguishedAlumNOSOUND.mp4
transcripts/HeartlandCommunityCollegeDistinguishedAwardRecipient2011.pdf


Universal Design

Examples: 

Common Accessibility Issues

Ishihara plate which is commonly used to check for red/green color blindness from the
Vischeck Web site: http://www.vischeck.com/examples/

Concerns:
Screen reader compatibility, 
Transcription of audio/video content,
Color blindness issues,
Navigation without a computer mouse,
and much more!

Check for adequate 
luminosity & color contrast.
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http://www.vischeck.com/examples/


Universal Design

Examples: 

Common Accessibility Issues

Wofford College Interactive Campus map: http://www.wofford.edu/map/
(Very difficult to navigate without using the mouse; relies too heavily on mouse hovers 
and doesn’t have an intuitive tab order.)

Try it at home: Surf the web for one day without using a computer trackpad or mouse.

Concerns:
Screen reader compatibility, 
Transcription of audio/video content,
Color blindness issues,
Navigation without a computer mouse,
and much more!

Design for keyboard-based
navigation (using tabindex).
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http://www.wofford.edu/map/


Universal Design

Examples: 

Mobile Web Browser Users

Concerns:
Slow page loading issues,
Sound turned off (auditory difficulty),
Limited colors (like color blindness), 
Navigation without a computer mouse,
and much more!

Limit the Web page “weight”
through design best practices.
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Universal Design

Examples: 

Mobile Web Browser Users

Concerns:
Slow page loading issues,
Sound turned off (auditory difficulty),
Limited colors (like color blindness), 
Navigation without a computer mouse,
and much more!

Again sync captions and add
transcription to multimedia.

11



Universal Design

Examples: 

Mobile Web Browser Users

Concerns:
Slow page loading issues,
Sound turned off (auditory difficulty),
Limited colors (like color blindness), 
Navigation without a computer mouse,
and much more!

Take into account limited 
palette and screen glare.
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Universal Design

Examples: 

Mobile Web Browser Users

Concerns:
Slow page loading issues,
Sound turned off (auditory difficulty),
Limited colors (like color blindness), 
Navigation without a computer mouse,
and much more!

Design for non-mouse users.
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Universal Design

Examples: 

More Usability Issues…

Other Concerns:
Users with JavaScript disabled
Users with images disabled
Underline used for emphasis 
Large photo scaled with handles

http://www.nike.com

Nike.com relies on JavaScript 
to enter into their Web site.

Don’t rely on JavaScript for
primary functionality.
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http://www.nike.com/


Universal Design

Examples: 

More Usability Issues…

Other Concerns:
Users with JavaScript disabled
Users with images disabled
Underline used for emphasis
Large photo scaled with handles

Provide descriptive ALT 
attributes for images.
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Universal Design

Examples: 

More Usability Issues…

Other Concerns:
Users with JavaScript disabled
Users with images disabled
Underline used for emphasis
Large photo scaled with handles

Underlined text conveys a 
link to Web users.

Underlined Text Web page
Example of a Web page with 
underlined links and 
underline text. Can you tell 
which is a link and which is 
added emphasis?
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underlinedText.html


Universal Design

Examples: 

More Usability Issues…

Other Concerns:
Users with JavaScript disabled
Users with images disabled
Underline used for emphasis
Large photo scaled with handles

Place the correctly sized
image on the server.
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Universal Design

Parallels Between 
Accessibility and Mobile Design

Concern:
Physical Mobility/
Dexterity Issues

Vision Issues

Vision Issues

Auditory Issues

Accessibility
Keyboard Navigation
required

Color blind users don’t 
perceive color the same

Screen Reader/Assistive
Technology require valid 
HTML & attributes

Requires transcript and
synchronize captions

Mobile Design
Mouse hover avoided; No 
mouse on mobile devices

Some smartphones have 
a limited color palette.

Some older smartphones 
don’t recognize invalid 
HTML

User in noisy environment 
or user turns sound off

http://www.w3.org/WAI/mobile/experiences-table
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http://www.w3.org/WAI/mobile/experiences-table


Universal Design

Good Design
Universal design is simply good design. It 
reaches a wider audience providing content for 
more users. It keeps legal accessibility 
requirements in mind while also developing for 
future technologies with guidelines to design for 
mobile devices and tablets.
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Universal Design

http://www.w3.org/WAI/mobile/experiences-table

http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag

A Few Resources
Chisholm, W., & May, M. (2008). Universal design for web applications: Web       

applications that reach everyone. Sebastopol, CA: O'Reilly Media

Parker, T., Jehl, S., Wachs, M. C., & Toland, P. (2010). Designing with progressive 
enhancement: Building the web that works for everyone. Berkeley, CA: New 
Riders Press.

Table of shared web experiences: Barriers common to mobile device users and 
people with disabilities. (2009, June 1). Retrieved June 15, 2011, from World 
Wide Web Consortium (W3C) website: 
http://www.w3.org/WAI/mobile/experiences-table

Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) Overview. (2011, June 10). 
Retrieved June 14, 2011, from World Wide Web Consortium (W3C.org) 
website: http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag
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http://www.w3.org/WAI/mobile/experiences-table
http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag
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