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INTRODUCTION

After 20 years of digitization efforts, hardly a single type 
of library information resource remains that has not shifted, 
at least to some extent, to an electronic, Web-based format: 
information about the library itself, catalogs, indexes, diction-
aries and encyclopedias, books and journals, tutorials, reserve 
materials, and reference services. The online migration of 
these resources has opened unprecedented opportunities to 
people with “print disabilities” who cannot independently 
access printed works because of lack of sight, dyslexia, or 

to access electronic text with the help of assistive input and 

The extent to which these new opportunities become 
realized depends on the design of the Web environment. 
From the perspective of accessibility, design in the online 
world matters as much as it does in the physical world. This 
article seeks to determine the extent to which the library 
profession addresses the need of people with disabilities 
for accessibly designed online resources—by reviewing 
the professional library literature for coverage of this issue, 
by summarizing empirical accessibility studies, and by 
analyzing pertinent policies adapted by libraries and their 
professional organizations. 

COVERAGE OF ONLINE
ACCESSIBILITY IN THE LIBRARY 
LITERATURE

In 1996, accessible Web design began to emerge as an is-
sue in the professional library literature. Since 1999, there 
has been a noticeable increase in library-related journal 
publications that investigate the accessibility of Web-based 
library information, seek to raise awareness concerning the 
need for accessible Web design, and provide practical tips 

2001, two library journals, Computers in Libraries
and Library Hi Tech
have devoted special-theme issues to online accessibility; 

Information Technology and Disability reports regularly 

began publishing monographs that addressed accessible 

Gradually, the need to include people with disabilities is also 
acknowledged in the broader library literature on electronic 
resources: Whereas some authors—such as Breivik & Gee 
Higher Education in the Internet Age Se-

lecting and Managing Electronic Resources
Collection Management and Strategic 

Access to Digital Resources

EMPIRICAL RESEARCH FINDINGS

Of the online resources provided by libraries, Web pages 
have been studied the most. The majority of studies employed 
Bobby, a software-based accessibility checker, to investigate 
conformance to the 1999 Web content accessibility guidelines 

looking at compliance with the “access board” standards, 
a similar set of accessible design criteria developed under 

At the library Web sites evaluated between 1999 and 

Web accessibility tended to be higher at academic libraries 
than at public libraries. More recent data, available only 
for academic libraries continue to show a mixed picture. 
On the average, library Web sites have become more ac-
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Interestingly, Web sites of accredited schools of library 

the next generation of librarians—tend to be less accessible 

-

barely higher in Canadian schools. Although the situation 

guidelines, it is reasonable to assume that there is widespread 

Web designers and among those library school faculty and 
staff who hire the designers and give them direction. Similar 
lack of awareness among the leadership was also reported 

Although the occasion of a Web-site redesign provides an 

between 2000 and 2002, with a break-down of Web sites 
into those that had undergone a major redesign during the 
period in question and those that did not, revealed that the 
percentage of accessible pages in the redesigned set had 

academic libraries and library schools tend to be more ac-
cessible than those not having undergone a major overhaul 

Information about the accessibility of Web-based library 
resources other than library Web pages is comparatively 

Then, in 2002, Library Hi Tech
published two special-theme issues that included accessibility 
studies on selected online catalogs, online indexes and data-
bases, e-journals, online reference works, and courseware. 
Although few of the online resources reviewed were found 
to be absolutely inaccessible, most contained at least some 

accessible-design standards, does not automatically result in 

similar results: Most sites contained some access board 

not include mechanisms permitting users to bypass repeat-

inaccessibility was the exception. A usability component of 
this study, designed to ascertain the ability of screen-reader 
users to perform basic search tasks, revealed that if the 
bar for success was set very low—if it did not matter how 
cumbersome and twisted the search process was—most 
databases could be searched successfully. Self-critically, 
the authors suggested that future studies of this sort should 
set out to assess usability more broadly—in terms of user-
friendliness.

showed little, if any, concern for the accessibility of their 
products and that their sales representatives were typically 

more aware of accessibility and started to remove access 

only half of the database companies provide accessibility 
information on their corporate Web sites, which makes it 

-
formed purchasing decisions. Few companies seem to regard 
accessibility as a selling point in their marketing efforts; only 

accessibility information in their product brochures. 

ACCESSIBILITY POLICIES

adopted campus-wide accessible-Web policies during the 
past years. Typically, these policies either recommend or 
require compliance with WCAG, the Access Board standards 

Some, mostly larger, academic libraries have picked up 
the campus-wide mandate for accessible Web pages and ad-
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