
Analysis 

Rethinking access to address the digital divide in news !
With the proliferation of digital consumption, the journalism industry is faced with 
evaluating its effectiveness in fulfilling its role in society. Building upon the libertarian 
theory of the press, the primary role of the mass media in the United States is to ensure 
that every citizen has an equal right to the access of information.  Any restriction to 1

equal access to news fails to provide a diverse, open marketplace of ideas and 
therefore limits rights: 

In order for truth to emerge, all ideas must get a fair hearing; there must be a “free 
market place” of ideas and information. Minorities as well as majorities, the weak 
as well as the strong, must have access to the press. This is the theory of the press 
which was written into our Bill of Rights (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1963, p. 4). 

Although the authors were describing the roots of the libertarian theory, it is still 
applicable to the definition of journalism today. Expanding on this definition, others 
have stated that the journalism institution exists to protect liberty by providing all 
citizens with knowledge and a platform for public discourse.  If minorities no longer 2

have access to the press, it is no longer true that all ideas are getting a fair hearing. 

Digital divide in an evolving media landscape 

After 80 years of producing a weekly print magazine, Newsweek announced in October 
2012, that it would end its print publication and shift to a digital-only version. The 
death of a publication has been a recurring theme in the print industry, as online news 
services have become the primary vehicle for news consumption.  3

These drastic transformations are a compelling motivation for the mass media industry 
to reevaluate access to news. Research suggests that a lack of access to information 
has societal consequences and creates a digital divide in social equality.  4

However, traditional parameters for study of the digital divide have been based off of 
the location of consumption or connection speed—typically whether users have 
broadband Internet at home. Horrigan (2009) states that with the increase of internet-
enabled mobile devices, “having broadband at home is no longer inevitably associated 
with elite status for a tech user.”  Furthermore, increased mobile Internet access has 5



dissolved barriers-to-access for certain consumers.  But simply gauging access to 6

information based on these traditional factors does not encompass all aspects of the 
digital divide. Even though one aspect of it has been erased, design-induced barriers 
are creating another digital divide in access to content. 

Right to communicate 

United Nations official, Frank La Rue, argues that universal access to the Internet 
should be a priority because it has become a pathway for understanding and 
addressing inequality.  Expanding on La Rue’s belief, Mathiesen (2012) defends the 7

philosophical case that access to the Internet should be a considered a human right: 

While access to the Internet is not a “primary” right, it can be derived from the 
primary right to communicate. Furthermore, since the right to communicate is a 
linchpin right that empowers people to exercise their rights and fulfill their 
responsibilities, states have an obligation to see to it that people have access to 
Internet technology (p. 20).  8

According to the aforementioned sources and theories, online news services should be 
ensuring that they are providing equal access to consumption. 

Disabled people are second-class citizens in news 

While an increasing number of news platforms are adapting their designs for cross-
platform delivery, technology is simultaneously making it possible for users with 
disabilities to access a myriad of content. Screen readers make it possible to connect 
users with vision impairments to the rest of the digital world—reaching an ecosystem 
of users unavailable to the print medium. Despite the opportunity provided by 
technological advancements, many users are still being denied their constitutional right 
to news everyday because of poor design. 

Findings have suggested that people with disabilities often experience barriers-to-
access while browsing websites. For example, a study revealed that some visually 
impaired users copy and paste text from websites into word processors if a website is 
too confusing or if the navigation is frustrating.   9

Barrier-free design, also known as accessibility, is design that is accommodating and 
usable by all people involved and doesn’t create setbacks or obstacles for users. In 



2002, a study found that of 69 online news sites, only 3% of them had fully accessible 
homepages. Although this increased to 7% a year later, it is still concerning because a 
homepage is “the gatekeeper to the rest of the site.”  10

For the past year, I have studied and evaluated the overall accessibility of five major 
U.S. news websites—appalled by the easy-to-fix barriers that were rampant on all of 
them. The five websites evaluated were CNN (CNN.com), Fox News (FOXNews.com), 
NBC News (NBCNews.com), New York Times (NYTimes.com) and USA Today 
(USAToday.com). The criteria for analysis was a combination of the Web Content 
Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0,  Accessibility 2.0 guidelines, two automated 11

accessibility audit tools and human judgment. As of March 2014, all five fail to meet 
several low-hanging fruit accommodations, such as meaningful alternative text. This is 
the text that screen readers use to describe images—an accommodation relied on by 
many visually impaired users. All five sites also fail to provide a transcript for videos. 

Although CNN allows customized captioning, it is not keyboard friendly for users with 
motor disabilities. With small text and no option to resize it, FOX News fails users with 
vision impairments. However, like CNN, it does provide closed captioning. Despite 
having the tools in place to implement basic photo and video accommodations, NBC 
News has minimal accessibility for users with auditory, motor and vision disabilities. 
However, the website excels at the user sign up process. The least accessible of the five 
websites is USA Today, which traps keyboard-only users if the user encounters an 
advertisement overlay. 

It is important to note that the New York Times website has had the greatest 
improvement in overall accessibility from the beginning of this evaluation to its recent 
redesign. The website is the only one of the aforementioned five that implements ARIA 
roles and bypass blocks. If the site implements alternative text and closed captioning, it 
will meet many of the intermediate level accommodations. 

Assistive technology has advanced to the point where the journalism industry’s 
implementation has become the barrier to consumption. For example, Apple’s iOS 
devices have a built-in screen reader and AssistiveTouch for those who rely on motor 
accommodations. Despite other disciplines embracing accessibility for years, little to 
no discourse in the news industry exists. 

Since nearly one in five people have a disability in the United States,  this presents a 12

grave ethical dilemma. Building upon the libertarian theory, this failure to provide equal 

http://CNN.com
http://FOXNews.com
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access to news and not meeting the needs of our citizens suggests that journalists are 
not fulfilling their primary role in society. 

Limits of standardization 

Perhaps the media industry is not to blame for the oversight of accessibility 
compliance. The Web community has yet to develop a set of guidelines that designers 
and developers agree is most suitable. In 1997, the World Wide Web Consortium 
(W3C) created the Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) to advocate accessibility and 
establish guidelines: the aforementioned WCAG 2.0. However, their focus is fraught 
with verbose technicalities and 17 years later, little progress has been made. 

Cognitive disabilities, such as dyslexia, are barely mentioned in these guidelines and 
are given low-level priority for meeting accessibility compliance. According to 
Friedman & Bryen (2007), this exclusion is severe because cognitive disabilities affect 
more than 22 million Americans. In their design recommendations for users with 
cognitive disabilities they state, “The potential power of the Web is its universality and 
it being available to everyone.”  13

Frustrated with the direction of the WCAG 2.0, Kelly et al (2009) began to create their 
own guidelines, which they coined Accessibility 2.0. Their research includes case 
studies of practical implementation, which could be adapted and improvised for media 
outlet websites. The authors argue that accessibility should be a user-focused 
approach that is always in beta and should not be executed with a one-size-fits-all 
mentality.  14

Their approach to accessibility combines three qualities of what websites should be 
striving to achieve: flexibility for future technology, contextualization of consumption 
and user-centered design. Human-centered design expert Don Norman describes the 
philosophy of user-centered design as focusing on the needs of the consumer, resulting 
in an easy-to-understand and usable product.  15

This article builds on this concept and argues that understanding and designing for the 
context of consumption will lead to better user-centered design resulting in greater 
Web accessibility for everyone. 

Mobile consumption behavior 



In the context of mobile Internet usage, the perception that mobile device users only 
desire abridged versions of content is no longer valid. Survey research has shown that 
the majority of smartphone users are not consuming online content “on-the-go;” rather 
many are browsing leisurely from their home.  16

In a 2011 survey, 79% of smartphone owners reported using their phones for instant 
information seeking purposes within the past 30 days. Of those same smartphone 
owners, 72% reported using their phones as entertainment or because they were 
bored. One in five reported using their phone to avoid interacting with people around 
them by pretending to be busy.  Media consumers are using their devices for a range 17

of reasons, not just for instantaneous information.  

Even though Internet-enabled devices have become more ubiquitous, the goal-oriented 
behavior of the audience remains the same. A common misconception in cross-
platform content delivery is that non-desktop users prefer a simplified, bare bones 
version of a site. According to content strategist Karen McGrane, this is vastly untrue 
relative to content, because people are willing to do complex tasks on their mobile 
device.  Users do not want to be deprived of content just because they are browsing 18

on a smartphone. 

At face value, this data illustrates the importance of access to content via mobile 
devices. Beyond that, research suggests there is a parallel between the experience of 
mobile users and users with disabilities. 

Mobile consumption yields situationally induced impairments 

Research suggest that there is a strong relationship between mobile and accessible 
Web design, particularly when comparing physical usability.  Mobile users often 19

encounter similar barriers-to-access as visually disabled and motor impaired users, but 
those with the aforementioned disabilities have a higher cognitive awareness of these 
obstacles. This occurrence is defined as a situationally induced impairment.  20

Consider the following scenario: a user is browsing a news site on their smartphone. 
This user encounters similar barriers that visually impaired users experience: The type 
size is too small and the body text has poor color contrast with the background. An 
example of this phenomena corresponding to motor impairments is evident when a 
mobile user is trying to comment on a story online and they are struggling to input 
their login information because they are typing on a tiny on-screen keyboard. The 



mobile user enters the wrong password a few times and is forced to type the picture 
verification image (CAPTCHA). They might experience the same frustrations that 
motor impaired users do on a desktop version of the site. 

Observing how mobile users interact with their devices in this context could help 
designers understand how to approach accessibility in various digital platforms. 
Wroblewski (2011) describes mobile users as: 

people with “one eyeball and one thumb.” One thumb because they are likely to be 
holding their mobile in one hand and using a single thumb to control it; one eyeball 
because in many locations where mobile devices are used we only have people’s 
partial attention (p. 25).16 

Essentially, these consumers are voluntarily using devices that simulate situationally 
induced impairments. Although this describes the experience of mobile users who are 
filtering an elevated level of stimuli, it could also illustrate the experience of users who 
have cognitive disabilities. Therefore mobile users present designers with a framework 
for understanding what can be technically considered extreme use cases. 

Fringe cases into mainstream 

The history of product development cements the argument that what begins as 
extreme use can eventually become mainstream. This pattern is prevalent in a variety 
of industries, such as between the commercial automotive industry and the automotive 
sport industry. This beneficial outcome of extreme use products is illustrated in 
commonplace consumer automotive safety features. Disc brakes, roll cages, and 
rearview mirrors are all features that originated in racing environments.  21

The extreme use case becoming mainstream is apparent between traditional 
accessibility accommodations and mobile accommodations. Solutions that worked to 
increase desktop accessibility are being implemented in mobile technology, such as 
touch screens and voice recognition. Researchers Harper and Yesilada view designing 
for Web accessibility as an über use case instead of extreme use case, because it is 
founded with a user-centered focus that must be flexible to personalization. Therefore, 
the authors argue that to “understand the needs of disabled users is to understand the 
needs of everyone.”  Potentially, solutions for extreme use cases can answers 22

demands that the average user might benefit from and appreciate. 



New paradigm: every user is an extreme use case 

By approaching design with accessibility as a foundation in all cross-platform contexts 
the media can fulfill its role in a democratic society. Other industries elsewhere on the 
Web have recognized the need to embrace accessibility and are implementing 
solutions that ultimately are benefiting users in all contexts.16 According to Lidwell, 
Holden, & Butler (2003), there are four characteristics of accessible designs: 
perceptibility, operability, simplicity, and forgiveness.  23

It can be inferred that these four accessible design considerations will benefit all 
consumers of news, because a consequence of accessible design is lower barriers for 
everyone. Increasing access to information and public discourse means journalism is 
becoming more effective at fulfilling its primary role in society. 

Solution: accessible-first design 

The aforementioned barriers are not unique to the journalism industry and many 
solutions exist in other fields across the Web. The media no longer has an excuse to 
dismiss users with disabilities and therefore accessibility should not be an 
afterthought. 

By prioritizing accessibility as the default mindset in the design process, news 
organizations can create a better user-experience for all media consumers. For 
example, one of the pivotal Web accessibility principles outlined by Rutter et al (2006) 
is to fulfill various user needs by designing flexible websites. An added benefit of this 
flexibility is that it also “increases general usability and lets people without disabilities 
use websites according to their preferences, such as using whichever browser they 
want and using keyboard shortcuts.”  24

An adaptable design approach is being applied to solve mobile Web design constraints. 
The term responsive Web design was coined by Web designer Ethan Marcotte who 
describes it as a flexible website that adapts relative to the medium in which the user 
accesses the site.  This approach is widely accepted in the Web industry and Walton 25

(2012) advocates the advantages of responsive design stating: 

In the case of [a] news outlet, it would have one version to maintain, one version to 
budget for and one version of consistent content for users. Thus, when new devices 



hit the market (like seven-inch tablets), it wouldn’t have to segment its Web budget 
again to start from scratch on a whole new experience (p. 92).  26

Not only does this address flexibility for future technology, but also makes 
implementation more pragmatic. By borrowing strategies for cross-platform design, 
the journalism industry can accommodate for these seemingly fringe use cases. 

Conclusion 

Users with disabilities—either in the traditional sense or situationally induced—are 
consuming news online. By prioritizing access, the media industry is treating impaired 
users like second-class citizens. Technology has reached a point at which there is no 
excuse for giving non-impaired users priority access in news media design. If the media 
is to fulfill its responsibility in a democratic nation, it must adopt accessibility to ensure 
an open marketplace of ideas.  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