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Organizations across the Canada are increasingly recognizing the importance of digital inclusivity as
part of delivering effective, trustworthy services. One critical area that is still frequently overlooked is
forms - the backbone of many business transactions and government services. When forms are not
accessible, customers and citizens can be blocked from completing essential tasks, resulting in lost
opportunities, increased compliance risk, and erosion of trust.

This guide provides practical, high-value insights into making forms accessible, understanding and
meeting relevant laws and standards in Canada, and realizing the business benefits of inclusive form
design. Each section is designed to stand alone as a modular resource for decision makers and
delivery teams, while together they form a comprehensive bundle to support organizations at every
stage of their accessibility journey.

Users with Disabilities Abandon Inaccesible Sites

1ind 711%

U.S. adults have a disability - of customers with disabilities

about 61 million people -

leave a website within 10 seconds

representing a huge segment if it's not accessible.

of customers.

Form Completion Uplift Lower Abandonment

20-30% 15%

increase in form completions when reduction in cart abandonment

forms are made accessible after fixing accessibility issues

(as seen by major retailers). in checkout forms.

1. Regulatory Accessibility Requirements for Forms

Even as businesses and governments race toward digital transformation, they must navigate a
patchwork of accessibility laws across jurisdictions. This section clarifies which accessibility rules and
guidelines apply to forms in Canada, across public and private sectors. It outlines federal
requirements first, then provincial mandates, and explains how they tie into the Web Content
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Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) - the universally accepted standard for web and form accessibility.
Crucially, we highlight what these rules mean for your organization’s forms and digital documents, so
you understand the high-level obligations.

1.1 Canada (Federal and Provincial Requirements)

Federal Requirements (Public Sector & Federally Regulated Private Sector)
Accessible Canada Act (ACA)

The Accessible Canada Act is Canada'’s first national accessibility law, with the goal of making the
country barrier-free by 2040. It applies to the federal public sector (departments, agencies, and
Crown corporations) as well as federally regulated private-sector industries such as banking,
telecommunications, transportation, and broadcasting.

Organizations covered under the Act must align with the National Standard of Canada (CAN/ASC-EN
301 549:2024). This standard includes WCAG 2.1 Level AA and adds additional requirements for
mobile applications, digital documents, and certain hardware interfaces (such as ATMs).

December 5, 2027 is the mandatory compliance date for federal public-sector entities (departments,
agencies, and Crown corporations). Federally regulated private-sector organizations are also subject
to the Accessible Canada Act and corresponding regulations, with phased compliance timelines and
ongoing obligations defined by regulation.

What does this mean for forms:
o Form fields must have programmatically associated labels
o All functionality must be operable via keyboard
e Errors must be communicated using text, not color alone
o Time limits must be adjustable or extendable by users
e PDF and downloadable forms must be tagged and usable with screen readers

These requirements apply to both customer-facing and employee-facing digital services across the
federal public sector and federally regulated private sector, including tax forms, benefit applications,
onboarding forms, and financial processes.

Risk and enforcement
o Federal Accessibility Commissioner oversight
o Complaints, investigations, and compliance reviews
e Administrative monetary penalties of up to $250,000

e Courts have also confirmed that inaccessible government websites can constitute
discrimination. In Jodhan v. Government of Canada, the Federal Court ruled that failure to
provide accessible online services violated equality rights, establishing digital accessibility as a
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legally enforceable obligation.
Canadian Human Rights Act (CHRA)

The Canadian Human Rights Act prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability in matters under
federal jurisdiction. This includes federal public-sector services as well as federally regulated
private-sector services, such as banking, airlines, telecommunications, and transportation.

From a digital perspective, the CHRA establishes a duty to accommodate. Organizations are
expected to remove accessibility barriers or provide meaningful alternatives when digital services,
including websites or forms, are not usable by people with disabilities.

With the introduction of the Accessible Canada Act and its explicit alignment to WCAG 2.1 Level AA,
expectations under the CHRA have become much clearer. WCAG now serves as a practical
benchmark for what reasonable digital accessibility looks like. As a result, inaccessible forms or
websites may be considered discriminatory where established standards are known, applicable, and
achievable - for both public-sector bodies and federally regulated private-sector organizations.

Province-Level Requirements

At the provincial level, Canada has a mix of dedicated accessibility legislation and human rights
frameworks governing digital accessibility. Unlike the U.S., several provinces explicitly regulate digital
accessibility for both the public and private sectors, particularly for websites, online forms, and
documents.

While approaches vary by province, a few consistent themes emerge:

o Public sector leadership
Provinces generally apply accessibility requirements first to government ministries, agencies,
municipalities, and publicly funded institutions.

o WCAG-aligned standards
Where technical requirements exist, provinces increasingly align to WCAG 2.1 Level AA, either
directly or through policy and standards.

« Phased enforcement models
Many provinces are implementing accessibility progressively, with planning, reporting, and
transition periods before strict enforcement.

» Private sector reach
Some provinces explicitly regulate private businesses; others rely on human rights legislation,
procurement rules, or future standards to extend impact.

Provincial requirements do not replace federal obligations under the ACA or the CHRA. Instead, they
layer additional expectations, timelines, and enforcement mechanisms. Organizations operating in
multiple provinces must therefore navigate overlapping accessibility obligations, even where the
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technical standard remains broadly consistent.

The table below summarizes how selected Canadian provinces approach digital accessibility, with a
focus on online forms and transactional services. Each summary highlights key public-sector
requirements, notable private-sector considerations, and the standards most commonly enforced.

Province-level Accessibility Requirements - Summary View

, - , Pri
, Public Sector Accessibility Private Sector rimary
Province . . . Standard
Requirements Considerations
Referenced
Government, municipalities, and : L
. Private organizations are
broader public sector must comply -
with Accessibility for Ontarians with explicitly regulated under
Ontario A yTorn AODA, with phased WCAG 2.0 AA
Disabilities (AODA) requirements, WCAG combliance
including WCAG-based digital i P
accessibility for websites and forms. 5 '
Accessible British Columbia Act
(ABCA) requires pubhc bodies to No direct digital mandate
British create plans, committees, and yet: human rights law
: feedback mechanisms. Digital : WCAG 2.1 AA
Columbia . . and procurement create
standards are forthcoming; policy ndirect oblieations
guidance strongly encourages WCAG 5 '
alignment.
Accessibility for Manitobans Act Private sector is explicitly
Manitoba (AMA) mandates WCAG.—comphant. covgred; most WCAG 2.1 AA
digital content for public bodies, with businesses must comply
active enforcement. with WCAG 2.1 AA.
Accessibility Act sets province-wide
goals; information and No current digital
Nova Scotia communication standards are in mandate; human rights  WCAG 2.1 AA
development. Public sector preparing obligations apply.
ahead of formal mandates.
Standard sur l'accessibilité des sites  No explicit digital
Web (SGQRI 008) standard requires  mandate; human rights
Quebec WCAG-aligned accessibility for obligations and WCAG 2.0 AA

government websites and online
forms, monitored internally.

procurement drive
compliance.
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Accessibility Act establishes planning
Newfoundland and reporting duties; digital
& Labrador standards expected but not yet in
force.

No direct requirements
yet; human rights law WCAG 2.0 AA
applies.

Accessibility Act creates framework;  No current mandate;
New Brunswick digital standards under development moving toward regulated
with WCAG alignment expected. compliance over time.

WCAG 2.1 AA
(anticipated)

Accessible Saskatchewan Act setsa  No current digital
Saskatchewan standards-based framework; digital ~ mandate; human rights
requirements forthcoming,. obligations apply.

WCAG 2.2 AA
(anticipated)

No comprehensive accessibility o _
legislation; government policy No provincial mandate; Strives for WCAG
: federal laws and human

generally follows WCAG guidance , o 2.1 AA
inconsistently. rights obligations apply.

Alberta

Prince Edward No accessibility legislation; public No digital mandate;
sland sector follows internal policies and reactive accommodation WCAG 2.0 A
federal alignment. under human rights law.
Yukon currently
N . . No digital mandates; mandates 2.2
o No provincial statute. Policy-driven , .
Territories , . . human rights codes AA; NWT
compliance for public bodies
apply. mandates 2.0
AA.

2. Top 10 Form Accessibility Issues Leaders Overlook

Too often, accessibility is discussed in abstract terms, leaving business leaders unsure how it
impacts real customers or bottom lines. This section makes accessibility concrete by highlighting ten
common form accessibility issues that are frequently overlooked - and the practical fixes for each.
These are the hidden pitfalls that cause users with disabilities to abandon forms, lodge complaints,
or even trigger costly legal audits. By understanding these issues, you can prioritize improvements
that deliver immediate business value: fewer lost customers, reduced compliance risk, and less
rework fixing problems after this fact. Each issue below is paired with what “good” looks like (through
the lens of WCAG success criteria), a plain-language summary of the technical fix, and the business
value of getting it right.
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Issue #1: Missing or Inadequate Form Labels

Missing or poorly implemented labels remain one of the most common accessibility failures in digital
forms. This typically occurs when placeholder text is used instead of visible labels, or when labels are
visually present but not programmatically linked to their corresponding fields. These issues are often
overlooked during visual review, yet they introduce significant friction during form completion.

When labels are missing or incorrect, users can lose context, make errors, or abandon the form
entirely. This problem is widespread, the WebAIM Million study found that 46% of analyzed pages
contained missing form labels.

A The risk

e Placeholder text replaces persistent labels
o Labels are not programmatically associated with inputs

o Userslose context as they type, leading to errors and drop-off

g What good looks like (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2)

Each form field has a clear, visible label that is programmatically associated with its input and always
remains present. Placeholder text is used only as supporting guidance, not as a substitute for labels.

2 Why this matters to the business

Clear labels reduce confusion, improve completion rates, and lower support requests. Well-labelled
forms can increase successful completion and are far less likely to fail accessibility audits or trigger
legal complaints. Fixing label issues early is a low-cost change with immediate returns: higher
conversions, cleaner data, and reduced compliance risk.

Issue #2: Relying on Color or Symbols Alone to Convey Information

Many forms indicate required fields or errors using color (e.g., red borders) or symbols (e.g.,
asterisks) without providing clear text. This creates confusion for users who cannot reliably perceive
color cues, and it often results in missed requirements, repeated errors, or abandonment.

A The risk

e Required fields are marked only by an asterisk or color

e FErrors are shown visually (e.g., red outline) without clear text
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e Users miss what is required or what went wrong

o Color vision deficiency affects 300+ million people worldwide (around 8% of men)

g What good looks like (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2)

Color is not the only way information is conveyed (WCAG 2.1 SC 1.4.1). Required fields and errors

are clearly identified in text (SC 3.3.1, 3.3.2), and error feedback is readable and announced by
assistive technologies.

2 Why this matters to the business

Clear text cues reduce mistakes and rework, improve completion rates, and lower support requests
("l didn't realize that field was required”). Color-only indicators are common audit and complaint
findings; fixing them is low effort and strengthens trust in the experience.

Issue #3: Keyboard Navigation and Focus Order Failures

If a form cannot be completed using a keyboard alone, it effectively blocks many users — including
people who cannot use a mouse and those who navigate quickly via keyboard. Problems typically
show up as skipped fields, unpredictable tab order, invisible focus, or users getting trapped in
pop-ups or custom controls.

A The risk

e Tab order jumps unpredictably or skips key fields
e Focus becomes invisible or disappears inside pop-ups
o Users get trapped with no clear way forward

o Completion becomes impossible, leading to immediate abandonment

Q What good looks like (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2)

All form functionality is keyboard operable (WCAG 2.1 SC 2.1.1), focus order is logical (SC 2.4.3), and
focus is always visible (SC 2.4.7). Users can tab through end-to-end without getting stuck.

& Why this matters to the business

Keyboard failures are hard blockers and are frequently flagged in audits because they're easy to test
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and cause immediate breakdowns. Fixing focus order and keyboard flow typically delivers quick
wins: higher completion, fewer escalations, and cleaner submissions.

Issue #4: Poor Error Messages and Validation Feedback

Forms often fail at the moment users make a mistake. Vague errors (“Invalid input”), color-only cues,
or errors that are not announced to assistive technologies create confusion and slow users down. In
some cases, validation triggers too early (while typing), which can interrupt users and increase
abandonment.

A The risk

Errors are vague, visual-only, or disconnected from the field
o Users do not know what to fix or how to fix it
e FErrors are not announced to assistive technologies

o Users abandon after repeated failed attempts

Q What good looks like (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2)

Errors are identified and described in text (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.1), guidance is provided where possible
(SC 3.3.3), and errors are associated so they can be announced. For financial/legal commitments,
protections against irreversible errors apply (SC 3.3.4).

& Why this matters to the business

Better validation and guidance directly improve conversion. Studies show that improving inline
validation can increase form success rates by up to 22% and nearly halve completion time. Strong
error handling reduces abandonment, support load, and audit risk.

Issue #5: Lack of Grouping and Structure in Form Content

Forms do not just fail because of what they ask - they fail because of how information is structured.
When related options (radio buttons/checkboxes) are not grouped properly, users can lose context.
Long forms without clear headings or section breaks can feel disorienting, especially on mobile or
for users who process information differently.

A The risk
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« Related options are presented without a clear question context

o Multi-section forms lack headings or logical breaks
o Users lose track of where they are and what they are answering

o Confusion increases errors and abandonment

Q What good looks like (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2)

Relationships between elements are conveyed programmatically (WCAG 2.1 SC 1.3.1). Headings and
labels are used to organize content meaningfully (SC 2.4.6). Related options are grouped under a
clear legend/question, and long forms are structured into sections or steps.

& Why this matters to the business

Clear structure speeds up completion and improves data quality. It reduces drop-off in complex
journeys and is a common audit focus under 1.3.1. Fixing structure improves usability, reduces
rework, and reinforces professional, trustworthy experience.

Issue #6: Inaccessible Custom Controls (e.g. Date Pickers, CAPTCHAS)

Custom widgets are often introduced for convenience or security, but they frequently become
accessibility blockers. Date pickers that require a mouse, file uploads that are not keyboard
accessible, or image-based CAPTCHAS without an alternative can stop users from submitting the
form entirely.

A The risk

o Mouse-dependent controls block keyboard users
o CAPTCHAs lack accessible alternatives

o Users cannot complete the form end-to-end

o Research consistently shows that traditional CAPTCHAS create high failure rates, prevent
some users from completing forms entirely, and can significantly reduce successful
submissions when introduced into form flows.

Q What good looks like (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2)
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Controls are keyboard operable (WCAG 2.1 SC 2.1.1), expose clear name/role/value (5C 4.1.2), and
do not rely on visual-only challenges without alternatives (SC 1.1.1). Use of CAPTCHAs that provide
accessible options or non-intrusive verification methods.

& Why this matters to the business

These issues silently discourage potential customers and applicants. Fixing or replacing inaccessible
widgets often produces immediate gains in completion rates while reducing complaints and audit
failures - protecting both revenue and brand reputation.

Issue #7: Inadequate Time Allowances or Session Timeouts

Timeouts are common in high-risk environments (banking, insurance, government), but they are
often implemented without considering users who need more time — including people using screen
readers, voice input, or alternative keyboards. Silent timeouts can erase progress and force users to
start over.

A The risk

Users are logged out mid-completion without warning
e Entered data is lost, causing frustration and abandonment
o Longer, complex forms become disproportionately difficult to complete

e Support complaints increase

Q What good looks like (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2)

Users can extend, adjust, or turn off time limits when not essential (WCAG 2.1 SC 2.2.1). When time
limits are necessary, users receive clear warnings and a way to continue. The experience remains
predictable and progress is protected where possible.

& Why this matters to the business

Timeouts directly reduce completion rates on high-value transactions. Adding warnings, extensions,
or progress-saving reduces abandonment and support costs while lowering audit risk — without
compromising security.

Issue #8: Missing or Inaccessible Help Text and Instructions
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Forms often assume users already know what to enter. When guidance is missing, overly technical,
or placed in tooltips that are not accessible, users make errors late in the process or abandon
entirely. This becomes more pronounced in multi-step journeys where users are unsure how long
the process will take.

A The risk

e Required formats are not explained (dates, IDs, etc.)
e Guidance is hidden or not announced to assistive technologies
o Multi-step forms lack orientation (steps remaining, context)

e Users make preventable errors and drop off

Q What good looks like (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2)

Necessary instructions are provided at the point of input (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2) in plain language and
are programmatically associated so assistive technologies announce them at the right time.
Multi-step forms include clear headings, step indicators, and contextual cues.

2 Why this matters to the business

Clear instructions reduce errors, speed completion, and lower abandonment. They also reduce
support volume driven by confusion (“the form isn't working”) and are frequently checked in audits.

Issue #9: Low Color Contrast and Lack of Visual Clarity

Modern visual design trends often introduce light text, subtle borders, and weak focus states. Low
contrast makes forms difficult to read and increases errors — especially on mobile or in bright
environments. Weak or missing focus indicators can also block keyboard users who cannot see
where they are in the form.

A The risk

o Labels, help text, or error messages are hard to read
o Focus indicators are removed or too subtle

e Users miss errors or cannot track where they are
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o  WebAIM found about 83% of home pages have insufficient text contrast

g What good looks like (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2)

Text and essential visual elements meet minimum contrast requirements (WCAG 2.1 SC 1.4.3), and
keyboard focus is always visible (SC 2.4.7, with stronger expectations in WCAG 2.2). Labels, errors,
and focus states are easy to see in real-world conditions.

& Why this matters to the business

Poor contrast and weak focus silently reduce completion and increase abandonment. Improving
clarity benefits everyone — especially older users and mobile users — and reduces audit exposure
while improving the perceived quality of your digital experience.

Issue #10 Unexpected Behavior and Unannounced Dynamic Updates

Many forms change dynamically as users interact — showing/hiding fields, updating instructions,
validating in real time, or auto-advancing. If these changes are not clearly communicated, users can
become disoriented. Screen reader users may miss critical updates entirely, and sudden focus
changes can interrupt completion flow.

A The risk

e New required fields appear without clear explanation
e FErrors or messages appear visually but are not announced
e Focus moves unexpectedly or validation interrupts input

o Userslose trust and abandon the journey

Q What good looks like (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.3.2)

Forms behave predictably (WCAG 2.1 SC 3.2.1, 3.2.2), changes in status/content are communicated
(SC 4.1.3), and meaningful sequence is preserved (SC 1.3.2). Dynamic updates are announced
properly and focus is managed intentionally.

2 Why this matters to the business

Unexpected behavior undermines confidence and completion rates. These issues often surface only
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after complaints because they can be missed in basic testing. Fixing them improves flow, reduces
support escalations, and lowers reputational risk for high-importance transactions.

3. Form Accessibility Readiness Checklist

For leaders looking to turn accessibility intent into measurable action, this section introduces a Form
Accessibility Readiness Checklist. It is designed to help organizations assess, at a practical level, how
prepared they are to deliver and sustain accessible forms across critical business workflows.

The checklist itself focuses on form-level accessibility requirements, mapped to WCAG and framed
to quickly surface areas of risk in web and document-based forms. However, accessible forms do
not exist in isolation. Their success depends just as much on governance, technology choices,
training and testing practices as on individual WCAG checks.

For that reason, this section also looks beyond the checklist to examine what the checklist alone
cannot capture, including organizational ownership, team capability, platform readiness, and
ongoing quality assurance. Together, these elements provide a more complete picture of form
accessibility maturity.

Core Forms Accessibility Checklist (WCAG-Aligned)

The checklist below can be used to review your most important forms - web forms, applications, and
document-based forms such as PDFs. For each item, answer Yes, No, or Unsure.

Note: Not all WCAG Level AA success criteria apply to every form. In some cases, meeting Level A
requirements alone may be sufficient, depending on the type of content involved. For example, when a
form includes audio-only or video-only prerecorded content, Success Criterion 1.2.1 (Level A) applies,
however, because most forms do not include live media, related Level AA criteria under Guideline 1.2 (such
as live captions) are often not relevant. This underscores the importance of evaluating which success
criteria genuinely apply to a specific form.

WCAG

Accessibility check What to verify reference Level

Labels are not placeholders and are
announced correctly by assistive 131,332 A AA
technologies

Every form field has a clear, visible
label

Instructions and errors do not rely Required fields and errors are

. . . 1.4.1 A
on color alone communicated using text, not just color

Text and interface elements meet Labels, buttons, helper text, and error

. 143 AA
contrast requirements messages are readable

WWW.4POINT.COM




4Point

The entire form can be completed Logical tab order, no keyboard traps,

211,247 A AA
using a keyboard visible focus

Errors are clearly identified and ~ Users understand what went wrong and 331,333 A AA

explained how to fix it
Error messages are announced  Screen readers are notified of validation 413 AA
when they appear errors o
Time limits can be adjusted or .
) Users are not blocked due to timeouts 2.2.1 A

avoided

The form structure is logical and  Related fields are grouped; multi-step 131323 A AA

predictable forms show progress

Custom controls expose name, Icons, sliders, and dynamic widgets work 410 A
role, and value with assistive tech o

Forms are usable on mobile Touch targets are adequate; no forced 140,255 AA
devices scrolling or zoom

Document-based forms are PDFs are tagged, fields are labelled, 131412 A
accessible reading order is logical o

If you answered “No” or “Unsure” to any of the above, there is likely a real and material accessibility
risk. Many of these issues directly prevent users from completing forms independently, even when
the form appears visually polished.

It is also important to note what this checklist is - and is not - intended to do.

What the Checklist Reveals and What It Does Not

Experience shows that accessibility issues in forms rarely stem from a single technical mistake. They
are more often symptoms of organizational gaps - unclear ownership, limited training, or insufficient
testing. To understand whether your organization is positioned to address form accessibility
sustainably, it is necessary to look beyond individual form controls and examine how accessibility is
governed, implemented, and maintained.

Organizational Readiness for Accessible Forms

IE[ Governance and Accountability

Accessible forms do not happen by accident. They require explicit commitment and clear ownership.
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At a minimum, organizations should be able to answer:

« Has accessibility been formally acknowledged as a priority in customer-facing digital
processes, including forms?

e Isthere executive awareness that inaccessible forms represent both user risk and
organizational risk?

e Isresponsibility for form accessibility clearly assigned — from design through development
and deployment?

Without defined accountability, accessibility issues tend to surface only after complaints, audits, or
legal challenges, rather than being prevented upstream.

(g% Technology and Development Enablement

Forms accessibility is heavily influenced by the tools and platforms used to build and maintain them.
Ensuring the right foundations are in place starts with asking the right questions:

e Does your chosen form technology support accessible output by default?

e Are modern, accessibility-optimized components being used instead of older custom
implementations?

o Canyour document tools generate properly tagged, accessible PDFs?

o Do developers understand accessible form patterns, including the appropriate use of
semantics and ARIA where needed?

Accessibility should be a supported capability within your technology stack, not something
developers have to retrofit through workarounds.

9 Training and Team Enablement

Even with the right governance and technology, accessibility outcomes depend on the knowledge
and confidence of the people building and maintaining forms.

Organizations should consider:
o Do designers, developers, and content authors receive role-appropriate accessibility training?

o Areteams equipped with practical guidance on accessible form patterns and common failure
points?

o Is accessibility knowledge refreshed over time as standards, tools, and teams evolve?

Without ongoing training, accessibility tends to rely on a small number of individuals rather than
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being embedded as a shared capability.

l‘ Testing, Feedback, and Ongoing Maintenance

Accessibility is not a one-time activity, it requires ongoing testing and oversight, especially as forms
and workflows evolve. Sustainable accessibility practices include:

» Automated accessibility checks integrated into QA or release pipelines to catch common
regressions.

e Manual testing using a keyboard and screen readers for critical forms.
o Aclear channel for users to report accessibility barriers or request assistance.
« Routine reassessment whenever forms are updated or redesigned.

Even small changes — such as adding a new field or adjusting validation logic — can introduce new
barriers if accessibility is not revisited as part of regular maintenance.

4. Preparing Forms for an Accessibility Audit

Preparing for an accessibility audit is most effective when approached as a planned and structured
exercise, rather than a last-minute review. Organizations may choose to assess their forms as part
of ongoing quality improvements, risk management, or to gain an independent view of their current
accessibility posture. This section explains what accessibility audits typically examine - with a
particular focus on online forms and supporting documents - and outlines a practical, step-by-step
approach to preparing in advance. The guidance focuses on clear actions and tangible outputs that
help teams approach audits confidently and efficiently.

By following these steps, organizations can reduce uncertainty, improve internal alignment, and
ensure their forms deliver a more usable and inclusive experience for everyone - regardless of
whether the audit is formal, informal, internal, or third-party.

What Does an Accessibility Audit Cover?

An accessibility audit will evaluate your digital content (web pages, applications, forms, PDFs, etc.)

against a defined standard - usually WCAG 2.0 or 2.1 Level AA. For forms, auditors will check all

relevant success criteria, including those we highlighted in Section 2 (labels, focus, errors, etc.).

Specifically, an audit of your forms will typically include:

o Form Controls & Labels: Verifying that every field and interactive element is properly labelled

and programmatically associated, and that related controls are correctly grouped and
structured (SC 1.3.1,3.3.2, 4.1.2).
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» Keyboard Access & Focus Order: Confirming that all form fields and actions can be accessed
using a keyboard alone, in a logical order, with visible focus indicators and accessible on-focus
behaviors (SC 2.1.1, 2.4.3, 2.4.7).

« Error Handling: Checking that errors are clearly identified using text, not just visual cues, and
that meaningful guidance is provided to help users recover from mistakes (SC 3.3.1, 3.3.3).
Auditors often test this by submitting invalid data.

o Timing & Autocomplete: Reviewing any time limits or multi-step interactions to ensure users
are warned and given options to extend time where required (SC 2.2.1), and assessing the
use of assistive features such as autocomplete to reduce input errors.

o Documents & Alternatives: Assessing the accessibility of any documents involved in the form
process, such as PDFs, including structure, reading order, and form fields, and verifying that
accessible alternatives are available where needed (SC 1.1.1, PDF/UA-aligned criteria).

o Assistive Technology Compatibility: Testing forms with screen readers (like NVDA, JAWS, or
VoiceOver) and other assistive technologies to ensure controls, instructions, and errors are
announced correctly, follow a logical sequence, and do not trap users (SC 2.1.2, 2.4.3,4.1.2).

How to Prepare — Step-by-Step:

Preparing for an accessibility audit is most effective when treated as a structured process rather
than a last-minute technical exercise. The steps below outline a repeatable approach that
organizations can use to prepare forms — web-based and document-based — for formal review.

1. Establish the Audit Scope

Start by clearly defining what will be assessed.

This typically includes:
o All live web forms and applications used by customers or employees
« Supporting pages such as instructions, confirmation screens, and error pages
o Any documents involved in the process, including PDFs or downloadable forms

A common audit risk is overlooking legacy or low-traffic forms that are still publicly available.
Creating a comprehensive inventory upfront helps avoid unexpected findings later.

Outcome: A complete, agreed list of in-scope forms and related assets.
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2. Map Each Form to Applicable Standards

Once scope is defined, clarify which accessibility standards apply to each form.
For example:
e Public-facing transactional forms are typically reviewed against WCAG Level AA

e Internal or government-related forms may also fall under additional requirements such as
Section 508

e Document-based forms may need to meet PDF accessibility standards in addition to WCAG
criteria

This step translates abstract standards into form-specific expectations, building directly on the
requirements outlined in Section 3: Form Accessibility Readiness Checklist.

Outcome: A clear set of accessibility expectations for each form, aligned to the relevant standard.

3. Conduct a Pre-Audit Self-Assessment
Before engaging auditors, perform a structured internal review.
This usually includes:

o Automated checks to identify common issues such as missing labels, contrast failures, or
structural problems

e Basic manual testing, including keyboard-only navigation and form submission flows
 Initial checks of document accessibility for any PDFs involved

The goal is not perfection, but early issue detection. Many organizations also choose to conduct a
“mock audit” at this stage to simulate how a formal audit will be performed.

Outcome: A prioritized list of issues to address before the formal audit.

4, Remediate Issues and Document Actions
As issues are addressed, track what was fixed and when.
Effective documentation may include:
o Asimpleissue log per form
o Notes on design or content changes made to improve clarity

o Evidence of testing or validation performed after fixes
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This record supports internal coordination and demonstrates due diligence if auditors ask how
issues were identified and resolved.

Outcome: Updated, improved forms and a clear record of remediation efforts.

5. Align Content Owners and Technical Teams

Accessibility fixes often span multiple disciplines, including design, content, and development, and
require coordination across teams.

e Before the audit, bring relevant stakeholders together to:

o Confirm that changes to labels, instructions, or layouts still align with business intent

e Ensure technical changes maintain accessibility without introducing new usability issues
o Validate that final versions reflect both compliance and user experience goals

This step helps prevent last-minute rework and ensures the audited version of each form is truly
final.

Outcome: Approved, audit-ready forms with shared ownership across teams.

6. Perform Final Manual QA (Audit Simulation)

This final step validates the exact versions of the forms that will be reviewed during the audit, after
all remediation and internal alignment are complete. Because accessibility fixes often involve
multiple rounds of content, design, and technical changes, this step helps confirm that the live or
audit-ready versions behave as intended and that no new issues have been introduced.

The review is deliberately structured to mirror how an accessibility auditor will test - focusing on real
user interaction rather than theory or implementation intent. This provides confidence that the
forms will hold up under formal review and reduces the risk of last-minute surprises.

This includes:
o Completing each form using keyboard-only navigation
e Testing with screen readers where possible
o Checking behavior at high zoom or magnification
e Re-running automated checks on final versions

Even small late-stage changes - such as adjusting validation logic or layout spacing - can affect focus
order, announcements, or usability. A final audit simulation ensures that what is tested is exactly
what will be audited.
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Outcome: Forms that are ready to be audited, without last-minute fixes or uncertainty.

Completing these steps will greatly reduce the chances of nasty surprises during the official audit.
Instead of scrambling to make fixes under a tight deadline or — worst-case - facing an audit failure
and potential penalties, you'll approach the audit with confidence. Moreover, you'll have developed a
repeatable process for accessibility compliance that can carry forward to future projects, turning
audits from a feared occurrence into a routine check that you're prepared to pass.

5. Making the Business Case for Accessible Forms

Achieving accessibility across all forms can feel overwhelming — especially when legacy systems,
limited budgets, or competing priorities are involved. The most successful organizations do not try
to fix everything at once. Instead, they prioritize high-impact forms, align accessibility work with
existing initiatives, and treat accessibility as a business investment, not just a compliance task.

This section outlines where to focus first, how to align accessibility with funding conversations, and
why accessible forms consistently deliver measurable returns.

Start with High-Risk, High-Impact Forms

Not all forms carry the same business or regulatory risk. Prioritization should start with forms where
failure has immediate consequences.

Sea Customer-facing and high-traffic forms

These include checkout flows, account sign-ups, applications, onboarding, and payments.
Inaccessible forms here directly affect revenue and conversion.

e Industry studies consistently show that checkout and sign-up forms are among the most
failure-prone for accessibility.

e Real-world improvements show the impact: organizations that improve form labels and error
handling routinely see meaningful increases in form completion and conversion, translating
directly into revenue gains.

& Legally mandated or regulated forms

Forms tied to public services, financial products, employment, or benefits carry higher legal
exposure.

o Injurisdictions such as Canada and the US, inaccessible digital forms have been the subject of
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enforcement actions and lawsuits.

o Addressing these forms early reduces regulatory risk and avoids costly, reactive remediation.

@ Forms tied to active transformation initiatives

(N
-

Any form being redesigned, migrated, or rebuilt should have accessibility embedded from day one.
o Accessibility is far more cost-effective when included during redesign than retrofitted later.

e Many organizations successfully secure funding by folding accessibility into broader initiatives
such as CRM upgrades, website refreshes, or mobile app launches — improving ROl while
avoiding future rework.

Align Accessibility Fixes with Business Value

Once priority forms are identified, investments should be sequenced to maximize impact.

@ Focus on quick wins

Many high-impact fixes are low effort: adding missing labels, improving contrast, clarifying
instructions. These changes can immediately reduce drop-off and demonstrate value to
stakeholders.

@ Use analytics and feedback
Form abandonment data, error rates, and customer feedback often point directly to accessibility
barriers. Prioritizing fixes at these friction points delivers both accessibility and UX gains.

& Look for the ripple effect

Improvements made for accessibility frequently benefit all users. Simplified language, clearer
layouts, and better error messaging often increase completion rates across the board. One
Canadian retailer found that accessibility-driven form simplification improved conversion for all
users — not just those with disabilities.

‘c Invest where scale matters

For organizations with large volumes of legacy forms or documents, automation and Al-assisted
remediation tools can significantly reduce manual effort. While these tools require upfront
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investment, they often pay for themselves by accelerating remediation and freeing teams from
repetitive work.

Real-World Results: What Accessible Forms Deliver

Organizations that invest strategically in accessible forms consistently see tangible returns:

e Anational telecommunications provider improved sign-up and support forms to WCAG
standards and saw an 18% increase in new customer sign-ups, alongside reduced support
calls.

e Anonline retailer reduced cart abandonment by 15% after improving form labels, navigation,
and error handling - with a 9% increase in repeat purchases.

e Afinancial services firm embedded accessibility into a planned onboarding platform upgrade,
achieving compliance as part of the project while improving application completion rates and
avoiding future technical debt.

These examples reinforce a consistent pattern: accessible forms improve conversion, reduce
abandonment, lower support costs, and strengthen trust.

Failing to invest in form accessibility carries hidden costs — lost revenue, urgent retrofits, strained
teams, and reputational risk. By contrast, organizations that prioritize the right forms at the right
time make accessibility manageable and fundable.

The key is focus. When accessibility is aligned with business goals, embedded into existing initiatives,
and backed by clear evidence of return, it becomes far easier to secure executive support and
funding.

Accessible forms are not an all-or-nothing challenge. They are an achievable, high-value investment,
and for many organizations, the smartest place to start is now.

6. Next Steps in Your Accessibility Journey

This guide has explored what it takes to make forms genuinely accessible, from understanding
regulatory expectations and identifying risk, to prioritizing investment and preparing for audits. For
most organizations, the remaining question is not whether accessibility matters, but how to move
forward in a way that is informed, realistic, and aligned to business goals.

Organizations are at different stages. Some are still assessing exposure and obligations, others are
planning form modernization or broader digital initiatives, and many are managing legacy forms
while trying to determine where to focus first. If you are ready to take the next step, the most
effective place to begin is with a focused scoping and assessment engagement, one that provides
clarity, reduces uncertainty, and supports sound funding and planning decisions.
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Based on our experience, this is best approached as a strategic conversation, rather than a technical
deep dive. A complimentary, no-charge 90-minute accessibility strategy session helps establish what
you have today, where the real risks and opportunities lie, and what the most appropriate next step

should be for your organization, before committing to larger audits or remediation efforts.

What the Engagement Covers

1. Scoping Session
We begin by confirming what is in scope and what success looks like. This includes:

o The specific forms, templates, pages, or key user journeys to review
e The volume of forms and documents involved
o The accessibility standard(s) to assess against (commonly WCAG 2.1 Level AA)

This ensures effort is focused on the right assets and aligned with your operational and regulatory
context.

2. Accessibility Audit (Forms and End-to-End Journeys)

We review an agreed set of forms and related pages to identify accessibility gaps that could create
barriers for people with disabilities.

This includes:

o Web forms and workflows
o Associated documents (such as PDFs)
e Embedded or third-party form components where applicable
The audit looks at the full journey - not just individual fields - to understand real-world impact.

3. Conformance Report and Prioritization
You receive a clear, business-friendly report that includes:

o Conformance findings mapped to relevant WCAG success criteria
o Severity ratings based on user impact and risk
o Arecommended fix order to support planning and budgeting
This helps teams distinguish between critical issues and lower-risk improvements.

4, Recommendations and Remediation Planning

We conclude with practical next-step recommendations and a remediation plan.

Where helpful, this can include an optional statement of work outlining how remediation could be
delivered for the audited items (remediation itself is not part of the audit engagement).
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Looking Ahead: Expanding What's Possible with Forms Accessibility

As accessibility expectations increase, many organizations are confronting the same challenge: how
to move faster without taking on disruptive system upgrades or long, labor-intensive remediation
cycles. Forms tend to sit on top of complex and often outdated systems, making wholesale
replacement unrealistic.

To address this, we have Al-enabled capabilities in place that work together to accelerate
accessibility, not as separate solutions, but as complementary layers that can be applied based on
need, scale, and urgency.

At one level, we use Al-assisted automation to support faster audits and remediation of existing
forms. This allows organizations to quickly analyze large volumes of forms, identify where the most
significant accessibility barriers exist, and prioritize remediation, without having to manually inspect
or rebuild everything one form at a time. Crucially, this approach makes it possible to modernize and
remediate forms on top of existing systems, reducing both cost and disruption while still improving
accessibility for a wider population.

Alongside this, we have DARIAN, our voice-first forms capability, which allows organizations to go
further by rethinking how forms are completed altogether. Rather than relying solely on traditional
visual layouts and field-based interaction, DARIAN enables users to complete forms through voice,
opening access to people who face barriers with conventional digital forms and creating a more
inclusive data-capture experience. This capability can sit alongside existing form systems, extending
accessibility without requiring underlying platforms to be replaced.

Taken together, these approaches allow organizations to:
« Move more quickly through auditing and remediation where scale is the challenge
e Improve accessibility across large or legacy form estates without system rebuilds
o Expand access further through alternative interaction models, such as voice

If you are thinking about how to modernize forms, address backlog, or extend accessibility more
quickly and pragmatically, these capabilities can be layered into a broader strategy. We're happy to
explore how they fit into your roadmap and where they can deliver the most impact.
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