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Even though WCAG was originally designed for
HTML/web, the principles apply to any digital
content, including PDFs. The following WCAG 2.1 AA
criteria must be met to make a PDF accessible:

 Perceivable | Operable | Understandable | Robust

WCAG 2.1 Numbering System Key
Each WCAG rule follows the format: 
[Principle].[Guideline].[Success Criterion]

Perceivable - Users must be able to perceive the content with
at least one sense 
(sight, sound, touch).
Operable - Users must be able to operate the interface with
keyboard or assistive devices.
Understandable - Content must be easy to understand and
behave in predictable ways.
Robust - Content must be accessible by a wide variety of
devices and assistive technologies.

Principles
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Guideline Example: Perceivable (1.x)

1.1 - Text Alternatives: 
Provide alternatives for non-text content (like images).
1.2 - Time-Based Media: 
Provide captions or audio descriptions for video and audio content.
1.3 - Adaptable: 
Use proper structure, such as headings, lists, and tables.
1.4 - Distinguishable: 
Ensure users can see and hear content (e.g., good contrast, resizable text).

Success Criterion

1.3.1 Info and Relationships means:
Principle 1: Perceivable
Guideline 1.3: Adaptable
Success Criterion 1: Content is structured and labeled properly
(headings, lists, form fields, etc.)

· Level A: Basic accessibility (minimum required).
· Level AA: Industry standard (required by most laws).
· Level AAA: Highest level, ideal but not required.

Example Breakdown 
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Perceivable

WCAG Criteria Requirement for PDFs

1.1.1 Non-text Content All images (e.g., logos, graphs) must have alt text or a text
equivalent.

1.3.1 Info and Relationships Use tags to define headings, lists, tables, and paragraphs for
structure.

1.3.2 Meaningful Sequence Reading order must follow the visual order using correct tag
sequencing.

1.3.3 Sensory Characteristics Avoid relying solely on color, shape, or location to convey
meaning.

1.4.1 Use of Color Text content must not rely on color alone to communicate
meaning.

1.4.3 Contrast (Minimum) Text and background must have a contrast ratio of at least 4.5:1.

1.4.5 Images of Text Avoid images of text unless essential (e.g., logos). Text must be
selectable when possible.

Operable

WCAG Criteria Requirement for PDFs

2.1.1 Keyboard
All interactive elements (e.g., forms, links) must be usable via
keyboard only.

2.4.1 Bypass Blocks
Not usually applicable to PDFs but can be addressed with
bookmarks for navigation.

2.4.2 Page Titled
Each PDF must have a descriptive document title set in file
properties.

2.4.3 Focus Order Interactive elements must follow a logical tab order.

2.4.4 Link Purpose (In Context)
Links must be descriptive (e.g., "Download Agenda" not "Click
here").

2.4.6 Headings and Labels
Use clear, consistent heading structure with proper tags (H1,
H2, etc.).
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Understandable

WCAG Criteria Requirement for PDFs

3.1.1 Language of Page
The document language must be defined (e.g., <Lang="en-
US">).

3.1.2 Language of Parts
If parts of the document use another language (e.g., Spanish),
they must be tagged appropriately.

3.2.4 Consistent Identification
Use consistent link formatting, labels, and headings
throughout the document.

Robust

WCAG Criteria Requirement for PDFs

4.1.2 Name, Role, Value
All form fields must be properly labeled with tooltips and
export value. Screen readers must interpret them clearly.

How to Check for Compliance
Use Adobe Acrobat Pro for tagging, reading order, and accessibility checker
Use PAC 2021 (PDF Accessibility Checker) for PDF/UA compliance
Ensure document is tagged (no tags = automatically inaccessible)
Set document title, language, and reading order correctly.

Accessibility Preparation Checklist in Microsoft Word
Use Built-In Styles for Structure
Use Heading 1, Heading 2, etc. for titles and subheadings.
Use Normal for body text.
Never create headings by just enlarging or bolding text, as screen
readers rely on proper heading tags.
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Add Alt Text to Images
Right-click on each image → “Edit Alt Text”
Provide concise, descriptive text (or mark as decorative if applicable).

Use Real Lists
Use Word’s bulleted or numbered list tools instead of manually typing
symbols or numbers.

Use Descriptive Link Text
Instead of "click here", use meaningful phrases like: [Read the full grant
application guide]

Set Document Language
Go to Review > Language > Set Proofing Language
Ensure the primary document language is correctly set (e.g., English (U.S.)).

Add Table Headers & Avoid Nested Tables

Check Color Contrast

Use the “Header Row” checkbox under Table Design.
Avoid using tables purely for layout.
Ensure column headers are clearly defined.

Title and Metadata
Go to File > Info > Properties > “Title” and complete document metadata
(title, author, subject).

Avoid color-only cues (e.g., “see the red text”).
Use high contrast color schemes for readability (dark text on light
background, and vice versa).
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Use the Accessibility Checker
Go to Review > Check Accessibility
Address any flagged issues before exporting.

Avoid Floating Objects
Images, text boxes, or graphics should be “In Line with Text” to maintain
reading order.

Ready to Export

Go to File → Save As → Choose PDF
Click Options, “Document structure tags for accessibility” is checked
Using this procedure drastically reduces remediation time in Adobe
Acrobat Pro. 

Sign up for a 30-minute ADA risk assessment, regulation,
and demonstration for any municipality that visits booth
2440 at the conference. 

Book an appointment today:
https://app.hubspot.com/meetings/wbenz?
uuid=279634db-0c4e-4532-bfd2-c70d9c6060f0

Event Special Pricing for NJLM Attendees


