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Agenda

Part I: Introduction
• What makes a PDF document accessible?
• The problem with accessible PDFs
• PDF Tags
• Creating a PDF UA
• PDF remediation with AI

Part II: The state of accessible scientific PDFs in Switzerland
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Before we begin…

What makes a PDF document accessible?
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Introduction
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Example: Reading Order
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Example: Headings
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Example: Visuals

P8 – Make visuals accessible



Example: Tables
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Example: Mathematical Formulas
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What have you noticed about the slides?
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Why is the PDF format problematic?
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Struct Tree
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Heading – Hn tags 

Heading 1 (H1)
Heading 1.1 (H2)

Heading 1.1.1 (H3)
Heading 1.2 (H2)

Heading 2 (H1)
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Paragraph – P tags

(P) Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consetetur
sadipscing elitr, sed diam nonumy eirmod
tempor invidunt ut labore et dolore magna 
aliquyam erat, sed diam voluptua. 

(P) At vero eos et accusam et justo duo dolores
et ea rebum. Stet clita kasd gubergren, no sea 
takimata sanctus est Lorem ipsum dolor sit 
amet. 

P …
voluptua.

At v

Lorem ipsum

met.
…P
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Lists – L tags
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Tables – table tags

Col 1 Col 2

a b

c de

Table

TR

TR

TR

TH

TH

TD

TD

TD

TD

Col 2
a
b

Col 1

d
e

c

06.05.2023 Let’s Make PDFs Accessible for All: A Survey on PDF-
Accessibility in Switzerland

16



Figures – figure tags

Figure

Col 1

Alternative Text
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Other tags

Overview of the PDF Tags
à https://accessible-pdf.info/
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Reading Order

Source: https://www.pubcom.com/blog/2020_08-
18_ReadingOrder/ordertree_01.png
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Creating an accessible PDF

If the PDF exists:
• Adobe Acrobat Pro
• www.pave-pdf.org

If the source file exists:
• Export the PDF with tags
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PDF remediation with PAVE
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Export PDF with tags from Word

• Use the style templates

• Set alternative text

• Export the PDF with tags
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How AI can simplify PDF remediation

Project: Accessible Scientific PDFs for All 
• AI allows automating remediation steps for complex documents
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Alternative text for mathematical formulae

Alternative Text
x equals start fraction minus 
b plus-or-minus square root 
of b squared minus 4 a c end 
root over 2 a end fraction
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Agenda

Part II: The state of scientific PDF accessibility in Switzerland
• Survey of accessibility in Swiss repositories
• What does the future look like?
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Motivation
People with disabilities in Switzerland

• Less people with disabilities pursue higher
education than people without disabilities

• Around 30% of people with disabilities have a 
university level education
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A mixed-method study on the state of scientific 
PDF accessibility in Swiss repositories

Quantitative analysis Qualitative analysis: 
semi-structured interviews
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Quantitative Analysis: Methods

• 5 repositories of German-speaking Swiss universities
• Papers from 2018 – 2022
• All Open Access papers were downloaded

• Random sample of 100 papers per year per university
• = in total 2500 papers were analyzed

• 2 minimal accessibility features à tags & headings
• Automatically checked & counted
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Quantitative Analysis: Results
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Quantitative Analysis: Results
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Quantitative Analysis: Discussion

• No university reaches a satisfactory % of accessible papers
• Big differences in % between universities
• Somewhat of an upward trend

Ø What could the repositories do additionally?
Ø Is the problem that there is a lack of knowledge or know-how?
Ø With what priority should this issue be addressed?
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Qualitative Analysis: Methods

• 9 Swiss universities
• Semi-structured interviews with the heads of the libraries / 

repositories, managers of accessibility projects, etc.
• Anonymous participation
• Set of 12 questions in 4 topics

• Knowledge & Opinions
• Priority & Sensitization
• Accessibility Measures
• Future Plans
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Qualitative 
Analysis: 
Methods
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Qualitative Analysis: Results (1/2)

• Definition of ”accessible PDF document”: mainly focused on Open Access & 
structure

• Estimated amount of accessible documents = low
• No statistic on the number of accessible documents

• Almost no repository provides trainings on accessibility for their employees
• Discussions within Open Access Working Group (Arbeitsgruppe)

à Document accessibility is not a topic
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Qualitative Analysis: Results (2/2)

• Accessibility has a low priority
• Accessibility not seen as a responsibility
• ”Resources” as a big hindrance

• No measures to improve document accessibility
• Accessibility measures usually concern the platform and UI
• Almost no repository has internal guidelines

à One exception with dissertations

• No check of the accessibility of incoming documents
• Reactive approach à ready to remediate documents on a case-by-case basis, 

but no established services
• Future plans don’t include increasing accessibility of PDFs
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Qualitative and quantitative Analysis: 
Combined Results

• Repositories of universities with accessibility guidelines had more PDFs with tags 
& headings
• CAVE à concrete (!) guidelines necessary, i.e. all documents from within the university have

to be accessible

• The more knowledge, the likelier it was for the repository to be willing to have 
more accessible PDFs 
• BUT willingness to be more accessible didn’t translate into factual accessibility

• Certain common practices of some universities hinder creating accessible PDFs
• e.g. using LaTeX
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Recommendations

Seek out knowledge & raise awareness on accessibility of PDF documents 
àInclude people with disabilities in decisions and proposals
àParticipate in trainings and conferences
àCollaborate with other universities to establish accessibility goals

Make accessibility a requirement
à Internal change: make accessibility a priority and a requirement (for authors, publishers, and 
repository managers)
à Keep statistics on accessibility features of documents of own platform
à Check accessibility of incoming documents before publication

Use and establish guidelines
à Existing ones: ZHAW guidelines, Swissuniversities, Webaim, etc.
à Build new guidelines within own institution

Don’t only rely on laws to push you to make a change! à Willingness and open mindset are important
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https://webaim.org/articles/


Questions? Comments? Ideas?
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