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About us.



PDF Accessibility 
at Co-operators.

Our starting points

PDF Accessibility at Co-operators is 
a very busy stream of 
accessibility. Outside of the work 
needed to tag PDFs, our company 
has a large volume of documents as 
well (1000+ public facing PDFs).

1. Are we accessible?

2. How many PDFs do we have?

3. Who owns the PDFs?

4. What roles & responsibilities do we need?

5. How do we document this process?

6. Where do we provide support?

7. What resources are available?



Top Challenges.



Challenges: 
Getting started

To get started, we needed to plan how to manage these two hurdles:

1. The number of PDFs this company has (where do we start?)

2. The number of Teams who have PDFs (how do we ensure education/requirements are aligned between 
teams?)

Key challenge: Accountability & roles

Defining roles for accountability was a key step for our company. Defining these roles and communicating 
them with the org, broke our first problem down into more digestible pieces—each team is responsible for 
their own PDFs. By breaking it down by Line of Business, we now had a structure of who had PDFs, and 
how many they had; this allowed us to put fine-detailed tracking on progress towards our goal.

Key challenge: Education resources

One of the biggest hurdles we had was finding enough information on PDF accessibility to create 
documentation. We realized quickly that sending folks at the company to read WCAG was not going to 
work because the site is too dense to pull out a clear set of standards.



Challenges: 
Getting started

Now that we had established documentation and identified owners & documents, we needed to 
communicate to PDF owners and get them started on their documents.

Key challenge: Buy in

Getting buy in was difficult because of three factors: resources, time and effort

1. Not all teams had a resource that could take on their PDF's accessibility

2. Scope of work, especially teams with a large volume of PDFs

3. Existing documents were not planned for accessibility, which increased the amount of effort each team 
needed to put in to get their documents up-to-date

We partnered with a vendor to provide training and remediation services. Training was key because it 
provided all of our documentation and more, in a condensed manner and brought everyone up to the 
same level of education.

Providing remediation options was also key in bridging resources gaps and having an additional resource 
to work through documents for teams with a large amount of PDFs.



Challenges: 
Sustainability

Post-project: is our process sustainable?

Our project came and went very fast and furious, and we had not yet had the time to sit down 
and take a close look at the process.

1. Key challenge: Design standards. We started to find out as the project moved along, that 
PDF designs were not very uniform. There were no official design standards, so PDFs were 
designed at a team level and did not follow any design patterns outside of what the original 
designs were. Some teams did have patterned structure, such as financial documents that had 
to be presented in specific ways, but overall, there was too much variety in PDF design. Too 
much variety means we cannot provide reusable Tag structures and how-to-tag different 
content types that translate to our PDFs logically.

2. Key challenge: Legacy documents. Building on design standards, we were also running 
into a lot of old documents. These documents were designed probably a decade ago, and 
most used outdated structures and patterns that were either very difficult to tag in a way that 
would represent the document or could not be made accessible at all.



Challenges: 
Sustainability

Challenges 1 & 2 were hindering us from getting long-term buy-in because the documents 
themselves were not sustainable.

3. Key challenge: Results from 1 & 2. The above two challengers were creating impacts in 
multiple places; on one hand, you have the team tagging the documents and they are 
consuming more time than they should, and on the other we had the team who reviewed all the 
PDFs before they were posted to the web. The team that reviewed was struggling to keep up 
with reviews because these two challenges were resulting in missed content (not tagged), 
incorrect use of tag structures, and challenging user experiences

4. Key challenge: Resourcing. Solving challenges 1 to 3 will have a significant impact, but 
there is still one more looming challenge which is resourcing. PDF accessibility responsibility is 
at team level; if you PDFs you handle the accessibility. This solution served its purpose at the 
time but having a dedicated central place for all PDFs to go through would increase uniformity, 
and over all accessibility quality.



Top Successes.



Successes: 
PDF Accessibility Program

Corporate Training

We coordinated a PDF Accessibility Training Program for ~75 employees across 30 teams.  The 
training sessions covered everything from basic PDF principles to some of the more complex 
topics like ID’ing data tables and fillable forms.

Delivery

We successfully remediated and published over 80% of all our public-facing documents to 
meet AODA compliance.  Aiming to reach 90% by 2023!

Digital Standards

Throughout the program, we established our own set of PDF accessibility requirements based 
on WCAG/AODA standards.  Our standards website currently has 20 pages of targeted content 
including definitions, infographics and some of the top ‘gotchas’ that we run into.  It also covers 
key steps that teams can take to prepare their documents before they become PDFs.



Future
Goals.

Our Game Plan:

PDF Accessibility continues to be a busy 
stream at Co-operators. We are continually 
updating the material we present to our 
clients and prospects, so it’s important that we 
keep accessibility baked in as a fundamental 
step of the process.

1. Build a more robust digital standards site that 
weaves in principles of design, development 
and UX for both web and PDF-based content 
(they share a lot of the same principles!).

2. Create video tutorials that show users how to 
tackle some of the more complex accessibility 
challenges.

3. Establish a group of ‘accessibility champions’ 
across the business that can offer support and 
expertise as subject matter experts.

4. Provide clear definitions around WCAG 
‘required’ standards and our own UX 
‘best practices’.



Our Recommendations

Make it real

Have your teams listen to a screen reader in action, so they can get a better 
understanding of how users might experience and navigate through a 
document.   

Make it simple

Where possible, establish your own interpretation of WCAG standards; make them 
easy to understand and provide clear instructions on how they should be applied.

Make it engaging

Start a channel or chat group with your org to help connect teams that support 
accessibility.  This is a great place to share events, answer questions and highlight 
some quick wins.


