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Video Accessibility Carli Spina

V ideo content is an integral part of the modern 
online experience. Whether you are reading 
the news, searching for reviews of a product, 

or using a library database, chances are you will 
encounter video content. Even without considering 
the ever-increasing number of online services devoted 
to streaming video, the simple fact of the matter is 
that video is everywhere online. Streaming seasons 
of television shows, the latest Hollywood movies, 
product reviews, cute cat videos, and everything in 
between are found on the internet. In fact, research 
has shown that over 500 hours of video were uploaded 
to YouTube alone every minute in May 2019,1 and this 
number has likely only increased as more activities 
moved online in the spring of 2020 during the COVID-
19 pandemic.

It’s easy to understand why video content is pro-
liferating so quickly. It can be a dynamic way to reach 
a wide range of audiences. In some cases, it can also 
be the fastest way to convey complex information. 
Most of all, internet users are less likely to scan past 
an auto-playing video without absorbing some of the 
content than they are to skip over a line of text. In 
addition, the tools for creating video are continually 
growing less expensive and more user-friendly. That 
means that more people can share their message via 
video than ever before.

As a result, many content producers, from com-
panies selling products to news organizations to indi-
vidual creators, have put an increasing emphasis on 
video production and dissemination. The data sug-
gests that this trend will continue. By 2018, 85 per-
cent of internet users in the United States watched 
online video, including 50 percent who watched 
online videos daily, and by 2020, the total number 
of digital video viewers in the United States was 232 
million.2 The data suggests that this focus on video 
is only going to continue to increase. Cisco Systems, 
Inc., a major international telecommunications and 
network solutions corporation, predicts that by 2022, 

video will make up 82 percent of all internet traffic.3 
It’s clear that video content will not disappear from 
the internet anytime soon.

But Who Can Use It?

With video making up such an important segment of 
internet usage, the question of whether this content 
is accessible gains urgency, particularly given how 
many people are impacted. Worldwide, 15 percent of 
the population has a disability.4 In the United States, 
that number is even higher, at 26 percent of the total 
national population.5 For some of these individuals, 
video may be more accessible than other methods of 
conveying information. For example, users with dis-
abilities that impact reading may prefer watching a 
video to reading a text on the same subject.

However, for many users, video content presents 
significant accessibility barriers if it is not formatted 
properly and designed to include features such as cap-
tions, audio descriptions, and transcripts. People with 
different types of disabilities experience barriers to 
the use of videos when these elements are omitted, 
including those who are D/deaf or hard of hearing, 
those who have limited vision, and those with sound-
processing or cognition disabilities. It is estimated 
that in the United States, 5.9 percent of the popula-
tion is D/deaf or hard of hearing and 4.6 percent of 
the population is blind or has serious vision issues 
that aren’t fully correctable with surgery or corrective 
lens, which gives some sense of the size of the over-
all population that relies on accessible video content.6 
Beyond these numbers, users who do not identify as 
disabled can also benefit from these features, includ-
ing aging users who may have experienced changes to 
their vision or hearing and those for whom English is 
not their primary language.

Unfortunately, much online web content remains 
inaccessible. As a whole, web accessibility remains 
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uneven. A recent study of one million home pages 
of top websites found that 98.1 percent of them had 
accessibility issues that could be detected through 
automated testing.7 Video content is also frequently 
inaccessible. Some video platforms still do not offer 
integrated captioning functionality, which makes it 
difficult to add captions and impossible to offer closed 
captions. Even fewer platforms offer support for sepa-
rate audio tracks featuring audio descriptions. This 
fact means that the only way to offer audio descrip-
tions in many platforms is to integrate them in the 
main audio track used by all viewers. While there are 
often options for offering transcripts for videos, many 
of those that are offered online are formatted in ways 
that limit their accessibility, especially for those who 
use assistive devices. However, recently there has been 
a move toward greater awareness about these issues, 
which means that the tools for improving video acces-
sibility are growing more robust all the time. Creators 
have an ever-expanding number of options for offer-
ing more inclusive access to their content.

Video in Libraries

Just as video content is important on the internet 
as a whole, it is a central element of many libraries’ 
content, and accordingly, it is important that librar-
ies consider questions related to video accessibility. 
Libraries offer video in many different ways, with 
varying levels of control over that content. This fact 
makes it vital that libraries understand how best to 
ensure that their video content is usable and acces-
sible by all of their patrons and does not unintention-
ally exclude some from the information shared in this 
medium.

Much of the video content offered to patrons by 
libraries is delivered via vendor products to which 
the library subscribes. For this content, the library 
may not have the power to make the video accessible 
within the database, but it should still consider acces-
sibility as a factor in selecting products and have a 
plan in place for improving access. In addition, librar-
ies have a strong role in advocating with vendors for 

better quality content and negotiating contracts that 
require that videos meet their standards.

Libraries have the most control over video content 
when the content is owned, created, or hosted by the 
library. Such content can encompass everything from 
social media posts to video tutorials for archival con-
tent. Though the precise features needed to ensure 
that this content is accessible may vary based on the 
specifics of each video, libraries that are stewarding 
this type of video content must have workflows in 
place to address its accessibility. This issue of Library 
Technology Reports will explain the elements of video 
accessibility and offer advice for those interested in 
addressing these topics at their libraries.
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