
Preparing 
content for 
accessible 

PDF design
A brief introduction & 

 checklist of information  
your designer will need



Accessibility is a team event. 
Think of it as a relay – if one 
runner drops the baton, they 
must return and pick it up 
before passing it on to their 
teammate. The team can’t 
finish the race without it. 

Design and remediation are  
the final two legs of the race. 
And your publication can only 
cross the line if the content  
you supply to your designer  
is accessible and complete. 



Content should always be clear and 
concise, regardless of the medium. 
Short sentences with simple structures 
and vocabulary will make your message 
easier to understand.

But there are some additional 
requirements when preparing content 
for an accessible PDF. And some 
additional information that you will 
need to supply to your designer.

This guide introduces seven aspects  
of preparing content ready to be 
designed as an accessible PDF. 

Because accessibility begins with 
accessible content. And without it,  
your designer cannot finish the race.



Accessible  
content



STRUCTURE YOUR CONTENT

Write or edit your text so that it  
uses sequential heading levels.  
It’s important not to skip a level – by 
using an H3 after an H1, for example. 

Try creating a ‘skeleton’ document 
structure using just headings before 
adding the content. Use the paragraph 
styles in your word-processing software, 
making each heading level look 
different.

Start with heading level 1 – the title 
of the publication. Level 2 headings 
might be sections, with articles within 
those sections having level 3 headings. 
Continue for as many levels as needed.



USE UNIQUE & MEANINGFUL 
HEADINGS

Screen readers allow users to browse 
through all the headings in a document 
to identify the sections they want to 
read. Make it easy for them to do this 
by using headings that are unique and 
descriptive of the text that follows. 

Try reading just the headings in your 
document. Is it obvious what a reader 
will find in each section? 



USE UNIQUE & MEANINGFUL 
LINK ANCHORS OR ALTERNATIVE 
DESCRIPTIONS

Like headings, screen readers can  
use link anchors to browse the content 
in a document. 

If PDF is your primary output, make 
your link anchors meaningful so 
readers can understand the purpose of 
the link, even when read out of context. 
For example, replace Click here, with 
Find out how to use paragraph styles on 
the Lettica website.

If you are also printing your 
publication, present a URL instead  
of a descriptive link anchor. Then for 
each one, add an alternative description 
for screen readers to read. The title 
of the destination web page may be 
appropriate.



AVOID ACRONYMS  
& INITIALISMS

Remove as many acronyms and 
initialisms as possible. Screen-reading 
software will probably recognise 
common acronyms like UNESCO 
and initialisms like BBC. But many 
industries have their own, more 
obscure examples which may be read 
incorrectly or cause confusion. 

Compile a list of the ones you do use. 
Indicate acronyms (UNESCO) and 
initialisms (BBC) and write out what 
they stand for. 

Users of screen-readers can then 
choose to have initialisms and 
acronyms read out in full if they 
wish. And the software should read 
initialisms as initials rather than 
mispronouncing them as words. 



AVOID FOOTNOTES  
& ENDNOTES

Footnotes and endnotes disrupt the 
reading process for all readers. They 
will be off-screen for users of screen 
magnifiers, making them hard to find 
and return from. And screen-readers 
may read them at the wrong time or 
prevent users from skipping over them. 

Where possible, include all necessary 
information in the body of your text.  
If footnotes are unavoidable, keep them 
short and unique, avoiding multiple 
references to the same footnote.



WRITE ALT TEXT FOR IMAGES 
THAT CONVEY MEANING

For any non-decorative images,  
either describe the image in the body 
of the text or write alt text that a screen 
reader can use to complete the phrase  

‘Image of…’. 

Alt text should describe what is 
happening in the image – similar  
to what you would say if you were 
describing it to someone over  
the telephone. 



WRITE ALT TEXT  
FOR GRAPHS & CHARTS

As with images, either describe the 
graph or chart in the body of the text  
or write alt text to accompany it. 

Alt text for data graphics might identify 
the type of chart, a description of the 
axes, what it shows or compares, an 
overall trend shown by the data and 
possibly the inference that the reader 
might draw from it. The objective is to 
give sighted and unsighted readers the 
same information. 

Your designer will need the raw data 
– in a spreadsheet or table – for any 
content you would like presented  
as a chart or graph. 



Checklist:  
what to send to  

your designer



FOR YOUR FIRST PROJECT

□□ Logo  In a vector-based format, 
usually EPS or AI

□□ Colour 
palette  

Pantone references or CMYK 
for print & RGB/HEX for PDF. 
Colours must meet accessibility 
standards for contrast and be 
distinctive with most common 
forms of colour-blindness.  
Your colours may need to  
be adjusted to achieve this

□□ Typefaces  Typefaces must use Unicode 
character coding and be licenced 
for embedding in a PDF. Your 
designer will purchase a new 
licence if needed. Note: many  
type licences prohibit sharing

□□ Brand 
guidelines  

If unavailable, examples of 
previous projects are helpful



FOR EVERY PROJECT

□□ Document 
title & author 

Give your document a 
 meaningful title and author.  

This can also help readers 
find your publication online

□□ Written 
content  

Follow the guidance for 
accessible content given here

□□ URL for each 
descriptive 
link anchor  

Include in square brackets after 
each link anchor. Descriptive link 
anchors are not feasible if your 
publication will be printed

□□ Alternative 
descriptions 
for each URL  

Include in square brackets 
after each URL in the text

□□ Acronym  
& initialism 
cribsheet  

Indicate how each one should  
be read and list what they mean



□□ Raw data 
for charts 
& graphs  

Present as a table in  
the written content or  
as a separate spreadsheet

□□ Alt text 
for charts 
& graphs  

Include in square brackets at the 
appropriate place in the written 
content or in the spreadsheet with 
the raw data

□□ Images  Supply in the highest quality 
possible via Google Drive or 
WeTransfer. Images must be a 
minimum of 300dpi if you are 
printing your publication. Ensure 
you have all necessary licenses 
and permissions to use

□□ Alt text  
for images  

Either insert in one consistent 
field in each image's metadata 
or supply as a separate list
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