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Accessibility in digital products is increasingly recognized as a legal and ethical requirement. Yet
in many product teams, it remains the responsibility of one person — often a UX designer who
champions it without formal mandate or structural support. This study explores how accessibility
responsibility is understood, distributed, and negotiated within Agile UX teams, with the goal of

offering practical guidance for designers who champion accessibility in their work.

Eight practitioners were recruited from Europe, Asia, and North America through semi-structured
interviews. Participants worked across a range of organizational contexts, including B2B and B2C
products, agencies, and in-house teams. Data was analyzed using a hybrid thematic analysis

approach, combining deductive and inductive coding across three research questions.

The findings are organized into three themes. The first theme identifies structural and
organizational barriers — including widespread misconceptions about accessibility, lack of formal
processes, and the risk of single-point responsibility. The second theme examines process and
practice realities — where breakdowns occur in guidelines, knowledge gaps, and design-to-
development handover. The third theme explores what moving toward shared ownership looks
like in practice — through shift-left integration, knowledge externalization, and accessibility
formalization, such as embedding accessibility into the Definition of Done and treating

accessibility issues as bugs to be iterated on.

This study argues that accessibility cannot rely on individual passion alone. It needs to move from
heroes to systems — from isolated advocacy to structural commitment. A key insight is that
organizations need to shift from a compliance mindset to a culture of accessibility, where
accessibility is understood as a human rights issue rather than a legal checkbox. Practical
suggestions are offered at both team and organizational levels — including formalizing
accessibility processes, building shared knowledge systems, securing leadership commitment,

and fostering a culture where accessibility is understood as a human rights issue rather than a



compliance task. Together, these contributions aim to help teams make accessibility a genuinely

shared responsibility rather than one person's job.
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1. Introduction

Digital accessibility is under growing legal pressure. The European Accessibility Act,
which came into effect, requires organizations to deliver more accessible products. Yet
accessibility remains poorly integrated into many development workflows. Teams often
treat it as a final checkpoint rather than a core design requirement (Bai et al., 2017). Its
implementation is frequently left to individual initiative rather than shared team
responsibility (Bi et al., 2022).

Digital accessibility is under growing legal pressure. The European Accessibility Act,
which came into effect, requires organizations to deliver more accessible products. Yet
accessibility remains poorly integrated into many development workflows. Teams often
treat it as a final checkpoint rather than a core design requirement (Bai et al., 2017). Its
implementation is frequently left to individual initiative rather than shared team
responsibility (Bi et al., 2022).

Researchers have examined these challenges from multiple angles. Some studies
focus on UX practitioners' awareness and attitudes toward accessibility standards (Inal et
al., 2020). Others address the cost implications of fixing accessibility issues late in Agile
development (Bai et al., 2017). And some others look at how accessibility responsibilities
are distributed across cross-functional teams (Bi et al., 2022). These studies contribute
valuable insights. However, they tend to focus on a structural or organizational level. The
interpersonal dynamics that shape accessibility work on a daily basis remain
underexplored. In particular, how responsibility is understood, distributed, and negotiated
within Agile teams has received little attention. Bi et al. (2022) acknowledge that
practitioners with direct accessibility experience perceive their duties differently from
those without. However, they do not examine what happens when this knowledge gap
creates an informal, unassigned ownership dynamic — particularly from the designer's
perspective.

The patterns emerging from the literature point toward what this study calls the
"responsibility gap." This study observes that in many teams, accessibility responsibilities
are poorly defined. They are informally distributed and rarely backed by structural
support. When no one is formally accountable, the work falls to whoever cares most —
not whoever is officially responsible. This burden tends to land on designers who
champion accessibility within their teams. This role comes with no formal mandate and
no organizational support.

This study argues that this pattern reflects a broader issue. Accessibility is practiced
as isolated advocacy. Individuals push for accessibility without systemic support. It

remains absent from the shared workflows that govern product development. The root



cause is not a lack of awareness. It is the absence of shared accountability structures
across roles.

This study investigates this phenomenon through the perspectives of UX designers
who actively champion accessibility in their teams. It examines how these practitioners
define their responsibilities, looks at where communication and negotiation break down
across roles, and what organizational conditions support — or hinder — shared ownership
of accessibility. These questions are explored through qualitative interviews with eight
UX designers who actively champion accessibility within their teams. This study

addresses the following research questions:

RQ1: How do designers who champion accessibility within their teams define their
own accessibility responsibilities, and how do they perceive the distribution of

accessibility responsibility across their team?

RQ2: How do designers who champion accessibility within their teams experience
the communication and negotiation of accessibility across roles during the Agile process,

and where do they perceive breakdowns most commonly occur?

RQ3: What practices and organizational support do designers who champion
accessibility within their teams rely on — or feel are lacking — to make accessibility a

shared responsibility rather than one person's job?

The findings aim to offer practical guidance for designers who champion
accessibility, identifying what organizational support, formal processes, and cultural
conditions are needed to move accessibility from an individual burden toward a shared,
structural commitment.

The findings reveal three interconnected themes: the structural and organizational
barriers that prevent shared ownership from forming, the process and practice realities
that shape how accessibility work is handled day to day, and the conditions under which
shared ownership can be built and sustained.

This thesis is structured as follows: Chapter two reviews existing literature on digital
accessibility — why it matters, how it is approached in UX practice, and where current
research leaves room for further inquiry. Chapter three describes the research design and
how the study was conducted. Chapter four presents the findings organized around three
themes. Chapter five situates these findings within existing literature and reflects on the
study's contributions, limitations, and directions for future research. Chapter six closes

with a summary of the main insights and their implications for practice.



2. Literature review

This chapter reviews the existing literature across three interconnected areas. It begins
by establishing why digital accessibility matters — covering its foundations as a human
right, the WCAG standards that define it, the regulatory landscape shaping compliance,
and its relationship with UX practice. It then examines how accessibility is actually
practiced within UX teams, exploring awareness gaps, workflow challenges, role
dynamics, and available tools and support mechanisms. Finally, it identifies a key gap in
the existing research: while prior studies address accessibility responsibility at an
organizational level, little attention has been paid to how individual designers who
champion accessibility navigate this role informally within day-to-day Agile workflows.

This gap leads to the three research questions that guide the study.

2.1 Why digital accessibility matters

Digital accessibility is a pressing concern that sits at the intersection of human rights,
technology, and design practice. This section covers why it matters from multiple angles:
the broader significance of accessibility as a concept, the standards and principles that
define it, the regulatory landscape shaping compliance, and its relationship with UX

practice.

2.1.1 Importance of accessibility

This section explains the importance of accessibility at two levels: first as a broad
human rights issue affecting over a billion people globally, then as a specific challenge
within digital environments where inaccessibility remains widespread despite
technological advancement.

Today, about 1.3 billion people live with a significant disability. This number
represents 16% of the global population (World Health Organization, 2022). Many of
these individuals face health inequities that are unfair and avoidable. Because of these
injustices, people with disabilities often die earlier and experience more difficulties in
daily functioning.

To close this gap, we must recognize that accessibility is not just a feature; it is a
fundamental human right. According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD), accessibility is a "precondition" for independent
living. It ensures that everyone can participate in society on an equal basis with others.

The International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) provides
the framework for this inclusion. It defines disability as a dynamic interaction between a

person and their environment (World Health Organization, 2001). This model identifies



primary categories such as sensory, linguistic, physical, and cognitive disabilities.
Beyond medical diagnoses, the ICF also recognizes that social exclusion affects older
adults and people in rural or developing areas.

While disability is commonly perceived as a permanent individual condition, the ICF
reframes it as a universal human experience shaped by context rather than diagnosis.
Almost everyone will face a temporary, permanent, or even situational impairment—such
as a driver struggling to see in direct sunlight. These challenges create impairments,
activity limitations, and participation restrictions. By focusing on these interactions, the
ICF shows that accessibility is necessary for everyone, regardless of their permanent
status.

While traditional accessibility often focuses on physical ramps or braille, our modern
environment is largely digital. We browse websites, using mobile application everyday.
While many digital products are designed to be used by people, most of them did not take
people with disabilities into account.

Despite the world's rapid digitalization, online spaces remain largely inaccessible.
According to the 2025 WebAIM Million report, 94.8% of the top one million home pages
still fail to meet basic Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG 2.2). On average,
each home page contains 51 distinct accessibility errors (WebAIM, 2025), creating
significant barriers for the 1.3 billion people living with disabilities (World Health
Organization, 2022).

One of the common misunderstandings about accessibility is that it is only beneficial
for those who are disabled. However, better accessibility improves business values.
Horton and Sloan (2015) argue that the return on investment (ROI) for accessibility does
not appear in direct profit growth. Instead, this value exists in "the margins." The core
business value comes from spending money more wisely. Organizations save money by
avoiding the high costs of late-stage fixes. They also reduce the need for ad hoc
compliance activities. Proper investment early on prevents wasted resources in the long
run. Also, they suggest that accessibility is a key driver for a high-quality customer
ecosystem. Its business value lies in a long-term strategic approach. Companies create a
better brand reputation by providing inclusive experiences for users with disabilities. This
strategy does more than just meet legal needs. It delights all users and builds strong
customer loyalty. Ultimately, a mature accessibility program keeps customers within the

brand's ecosystem.

2.1.2 Standards and Principles
The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) provide a comprehensive

framework for making web content more accessible to people with various disabilities,



including visual, auditory, speech, and cognitive impairments. While the guidelines do
not address every specific need, they are widely recognized as a foundational standard for
digital accessibility (W3C, 2024).

According to WCAG, a website is considered accessible if it meets four core
principles, collectively known as POUR. Content must be Perceivable, meaning users can
access information through different senses — for example, a screen reader can read
visual content aloud for users with visual impairments. It must be Operable, ensuring all
interface components can be navigated by keyboard as well as mouse, which is essential
for users with mobility issues. It must be Understandable, with clear language and
predictable layouts that avoid confusing interactions or misleading visual cues. Finally, it
must be Robust, remaining compatible with assistive technologies such as screen readers
and voice control across different browsers and devices as technology evolves (W3C,
2024).

WCAG offers three conformance levels. Level A sets the minimum baseline that
every website should meet. Level AA represents a stronger standard and is the most
common target, widely recognized as the benchmark for legal compliance globally. Level
AAA is the highest level, offering the most inclusive experience possible. However, it is
not always technically achievable for all content types, and even the W3C acknowledges
that satisfying every AAA criterion can be impossible for certain websites. For this
reason, most organizational policies require Level AA compliance rather than AAA. This
level serves as a practical middle ground, providing a high standard of inclusion while

remaining technically achievable for most web developers (W3C, 2024).

2.1.3 Regulations

The European Accessibility Act (EAA) is a landmark regulation designed to create a
more inclusive society. Currently, over 80 million people in the EU live with some form
of disability. This number continues to grow as the population ages. According to
Directive (EU) 2019/882 (2019), The EU Charter of Fundamental Rights officially
recognizes the rights of persons with disabilities. The EAA follows the definitions set by
the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. This ensures a consistent
global standard for human rights.

The primary goal of the EAA is to improve the EU internal market. In the past,
different EU countries had different accessibility rules. These divergent rules created
barriers for businesses and consumers. The EAA removes these barriers by creating a
single set of requirements for everyone. The Act specifically covers products and services

that are essential for daily life. These include smartphones, banking services, and e-



commerce platforms. By standardizing accessibility, the EAA ensures that important
digital services are available to all citizens.

Finland had already established a foundational legal framework for digital
accessibility through the Act on the Provision of Digital Services (Laki digitaalisten
palvelujen tarjoamisesta, 306/2019), which mandates accessibility compliance for public
sector digital services in line with WCAG standards. The most significant update building
on this foundation is the Act on the Accessibility Requirements of Certain Products (Laki
erdiden tuotteiden esteettomyysvaatimuksista 102/2023). This legislation serves as the
primary legal framework for accessibility in the Finnish market. According to Act
102/2023 (2023), all products and services sold in Finland must now meet unified EU
criteria.

These legislative updates prove that accessibility is no longer optional. By embedding
these requirements into existing laws, Act 102/2023 (2023) helps Finland create a
comprehensive legal environment for digital inclusion. This ensures that the rights of all

citizens are protected through enforceable national standards.

2.1.4 Accessibility and UX
This section examines how accessibility relates to usability and universal design, and

what it means to center accessibility in UX practice.

2.1.4.1 Accessibility, Usability, Universal and Inclusive design

Iwarsson and Stéhl (2009) clarify the hierarchy of inclusive design concepts. They
define accessibility as the integration of personal abilities and environmental barriers.
When we add an "activity" component, the concept evolves into usability, which focuses
on how users complete complex tasks. Finally, they position universal design as a
process-oriented strategy. Unlike reactive fixes, universal design creates inclusive
environments from the very start. This approach also reduces the stigma often associated
with disability-specific solutions.

However, defining accessibility remains a major challenge because there is no global
consensus. Persson et al. (2014) note that even ISO standards interpret the term differently
across various design approaches. Concepts like universal design and inclusive design
share a common goal: providing effective opportunities for all users. Yet, these schools
of thought differ in their specific methodologies and philosophical perspectives.

Establishing a clear definition is vital for the industry. It promotes awareness and
makes it easier for teams to implement accessible features. Furthermore, accessibility

benefits every user, not just specific groups. For example, accessible websites can reduce



maintenance costs by 66% and significantly improve load times. (Persson et al., 2014).
Therefore, accessibility is more than just a moral duty. It is a powerful tool for social and

economic sustainability.

2.1.4.2 Accessibility and Usability

Designing for the modern web requires a clear understanding of both accessibility
and usability. While these terms often overlap, they are not the same thing. Petrie and
Kheir (2007) highlight three critical differences: definition maturity, problem overlap,
and the accuracy of guidelines.

The two concepts have different levels of theoretical maturity. Usability is a precisely
defined concept. It has established metrics and clear standards that most designers
understand. In contrast, accessibility is more complex. Researchers still use several
different approaches to define it. This means that while usability is a standardized goal,
accessibility requires a more flexible and adaptive mindset.

A common misconception is that good usability automatically leads to good
accessibility. However, empirical data proves otherwise. Research shows that the
problems faced by users with disabilities and non-disabled users are two very different
sets. Petrie and Kheir (2007) found only a 15% overlap between the barriers encountered
by blind users and sighted users. This is a vital statistic. It means that 85% of accessibility
barriers are unique to users with disabilities. Therefore, traditional usability testing with
only non-disabled participants will miss the majority of critical obstacles.

Official guidelines often rank accessibility problems by their perceived importance.
However, these "priority ratings" do not always match reality. Empirical studies show a
significant gap between what a checklist says and what a user feels. Researchers found
no strong agreement between guideline ratings and the "severity" reported by actual users
(Petrie and Kheir, 2007). Users often find certain barriers much more frustrating than the
guidelines suggest. This proves that technical compliance is only the starting point. As
Aizpurua et al. (2016) argue, designers must prioritize direct user feedback over rigid

checklists to create a truly inclusive experience.

2.1.4.3 Traditional UX vs. Accessibility-focused UX

Traditional UX often focuses on a "one-size-fits-all" model. However, this approach
can create significant barriers. Caicedo-Lopez and Psicologia (2025) studied conventional
recruitment tools, such as printed tests. They found that these traditional processes result

in a "fragmented and unsatisfactory experience." Because these tools lack adaptability,



they impose a high cognitive and emotional load on candidates. This leads to unequal
accessibility and unfairness in skill assessment.

In contrast, an accessibility-focused UX prioritizes the subjective experience of
diverse users. Aizpurua et al. (2016) argue that designers must look beyond technical
checklists. Their research shows that even if a site follows WCAG guidelines, it may still
feel inaccessible to a blind user. This is because technical standards only cover about 50%
of real-world usability problems (Power et al., 2012).

Modern UX practitioners are now moving toward more inclusive solutions. For
instance, Caicedo-Lopez and Psicologia (2025) suggest using gamified and user-centered
platforms. These tools enhance motivation and reduce frustration. By focusing on
"Perceived Accessibility," designers can create environments that are not just legally

compliant, but truly inclusive for everyone.

2.2 Accessibility in UX practice

This section examines how accessibility is practiced within UX work. It covers
practitioner awareness and knowledge gaps, how accessibility is applied in daily
workflows, the roles and collaboration dynamics involved, and the tools, strategies, and

support mechanisms that teams rely on.

2.2.1 Awareness and understanding

Digital accessibility has become a fundamental part of modern user experience design.
A 2020 survey by Inal et al. (2020) investigated how UX professionals in Nordic countries
apply accessibility in their work. The study found that these professionals play a vital role
in creating accessible digital products. Most designers in the survey believe accessibility
is important. They want to include inclusive practices in their projects, they are motivated
by legal rules and ethical values and want to provide a positive experience for every user.

However, knowledge levels vary significantly among practitioners. Most designers
report only intermediate familiarity with accessibility standards. These standards
primarily include the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) and national laws.
Very few professionals are familiar with advanced standards like ATAG or ISO
guidelines (Inal et al., 2020). Only a small number of designers consider themselves
experts. Many admit they struggle to create fully accessible interfaces.

In daily practice, accessibility often receives little attention. Most UX professionals
spend less than 20% of their time on accessibility tasks. Organizations rarely share this
responsibility across the whole team. Instead, the burden falls on specific roles. These

roles include UX designers, front-end developers, or UX leads.



Several barriers prevent the practical application of accessibility knowledge. These
challenges include poor training, tight deadlines, and high costs (Inal et al., 2020). These
factors create a gap between awareness and action. The survey results suggest that
awareness alone is not enough. UX work requires systematic education and team-wide
integration. These elements are necessary to make accessibility a standard part of every

project.

2.2.2 Application in daily practice

Project teams must consider accessibility at an early stage of the product development
process. This prevents accessibility testing from becoming too expensive. Bai et al. (2017)
argue that identifying barriers during the design phase is much more cost-effective than
fixing them after a product release. Therefore, practitioners should treat accessibility as
an integral part of User-Centered Design (UCD). This ensures the team considers
inclusive needs throughout the entire development life cycle.

In practice, successful implementation relies on iterative cycles rather than a single
technical check. Research indicates that system adoption is higher when designers use
participatory methods and involve users early (Rahman & Jyoti, 2022). By integrating
user feedback and heuristic evaluations into every sprint, designers move beyond simple
"regulatory compliance." This proactive approach ensures that digital systems are both
technically accessible and truly usable for diverse groups (Bai et al., 2017).

However, even when designers know accessibility is important, the fast pace of Agile
development—characterized by short, two-week 'sprints' and a focus on rapid
prototyping—creates a structural barrier to 'doing' it. Bai et al. (2017) point out that many
teams skip accessibility because they struggle to prioritize it within a "tight budget" and
strict "time constraints." In these environments, designers are often "overworked" and
split between too many projects.

Because of this pressure, teams often "postpone testing until the end of the project."
However, this delay is a mistake. Bai et al. (2017) warn that fixing barriers at the last
minute results in "extremely high" costs. In some cases, it may even be impossible to fix
the software once the core code is finished. This creates a clear gap: the pressure to deliver

quickly often overrides the goal of being inclusive.

2.2.3 Roles and collaboration
Integrating accessibility is not the responsibility of a single individual but requires a
synchronized effort across the entire software development life cycle. According to Bi et

al. (2022), accessibility must be treated as a "first-class consideration" that is integrated
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into every stage, including requirements specification, design, implementation, and
testing. In modern UX practice, this involves a diverse set of practitioners, each playing
a distinct yet related role.

Product Managers are responsible for the requirements specification phase. Bi et al.
(2022) warn that when accessibility remains "implicit" or is treated as a "late
requirement,”" it leads to severe development issues and costly re-engineering. UX
Designers are tasked with translating universal design principles into visual and
interaction logic. The challenge here often lies in the trade-offs between aesthetic
innovation and accessible standards. Developers are responsible for technical
implementation, and a primary barrier in practice is the lack of specialist knowledge
regarding disability-specific standards and coding requirements. Quality Assurance teams
handle testing and validation. When testing is postponed until the end of a project, fixing
accessibility barriers becomes extremely costly (Bi et al., 2022).

To bridge the "knowledge gap" between these generalist roles, many organizations
have introduced the Accessibility Specialist or "Accessibility Champion." While intended
to provide expert guidance, this specialist role is not always formally established. In many
teams, accessibility expertise accumulates informally in a UX designer who was never
hired for that purpose. Bi et al. (2022) highlight that substantial gaps exist in how
practitioners with "direct versus indirect" accessibility experience perceive their duties.

Without a clear framework for collaboration, there is a risk of a "diffusion of
responsibility," where core team members (like designers and developers) may over-rely
on the specialist, viewing accessibility as a final "check-off" task rather than a shared,
proactive goal. This lack of clear ownership often results in accessibility being "not well
managed," reinforcing the need to understand how these roles negotiate their boundaries
in day-to-day practice.

Some organizations have a dedicated accessibility specialist. But many do not.
Instead, a UX designer gradually absorbs accessibility responsibilities over time. This
happens without a formal title change or additional support. This research refers to these
practitioners as designers who champion accessibility within their teams.

Unlike external accessibility reviewers, these designers do not sit outside the process
and audit at the end. They are embedded in the daily Agile workflow. They are expected
to deliver designs quickly and ensure accessibility compliance at the same time. These
two demands frequently conflict.

This hybrid position creates a distinctive kind of role tension. Bi et al. (2022) found
that practitioners with direct accessibility experience perceive their responsibilities very
differently from those without it. When this gap exists within a team, the more
knowledgeable person often becomes the de facto owner of accessibility. This happens

not by formal assignment, but by default.
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Over time, this informal ownership can backfire. Teammates begin to treat this person
as a safety net. They rely on one individual instead of developing their own accountability.
The result is a paradox: having an internal champion can raise a team's accessibility output
while lowering its collective ownership.

This research focuses on exactly this tension. It examines how designers who
champion accessibility navigate this hybrid role — and what it would take to move from

individual advocacy to shared team responsibility.

2.2.4 Tools, strategies and support mechanism

Supporting accessibility in practice requires a combination of technical tools and
organizational mechanisms. This section covers the key resources available to UX teams,
from evaluation tools and design guidelines to documentation practices, design systems,

training, and external audits.

2.2.4.1 Tools

Rubano and Vitali (2021) argue that the primary barrier to accessibility is a lack of
perception. Most designers do not have disabilities, therefore, they often fail to notice the
accessibility problems they create. Traditional tools provide raw data, but they do not
help designers experience actual barriers. Rubano and Vitali (2021) suggest a shift in
strategy. Teams should stop "checking for errors" only after a project is finished. Instead,
they should build products using pre-built, accessible components. This method reduces
the need for expensive specialists and makes inclusive design more affordable for every
team.

However, technical tools introduce their own challenges. Ismailova and Inal (2022)
studied 41 websites using six different evaluation tools and found a "consistency crisis."
Their research proves that these tools are wildly inconsistent. A website might pass an
audit in one tool but fail miserably in another. For example, some tools like WAVE or
TAW focus on visual contrast and code structure.

Ismailova and Inal (2022) explain that no single tool is comprehensive. Developers
must use a combination of different tools to catch a wider range of errors. One tool might
catch keyboard navigation issues, while another focuses on ARIA labels. Even with
multiple tools, technology has limits. Ismailova and Inal (2022) emphasize that manual

testing remains a non-negotiable step for any successful project.

2.2.4.2 Design guidelines
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UX Design Guidelines act as a vital bridge for user safety and digital inclusion. Kim
et al. (2018) argue that safety requires active participation from the user. However, users
can only participate if information is truly accessible. Unfortunately, many digital
products still overlook the specific needs of visually impaired individuals. This exclusion
stops a large part of the population from using essential services effectively. To fix this,
Kim et al. (2018) proposed specific UX Design Guidelines (UXDG). These rules ensure
that everyone can perceive and understand information regardless of their visual ability.

Applying these guidelines helps more than just a small group of people. Research
shows that following UXDG helps visually impaired users recognize information much
faster. Surprisingly, these same rules also make navigation clearer and faster for users
with perfect vision (Kim et al., 2018). This evidence proves that accessibility guidelines
are a powerful tool for Universal Design. Designers should stop viewing accessibility as
a boring constraint. Instead, they can use these guidelines as a strategic framework to

improve the quality of information for every single user.

2.2.4.3 Design documentation

Accessibility design documentation acts as a "manual” for building inclusive products.
It serves as a vital communication bridge between designers, developers, and testers.
Within the UX workflow, this document ensures that accessibility is defined before any
code is written. A standard document typically includes color contrast ratios, keyboard
navigation logic, and screen reader labels (Alt-text).

Currently, many teams focus their documentation only on "technical standards" while
neglecting the "user experience." For example, a document might require an image to
have alternative text. This fulfills a basic accessibility rule. However, the document is
incomplete if it fails to explain how to write a meaningful description. Therefore, effective
accessibility documentation must focus on the "why" rather than just "compliance."

This gap between standards and experience is supported by empirical research. Petrie
and Kheir (2007) found that compliance with technical guidelines does not guarantee a
high-quality experience. Their study revealed that a website can be 100% accessible
according to technical guidelines, yet remain totally unusable for a person with a
disability. They discovered that the "priority ratings" in accessibility guidelines often do
not align with the actual severity of problems users face in reality.

As Shneiderman (2000) famously stated: "Access is not sufficient to ensure
successful usage." He argues that accessibility is merely the first step toward "Universal
Usability," not the final goal. If documentation stops at technical compliance, a product
might be "openable" but it will not be "usable." Consequently, documentation must bridge

the gap between technical checkboxes and actual user experience strategies.
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2.2.4.4 Design system

Design systems are essential tools for modern UX designers. They play a vital role in
ensuring product consistency and a high-quality user experience. A design system is not
just a collection of UI components. It is a comprehensive framework of standards and
patterns (Shah, 2024). A properly structured design system supports collaboration
between designers and developers while improving workflow efficiency through shared,
reusable components and standardized interaction patterns. (Boyalakuntla et al., 2021).

Design systems also play a crucial role in enhancing product scalability (Kumar et al.,
2021). As organizations grow, their digital products must adapt without losing their core
identity. A design system provides a flexible yet consistent framework. This framework
can accommodate new features and functionalities. At the same time, it maintains the
brand’s visual language and user experience standards (Shah, 2024).

Integrating WCAG 2.1 into a design system provides a significant strategic advantage.
This newer standard extends beyond the earlier WCAG 2.0 requirements, because it
addresses a much wider range of disabilities, including visual, auditory, physical, and
cognitive challenges (Zdravkova et al., 2022). It also covers speech, language, and
neurological needs (Shah, 2024).

Shah (2024) highligts that organizations should integrate accessibility standards
directly into their design systems. This systemic approach is far more effective than
"retrofitting" accessibility into individual applications after development. A system-level
integration ensures that accessibility remains a foundational aspect of the entire design
process. This strategy prevents accessibility from becoming a late-stage afterthought or a
superficial "patch." By building standards into the core library, teams ensure that every
component is inclusive by default. Ultimately, this proactive method creates a consistent
and reliable experience for all users from the very beginning of the product lifecycle.

Transitioning a design system to WCAG 2.1 presents several significant challenges.
Organizations often face a heavy resource strain in terms of time and labor. Every new
success criterion requires a deep technical investigation to implement correctly. Updating
existing digital assets is especially difficult for sophisticated or outdated applications
(Paul, 2023).

Beyond technical issues, organizational culture often resists change. This internal
resistance can prevent the seamless adoption of new accessibility recommendations (Shah,
2023). Furthermore, team members must develop a thorough understanding of these
complex criteria. Achieving this level of knowledge requires significant training and
sustained effort (Kumar et al., 2021).
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2.2.4.5 Internal training & Mentoring

Training is essential for building a knowledgeable workforce. However, the specific
need for accessibility training is not always obvious to organizations. Strategic training
programs set employees up for success while saving the company time and money.
Continually enhancing our understanding of accessible resources is both a legal
responsibility and a moral obligation.

Despite these benefits, many training programs focus too heavily on technical
checklists. Greco (2019) argues that simply teaching employees how to follow rules is
insufficient. To create a truly inclusive culture, organizations should adopt two core
principles. First, training should move from producing technical "artisans" who fix code
toward developing "philosophers" who understand the social impact of their work (Greco,
2019). This shift empowers employees to move beyond passive compliance toward active,
inclusive design. Second, internal discussions and workshops should act as "critical
learning spaces" where team members can reflect on their own biases (Greco, 2019). This
environment helps a person's mindset (forma mentis) evolve into a professional way of
working (modus operandi).

Prioritizing this type of training empowers a diverse range of individuals. It is a
necessary step toward creating an inclusive and equitable society. When a company
invests in accessibility training, it is investing in the future of people with disabilities.
Leaders must gain "buy-in" from every team member. Each employee needs to see how
their specific role helps safeguard digital inclusion. Ultimately, providing equal access to
information breaks down social barriers. This approach allows everyone to participate
fully in all aspects of life.

2.2.4.6 External audits & consultancies

The birth of the accessibility audit came about after the development of the Web
Accessibility Initiative’s (WAI) first iteration of the Web Content Accessibility
Guidelines (WCAG). This milestone established a formal methodology to assess
accessibility conformance (O’Connor, 2010). For the first time, organizations had a
standardized framework to measure how well their digital products served people with
disabilities.

O’Connor (2010) defines the traditional accessibility audit as a systematic
"conformance check." It functions as a technical snapshot of a product at a specific point
in time. This process compares the current state of a website or application against
established rules to identify existing barriers. While this provides a clear benchmark, the

traditional audit model faces several critical limitations in modern development.
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One major issue is the "post-mortem" nature of the process. O’Connor (2010) notes
that audits usually happen at the very end of the development lifecycle. Identifying
barriers at this late stage makes them extremely difficult to fix. Developers often find that
necessary changes are too expensive or require a complete overhaul of the site's
architecture.

Additionally, static audit reports struggle to stay relevant. Modern web content
changes rapidly, but a traditional audit is a fixed document. O’Connor (2010) argues that
these reports are essentially "dead" the moment they are delivered. They cannot keep pace
with the frequent updates and dynamic code changes common in today’s digital
environment.

Finally, a technical audit does not always guarantee a good user experience. A product
might pass every item on a checklist but still feel difficult for a person with a disability
to use. O’Connor (2010) suggests that the audit model often prioritizes technical
compliance over the actual needs of the user. To be truly effective, organizations must

move beyond one-time checks and treat accessibility as a continuous, living process.

2.3 Research gap

Accessibility in UX practice involves many moving parts: awareness, workflows,
roles, and tools. Existing research has examined these dimensions from multiple angles.
Studies have explored UX practitioners' awareness and attitudes toward accessibility
standards (Inal et al., 2020), the structural and cost implications of late-stage accessibility
fixes in Agile environments (Bai et al., 2017), and the distribution of accessibility
responsibilities across cross-functional teams (Bi et al., 2022). However, these studies
tend to address accessibility responsibility at a structural or organizational level. What
remains underexplored is how responsibility is negotiated at the inter-role level —
specifically, how designers who already champion accessibility experience, communicate,
and navigate this responsibility within day-to-day Agile workflows. While Bi et al. (2022)
acknowledge that practitioners with direct accessibility experience perceive their duties
differently from those without, they do not examine what happens when this knowledge
gap produces an informal, unassigned ownership dynamic within a team. The lived
experience of designers caught in this hybrid position remains largely absent from the
literature.

Based on the patterns identified in the literature, the answer may lie in what this
research calls the “responsibility gap”. In many product teams today, accessibility duties
are poorly defined. They fall through the cracks of official workflows. No single process
holds everyone accountable. A friend of mine is both a senior UX designer and an I[AAP-

certified accessibility specialist. He put it plainly:
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"In my work as senior UX Designer, accessibility is something I need to keep in check
as part of my own quality assurance of my designs, sometimes the devs will question
some things for accessibility implementation (screen readers accommodations etc) but
apart from that no one from product team will ever bring it up."

His experience is not unique. Even practitioners with specialized expertise treat
accessibility as a solo task. When no shared framework exists, the work defaults to
whoever cares most — not whoever is structurally responsible. This burden most often
falls on a specific type of practitioner: designers who champion accessibility within their
teams, often without formal mandate or structural support.

Industry discourse often blames audit limitations or the pace of Agile delivery. These
pressures are real. But they tend to obscure the deeper issue: role ambiguity. Without a
clear division of labor, designers are left practicing "isolated advocacy." They push for
inclusion without systemic support. The problem is not awareness. It is the absence of
shared accountability structures across roles. This insight, grounded in both personal

observation and a gap in the literature, leads to the following research questions:

RQ1: How do designers who champion accessibility within their teams define their
own accessibility responsibilities, and how do they perceive the distribution of

accessibility responsibility across their team?

RQ2: How do designers who champion accessibility within their teams experience
the communication and negotiation of accessibility across roles during the Agile process,

and where do they perceive breakdowns most commonly occur?

RQ3: What practices and organizational support do designers who champion
accessibility within their teams rely on — or feel are lacking — to make accessibility a

shared responsibility rather than one person's job?
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3. Methods

This chapter outlines the methodological decisions made for this study, covering the
research design, participant selection, data collection process, analysis approach, and

ethical considerations.

3.1 Research design

This research uses qualitative methods. Specifically, it relies on semi-structured
interviews. This choice reflects the nature of the research questions. The study is not
trying to measure how often something happens. It is trying to understand why and how
it happens. Semi-structured interviews are well suited for this purpose, since they allow
participants to speak in their own words and give the researcher room to follow up on
unexpected insights.

Inal et al. (2020) used surveys to identify broad trends in accessibility practice. Their
findings are valuable. But surveys have limits. They can tell us that role ambiguity exists.
They cannot tell us how it plays out in a real sprint, or how a accessibility champion
handles the responsibilities in their daily work.

This method is also appropriate given the sensitivity of the topic. Practitioners may
feel uncomfortable admitting that they skipped accessibility checks or passed
responsibility to someone else. A conversational interview format creates space for honest
reflection. It is less formal than a survey, and more likely to surface the kinds of nuanced,
experience-based insights this study needs.

8 designers who have relevant experience working with accessibility were chosen,
following the framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis was
chosen for its systematic approach to identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns within
the data. It offered the flexibility to analyze my data without being forced into a 'one-size-

fits-all' theoretical mold.

3.2 Participant selection

Participants were recruited from a range of professional settings — in-house product
teams, design consultancies, and one government organization — spanning
organizational scales from small studios to large enterprises. All were working in Agile
environments at the time of the study.

The eight participants had between three to fourteen years of experience, covering
different career stages. Most held dual roles combining UX or product design with a
dedicated focus on accessibility, while two worked as UX designers without a formal

specialist title. Regardless of title, all were actively championing accessibility within their



-18-

teams. Product focus was mostly B2B, with some participants working across B2B and
B2C, and one in government services.

Geographically, participants were based across six countries in Asia, Europe, and
North America, bringing a cross-cultural dimension to how accessibility responsibility is

understood and negotiated in agile teams.

No. Role Company Company Product type Years Country
size type of exp
P1 Product mid-sized Product B2B (SaaS) 7 Ireland
+specialist
P2 UX-+specialist large Product B2B + B2C 8 Philippines
P3 UX designer large Product B2B + B2C 5 UK
P4 Product designer large Product B2B 6 Finland
P5 UX designer upper Consultancy B2B + B2C 5 US
mid-sized
P6 UX+specialist large Government | Government 14 Canada
Services

P7 UX+specialist small Consultancy B2B + B2C 10 Finland
P8 UX+specialist small Product B2B 3 Norway

Table 1. Participant Overview

3.3 Data collection

Data collection section involved three stages: developing and piloting the interview

guide, process of the interviews, and recording and transcribing the sessions.

3.3.1 Interview guide

The interview guide was structured around the three research questions and divided
into three corresponding sections. Each interview opened with a brief introduction to the
thesis and a request for consent to record the session for transcription purposes, it can be
found in the appendix.

To establish context, a set of warm-up questions came first — covering participants'
company, role, product type, and team structure. From there, the first section explored
how participants understood and experienced responsibility for accessibility within their
teams. The second section focused on collaboration dynamics, and the third on perceived
challenges and the kinds of organizational support participants felt were missing or
needed. Interviews closed with an open invitation for participants to add anything they

felt hadn't been covered.
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Prior to the main data collection, a pilot study with two participants was conducted to
assess question clarity and overall interview length. Minor revisions were made based on

that feedback. Data from the pilot interviews were not included in the main analysis.

3.3.2 Process

Participants were recruited through LinkedIn, online community platforms, and
personal networks. Interviews were conducted remotely via Microsoft Teams or Google
Meet, lasting approximately 30 to 40 minutes depending on each participant's availability.
All sessions were carried out in English. A sample of eight is consistent with common
practice in qualitative interview research, where smaller samples support greater depth of

analysis.

3.3.3 Recording and transcription

All interviews were recorded with participants' consent. Transcription was carried out
using Al-assisted tools — specifically Microsoft Teams' built-in auto-transcription and
TurboScribe — to support accuracy and efficiency. Given the limitations of automated
transcription, all transcripts were reviewed and manually corrected against the original
recordings where needed, particularly for domain-specific terminology and instances
where speech was unclear.

The resulting transcripts served as the primary data for analysis. In line with the
ethical commitments outlined earlier, all recordings and transcription files were stored on

a password-protected device and were permanently deleted upon completion of the study.

3.4 Data analysis

This section describes the analytical approach taken in this study, including overview
of the the chosen method and the step-by-step process through which themes were
developed from the interview data.

3.4.1 Overview

This study uses a hybrid approach to thematic analysis, combining deductive and
inductive reasoning. The reason behind this is this research is guided by three research
questions, but the details and nuances in the interview data could not be fully anticipated

in advance. A single-direction approach would not have been sufficient.
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The risk of deductive approach is that it only finds what was already expected. In this
study, participants described experiences that went beyond what the literature had
prepared for — for instance, the informal and often invisible labor of sustaining
accessibility advocacy within a team. A deductive-only lens would likely have missed
these insights.

On the other hand, a purely inductive approach lets themes emerge freely from the
data without any prior structure. This allows for rich, open-ended findings, but it makes
it harder to systematically address specific research questions.

The hybrid approach resolves this tension. The three research questions served as an
organizing frame, keeping the analysis on track. At the same time, inductive coding left
room for unexpected patterns to surface from the data. This combination suited the nature
of the study: the research questions gave it direction, and the participants' own words gave
it depth.If there is a certain established practice in the literature, it should be adhered to.
When planning notation care should be taken to avoid the use of needless subindices.
Multiple indexing (subindex with subindex) is typographically problematic and may be

symptomatic of poor selection of indices.

3.4.2 Process

After transcription, the anonymized interview data from all eight participants was
imported into Atlas.ti for analysis. Quotes that reflected meaningful insights were
selected and coded. The coded quotes were then exported and transferred to Miro, a
digital whiteboard tool. Each quote was color-coded by participant code, which allowed
patterns across different participants to become visible. The quotes were then grouped
into categories, and the categories were gradually clustered into broader themes, working
from the bottom up.

This process resulted in three main themes, each anchored to the research questions:
Structural and Organizational Barriers, Process and Practice Realities, and Moving
Toward Shared Ownership.
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Figure 1. Sorting interview data with online whiteboard

3.5 Ethical Considerations

This study followed the ethical guidelines of the Ethics Committee of the Tampere
Region. It also complied with the EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and
the Finnish Data Protection Act (1050/2018).

All participants were informed about the purpose of the study, the interview process
and how the data will be used during the interview. The interview were voice recorded
with participants’ permission. Participation was voluntary. Anyone could withdraw at any
time, for any reason, with no consequences. If a participant withdrew, their data was
deleted and not used.

Anonymity was protected throughout the study. Each participant was assigned a code,
such as P1 or P2, straight after data collection. All identifying details — names, job titles,
and company names — were removed from transcripts. In the final thesis, participants
are described only by role type and general company context, for example, "UX Designer
at a mid-sized tech company." Only the researcher had access to the linking codes.

Data was stored and handled securely. Recordings were kept on a password-protected
device and deleted immediately after this thesis is completed. Anonymised transcripts
were used only for this thesis and were not shared with anyone else. No personal data was
transferred outside the EU or EEA. Al writing tools, such as Claude or ChatGPT, were
only used with fully anonymised transcripts. No identifiable data was entered into these
tools.

The study posed no physical, social, financial, or psychological risks to participants.
Interviews were conducted online via video call. No compensation was offered for
participation.

All research data will be securely destroyed after the thesis was submitted. The study
had no external funding. It was carried out as an independent master's thesis project at

Tampere University.
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4. Findings

The findings produced three main themes, each reflecting a distinct dimension of how
UX designers experience and navigate accessibility responsibility in their daily work:
structural and organizational barriers, process and practice realities, and moving toward
shared ownership.

These themes capture the structural conditions and everyday struggles that shape how
accessibility work gets distributed — and why it so often falls on one person. A recurring
finding is that many organizations hold a fundamental misconception about what
accessibility is and who is responsible for it. This misconception sits at the root of the
problem. It influences every decision that follows, from team priorities to day-to-day

practice.

4.1 Structural & organizational barriers

This section focuses on the structural and organizational barriers that prevent
accessibility responsibility from being shared across teams. Five patterns were identified
from the data: people’s misconceptions about accessibility, the influence of
organizational history and context, the lack of formal accessibility structures, the gap

between policy and practice, and the risks associated with single-point responsibility.

4.1.1 Misconception
Despite accessibility being a legal requirement in many contexts, it is still widely
viewed as a burden. Many people resist it or deprioritize it simply because they do not

understand why it matters. P6 described this clearly:

“Even in controlled environments where accessibility is a must-have from a
legal perspective, there is still a great deal of resistance from every aspect of
the company, because most people don't know anything about accessibility.
And it is really hard to care about something where you don't know anything

about it.”

This resistance is not limited to awareness. It also plays out in how organizations
value accessibility expertise. P5 observed that most companies do not see accessibility

specialists as worth investing in:
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“I think the most companies still don't really find a lot of values in hiring the
accessibility experts. If they got one, they probably OK, they're satisfied
with, they're not going to hire another. It's just, yeah, the mindset of like
CEO or whoever is on top, I don't think they really prioritize accessibility at

the moment.”

This mindset shapes how teams justify their priorities. P7 described having to fight

for accessibility even when guidelines had already been in place for years:

“In the project I worked on before that, we had to fight a lot. It is a product
that should have followed accessibility guidelines since 2020. And still, they
were basically fighting on why do we have to do it — they saw it as an

’

extra.’

These accounts suggest that the problem is not simply a lack of knowledge. It is a
deeper resistance rooted in a fundamental misunderstanding of what accessibility is and
why it exists. A common argument behind this misconception is the "numbers argument."
Teams question whether it is worth prioritizing accessibility for a minority of users —
typically framed as 10% — at the expense of the majority. This framing reveals a
fundamental misunderstanding. Accessibility is not only for people with disabilities. It
benefits everyone.

P6 addressed this directly:

“The argument they always make is, well, only 10% of our users have
accessibility requirements. Should we really sacrifice the 90% for the 10%?
But I frankly don't see it that way. Accessible design, or inclusive design,
works best for all users. The example I often use is the ramp at the mall or

’

the automatic doors — it helps everyone.’

The ramp analogy is a good example. Features designed with accessibility in mind
often improve the experience for all users, not just those with disabilities. The "numbers
argument” is not just factually narrow — It also shows that many teams still treat
accessibility as something extra — done for a specific group, rather than built in for
everyone.

These accounts show a clear pattern. Most people do not resist accessibility out of
bad intentions. Instead, the problem comes from a basic misunderstanding. Many do not

know what accessibility is or who it actually serves.
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When organizations view accessibility as a chore for a small group, they lose sight of
the bigger picture, they miss the value it offers to every user. This mindset makes leaders
fail to hire or keep experts. It then influences every decision they make. In the end, this

misconception dictates budgets, shifts priorities, and ruins outcomes.

4.1.2 Barriers from organizational history and context
Accessibility compliance currently varies across industries and product types. Under
the European Accessibility Act (EAA), B2C services and products face stricter
compliance requirements. Smaller B2B products, however, are largely exempt. This legal
gap has a direct impact on how seriously accessibility is treated within organizations.
P8, a senior UX designer at a small B2B company, described how the scale of the

product shapes the team's priorities:

“My company is very small and the products that we have are really, really
technical and really specialized. So we don't have a huge amount of users.
Accessibility has never really been a big issue because of the scale of the

’

product we don't have.’

He also pointed to the legal dimension directly:

“Because it's a B2B product, legally speaking, we are not checked for

accessibility. It's mostly in the public sector and some specific contexts”

When there is no legal pressure and no large user base, accessibility becomes easy to
deprioritize. The organizational context itself removes the urgency.

Beyond legal exemptions, broader industry shifts are also disrupting accessibility
progress. Ongoing reorganizations — driven by external pressures such as economic
uncertainty and tech industry changes — have led companies to cut accessibility
resources. P8, described his friend who had previously worked in an organization with a

strong accessibility structure, described what happened at work:

“They had a dedicated accessibility team doing audits of all the different
products. They created the testing, the guidelines, all the initiatives to push
for more accessibility across the organization. But lately they had some
reorg. They actually killed the team — they laid off the entire accessibility

team...it's pretty sad.”
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P3 also reflected on the broader instability:

“Recently it's like a lot of movement as well. That's why like reorg's coming.
Whenever like you know reorgs are coming in, it's like a challenge of you
know, like if everything is going to be staying exactly the same and

processes and stuff.”

These accounts show that accessibility progress is fragile. It depends not only on

individual commitment, but on organizational structures that can disappear overnight.

4.1.3 Lack of accessibility formalization
Accessibility is not formally integrated into many organizations' processes. The form
this takes varies depending on the organizational context — but the result is often the
same: accessibility gets skipped, fragmented, or left to individuals to handle on their own.
In agency settings, the client holds the decision-making power. If accessibility is not
written into the agreement, it can simply be dropped. PS5, a designer at a tech agency,

described this directly:

“It’s like the client needs this and by this date and we kind of don’t have a
choice and if they said they well, I don’t care about accessibility at this time.
Then there’s nothing we can do. Like I said, we’re agency. We try to deliver
what the what the client wants. Sometimes we don’t really get a saying that
it’s different than doing in-house work where we can we can negotiate with
the stakeholders, try to convince them. If we push the release date by a few

)

days, we could have a more accessible.’

Even in non-agency settings, accessibility standards are often inconsistent across
projects. P1 described a project-by-project approach that prevents any organizational

standard from forming:

“a lot of things will be different project by project because this project will
be built one way, the other project completely different way. And that's why,
as I mentioned, we do those agreements per project, which of course makes

it not organizational or structural”
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Organizational disruptions can make this worse. P8 described joining a company that
had gone two years without a designer following a reorg. Without any guidelines in place,

developers made decisions on their own:

“But they clearly didn't do that. And then the two years that this company
didn't have a designer after reorg that they had, the developers just went
crazy because they didn't have any guideline, they didn't have any way to
know what is right and what is wrong. And they just made everything dark
blue. So that's when everything”

Even without a reorg, the absence of formal expectations leaves accessibility
dependent on individual initiative. P8 observed that in her current team, accessibility is

rarely included in briefs or requirements:

“I noticed that in reality the accessibility responsible in teams are mostly the
developers. So it really depends on developers who have an eye for
accessibility or are trained in accessibility. To implement actual impactful
accessibility challenges and the designers are sometimes thinking about it,
sometimes not. It depends on each designer, but it's never expected for the
designer to have accessibility responsibility, ...More about fix this, fix this
issue, fix this UX problem and never really fixes this problem but also make

it accessible. Nobody ever had that in the requirement on the brief.”

These accounts point to the same underlying problem. When accessibility is not
formally required — in contracts, processes, or role definitions — it becomes optional.

And optional, in practice, often means absent.

4.1.4 Gap between policy and practice

This gap takes several forms: short-term thinking at the leadership level, insufficient
staffing, and unwillingness to fund external support. Even when organizations have some
awareness of accessibility, this does not always translate into actual investment.

P8 pointed to a uncomfortable truth: accessibility is not treated as urgent because its

absence does not cause immediate failure.

“So you need still to do, especially with people with disabilities, you need to
do tests with actual people with those lived experiences because you will

never get actually a full answer. So I don't think they. I think that they to a
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certain point understand that they cannot replace accessibility experts with
a I, but at the moment, it's not like urgency. It's not that if we don't have
accessibility expert, the entire product is going to fail and our stocks are
gonna tank. I think they they're mostly thinking on the short term like right

now we can't sacrifice some things and one of these things is accessibility.”

This gap between awareness and action is not limited to organizations that ignore
accessibility altogether. Even teams that actively invest in it face structural constraints.
P2 is an accessibility specialist responsible for training and leading accessibility efforts
across her organization. Her team of four covers hundreds of products across multiple

regions — currently reaching only about a quarter of them.

“I think the manpower. We don't have much manpower to accommodate a
lot of requests... because we're only four members covering different

regions”

Budget is another barrier. P7 works at a small consultancy firm. She described how
clients are often unwilling to pay for external accessibility support, even when the team

lacks the knowledge to do it themselves:

“it's easy to add accessibility from the beginning, from the start. But they
don't want to pay for an external accessibility consultant to help the team.
And if the team doesn't really know about accessibility, or even understand
what is required, I think that is one big challenge, especially as a

consultant.”

Together, these accounts show a consistent pattern. Organizations may acknowledge
accessibility in principle. But without urgency, resources, or willingness to invest, that

acknowledgment rarely leads to meaningful change.

4.1.5 Risk of single-point responsibility
Having a single accessibility expert sounds like a solution — but it often creates a
new problem. If that person leaves, accessibility gets forgotten. If that person is

unavailable, the work stops. P7, an accessibility specialist, described this directly:
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“Because if there's only one person responsible for accessibility, it becomes
a huge blocker and a huge risk. Because then that only person, it's usually
good to have someone who knows a little bit more. But it can go into that,
that the one person is actually responsible for it. Because then accessibility

will be quite easily forgotten in the project. Or it will be first done and then

it gets forgotten in the future work”

The problem runs deeper than structure. P7 also observed that many team members
have accessibility knowledge but stop developing it once an expert is present. They rely
on the specialist to do the final check — not because they lack the skills, but because they

lack confidence in their own judgment:

“So then they knew the stuff, but they were relying on someone to do the
final checks. There was, I think, this trust issue that they didn't trust their
own skills, even though they actually did know quite a lot. So having the sort

of safety nets of also put sort of like this strain or pressure on one person

who knows everything.”

This dynamic has a cost for the specialist too. The presence of a safety net discourages

others from taking ownership. The expert ends up carrying the weight alone. P5 described

this feeling of isolation:

“In some projects I might just be the only person that is doing accessibility.
So [ feel like there's no one else to help me out. But yeah, it depends on the

project, but sometimes it does feel like they just push all the responsibilities

into one person instead of sharing them.’

Single-point responsibility is not just an organizational inefficiency. It is a burden that
falls on one person — and a risk that the whole team carries without realizing it. This also

suggests that accessibility cannot rely on a single person. It needs to become a shared
responsibility — one that is embedded in organizational systems, not carried by

individuals. This will be explored further in the third finding.
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4.2 Process & practice realities

This section looks at how accessibility is handled in everyday team practice. Five
patterns emerged: gaps in accessibility knowledge across teams, the difficulty of applying
guidelines in real projects, efforts to integrate accessibility earlier in the process, the
negotiation dynamics around accessibility decisions, and the breakdowns that happen

between design and development.

4.2.1 Accessibility knowledge gap

A knowledge gap in accessibility is common across design and development teams.
Team members often encounter accessibility problems without recognizing them. Instead
of identifying an issue as an accessibility problem, they describe it as something that
simply "looks bad." This points to a lack of basic understanding about what accessibility

is and how it manifests in a product. P8 observed this pattern directly:

“I think there's this assumption that if it's visual, if they don't, maybe they
wouldn't ask it exactly as accessibility issue. They go, oh, I have this
accessibility problem. I think they will more ask like, oh, this looks bad. 1
don't know what to do about it and I know there's accessibility problem and
then I can suggest but they probably wouldn't see as accessibility problem

because they are not really educated in accessibility.”

This knowledge gap has practical consequences. When designers and developers lack
accessibility knowledge, they produce work that generates more bugs and more tickets.
PS5 pointed out that this does not just affect accessibility — it affects the efficiency of the

whole team:

“The other thing is just the skill level of all your designers and developers. If
they have zero accessibility knowledge, obviously they they're going to
produce things that are problematic and that's just more, more bugs you're
going to find and more tickets you're going to write, and that's kind of

making the whole team inefficient.”

The impact is also felt by end users. When accessible components are implemented
incorrectly, the experience becomes disruptive for people who rely on assistive
technologies. P2 and P4 highlighted this in the context of autocomplete features:
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“For auto complete experiences, many of the designer do not have enough
consideration... if you implement them and design them inaccurately, it will
be disruptive for the user because the user will constantly hearing some
words or generation or recommendation that they are not related to their

’

experience.’

The knowledge gap in accessibility is not just an individual problem. It affects how
teams identify issues, how efficiently they work, and how well the product serves its

users.

4.2.2 Gap between guidelines and practice

This gap operates at several levels — from the vagueness of WCAG language, to its
limited coverage of mobile, to the absence of any guidance for emerging technologies
like Al-generated content.

WCAG is the most widely known resource for accessibility standards. However, it is
commonly seen as difficult to interpret. The language is vague, and the guidance does not

always translate clearly into practice. P3 and P7 both pointed to this problem.
P3 noted:

“There is in WCAG there is some vaguer... vague considerations... another

thing that we are less able to do is... the language.”

P7 also described how even when resources are shared within a team, people still

struggle to apply them:

“I think many tend to ask questions because even though those resources are
good, and we have shared them, for example, in Columbia Road to
Everyone, they are still difficult to understand. So, for example, there's an
example that's kind of the same, but not really. So they usually want to just

go through what is the best way to implement.”

For some teams, the challenge has moved beyond buy-in. The harder problem is now
operational. P1 described a situation where stakeholder approval is no longer the main

obstacle — figuring out what accessibility looks like day to day is:
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“The difficulty is really figuring out what it actually entails day to day ... [
think it's more operational difficulties as opposed to getting buy-in or
stakeholder approval ... this project will be different ... there's not a lot of

blueprint for us right now as to how to do it in general.”

The gap between guidelines and practice becomes even wider for mobile products.
WCAG was designed primarily for web. Teams working on mobile apps find it difficult
to apply. P1 and P7 both raised this issue.

P1 said:
“Which we had some difficulties with because a lot of our work is mobile.

You might know yourself, WCAG is not super mobile friendly”

P7 added:
“Otherwise, I think better support to understanding the guidelines. Web
nowadays has kind of a good example on how to make accessibility, but
apps don't really have them. So if we're going to mobile apps, there's not

’

really any pattern libraries.’

The problem extends beyond mobile. Emerging technologies are also creating new

accessibility challenges that current guidelines do not address. P4 described the lack of

standards for Al-generated content:

“...how you should handle the accessibility for an auto generated view or
like Al generated text? ...we don't have that many resources to look at it and

tell us like how is the standard way to do it. So we need to go to explore it by

ourselves.”

4.2.3 Shift-left integration
Integrating accessibility early — commonly referred to as "shifting left" — is one of

the most effective ways to avoid complex fixes later in the process. Several participants
described how they embed accessibility from the very start of a project. P5, who works

at a consultancy, described how accessibility is written into the pitch before a project even

begins:
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“We start at the pitch, so there's always request for pitches for all kinds of
clients and doing those pitches we write in accessibility and once we won
the pitch we will write accessibility into the SOW statement of work. And
then in doing the design define phase, we also define where accessibility is
needed and we design with accessibility in mind and so on, right. So it's very

’

early on.’

Shifting left can also happen within the design process itself. P1 described pushing
accessibility even further upstream — to the requirement and low fidelity stages, before

development begins:

“there’s a lot of conversations about shifting to the left, as in accessibility
being covered by design, and I think even within design process, it can be
shifted further left, where we really think about it at fundamental levels, like

requirement levels, low fidelity levels, before we even start developing.”

At the organizational level, some teams embed accessibility even earlier — before
the backlog or user stories are created. P2 described how their team uses the Scaled Agile

Framework to integrate accessibility at the portfolio and strategic planning stage:

“In our team, we are finally what we call an agile methodology. If you're
familiar with SAFe... or Scaled Agile Framework... we're doing it on the
upper part of the management. So before the backlog, the user stories being
created... we start from portfolio or strategic planning with our

management”’

Several participants described shifting left as an approach they actively apply in their
work. This suggests a growing awareness of its value — not just in theory, but in everyday
practice. Together, these examples show that shifting left is not a single fixed point. It can
happen at different levels — from the pitch, to the design process, to organizational
planning. The earlier accessibility enters the conversation, the less likely it is to be treated

as an afterthought.
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4.2.4 Negotiation dynamics

Negotiating accessibility within a team is rarely straightforward. It involves balancing
design intent, technical constraints, and project timelines — and the outcome is not
always in the designer's hands.

P8 described a typical negotiation process. He builds a case for her accessibility
decisions, brings it to the developer, and then both of them bring the conversation to the
PM:

“especially when it comes to accessibility, I will build my argument and then
1 go to the developer and explain why and they will take the tech side and
they will explain to me, yes, but if we do it this way, it's going to be much
more difficult. So it's going to be costly, it's going to be difficult to maintain
down the line even though it's more accessible. Go by you creating a variant
to this component and then down the line in future it's going to be difficult to
keep it maintained. And we had this conversation and then we go to the PM
and then we say like, OK, So what do we do? Like how much time do we
have? How shall we approach this? And PM is the one who automatically

)

takes the decision.’

This account reveals an important dynamic. The designer advocates for accessibility,
the developer raises technical and cost concerns, and the final decision falls to the PM.
Accessibility becomes one variable in a broader negotiation — and it does not always
win.

This kind of compromise is not unusual, especially in early product stages. P4
described a situation where a component had to behave in a way that did not meet

accessibility criteria, simply because of where the product was in its development:

“Sometimes it happened that like for example you have components like a
drawer component that is going to be used for maybe alpha version or like
early MVPS to behave differently and it will be against the accessibility

criteria.”

These accounts suggest that negotiation is a regular part of accessibility work.
Designers often have to fight for accessibility decisions — and even when they do, the

outcome depends on factors beyond their control.
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4.2.5 Implementation-stage breakdown

In product development, accessibility decisions made at the design stage need to be
carried through to implementation. This handover between designers and developers is a
critical moment — and a common point of failure. P8 described a situation where there
was no proper handover at all. The developer received the documentation as text, with no
walkthrough or discussion:

“I worked as a designer, and then I documented as much as I could, but
never got to do a proper handover to the developer. So they just got it in the
text. So that's, I think, the biggest risk.”

Even when a handover does happen, understanding is not guaranteed. P7 found that
developers confirmed they understood the documentation — but the implementation

revealed otherwise:

“I sent the documentation, they read through it and said they understood it.
And then I tested it a little bit, but they hadn't understood it. So having those
discussions and really carefully going through the requirements is a very
big, important part, especially if the developers aren't that used to doing

accessible development.”

Sometimes the breakdown is even more basic. P5 observed that documentation often

goes unread — and when developers do not understand something, they do not ask:

“Someone just don't want to read. Sometimes they read but they don't
understand and they don't ask questions so that that results in the product

not being built as documented”

These breakdowns share a common thread. Writing things down is not enough. If
designers and developers do not talk through the requirements together, accessibility

decisions rarely make it into the final product.
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4.3 Moving toward shared ownership

This section explores what shared accessibility ownership looks like in practice and
what it takes to get there. Five themes emerged: how participants understand and define
shared ownership, what it takes to move from individual advocacy to organizational
commitment, why culture matters as much as compliance, how accessibility can be
embedded into formal processes, how knowledge can be distributed across the team, and

what support structures are needed to sustain it.

4.3.1 Ownership awareness
A consistent view across participants is that accessibility should be a shared

responsibility. It should not fall on one or two people alone. P1 was direct about this:

“I think everyone should be responsible. And that's the only way I've seen it
implemented successfully in the past. ['ve also seen kind of bad examples of

’

one or two people being made responsible.’

P6 expanded on this, explaining why shared ownership matters in practice. If any one

role opts out, accessibility breaks down:

“... it's a team responsibility because it's one thing that I design an
accessible or inclusive product. If the product owner doesn't wish it to be
accessible or they marginalize folks with accessibility, it's not going to fly
same. With developers, if they don't write code that is inclusive, it's not

going to fly. So it's it is a team responsibility.”

Shared responsibility does not mean equal responsibility. Each role has a distinct
contribution. Designers are the first gate — if accessibility is not considered at the design

stage, everything that follows is harder. P6 described this dynamic:

“I think accessibility is a team responsibility first and foremost, but I also
think designers carry a great deal of load in terms of accessibility because
they're the first gate. If they don't design the software with accessibility in
mind, it's like designing a building without electricity. They are relying on
me from a design and user experience perspective to make sure that the
experience is accessible. And same thing from my side, I'm relying on the

developers to make sure they're coding it with the right stuff...”
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Beyond design and development, testing is also a shared effort. P5 described how her
team divides accessibility testing between herself and the QA team:
“So it's me and the QA team. So we also have a QA team that does a lot of
the automated testing and manual testing. They cover a lot of the basic stuff
and I specifically cover more complex testing with screen readers and

assistive technology.”

4.3.2 Culture over compliance
Accessibility should not be treated as a compliance checkbox. It needs to be

understood and valued at a cultural level. When teams genuinely understand why

accessibility matters, it becomes a shared goal rather than one person's responsibility. P2

described this shift:

“..If the team are not that aware on accessibility, well, the focus should be
on the accessibility team or those designers with accessibility knowledge.
But if the team are already knowledgeable about accessibility, I think the

team would be a shared goal or they could have a shared responsibility on

all aspects of accessibility”

Building that awareness requires education. P6 pointed out that it is difficult to care

about something you do not understand — and that accessibility education is missing

from many professional training programs:

“I think it's a lack of education, lack of knowledge. As I mentioned, it's hard
to care about something you don't know anything about. So if you're
studying MBA, Masters, Business Association or whatever it is, you should
be taught about accessibility if you're studying any kind of thing that works

within the triad of product owners, developers.”

Company culture also plays a significant role. P7 noted that organizations with

existing DEI processes tend to find it easier to embed accessibility:

“Because it's usually a company culture thing. So companies that usually

have some sort of DEI processes or something, it's usually easier for those.
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And 1'd say a little bit more, for example, modern stack, development stack,
usually it's easier. So if there's a lot of, or there's not that many regulations,

because some companies have so many regulations already”

One effective way to shift mindsets is through user testing. Seeing real people use a
product — especially people with disabilities — makes the impact of accessibility

tangible. P7 described this as one of the most powerful ways to build understanding:

“I think having user testing, it's not like support, but that's one thing to

actually get the knowledge out, that actually seeing different people use the
services will actually help developers to understand how the actual services
they're developing, not just some random demos of random application, but

that's usually one of the biggest or the easiest way to make a team
understand why accessibility is important and actually start developing for

it.”

At its core, accessibility is a matter of human rights. Organizations that understand

this are more likely to treat it as a fundamental part of their work — not an optional extra.

4.3.3 From individual advocacy to organizational commitment
Individual commitment is a starting point, but it is not enough on its own. For

accessibility to be sustained, leadership needs to be involved. P7 described this transition:

“I think it's a few individuals usually who start to get the knowledge out. But
usually if the organization then is committed to accessibility, it usually
requires the leadership to join the process. So I think it's a little bit both, but

it starts out usually by a few people”

Beyond leadership, accessibility needs to be distributed across the team — not
concentrated in one person. This requires both training and peer support. P3 described

how accessibility has been embedded into the workflow for designers, developers, and

testers:

“Making sure everyone's trained up to standards of like understanding what

accessibility is and how do they apply that to their job... and all this kind of
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stuff is all baked into our process of, you know, front end developers,

)

designers and testers.’

Having a partner or a team also makes it easier for individuals to develop their

accessibility knowledge. P7 noted that learning accessibility alone is harder than learning

with others:

“there's one expert who knows, but they usually, it's easier for someone to
start learning about accessibility if they have a partner. Not usually just one
person. It's usually good that there's a team. It doesn't need to be a single

person. It can also be a company, an accessibility-specialized company that

can actually help with the accessibility stuff.”

4.3.4 Accessibility formalization
Cultural change is a necessary foundation, but it is not sufficient on its own.

Accessibility also needs to be written into formal processes. Without this, it remains
dependent on individual initiative and can easily be deprioritized.
One concrete way to formalize accessibility is to make it part of the Definition of

Done. P1 described this as a significant milestone:

“I think accessibility becoming part of official Definition of Done across
projects and everything that entails is a big milestone that would help

standardize and operationalize accessibility”

This kind of formalization is already working in practice. P3 described how her
organization has embedded accessibility into KPIs, making it non-negotiable:

“..if they are not compliant, their KPI will be not good. So there's not much
challenge or negotiation on, can we, like for example, can we move this to
another sprint...now since we are already part of the process, the

negotiations that challenging or it's hard for them to negotiate.”

Another practical approach is to treat accessibility issues the same way as other bugs.

P1 proposed a bug-centric mindset — identify, log, iterate, and fix in the next sprint if

needed:
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“We created, say, a bug ticket and we have to fix it. I think it's the same
approach should we apply to accessibility. When we've released something
with the best knowledge available to us at the moment, hopefully, we
released it, users got access to it, and obviously things will be discovered

after people start using things”

Together, these approaches show that formalization does not require perfection from
the start. It requires structure — clear expectations, measurable standards, and a process

for continuous improvement.

4.3.5 Knowledge externalization

When accessibility knowledge lives only in one person's head, the team becomes
dependent on that person. Knowledge Externalization is the process of turning individual
expertise into a shared team asset. Several participants described concrete ways they have
done this.

One approach is to embed accessibility standards directly into the design system.
When components are built accessibly from the start, every new project inherits that

foundation automatically. P4 described how this works in practice:

“And after that the whole design system team would be responsible... This
design check with the design system help us to... have a control on the
accessibility level. They can be sure that like around maybe more than 70%
of the products would be accessible if the components and the details of the

design system are accessible already”

Another approach is to embed accessibility knowledge into Al agents. PS5 described
how her team has written specific accessibility rules and context into Al coding tools, so
that developers receive accessibility guidance automatically — even without prior

knowledge:

“We also have a lot of in recent probably the last year or so we built
certain. Al agent skills that or MCP that covers a lot of accessibility
knowledge as well. So if the developer is building with Al let's say they are
building in cursor and using cloud to do some things. The Al agents would

have knowledge about accessibility, knowledge that they normally wouldn't
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get out-of-the-box, right? Because we've written specific rules, written

specific skills, specific context for the Al agents to act in certain way”

Knowledge can also be transferred directly through hands-on collaboration. P6
described sitting down with developers to review their code together — checking for
correct ARIA labels and HTML elements to ensure the implementation works for
assistive technology users:

“I know the best practices in terms of accessibility, SEO and coding best
practices. So I sit down with them. I take a look under the hood, take a look
at their code to make sure that they're using the right ARIA labels, the right
HTMLS5 native elements. And things that would help folks who are using

i)

assistive technologies to read the code with eases’

Finally, building an internal knowledge base gives the whole team access to
accumulated expertise. P2 described how his organization created dedicated resources in
Confluence and SharePoint, encouraging team members to search internally before

turning to external sources:

“..by the way, we have a knowledge base in Confluence, and we also have a
knowledge base in SharePoint. So instead of doing Google, we advise them

to search first the knowledge base that we prepared for them ™

Together, these approaches show that knowledge externalization can take many forms
— from systems and tools to documentation and direct collaboration. The common goal

is the same: making accessibility knowledge accessible to everyone on the team, not just
the expert.

4.3.6 Support needed

Sustaining accessibility work requires support at multiple levels — from leadership,
from organizational structure, and from education.

At the organizational level, management buy-in is essential. Without it, accessibility
work lacks the time, funding, and priority it needs. P2 described the impact of
unsupportive management directly:

“...if the management are not that supportive, they will not accommodate it

or give us more time or funding to fix these issues. Because they will just...
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oh no, it's just an additional... only 1% of the user will be accommodated.

)

But if you will educate them... it will broaden a lot of users’

Management support also extends to tooling. Al can assist with accessibility work,

but access to these tools requires budget approval. P2 noted:

“So having an Al helping us to do some of our work will be very helpful. So
having support from the management to use some tools for the Al, because
Al have a budget requirement and it's very expensive to have an Al tool or to

get an access to the Al tool will be, should be implemented”

Beyond management, organizations also need the right roles in place. P5 proposed a

two-level structure — an accessibility program manager overseeing all projects,

supported by specialists in design and coding:

“I think we would need at least like an accessibility program manager that's
overseeing all accessibility activities in all projects and then you have the
accessibility experts. You can have design experts, you can have coding

experts, so at least that two level the program manager and the expert”

At the technical level, having a dedicated front-end developer with accessibility

expertise is equally important. P4 described this role as critical for maintaining

accessibility standards within the design system:

“At the end I think in the design system team we will have a front-end
developers dedicated to the design system that has enough knowledge about

the accessibility criteria, how they implement the keyboard navigation

structure and area labels”

Finally, accessibility education needs to start earlier — before people enter the
workforce. P6 argued that accessibility should be taught as part of business and

technology degree programs:

“I think it's a lack of education, lack of knowledge. As I mentioned, it's hard
to care about something you don't know anything about. So if you're

studying MBA, Masters, Business Association or whatever it is, you should
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be taught about accessibility if you're studying any kind of thing that works

within the triad of product owners, developers”

4.4 Defensive Accessibility Architecture

The findings across the three themes converge on a shared conclusion: accessibility
cannot be sustained by individual effort alone. When it depends on one person's
knowledge, motivation, or presence, it becomes fragile. What the findings suggest instead
is a layered approach — one that embeds accessibility into the systems, processes, and
tools that teams already use, so that it persists regardless of who is in the room.

This study refers to that approach as a Defensive Accessibility Architecture. It
operates across three dimensions. Asset-based defense embeds accessibility into design
systems and knowledge bases, so that accessible foundations are inherited automatically
across projects. Process-based defense integrates accessibility into formal workflows —
such as the Definition of Done, KPIs, and sprint planning — so that it becomes non-
negotiable rather than optional. Tool-based defense distributes accessibility knowledge
through Al agents and automated testing, extending the reach of expertise beyond the

individuals who hold it.

knowledge

structural

Tool-based defense

foundational

Figure 2. Defensive Accessibility Architecture

In practice, each of its three dimensions maps onto real points of interaction for the
different roles involved. Process-based defense is perhaps the most directly applicable
dimension. Embedding accessibility into formal workflows such as the Definition of
Done or KPIs creates a shared accountability structure that extends beyond the designer.

Critically, however, the findings suggest that formalization works best when it is
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accompanied by genuine cultural change. Teams that understand accessibility as a shared
goal — rather than a compliance requirement — are more likely to sustain it. Product
Managers, who ultimately control sprint priorities and release decisions, are key to this:
when accessibility is embedded into KPIs, it becomes significantly harder to negotiate
away.

Asset-based defense offers a way to reduce dependence on individual knowledge
across the team. Embedding accessible components into the design system means that
accessibility is inherited automatically across projects, giving developers a reliable
foundation without requiring prior expertise. Direct knowledge transfer — such as sitting
with developers to review code together — further strengthens this dimension by ensuring
that accessible assets are understood, not just available.

Tool-based defense extends accessibility knowledge to team members who would not
otherwise have it. Embedding accessibility rules into Al coding agents means that
developers receive guidance at the point of implementation, while automated testing
allows QA engineers to catch issues earlier and more consistently. Together, these tools
help distribute accessibility responsibility across the team in a way that does not rely on
any single person.

It should be noted, however, that the architecture as presented reflects the perspectives
of UX designers alone. How other roles — such as Product Managers, Developers, and
QA engineers — would interact with or resist these three dimensions in practice remains

an open question, and is discussed further in the limitations.
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5. Discussion

This chapter connects the findings to existing literature, outlines what this study
contributes, and reflects on its limitations and directions for future research. The three
research questions that guided this study were concerned with how accessibility
champions define and perceive the distribution of responsibility within their teams, how
they experience the communication and negotiation of accessibility across roles during
the Agile process, and what practices and organizational support they rely on to make
accessibility a shared rather than individual responsibility. The discussion that follows
addresses these questions through four interconnected themes that emerged from the data:
the role of misconception in shaping resistance, the informal dynamics of responsibility
distribution, the structural vulnerabilities that produce late-stage failures, and the
conditions under which shared ownership can develop. Together, these themes situate the
findings within existing literature and form the basis for the framework and contributions
proposed in this chapter.

5.1 Findings in relation to existing literature

This section situates the study's findings within existing research on digital
accessibility in UX practice. The discussion is organized around four interconnected
themes that emerged from the data: the role of misconception in shaping resistance to
accessibility, the informal dynamics of responsibility distribution within teams, the
structural vulnerabilities that produce late-stage accessibility failures, and the conditions
under which shared ownership can meaningfully develop. Together, these themes reveal
that the barriers to accessible practice are less technical than they are cultural,

organizational, and deeply rooted in how accessibility is understood.

5.1.1 Misconception as a root cause

Prior research has highlighted that UX practitioners often lack sufficient awareness
of accessibility standards and their application (Inal et al., 2020). This study builds on
that finding but shifts the focus. The participants in this study suggest that the core
problem is not simply a lack of awareness — it is a more fundamental misunderstanding
of what accessibility is and who it serves. Resistance to accessibility was described not
as ignorance of its existence, but as a failure to understand its value and scope. The
"numbers argument" — questioning whether accessibility is worth prioritizing for a
minority of users — illustrates this clearly. This suggests that awareness-raising alone
may be insufficient. Organizations may need to address deeper misconceptions about the

purpose and benefit of accessibility before meaningful change can occur.
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5.1.2 The responsibility gap

Bi et al. (2022) examined how accessibility responsibilities are distributed across
cross-functional teams, finding that practitioners with direct accessibility experience
perceive their duties differently from those without. This study extends that finding by
looking inside the team dynamic — specifically at what happens when this knowledge
gap produces an informal, unassigned ownership structure. The findings show that when
no one is formally accountable, responsibility gravitates toward whoever cares most. This
pattern — which this study calls the "responsibility gap" — is not captured at the
structural level that prior research tends to operate at. It emerges in the day-to-day
negotiation of priorities, in the quiet assumption that the accessibility champion will

handle it, and in the absence of any formal mandate to support that role.

5.1.3 Late-stage breakdown and the case for shifting left

Bai et al. (2017) demonstrated that fixing accessibility issues late in the Agile
development process carries significant cost implications. This study provides a
practitioner-level account of why those late-stage fixes happen in the first place.
Participants described breakdowns at the design-to-development handover as a recurring
point of failure — documentation goes unread, verbal confirmations do not reflect actual
understanding, and accessibility decisions made at the design stage fail to survive
implementation. These accounts reinforce the argument for shifting left. Several
participants described integrating accessibility from the earliest stages — pitch,
requirements, low-fidelity design — as the most effective way to prevent these
breakdowns. This aligns with Bai et al.'s cost argument, but grounds it in the lived

experience of practitioners navigating these failures directly.

5.1.4 From individual advocacy to shared ownership

Existing literature tends to address accessibility responsibility at an organizational or
structural level. Less attention has been paid to the conditions that enable shared
ownership to develop in practice. This study contributes to that gap. The findings suggest
that shared ownership requires change across three levels: cultural, structural, and
epistemic. At the cultural level, accessibility needs to be understood as a shared goal
rather than a compliance task. At the structural level, it needs to be embedded in formal
processes — definitions of done, KPIs, and role expectations. At the epistemic level,
knowledge needs to move out of individual heads and into shared systems — design

systems, knowledge bases, and Al agents. Together, these conditions form what this study
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calls a Defensive Accessibility Architecture: a layered approach to ensuring accessibility

is not overlooked when any single person is absent, overwhelmed, or undervalued.

5.2 Findings in relation to the research questions

The four themes discussed above collectively address the three research questions
that guided this study.

RQ1: How do designers who champion accessibility within their teams define their
own accessibility responsibilities, and how do they perceive the distribution of
accessibility responsibility across their team?

Participants were well aware that accessibility is a team responsibility. Designers see
themselves as a primary gate for accessibility, but the current workflow structure rarely
formalizes this. Accessibility standards vary from project to project, making it difficult to
establish accessibility as a consistent organizational objective. Without cultural and
policy support from the organization, accessibility remains optional rather than expected.
This is significant because it reveals a fundamental disconnect between how
responsibility is understood in principle and how it operates in practice. When formal
structures are absent, good intentions are not enough — the work defaults to whoever is

most committed, regardless of whether that arrangement is sustainable or fair.

RQ2: How do designers who champion accessibility within their teams experience
the communication and negotiation of accessibility across roles during the Agile process,
and where do they perceive breakdowns most commonly occur?

Breakdowns in accessibility communication do not have a single cause. They occur
across multiple layers — from unclear guidelines, to knowledge gaps, to failures in
handover and negotiation. At the guidelines level, participants described WCAG as
difficult to put into practice, with coverage gaps that leave mobile and Al-generated
content largely unaddressed. A second layer involves knowledge gaps within the team —
many members do not recognize accessibility issues as accessibility problems at all. The
third layer is the handover between design and development, where carefully documented
decisions lose their context in translation. What these layers have in common is that they
are not accidental — they are structural. They reflect what happens when accessibility is
not formally embedded in the workflow, and every transition point becomes a potential
point of failure. This extends prior work by Bai et al. (2017) beyond cost implications,
offering a practitioner-level account of the specific mechanisms through which late-stage

failures occur.
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RQ3: What practices and organizational support do designers who champion
accessibility within their teams rely on — or feel are lacking — to make accessibility a
shared responsibility rather than one person's job?

Participants drew on a range of practices to advocate for accessibility within their
teams. Shift-left integration, knowledge externalization through design systems and Al
agents, and formalized criteria such as KPIs and Definition of Done were all described as
effective strategies. At the same time, participants identified significant gaps: formal
processes are absent in many organizations, leadership support is inconsistent, and the
role of a dedicated accessibility program manager is largely missing. What is revealing
here is the consistent tension between what individual champions can achieve through
their own initiative and what requires organizational commitment to sustain. Individual
advocates can start the process, but without top-down support, their efforts remain fragile
and unsustainable. This suggests that the path to shared ownership is not primarily a

design problem — it is an organizational one.

5.3 Contributions

Prior research has examined accessibility awareness among UX practitioners (Inal et
al., 2020), the cost implications of late-stage fixes in Agile environments (Bai et al.,
2017), and the distribution of responsibilities across cross-functional teams (Bi et al.,
2022). However, these studies address accessibility responsibility at a structural level and
do not explore how it is negotiated day to day. This study addresses that gap by examining
the lived experience of designers who champion accessibility within their teams — and
how responsibility is informally assigned, communicated, and sustained in practice.

At the theoretical level, this study contributes a framework that moves from
individual advocacy toward organizational commitment. It proposes a model of shared,
multiple ownership — where accessibility is no longer carried by one person but
embedded across roles and structures. This fills a gap in the literature on accessibility
practice within Agile UX environments. The study also highlights a necessary mindset
shift: from treating accessibility as a compliance requirement to embedding it as part of
organizational culture.

At the practical level, this study emphasizes the importance of shifting left —
integrating accessibility as early as possible in the design and development process. It
also proposes concrete strategies for knowledge externalization, recognizing that
accessibility knowledge locked inside one person's head creates dependency and risk.
Practical recommendations include integrating accessibility into the Definition of Done,
building accessible design systems as a foundation, and treating accessibility issues like

other bugs — logging, iterating, and fixing incrementally.
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Together, these contributions form what this study calls a Defensive Accessibility
Architecture — a layered approach to preventing accessibility from being overlooked.
This architecture operates across three dimensions: asset-based defense, process-based
defense, and tool-based defense.

Finally, this study draws on perspectives from practitioners across Europe, Asia, and
North America. This geographic diversity provides a broader view of how accessibility
responsibility is experienced across different organizational and cultural contexts.

These contributions matter because accessibility practice in Agile teams remains
structurally understudied. By surfacing the informal dynamics that existing literature
overlooks, this study provides both a conceptual foundation and practical entry points for

organizations seeking to move beyond individual advocacy.

5.4 Limitations and strength

This study has three main limitations related to participant profile, role coverage, and

the nature of self-reported data.

5.4.1 Limited diversity in participant background and awareness

All eight participants had several years of professional experience and were actively
championing accessibility in their teams. Junior designers and those with little
accessibility awareness are not represented. This means the study captures a proactive,
experienced perspective — but does not reflect the full range of challenges faced by
designers at different career stages or with varying levels of accessibility knowledge.
Organizations where accessibility is more severely deprioritized are also
underrepresented. As a result, the findings may present a more optimistic picture than the

broader reality.

5.4.2 Limited to UX designer perspectives

This study focuses exclusively on UX designers, and does not include the
perspectives of product managers, developers, or QA engineers — roles that play a
significant part in how accessibility decisions are made and implemented. Without these
viewpoints, the barriers that exist across the full product team may not be fully captured.

Product Managers are the ones who make the final call when accessibility is weighed
against cost and timeline — yet their reasoning and constraints are only ever seen from
the outside in this study. While process-based defenses require PM buy-in to be

maintained under pressure, PMs may realistically resist such defenses when accessibility
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checkpoints are perceived as sprint bottlenecks or scope creep. In resource-constrained
environments, accessibility processes may be the first to be deprioritized when delivery
deadlines tighten.

Developers are the point at which many accessibility decisions break down, but their
perspective on why remains largely absent here. Asset-based defenses assume that
developers will trust and consistently use accessible components — yet resistance may
emerge if those components are seen as limiting technical flexibility, poorly documented,
or incompatible with existing systems. Without developer input, the framework cannot
fully account for the implementation gap between design intent and delivered product.

QA engineers, who in some teams carry significant accessibility testing
responsibilities, are similarly unrepresented. Tool-based defenses rely on QA engineers
acting on what automated testing surfaces — but this assumes both the capacity and the
mandate to do so, neither of which can be taken for granted across all Agile teams.

This matters because the practical success of the architecture depends on these roles.
Future research should therefore seek to validate and extend the framework by
incorporating their perspectives — examining not only how each role would engage with
the asset, process, and tool-based dimensions, but where organizational pressures,
competing priorities, or unclear ownership might cause the framework to break down in

practice.

5.4.3 Reliance on self-reported data

All data in this study comes from interviews, meaning findings reflect how
participants perceived and recalled their experiences — not what was directly observed.
Participants may have described their practices more positively than the reality, or may
not have been fully aware of dynamics happening around them. This is an inherent

limitation of qualitative interview-based research.

5.4.4 Strength

This study also has several strengths. The use of semi-structured interviews allowed for
rich, practitioner-level insights that survey-based methods could not capture. The
geographic diversity of participants across Europe, Asia, and North America strengthens
the transferability of the findings beyond a single cultural context. Furthermore, focusing
exclusively on practitioners who actively champion accessibility provided depth and

specificity that would have been diluted in a broader sample.
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5.5 Future work

As noted in the limitations, future research could expand beyond UX designers to
include product managers, developers, and QA engineers. Each of these roles plays a
distinct part in how accessibility decisions are made, prioritized, and implemented.
Understanding how they perceive and experience accessibility responsibility would
provide a more complete picture of how accountability is distributed — and where it
breaks down — across the full product team.

Future studies could also recruit participants with lower levels of accessibility
awareness. This study focused on experienced practitioners who actively champion
accessibility in their teams. While this produced rich insights into good practices and
advocacy strategies, it left a gap in understanding the experiences of designers who are
less engaged with accessibility. Including these voices would help surface different kinds
of struggles — such as not knowing where to start, feeling unsupported, or not seeing
accessibility as part of their role — and provide more grounded insights into how shared
ownership can be built in teams where accessibility is not yet valued or prioritized.

This study also touched on the use of Al agents as an emerging tool for knowledge
externalization. One participant described how their team had embedded accessibility
knowledge into Al coding assistants, allowing developers to receive accessibility
guidance automatically during the development process. This is a rapidly developing area
with significant implications for how accessibility expertise is distributed across a team.
Future research could investigate how Al agents can be designed, configured, and
deployed to support accessibility work in daily workflows. It could also explore the extent
to which Al-assisted tools can reduce dependence on a single accessibility expert — and
what risks or limitations come with relying on automated systems to carry accessibility
knowledge.

More broadly, as the accessibility landscape continues to evolve — shaped by
regulatory changes such as the European Accessibility Act, shifts in industry practices,
and the growing integration of Al into product development — longitudinal research
would be valuable. Tracking how teams change their accessibility practices over time,
and whether frameworks like the one proposed in this study translate into measurable
improvements, would strengthen the evidence base for future organizational guidance.

Beyond expanding the scope of participants and topics, future research could also
benefit from employing alternative methodological approaches. This study relied on
semi-structured interviews, which provided rich qualitative insights but were limited to
self-reported experience. Observational or ethnographic methods — such as shadowing
designers during sprints or attending accessibility review meetings — would allow
researchers to capture accessibility dynamics as they unfold in real team settings, rather

than through retrospective accounts. Survey-based methods could complement
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qualitative findings by testing the generalizability of the framework across a larger and
more diverse sample of organizations. Mixed-methods approaches that combine
interviews with artifact analysis — such as reviewing design documentation, handover
files, or Definition of Done criteria — could also provide a more complete picture of how

accessibility decisions are made and sustained in practice.
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6. Conclusions

This study set out to understand how UX designers who champion accessibility
experience and navigate accessibility responsibility within Agile product teams. It
examined how these practitioners define, communicate, and sustain accessibility
responsibility — and what organizational conditions support or hinder shared ownership.

The following summarizes how each research question was addressed. This study
found that misconception about accessibility is widespread across organizations — from
individual team members to senior leadership. Awareness alone is not sufficient. What is
needed is a genuine cultural understanding of why accessibility matters — not just
compliance, but commitment. This shift is particularly dependent on leadership, as their
attitudes directly shape how accessibility is prioritized and resourced across the team.

In daily practice, even when stakeholders agree on the importance of accessibility,
the work still tends to fall on one person. This is not limited to accessibility specialists —
any designer who champions accessibility within their team risks becoming the sole point
of responsibility. This study argues that accessibility needs to move from heroes to
systems — from individual passion to structural commitment.

To answer the research questions:

RQ1 revealed that while designers understand accessibility to be a shared team
responsibility, formal structures to support this are rarely in place. Responsibility defaults
to whoever cares most, making shared ownership dependent on individual commitment
rather than organizational design.

RQ2 showed that accessibility breakdowns are structural rather than accidental. They
occur across three compounding layers — unclear guidelines, team knowledge gaps, and
handover failures — and reflect what happens when accessibility is not formally
embedded in the Agile workflow.

RQ3 demonstrated that individual practices such as shift-left integration and
knowledge externalization can be effective, but their sustainability depends on
organizational conditions — leadership support, formal processes, and dedicated roles —
that most teams currently lack.

Beyond the main findings, several unexpected insights came up in the data that are
worth discussing. One interesting finding is about the paradox of having an expert in the
team. When an accessibility specialist is present, other team members tend to stop
developing their own knowledge. They stop self-checking or asking questions — not
because they are lazy, but because they do not trust their own judgment. As long as an
expert is around, they rely on that person instead. This psychological dependency works
against shared ownership. It keeps knowledge concentrated in one person and makes the
single-point responsibility problem worse.
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Another finding is about how participants advocate for accessibility within their
organizations. Some participants found that leading with legal requirements was not the
most effective approach. Instead, they framed accessibility as a matter of human value
and good design. Legal compliance was treated as a secondary argument — something to
mention at the end, not the starting point. This connects to the culture over compliance
mindset discussed earlier, and suggests that talking about accessibility as a human rights
issue may be more effective at building lasting change than using legal pressure alone.

Finally, the data showed a clear gap between how accessibility is treated in B2C
versus B2B products. B2C products face stricter legal requirements — especially under
frameworks like the European Accessibility Act — and are held to higher standards.
Smaller B2B products, however, often fall outside these rules. In these contexts,
accessibility tends to be seen as less relevant or even unnecessary. This difference in legal
accountability directly shapes how organizations think about accessibility, and helps

explain why it is so often deprioritized in smaller, B2B-focused teams.
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Appendix

Interview guide

Thank you so much for joining this interview. I really appreciate you taking the time to
share your insights in my thesis.

My thesis is about how accessibility responsibility is distributed across roles in Agile UX
teams. Your experience and perspective will help me better understand how UX designers
navigate accessibility in their daily work.

This interview will take approximately 40 minutes, and there are no right or wrong
answers. Before we start, just to let you know, I’ll be recording this interview only to help
me with accurate transcription, is that ok for you. The recording will be stored securely,
won’t be shared with anyone, and will be deleted once I finish my thesis. Any quotes I
use will be fully anonymized.

If at any point you want to skip a question or need clarification, just let me know. Let’s
get started!

Warm up questions

1. Can you tell me a little about your role and your background? (Current Job Title,
~years of experience, Company (Startups vs. Big Tech) B2B or B2C?

2. Tell me about your team (who is your team)

3. How many years of experience do you have in accessibility?

Interview questions
Part 1:

1. Who do you think is responsible for accessibility? (designer?PM?developer?QA?)

2. In your team, who is responsible for ensuring a feature meets accessibility
standards before it goes live? Is it the same person who was supposed to catch it in
the first place?

3. Do you feel that your teammates rely on you as the final 'safety net,' which leads
to a decrease in their own accountability for accessibility self-audits?

4. Do you view accessibility as a fundamental baseline of design quality—a core
responsibility—or rather as an imposed compliance task?

5. Do you sometimes feel that the responsibility for accessibility is seen as 'your'
agenda rather than a shared team goal? How does that affect your collaboration
with the rest of the team?



Part2:

Part3:
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What stage of the process does your team start to consider about accessibility? Is
this a formal part of the project timeline, or does it happen more organically?
Could you walk me through a recent high-pressure Sprint, how were accessibility
considerations handled when the team was focused on meeting the deadline?
During those high-pressure moments, what did the negotiation process look like
when accessibility standards appeared to conflict with the launch schedule?

The handover gap: During the handover from design to development, how are
accessibility requirements documented and communicated?

When an accessibility-compliant design is handed over to development, what
information most commonly gets lost or misunderstood during implementation?
What tools, guidelines, or resources do you currently use to support accessibility
in your work — for example, WCAG documentation, screen readers, automated
testing tools, or design system components?

Do your teammates tend to come to you directly for accessibility guidance rather
than consulting available resources themselves? And if so, do you think that's
because the resources are hard to find or simply because it's easier to ask you?

In your opinion, is the current implementation of accessibility driven more by
'individual initiative' (personal passion/advocacy) or by 'organizational systems'
(formal policies and workflows)?

What 'unofficial' methods—such as back-channel communication or personal
persuasion—have you used to push for accessibility? Do you believe these
methods are scalable across the company?"

What kind of structural support do you believe is necessary to foster shared
responsibility across the team?

What specific changes/challenges in the current workflow or organizational
support do you think would make accessibility a more natural part of your daily
practice?

Thank you so much for your time and input, I really appreciate it. Is there anything you'd
like to add, clarify, or ask before we finish?



