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aria alone won't 
make make your 
app accessible
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I'm serious…
There must be good parts
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1. 
what  
and  
why

2. 
the 
good 
parts

3. 
the 
bad 
parts
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Hi, I'm Hidde
 
developer relations + accessibility  
at NL Design System 
 
participant at Open UI CG / CSS WG  

hidde.blog LIKE & 
SUBSCRIBE
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talks.hiddedevries.nl/hDiDOG/aria-the-good-parts
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The what 
and why 
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Web accessibility is about 
how people use the web.
(facts!)
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A lot of people
Zoom in 
on web 
pages
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A lot of people
Use high 
contrast 
modes
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A lot of people
Prefer  
reduced 
motion
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A lot of people Do not use a mouse
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Slider example from Adobe Spectrum
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Slider example from Adobe Spectrum
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A lot of people
Use assistive technologies

W3C/WAI, How People with Disabilities Use the Web   https://www.w3.org/WAI/people-use-web/tools-techniques  
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https://www.w3.org/WAI/people-use-web/
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Assistive technologies need 
to “understand” our site well 
to convey it
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role: link
name: “World”



role: link
name: “US politics”



role: button
name: “Open menu”
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All websites expose “accessibility meta 
information”.
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All websites expose “accessibility meta 
information”. A developer's choices 
can directly influence the quality of it.
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With WAI-ARIA, you can set  
and augment accessibility meta 
information
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With WAI-ARIA, you can set  
and augment accessibility meta 
information.

With great power comes 
great responsibility.
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WAI-ARIA is an ontology for 
accessibility meta information
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WAI-ARIA is an ontology for 
accessibility meta information

defined/standardised  
naming structure 
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roles

states

properties
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roles

states

properties

“semantics” 
—  WAI-ARIA
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roles

states properties

support support
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roles, states, 
properties
in our HTML
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roles, states, 
properties
in your HTML 
(or SVG, XML, JSX etc)
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roles, states, 
properties
in your HTML 
(or SVG, XML, JSX etc) 
(with or without ARIA attributes)
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roles, states, 
properties
in our HTML 
(or SVG, XML, JSX etc) 
(with or without ARIA attributes) 
(sometimes impacted by our 
HTML and/or CSS)

mailto:hdv@front-end.social


@hdv@front-end.social

roles, states, 
properties

interface 
affordances
in our user's screenreader 
(or switch, voice control etc)

in your HTML 
(or SVG, XML, JSX etc) 
(with or without ARIA attributes) 
(sometimes impacted by our 
HTML and/or CSS)
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roles, states, 
properties

interface 
affordances
in our user's screenreader 
(or switch, voice control etc)

in your HTML 
(or SVG, XML, JSX etc) 
(with or without ARIA attributes) 
(sometimes impacted by your 
HTML and/or CSS)

code of 
your 

website

user's 
ui
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there are a lot of 
different people 

and tools
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Example of an Accessibility Tree・ https://github.com/WICG/aom/blob/gh-pages/images/a11y-node.png
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What is aria? Ontology for accessibility 
meta information + way 
for devs to augment it

how does it 
affect users?

Their AT is better informed (by 
developers) 

Personalisation for users with 
cognitive/learning disabilities 

why not all 
parts good?

Ontology for accessibility 
meta information
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What is aria? Ontology for accessibility 
meta information + way 
for devs to augment it

how does it 
affect users?

Their AT can be better informed 
about what's happening in site 

why not all 
parts good?

Ontology for accessibility 
meta information
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What is aria? Ontology for accessibility 
meta information + way 
for devs to augment it

how does it 
affect users?

Their AT can be better informed 
about what's happening in site 

Personalisation for users with 
cognitive/learning disabilities 

why not all 
parts good?

Ontology for accessibility 
meta information
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What is aria? Ontology for accessibility 
meta information + way 
for devs to augment it

how does it 
affect users?

Their AT can be better informed 
about what's happening in site 

Personalisation for users with 
cognitive/learning disabilities 

why not all 
parts good?

There's lots of nuance. That 
nuance is often ignored.
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The good 
parts
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…the properties are well-supported

ARIA can only benefit 
users when…
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…the properties are consistently supported

ARIA can only benefit 
users when…
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@hdv@front-end.social

…it's used alongside other accessibility 
requirements

ARIA can only benefit 
users when…
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…it's used alongside other accessibility 
requirements

ARIA can only benefit 
users when…

<div role="button"></div> 
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…it's used alongside other accessibility 
requirements

ARIA can only benefit 
users when…

<div role="button"> 
  Save 
</div> 

Saveaccessible names
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…it's used alongside other accessibility 
requirements

ARIA can only benefit 
users when…

<div role="button"> 
  Save 
</div> 

Saveaccessible names

color contrast
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@hdv@front-end.social

…it's used alongside other accessibility 
requirements

ARIA can only benefit 
users when…

<div role="button"> 
  Save 
</div> 

Saveaccessible names

color contrast

focus indication
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…it's used alongside other accessibility 
requirements

ARIA can only benefit 
users when…

<div role="button" 
tabindex="0"> 
  Save 
</div> 

Saveaccessible names

color contrast

focus indication

keyboard support
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…it's used alongside other accessibility 
requirements

ARIA can only benefit 
users when…

Saveaccessible names

color contrast

focus indication

keyboard support

zoom support

<div role="button" 
tabindex="0"> 
  Save 
</div> 
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…it's used alongside other accessibility 
requirements

ARIA can only benefit 
users when…

Saveaccessible names

color contrast

focus indication

keyboard support

zoom support

<div role="button" 
tabindex="0"> 
  Save 
</div> 

High Contrast 
Mode support

mailto:hdv@front-end.social


The good 
parts

a.k.a. “adding these adds  
some value for end users”
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landmarks
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photo: Adrian Roselli
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stage
toilets

registration
photo: Adrian Roselli
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<nav aria-labelledby="n"> 
  <h2 id="n">On this Page</h2> 
    … 
</nav> 
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<nav aria-labelledby="n"> 
  <h2 id="n">On this Page</h2> 
    … 
</nav> 

<aside aria-labelledby="f"> 
  <h2 id="f">Filters</h2> 
    … 
</nav> 
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<nav aria-labelledby="n"> 
  <h2 id="n">On this Page</h2> 
    … 
</nav> 

<aside aria-labelledby="f"> 
  <h2 id="f">Filters</h2> 
    … 
</nav> 

/* other landmark elements  
   are <header>, <footer>,  
   <section>, <search>, 
   <form> */
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landmarks: how?
- only the most 

important ones 
- most useful when they 

are labelled 
- they all have  

HTML elements

<nav aria-labelledby="n"> 
  <h2 id="n">On this Page</h2> 
    … 
</nav> 

<aside aria-labelledby="f"> 
  <h2 id="f">Filters</h2> 
    … 
</nav> 

/* other landmark elements  
   are <header>, <footer>,  
   <section>, <search>, 
   <form> */
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landmarks: why?
- some users navigate by 

landmarks

<nav aria-labelledby="n"> 
  <h2 id="n">On this Page</h2> 
    … 
</nav> 

<aside aria-labelledby="f"> 
  <h2 id="f">Filters</h2> 
    … 
</nav> 

/* other landmark elements  
   are <header>, <footer>,  
   <section>, <search>, 
   <form> */
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aria-expanded
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?

BIC/SWIFT codes are 
used to identify banks and 

financial institutions 
globally. 

aria-expanded   to say if tooltip opened or closed
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aria-expanded   to convey meta data is expanded
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aria-expanded how?
?

BIC/SWIFT codes are 
used to identify banks 

and financial institutions 
globally. 

- only on elements 
that toggle 

- the browser 
manages this for
popover and 

<details>/<summary>
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aria-expanded why?
?

BIC/SWIFT codes are 
used to identify banks 

and financial institutions 
globally. 

- conveys visual state 
programmatically
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aria-pressed
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aria-pressed  to make a button to toggle mute
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aria-pressed  to make a button to toggle liked status
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aria-pressed how?

- toggle between  
true/false 
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aria-pressed why?

- convey visual state 
programmatically 
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aria-label/ 
aria-labelledby
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aria-label / aria-labelledby  to label stuff
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aria-label / aria-labelledby  to label stuff

has no visible 
label,  

needs name
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aria-label / aria-labelledby  to label stuff
@hdv@front-end.social
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aria-label / aria-labelledby  to label stuff

<section> 
  <h2>Ideas for your next trip</h2> 
    … 
</section>

@hdv@front-end.social
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aria-label / aria-labelledby  to label stuff

<section aria-labelledby="ideas"> 
  <h2 id="ideas">Ideas for your next trip</h2> 
    … 
</section>

@hdv@front-end.social
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ARIA labels how?

- when we've ran out of other 
labeling techniques 

- use unique, to the point names 
- avoid difference in ARIA label 

and visual label 
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MENU
<button type="button"> 
  <svg>…</svg> 
  MENU 
</button>
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MENU

<button  
  type="button"  
  aria-label= 
    "Open hamburger thingy"> 
  <svg>…</svg> 
  MENU 
</button>
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MENU

<button  
  type="button"  
  aria-label= 
    "Open hamburger thingy"> 
  <svg>…</svg> 
  MENU 
</button>

mismatch between aria-label 
and visual fails “Label In Name”
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elk.zone/yatil.social/@yatil/111051473778282684
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ARIA labels why?

- because users can navigate 
much more easily if things have 
(unique + useful) names 
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aria-describedby
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aria-describedby  to relate error message to field(set)

with field with fieldset
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aria-current
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@hdv@front-end.social

Home    Products                      ContactAbout us

21 3◂ previous
  ◂      nextHome  /  About us   /  Team

aria-current
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@hdv@front-end.social

Home    Products                      ContactAbout us

21 3◂ previous
  ◂      nextHome  /  About us   /  Team

aria-current why?

makes visual state 
programmatically 
available
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Home    Products                      ContactAbout us

21 3◂ previous
  ◂      nextHome  /  About us   /  Team

aria-current why?

makes visual state 
programmatically 
available

better than visually 
hidden “ (current)”
(i18n, standardised)

mailto:hdv@front-end.social
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Home    Products                      ContactAbout us

21 3◂ previous
  ◂      nextHome  /  About us   /  Team

aria-current why?

makes visual state 
programmatically 
available

better than visually 
hidden “ (current)”
(i18n, standardised)

well supported
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aria-live
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aria-live   for session time out warnings
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aria-live   
for successful shopping 
cart additions
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aria-live how?

- with aria-live  
or we can use an <output> element for a 
name-able polite region that mostly works

scottohara.me/blog/2019/07/10/the-output-element.html

mailto:hdv@front-end.social


@hdv@front-end.social

aria-live pitfalls?

webaim.org/blog/aria-cause-solution

- don't focus the live region 
- don't trigger announcements 

multiple times, too much is 
annoying
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aria-live why?

- status updates and warnings 
are often clearly marked 
visually, live regions add it 
programatically
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aria-hidden
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aria-hidden how?

- not on focusable elements!  
- avoid confusing sighted 

screenreader users 
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aria-live why?

- to remove redundant content 
from AT (this is likely rare)
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aria-hidden is not the 
same as role=presentation 
(which only removes 
default role)

sarahmhigley.com/writing/roles-and-relationships/
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landmarks, aria-expanded, aria-pressed 
aria-label/aria-labelledby, ariadescribedby, 
aria-current, aria-live, aria-hidden
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vs  

more complex widgets

landmarks, aria-expanded, aria-pressed 
aria-label/aria-labelledby, ariadescribedby, 
aria-current, aria-live, aria-hidden
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“Talk to your 
kids about ARIA 
before it's too 
late.”

—Sarah Higley

sarahmhigley.com/writing/roles-and-relationships/
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menu  to build menus (not navigations)
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menu  to build menus (not navigations)

role=menu
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menu  to build menus (not navigations)

role=menu
role=menuitem
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@hdv@front-end.social

menu  to build menus (not navigations)

role=menu
role=menuitem

roving tabindex
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@hdv@front-end.social

menu  to build menus (not navigations)

role=menu
role=menuitem

roving tabindex

usable with  
arrow keys
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menu  to build menus (not navigations)

role=menu
role=menuitem

roving tabindex

usable with 
arrow keys, Escape, 

Enter, Home, End, Tab,  
Space & all printable chars
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menu  to build menus (not navigations)

It's a navigation if the user navigates 
somewhere (it has links) 

It's a menu if the user picks an 
action (it has buttons). Use with care.

marcozehe.de/wai-aria-menus-use-with-care/
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The bad 
parts



The common 
pitfalls

The bad 
parts
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standards guidance pitfalls
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These are standards: 

WCAG 
WAI-ARIA 
ATAG 
UAAG

These are “not normative”: 

ARIA Authoring Practices 
COGA Guidance 
Understanding docs 
Techniques
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These are standards: 

WCAG 
WAI-ARIA 
ATAG 
UAAG

These are “not normative”: 

ARIA Authoring Practices 
COGA Guidance 
Understanding docs 
Techniques

Docs on using 
specific standards, 
not docs on best 
accessibility
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These are standards: 

WCAG 
WAI-ARIA 
ATAG 
UAAG

These are “not normative”: 

ARIA Authoring Practices 
COGA Guidance 
Understanding docs 
Techniques

Extra context with 
WCAG, not 
required for 
conformance
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These are standards: 

WCAG 
WAI-ARIA 
ATAG 
UAAG

These are “not normative”: 

ARIA Authoring Practices 
COGA Guidance 
Understanding docs 
Techniques

How to best use 
ARIA if you want to 
solve it with ARIA
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Web accessibility is about 
how people use the web.
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Web accessibility is about 
how people use the web.
Websites impact this 
through code
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Web accessibility is about 
how people use the web.
Websites impact this 
through code:
HTML, CSS, SVG, WAI-ARIA, JavaScript
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website pitfalls
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More and more HTML elements provide 
accessibility meta information so that 
we don't need to add ARIA to our HTML

html vs ARIA
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When state attributes aren't updated or 
wrong on page load 

state <-> UI conflicts

mailto:hdv@front-end.social


@hdv@front-end.social

<button aria-expanded="true"> 
  Open menu 
</div> 

…

menu is not actually 
opened / expanded

but DOM says it is open
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@hdv@front-end.social<nav> 
  <ul> 
    <li> 
  <a href="/">Home</a> 
    </li> 
    <li> 
  <a href="/" aria-
current="page">Products</a> 
    </li> 
    <li> 
  <a href="/">About us</a> 
    </li> 
    <li> 
  <a href="/">Contact</a> 
    </li> 
  </ul>   
</nav>

current page is About us

but DOM says it is “Products”

Home    Products                      ContactAbout us
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When an element disappears, focus 
should go to a logical element

disappearing focus

w3.org/TR/wai-aria-1.2/#managingfocus_authors
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When an element disappears, focus 
should go to a logical element

disappearing focus

w3.org/TR/wai-aria-1.2/#managingfocus_authors

?
BIC/SWIFT codes are used to 

identify banks and financial 
institutions globally. 
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When an element disappears, focus 
should go to a logical element

disappearing focus

w3.org/TR/wai-aria-1.2/#managingfocus_authors

?

BIC/SWIFT codes are used to 
identify banks and financial 

institutions globally. 

OK
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When an element disappears, focus 
should go to a logical element

disappearing focus

w3.org/TR/wai-aria-1.2/#managingfocus_authors

?

BIC/SWIFT codes are used to 
identify banks and financial 

institutions globally. 

OK
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When an element disappears, focus 
should go to a logical element

disappearing focus

w3.org/TR/wai-aria-1.2/#managingfocus_authors

?
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Don't write a message to screenreader 
users in labels/descriptions

screenreader 
instructions

<button aria-label="hi if you are on a screenreader 
   this is a special message for you"> 
  Open dialog 
</div> 
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role=application

marcozehe.de/if-you-use-the-wai-aria-role-application-please-do-so-wisely 
tink.uk/using-the-aria-application-role

stops screenreader from 
intercepting shortcut keys 

almost never appropriate 

can in cases create barriers and 
a confusing user experience
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aria-roledescription

adrianroselli.com/2020/04/avoid-aria-roledescription.html

no auto-translation 

can easily increase verbosity 

can make things very confusing 
if we remove role info

mailto:hdv@front-end.social


@hdv@front-end.social

adrianroselli.com/2020/04/avoid-aria-roledescription.html
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aria-relevant
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Other 
parts
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aria-controls

no consensus on how it is 
supposed to be conveyed to 
screenreader users 

JAWS exposes it but it is off by 
default, hidden deep in config 

however… this could be used for 
AT to help users jump into a 
controlled element?
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aria-owns

support (inconsistent; missing 
in iOS/macOS + VoiceOver) 

complex as there are many ways 
owner or child could be invalid, 
ways to create cycles or multiple 
owners 

however… it could be useful for AT 
to know about relationships?
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takeaways
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ARIA adds semantics, but not behaviour 

Incorrect use is often worse than no use 

Going the ARIA route can yield subtle bugs in 
support or consistency of support 

There are a couple of things that are safe to 
use and helpful to end users 

 

takeaways
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thank  
you! 

Slides/resources 
talks.hiddedevries.nl

Questions 
@hdv on most platforms

Thanks  
Eric Eggert, Jules Ernst, Mu-An Chiou, Patrick H. Lauke, 
Lotte Bijl, James Scholes, Katherine Badger, Scott O'Hara 



thank  
you! Sources 

WAI-ARIA 1.2 
Sarah Higley, Roles and relationships 
Scott O'Hara, output: HTML's native live region element 
Jon Whiting, To ARIA! The Cause of, and Solution to, All Our 
Accessibility Problems 
 
Re: role=application 
Léonie Watson, Using the ARIA application role 
 
Re: aria-owns 
Aaron Leventhal, How Blink implements aria-owns 
Webkit bug: aria-owns doesn't reorder accessibility tree

http://w3.org/TR/wai-aria-1.2
https://sarahmhigley.com/writing/roles-and-relationships/
http://scottohara.me/blog/2019/07/10/the-output-element.html
https://webaim.org/blog/aria-cause-solution/
https://webaim.org/blog/aria-cause-solution/
https://webaim.org/blog/aria-cause-solution/
https://tink.uk/using-the-aria-application-role/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1jhztcbvUWS4_QGtKmWMxVBLnMkl5ZAAqRCVTcLfdl4o/edit
https://bugs.webkit.org/show_bug.cgi?id=223798

