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Professional Certificate in British Design for Accessibility and Inclusion

Designing for Cognitive Accessibility

Designing for cognitive accessibility involves creating products, environments, and services that can be
easily used and understood by people with cognitive impairments or disorders. Cognitive impairments can
affect various mental functions, such as memory, attention, perception, problem-solving, decision-making,
and communication. Some examples of cognitive impairments include dyslexia, dyscalculia, autism,
dementia, and brain injuries.

Cognitive accessibility is an essential aspect of inclusive design, which aims to accommodate the diverse
needs and abilities of all users. By designing for cognitive accessibility, we can ensure that our products and
services are accessible and usable by the widest possible audience, including people with cognitive
impairments.

In this explanation, we will cover some key terms and vocabulary related to designing for cognitive
accessibility in the context of the Professional Certificate in British Design for Accessibility and Inclusion. We
will provide examples, practical applications, and challenges to help you apply these concepts in your
design practice.

1. Cognitive Load

Cognitive load refers to the amount of mental effort required to complete a task. When the cognitive load is
too high, users may experience cognitive overload, which can lead to confusion, frustration, and errors.
Designers can reduce cognitive load by simplifying the interface, breaking down complex tasks into smaller
steps, and providing clear and concise instructions.

Example: A website with a cluttered and confusing layout can overwhelm users with cognitive impairments,
making it difficult for them to find the information they need. By simplifying the layout, using clear headings
and labels, and providing a clear hierarchy of information, designers can reduce cognitive load and make
the website more accessible.

2. Perceptual Abilities

Perceptual abilities refer to the senses that we use to perceive and interpret information from our
environment. These senses include sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell. Designers can create accessible
products and services by considering the perceptual abilities of their users and providing alternative ways to
perceive and interact with the content.

Example: A museum exhibit with audio descriptions can be more accessible to people with visual
impairments, while tactile exhibits can be more accessible to people with hearing impairments. Providing
alternative ways to perceive and interact with the content can help to ensure that everyone can access and
enjoy the exhibit.
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3. Memory

Memory refers to the ability to encode, store, and retrieve information. Designers can support memory by
providing clear and consistent navigation, using familiar and intuitive interfaces, and providing reminders
and cues.

Example: A mobile app with a clear and consistent layout can help users with memory impairments to
navigate and use the app more easily. Providing reminders and cues, such as notifications and alerts, can
also help users to remember important tasks and appointments.

4. Attention

Attention refers to the ability to focus on relevant information and filter out distractions. Designers can
support attention by providing clear and concise content, using contrast and color to highlight important
information, and reducing distractions and clutter.

Example: A website with a clear and simple layout can help users with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) to focus on the content and complete tasks more easily. Using contrast and color to highlight
important information, such as buttons and links, can also help to guide the user's attention and improve
usability.

5. Problem-Solving

Problem-solving refers to the ability to identify, analyze, and solve problems. Designers can support
problem-solving by providing clear and concise instructions, using visual aids and diagrams, and breaking
down complex tasks into smaller steps.

Example: A software application with a step-by-step wizard can help users with cognitive impairments to
complete complex tasks more easily. Providing visual aids and diagrams can also help to clarify concepts
and procedures, making the application more accessible and usable.

6. Decision-Making

Decision-making refers to the ability to make choices and take actions based on available information.
Designers can support decision-making by providing clear and concise information, using visual aids and
charts, and providing feedback and confirmation.

Example: A website with clear and concise product descriptions can help users with cognitive impairments
to make purchasing decisions more easily. Providing visual aids and charts, such as comparison tables, can
also help to clarify the differences between products and make the decision-making process more
accessible.

7. Communication

Communication refers to the ability to express ideas and opinions, and to understand and interpret the
ideas and opinions of others. Designers can support communication by providing clear and concise
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language, using visual aids and multimedia, and providing alternative ways to communicate.

Example: A website with clear and concise language can help users with cognitive impairments to
understand the content more easily. Providing alternative ways to communicate, such as live chat or video
conferencing, can also help to accommodate users with different communication needs and preferences.

Challenge:

Design a product, environment, or service that is accessible and usable by people with cognitive
impairments. Consider the cognitive load, perceptual abilities, memory, attention, problem-solving,
decision-making, and communication of your users, and provide alternative ways to perceive, interact, and
communicate with the content. Test your design with users with cognitive impairments and incorporate
their feedback to improve accessibility and usability.

Conclusion:

Designing for cognitive accessibility involves creating products, environments, and services that are
accessible and usable by people with cognitive impairments. By considering the cognitive load, perceptual
abilities, memory, attention, problem-solving, decision-making, and communication of their users, designers
can provide alternative ways to perceive, interact, and communicate with the content. Providing clear and
concise language, using visual aids and multimedia, and breaking down complex tasks into smaller steps
can help to reduce cognitive load and make the product or service more accessible and usable. Testing with
users with cognitive impairments and incorporating their feedback can further improve accessibility and
usability. By designing for cognitive accessibility, designers can ensure that their products and services are
accessible and usable by the widest possible audience, including people with cognitive impairments.
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