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Executive summary

The dense navigation makes for a horrific web experience for a blind or low-vision user. Some of the problems can be solved by employing a Skip Navigation link atop the website. 

Using consistent standards with ALT and TITLE tags; eliminating tables and fully embracing layouts with Cascading Style Sheets; offering HTML alternatives for multimedia presentations could make target.com a useful online shopping experience for disabled users.
Introduction
Target.com is in a unique position for online commerce. Because the stores have gathered so many shoppers, and families are attracted to the budget-minded values, target.com seems to be a natural for people who live too far from a store, or are unable to conveniently shop there. The customers are willing to visit both the stores and the online experience. 
If a consumer lived 100 miles from the closest Target store, they would believe they could get quality merchandise at quality prices through target.com.

The website offers a virtual cornucopia of inventory. Users can buy and ship an incredible range of products: gas barbecue grills, bedroom sets, children’s clothing, vacuum cleaners, exercise equipments and iPods. If a consumer wanted to buy a product online, target.com would probably have it.
The website does an admirable job of directing users, within two to four clicks, from the home page to a very specific product page. I can see how the search engine function might be the most heavily used feature on the website. 

Also, the website design is mostly clean, the images are tremendous, and product images often offer different colors and sizes. The offerings per page are so dense, a user could tend to stay on the website a long time, following lateral paths for peripheral products – extending the buying experience. 
However, target.com offers several barriers of access to low-vision or blind users. A court case filed in California against Target numbers the barriers in the thousands. 
Jakob Nielsen
A renowned web usability expert, Jakob Nielsen devoted a 2001 newsletter to disabled users. He said users without disabilities experience three times higher usability than users who are blind or have low vision. Making sites accessible is more than simply the right thing to do, Nielsen said: 

“Usability is not just a matter of whether or not it is possible for a user to perform a task. It is also a matter of how easy and fast it is for them to do so.

“We can reach much better levels by reducing the usability problems in Web designs.”













Navigation
Low vision and blind users could easily be frustrated and intimidated by using only two pages on target.com. The problem is navigation and the solution would be simple: Use a Skip Navigation link atop the site. 
Target.com uses a templated top navigation, stored in a servers-side Includes file. The top navigation has four levels:
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· Toolbar: features like My Account, Find a Store and Shopping Cart.

· Lists repositories: Offers opportunities to create Wish Lists, or visit Registries for other people. 


· Level 1 navigation: Offers 12 varied buckets, like Men, Women, Patio + Garden and Electronics. 

· Search: Users can search in any of the 11 Level 1 buckets, or Search All. 
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If a disabled user employed the Tabbing method to visit each link, they’d go through 22 links before hitting the unique copy on each page. On individual pages, the left frame is dedicated to Level 2 and 3 navigation. Example: A men’s clothing landing page may have up to 16 categories (Father’s Day gifts, Men’s clothing, Teen, Boys, etc.) on the left frame, and these categories can have up to six links under them. Because the link structure is exploded as a default, all links are read – before reaching unique content. 

And this happens on every page. 

Sighted users can degrade the Cascading Style Sheets in either Firefox or Opera to see how the links appear like a vertical fence keeping disabled users from reaching the site content. Using JAWS to read the links – the same links on every page – is numbing.
Simply placing a Skip Navigation link atop the website would make the target.com website imminently more accessible for disabled users. With such dense navigation, it’s nearly indefensible to not do it. 
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Cascading Style Sheets
Target.com uses CSS to style text and layout content, but still employs tables to house its most important content. The data populates data cells, three to a row. Each product normally has three attributes: an image, title (both hyperlinked to a specific product page) and an Add a Cart button. 

The tables bring spacer GIFs, none of which are appropriately tagged with ALT text. The pages all fail on Cynthia Says testing for Section 508 compliance. 

Also, the tables do not use <TH> tags for identification. A disabled user may have trouble identifying polo shirts from T-shirts.

The CSS does degrade nicely on the site. Because the images are well tagged, low vision users still see ALT tags instead of images. The text on the site works well, even three sizes larger than designed. 

ALT, Title tags

Perhaps the target.com site is using a large Content Management System, with many different levels of users. The product images are tagged quite well, but marketing and in-house advertisements are not. The campaigns are being tagged as employees literally see them. Here are two examples: 


· A Marketing campaign for the Red Card shows a Target VISA Credit card, with the message that a user can save 10% on the website. The entire campaign is an image, with ALT that reads: Alt=RED Cards. Save 10 Percent Upon Credit Approval. A disabled reader may not know it is a Target credit card.
· The Target gift card program has the tag line: Anyone. Anywhere. Anytime. The entire campaign is an image, with the ALT tag that says: anyone. anywhere. Anytime. A disabled user would probably not know what this is.
Multimedia 
Target.com uses wonderful Flash pieces as centerpieces of primary landing pages on each level. The home page has a three-scene SWF file that walks me through three different buying scenarios: pillows, breakfast kitchen and bedroom. But I’m not offered an HTML choice if I can’t read the Flash.

On the Men’s clothing landing page, the Flash piece offers a carousel-type shopping experience: five items for hot dates, arranged horizontally. As the user rolls over each item, it grows nearly 100%, offers more text and a link. Again, no HTML alternative. 


Shopping Cart
The California lawsuit against target.com started when a blind graduate student at the University of California at Berkeley tried to buy shirts online through target.com. In Nielsen’s report on usability, he found screen readers had a 12% success rate, while non-disabled users had a 78% success rate. Also, screen readers spent nearly 17 minutes to make a purchase, while non-disabled users need a little more than 7 minutes. 

Nielsen tried to buy a Janet Jackson CD online, so I tried, too. 

On my first pass, I followed the Navigation and choosing well: Electronics > Music > Styles (R&B). There, I was stopped. I couldn’t find a particular artist, unless they were a featured artist. Janet was not featured. 

On pass two, I typed Janet Jackson into the Search box, and found 69 matches under Music. I chose the fourth available CD: Rhythm Nation 1814. The page uses rows, which offers three choices each row for a Tab-clicker: image, title, and Add to Cart. All three are hyperlinked. 

The image has a good ALT tag, and is linked to the specific CD’s page. The title also links to this page, which has a larger version of the image and some information on this specific CD.

I wanted to learn about the Return Policy, and was able to find the link by Tab-clicking. The Policy has its own page, which fills in the same window. While I don’t like the policy (“All purchases made online at the Amazon.com store at Target.com must be returned to Target.com.”), the information was available in the first sentence. 

Going back to the Rhythm Nation Page, I took note of the seven steps in the shopping cart experience: 

· Sign in

· Address

· Items

· Wrap

· Ship

· Pay

· Place order

I clicked on Add to Cart to start my shopping process. The next page offered Suggestions, with Add to Cart button on the right. On the left were Suggestions – if I liked this CD, I might like these other Janet Jackson CDs or other artists. Target offered 11 products, each with their own image, title, and Add to Cart links – 33 in all.

A better way for Tab-clickers would be to place Add to Cart on the left side.
The next page is Sign in. If the user is a repeat customer, he signs in. Otherwise, he creates an account. This is an unfortunate application for sighted and disabled users. A credit card alone is not enough to buy something on the website. The user has to create a username and password, and allow a cookie. 

Under Pay, the user enters their credit card or gift card information. The image of where to find your code on the gift card has a good ALT code: Sample GiftCard details, you can find details on the back of your giftcard.
Forms
The shopping cart forms have three good features: 


· The form fields were well named, and make sense to Tab-clickers and JAWS readers.


· I like the error messages in the forms. When a credit card number is missing, the error message is identified at the top: The credit card number is the wrong length. Please re-enter your credit card information or select a new form of payment.

The error message does not require the user to pursue the error lower on the page. 
· When creating an account, the phone number field is just one field, with text requesting an area code. I entered the phone number w/ parentheses around the area code, and without; with dashes and without; with periods and without; without any punctuation. The form accepted the phone number every time. 


Help
The most important information for disabled users seeking help during the shopping cart process was thoughtfully placed at the top of the content area: Need help with checkout? This link has a title tag, which is very considerate. The title tags throughout the site are inconsistent, but it’s a bonus to have it here. 

A drawback on the Help page is the lack of a phone number. A disabled user who reaches this page has a myriad of options. Among the 10 options is 1-click ordering, giving users the ability to make purchases with the single click of a button. The 692-word explanation is daunting for sighted people, and is probably a tipping point for the blind. 


At the end of this page are ten 800 phone numbers, with clean identifications as to which phone number will solve which problem. 
The website’s tool bar page offers a Help link, which explains the different products you’ll need to view the site (Acrobat Reader and a minimum of Flash Player 7.0). Target.com supports a minimum of IE 6.0, Firefox 1.5 and Opera 9. I think of a remote user, living too far from a Target store, and I could see that person still using IE 5.5. Target.com should be able to support IE 5.5 and earlier versions of Opera. 
Conclusion
Target.com has severe accessibility problems. The first action could be simply re-organizing the website. While Target is pushing an enormous range of products through one website, a super “general store,” it might consider breaking the one site into several sites. 

With an entry page dedicated solely to navigation, target.com could direct users into nearly a dozen “sister” sites, which could have tremendous detail in one area. Examples: Men’s, Women’s, Patio+Garden would be three separate sites. They could be unified through a simplified Level 1 Navigation (Home, Family, Appliances). Fewer, broader buckets help take the guesswork out of starting a searching path. 

 A universal Search box could help find any product in any bucket. 

To truly serve the disable user, Target.com needs a better method of delivering its products online. Layout tables actually restrict the flexibility of the site, for both sighted and disabled users. 

Home page fails on Cynthia in following categories: 

no ALT image for GIF spacers used in layout. These spacers could’ve been replaced in CSS

No equivalent alternatives offered for multimedia presentations. 

Uses tables to nest navigation, but does not use TH tags to identify the table. 

4 images in the footer that had faulty ALT tags. They contained the image name and suffix, but were part of a template that would activate if the page had an error. 
Forms made good use of text in field names. 
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