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HOW TO communicate in a disability 
inclusive and accessible way? 
1. Why communicate inclusively? 

2. What is this guidance about and who should use it? 

3. What are the key considerations when starting? 

4. Inclusive Language 

5. Written and Visual Content 

6. Digital and Multimedia Content 

7. Events and Presentations 

   

  

1. Why communicate inclusively? 
Large parts of our communication are always aimed at persons with disabilities – whether we are 
aware of it or not. About 15% of the world’s population has one or more disabilities, often invisible 
ones. This means that persons with disabilities make up the most significant minority worldwide; 
they are found in all identity groups and social classes. Inclusive communication is not just a nice-to-
have – it is a necessity for meaningful, effective, and equitable interaction. What is often forgotten is 
that this benefits not only persons with disabilities, but everyone. 

 

Including as many people as possible, therefore, means adhering to human rights standards. 

2. What is this guidance about and who should use it? 

There are plenty of materials and regulations on accessibility and inclusion available, but the actual 
knowledge and implementation are surprisingly weak. Our goal is to motivate people to 
communicate more inclusively in GIZ.  

This guidance does not promise to answer ALL questions about inclusive communication but should 
be seen as a starting point. It features areas relevant to GIZ colleagues. At the end of each 
subchapter, there are links to further and more detailed information about the 
respective topic. 

This guidance is for…  

➔ Anyone who communicates with an audience – whether within GIZ or 
externally.  

➔ Communication specialists or any other project personnel working in 
communication roles within GIZ. 

Germany is obliged to ensure accessibility by Section 4 of the Act on Equal Opportunities of 

Persons with Disabilities (Behindertengleichstellungsgesetz, BGG) and Article 9 of the UN 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD). Article 32 of the UN CRPD is 
on inclusive development cooperation. 

 

https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/bgg/index.html
https://social.desa.un.org/issues/disability/crpd/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities-crpd
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3. What are the key considerations when starting? 

➔ When hiring external service providers (e.g., photographers, graphic designers, event 
agencies), integrate inclusiveness and accessibility into your Terms of Reference (ideally as 
an evaluable requirement) into the following areas: 

• Description of work or service → Describe which products and services should be 
accessible, and to what extent. 

• Conceptual section → e.g., ask for a “concept for ensuring the accessibility of services 
and products and outline an inclusive approach.”  

• Requirements of proposed staff → demand experiences. 

➔ Factor the budget for inclusive communication into your calculations, including costs for 
accessibility checks and reasonable accommodation measures, such as sign language 
interpreters, braille labeling, and other necessary supports. Example: For event management, 
an additional budget of 3-5% is recommended. 

➔ However, the underlying question in all forms of inclusive communication is: Is the visual, 
written, and spoken representation of persons with disabilities respectful, free from 

discrimination, accessible, and inclusive in a way that makes everybody feel invited and 

valued? Some good introductions and overviews on the topic: 

Report it Right: Guidelines for Portraying People with Disability 
Listen Include Respect | Intellectual Disability 

 Digital Accessibility in Communication – GIZ 

4. Inclusive Language 

Inclusive language is key! 

Use inclusive language that reflects dignity and equality (e.g., “persons with disabilities” is the widely 

accepted terminology according to the UN CRPD instead of “disabled persons”).1 

➔ Avoid terms that may imply pity or negative connotations (“suffering from” or “confined to”). 
➔ Recognize that terminology evolves. Stay informed about preferred language within the 

disability community. 

UN Disability-Inclusive-Language-Guidelines 
Inclusive Language Guide - Oxfam (covering also other forms of discrimination) 
Leidmedien: Begriffe über Behinderung von A-Z (DE) 

Simplify the language! 

Simplifying language helps many people, including those with cognitive disabilities, learning 
difficulties, lower literacy levels, or dementia, as well as non-native speakers. It is recommended to 
use plain language, a simplified language style that is easy and quick to understand, while still 

 

1 In some contexts like the United Kingdom, the term “disabled persons” is still the accepted terminology by 
many. 

https://inclusive.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/124148/Report-it-Right_Media-Guidelines_2021_FA.pdf
https://www.listenincluderespect.com/
https://gizonline.sharepoint.com/sites/Digital-Gateway/SitePages/en-us/Digital-Accessibility-in-Communication.aspx?SafelinksUrl=https://gizonline.sharepoint.com/sites/Digital-Gateway/SitePages/en-us/Digital-Accessibility-in-Communication.aspx&xsdata=&sdata=eEFTTWg1OEpxdzNxdVBLQ0lKd0NmT0lNMjgxbHJ4MU9DTHhZOUMrcHFDYz0%3D&ovuser=5bbab28c-def3-4604-8822-5e707da8dba8%2Craphaela.kuehn%40giz.de&OR=Teams-HL&CT=1741263688295&clickparams=eyJBcHBOYW1lIjoiVGVhbXMtRGVza3RvcCIsIkFwcFZlcnNpb24iOiI0OS8yNTAxMzEwNjAxMyJ9
https://www.ungeneva.org/sites/default/files/2021-01/Disability-Inclusive-Language-Guidelines.pdf
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/621487/gd-inclusive-language-guide-130323-en.pdf?sequence=9
https://leidmedien.de/begriffe-ueber-behinderung-von-a-bis-z/
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/disabled-solicitors/a-guide-to-disability-terminology-and-language
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maintaining a somewhat professional tone. Easy language can also be used, and it is more 

standardized, following specific rules in grammar, word choice, text structure, and layout.  

Plain Language (‘Einfache Sprache’) Easy Language (‘Leichte Sprache’) 

Target group: Mainly intended for the general 
public, but considering that the audience may 
include individuals with lower literacy levels, 
non-native speakers, or those with 
concentration difficulties. 

Target group: Mainly used for outreach 
audiences, where it must be assumed that 
persons with cognitive disabilities or other 
learning impairments are among them. 

Format: Not standardised. Clear and 
straightforward. 
Example: Please complete the registration 
form. 

Format: Straightforward sentences. Follows 
standards, often uses icons or simple images.  
Example: You must fill out the form. The form 
helps you register.  

What you should do: Use the language of a 12-
year-old as a guide (or: 7-9 years of language 
skills). Ideally, have the text checked 
afterwards. 

What you should do: Use a translator (or an AI-
tool) for easy language. Always have the text 
checked afterwards! 

 
Inclusion Europe: European standards for Easy Language   
Bundesfachstelle Barrierefreiheit – Leichte Sprache (DE) 
Plain Language Quick Reference Guide 
What is plain language? – Plain Language Association International (PLAIN) 
 

 

 

 Everything you need to know to write effective alt text – Microsoft 
 How to Write Alt Text and Image Descriptions – Perkins School for the Blind 

 Write helpful Alt Text to describe images – Harvard University  

Nothing without Alt Texts! 

Alternative texts (alt texts) make visual content accessible for persons with visual 
impairments. When you ask yourself: “Do I need to add alt text here?”, the answer is most 
probably “Yes”. When developing any digital product, most images (photos, infographics, 
etc.) and objects (tables, charts, etc.) should have alt text.  

But must all images and objects have an alt text? Not really. Pictures without any substantial 
significance (e.g., decorative patterns) can be marked as “decorative”, so as not to be 
considered by screen readers and not to distract the flow of information.  

The content of the alt texts depends on the context: Describe what is relevant. Ask yourself: 
Why did you put that picture there? (To create a mood, depict a situation, visualize data, 
etc..). The text should then reflect this accordingly. Be always concise but sufficiently 
detailed. Describe complex illustrations as a whole, not in its separate elements. 

Hint: Some apps, such as Word or social media platforms, automatically generate alt texts. 
But always double-check! The autogenerated alt texts are not always well formulated. 

 

https://www.inclusion-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/EN_Information_for_all.pdf
https://www.bundesfachstelle-barrierefreiheit.de/DE/Fachwissen/Information-und-Kommunikation/Leichte-Sprache/leichte-sprache_node.html
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/general/Plain-Language-Quick-Reference-Guide.pdf
https://plainlanguagenetwork.org/plain-language/what-is-plain-language/
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/everything-you-need-to-know-to-write-effective-alt-text-df98f884-ca3d-456c-807b-1a1fa82f5dc2?ui=de-de&rs=de-de&ad=de
https://www.perkins.org/resource/how-write-alt-text-and-image-descriptions-visually-impaired/
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/describe-content-images
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5. Written and Visual Content 

Accessible Structure  

Make orientation as easy as possible for individuals with visual impairments or those who have 

reading difficulties.  

➔ Maintain a clear structure for written documents; avoid scattering content across a page. 
This is necessary for screen reader users to follow the logical reading order of the document 
easily.  

➔ Mark your documents using headings and styles available in Microsoft (e.g. Heading 1, 
Heading 2, Subtitle, etc.). Use bullet points when possible. 

➔ Texts should be left-aligned with a ragged right edge. 
➔ When converting the file within MS Office, “save” it as PDF, do not “print” it. The printing 

process converts the document into an image that cannot be read by screen readers. If 
unsure, test the accessibility of the PDF Documents using tools like PAVE. 

➔ Do not place any pictures in the background of texts. 

 

Formatting and Graphic Design 

➔ Use accessible font types and sizes for written content. Font types without serifs (sans 
serifs) such as Arial, Calibri, and Verdana are recommended. For print products, the font size 
should be minimum 12pt.  

➔ Be aware that some formatting, such as Italics, capitalization, underlining, and decorative 

fonts, can impair readability. Limit the use of these.  
➔ Preferably use very simple tables and avoid merged cells.  
➔ When adding links to documents, use descriptive links rather than inserting the link as it is. 

For example: Instead of “Click here: www.link.de,” use “Register for the event” and embed 
the link. The URL must always be hidden behind the text. 

➔ Use colors sparingly, opting for high contrast for optimal readability (e.g., black text on a 
white background). Never rely solely on color to convey meaning; always supplement it with 
text or icons to ensure clarity for all users.  

➔ Include as few animations as possible (e.g., in presentations). 

Make your content accessible to everyone - Microsoft Support 
Disability-Inclusive Communications Guidelines 
Introducing accessibility in typography – Fonts Knowledge - Google Fonts 
Kontrastrechner (DE) 

 

 

The Accessibility Checker 

The most used Microsoft 365 apps (Word, Excel, Outlook, PowerPoint) include the Accessibility 

Checker (button in the menu “Review/Überprüfen”). It finds accessibility problems and lists 

suggestions to fix these issues. 

https://pave-pdf.org/pave/index.html
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/make-your-content-accessible-to-everyone-ecab0fcf-d143-4fe8-a2ff-6cd596bddc6d
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/un_disability-inclusive_communication_guidelines.pdf
https://fonts.google.com/knowledge/readability_and_accessibility/introducing_accessibility_in_typography
https://leserlich.info/kontrastrechner
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Respectful imagery 

• Picture persons with disabilities as independent and not as in need of help. Focus on their 
abilities and individual personalities, rather than their disabilities, barriers, or assistive 
devices (e.g., walking aids). 

• Choose a camera angle at eye level. Avoid gloomy lighting or other stylistic devices that can 
reinforce stereotypes (sadness, helplessness). It is preferable to use natural light rather than 
artificial lighting. 

• Ensure that imagery reflects diversity and includes persons with visible and invisible 
disabilities. 

Leitfaden – Auf Augenhöhe – Leidmedien.de (DE) 

Newsletters 

• Newsletters follow the same standards as above (see “Accessible Structure” and “Formatting 
and Graphic Design”). 

• Because newsletter PDFs could be less accessible, always test to ensure their accessibility.  

• Many newsletter platforms like Mailing Work provide an accessibility checker to ensure 
your newsletter is accessible. Be sure to follow the accessibility suggestions. 

Mailing Work: Wie Sie Ihre Newsletter anpassen (DE)  
10-Step Email Accessibility Checklist for EU Law Compliance  

6. Digital and Multimedia Content  

Social media content 

• Social media content must adhere to GIZ social media standards. In short, social media text 
should be easy to understand, and the use of jargon should be limited. 

• Limit the use of unnecessary emojis, as this disrupts the reading order of the screen reader. 
Please do not use them as replacements for words. 

• When using hashtags, Camel Case hashtags are more accessible as this enables the screen 
readers to read them properly. For example #LivingInclusion instead of #livinginclusion. 

GIZ Social Media Handbook 
Free Resource for Creating Accessible Social Media Content 

Producing videos for a diverse audience! 

• Always provide closed captioning, properly synchronized to the audio of the video. Also, 
consider the font size and type of the captions, ensuring they are visible and easy to read.  
 

Tip: Do not rely on autogenerated captions from platforms such as YouTube as these can 
very often contain errors. If you use automated captions, then be sure to double-check them. 
 

https://leidmedien.de/leitfaden-auf-augenhoehe/
https://mailingwork.de/blog/digitale-barrierefreiheit-newsletter
https://www.emailtooltester.com/en/blog/email-accessibility-checklist/
https://gizonline.sharepoint.com/sites/Digital-Gateway/Freigegebene%20Dokumente/Forms/AllItems.aspx?id=%2Fsites%2FDigital%2DGateway%2FFreigegebene%20Dokumente%2F1%20Digital%20Topics%2FSocial%20Media%2FGIZ%5FSocialMediaHandbook%5FFeb%5F2025%5FEN%2Epdf&parent=%2Fsites%2FDigital%2DGateway%2FFreigegebene%20Dokumente%2F1%20Digital%20Topics%2FSocial%20Media
https://gizonline.sharepoint.com/sites/Digital-Gateway/Freigegebene%20Dokumente/Forms/AllItems.aspx?id=%2Fsites%2FDigital%2DGateway%2FFreigegebene%20Dokumente%2F1%20Digital%20Topics%2FSocial%20Media%2FGIZ%5FSocialMediaHandbook%5FFeb%5F2025%5FEN%2Epdf&parent=%2Fsites%2FDigital%2DGateway%2FFreigegebene%20Dokumente%2F1%20Digital%20Topics%2FSocial%20Media
https://www.accessible-social.com/
https://www.accessible-social.com/
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• People who have sign language as their mother tongue sometimes prefer interpreters in 
videos over closed captions, as written grammar can be more challenging to understand and 
lacks, e.g., important mimetic aspects. Depending on your audience, it may be advisable to 
consider this factor.  

• Consider having audio descriptions for important visual elements if possible.  

• Ensure there is no misrepresentation or unintended discrimination or disrespectfulness in 
the spoken and visual language used in videos. (See: “Inclusive Language” and “Respectful 
imagery”) 

 
Rules for GIZ productions  
Making Audio and Video Media Accessible | Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) | W3C 
Leitfaden barrierefreie Online-Videos | BIK für Alle (DE) 
4 Tipps für dein barrierefreies Video | Aktion Mensch (DE) 

Websites and Content 

 

• As an editor or content manager, look at the rules for pictures, videos, and text/headlines (as 
also described briefly in the relevant paragraphs above).  

• Contract a web agency which has explicit skills and knowledge in accessibility, beyond the 
international standards. Many functions and design elements are not mandatory but 
recommended, and your service provider should advise you accordingly. (See: “What are the 
key considerations when starting?”) 

• Test the accessibility of your website using automated accessibility tools. However, it is 
highly recommended also to do manual testing with a group of persons with disabilities - 
even if it is more informal and not fully exhaustive. Be sure you will get interesting insights. 

 
GIZ: Quick Guide: Accessibility and IT Project Management 
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG 2.1) 
Portal Barrierefreiheit - Barrierefreie-Informationstechnik-Verordnung 2.0 (DE) 
WAVE Web Accessibility Evaluation Tools 
Designing for Web Accessibility | W3C 
Barrierefreie Website | Aktion Mensch (DE) 

The international standard for accessible web content is the Web Content Accessibility 

Guidelines (WCAG 2.1). It is based on the four principles of perceptibility, usability, 

comprehensibility, and robust content. There are three conformance levels: A, AA, and AAA.  

BITV 2.0, which is based on the WCAG standard, is currently mandatory for public institutions 

in Germany.  The standards cover the most relevant topics for accessible websites and content 

and are implemented by the web developers.  

 

https://www.giz.de/cdc/en/html/59615.html
https://www.w3.org/WAI/media/av/
https://bik-fuer-alle.de/leitfaden-barrierefreie-online-videos.html
https://www.aktion-mensch.de/inklusion/barrierefreiheit/barrierefreie-videos-fuer-alle/4-tipps-fuer-dein-barrierefreies-video
https://gizonline.sharepoint.com/sites/Digital-Gateway/SitePages/en-us/Barrierefreiheit_Checkliste.aspx?web=1
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/
https://www.barrierefreiheit-dienstekonsolidierung.bund.de/Webs/PB/DE/gesetze-und-richtlinien/bitv2-0/bitv2-0-node.html
https://wave.webaim.org/
https://www.w3.org/WAI/tips/designing/
https://www.aktion-mensch.de/inklusion/barrierefreiheit/barrierefreie-website
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7. Events and Presentations 

Organizing inclusive events means making everybody feel welcome and valued. Of course, the 
measures vary much depending on the format, size, goal, and target group of the event. The 
following recommendations are not comprehensive – please refer to the links below. 

Before the event: 

• Always indicate the degree of accessibility and the concrete measures in the invitation! Ask 
there, as well as in registration forms, to report any further requirements. 

• If reasonable and possible, provide presentation materials in advance in accessible formats 
to those who need it. 

• Sensitize moderators and presenters. Instruct them to speak slowly and clearly, using plain 
or easy language as much as possible, and to describe/read out loud the visual content.  

During the event: 

• Offer sign language interpretations and real-time captioning.  

• Invite people to report any accessibility problems during the event. 

• All conference material must be accessible (see products in other paragraphs). 

After the event: 

• Share only accessible materials as a follow-up: presentations, recaps, recordings, etc. should 
be accessible, if possible, in plain language, screen reader compatible, with captions, etc. 

• Doing an accessibility survey afterwards is always a good idea to check what was done right 
and what could be done better. 

Specifics for virtual events: 

• Ensure that the platform used for the event is accessible to screen readers.  

• When doing a presentation in Microsoft Teams, share your screen using the “PowerPoint 

Live” button instead of sharing your screen. This is more accessible to screen reader users. 

• When scheduling a Microsoft Teams live event, select the Captions option in the language 
you will be speaking and additional languages if needed.   

• Do not overuse the chat so as not to distract users of screen readers. 

Specifics for physical events: 

• Scout the venue before the event to ensure that it is accessible. Some measures should be 
standard, including accessible restrooms, suitable travel and parking options, ramps and 
elevators, and adequate seating options. 

• Wheelchair users should have enough space for them to drive and maneuver. Keep some 
seats for them. Place signs, food, beverages, and informational materials at an accessible 
height.  

GIZ P+R, Rule 566: Standards for sustainable event management 
Amnesty International Australia: Inclusive Language and Events Guide 
Checkliste_Barrierefreie_Veranstaltungen.pdf 
Institut Verkehr und Raum: Events für Alle  

https://gizonline.sharepoint.com/sites/pur/SitePages/en-us/Rules.aspx?PRRuleID=566
https://www.amnesty.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/AIA-Inclusive-Language-and-Events-Guide-3.pdf
https://www.k-produktion.de/fileadmin/k-produktion/redakteure/Checkliste_Barrierefreie_Veranstaltungen.pdf
https://gizonline.sharepoint.com/teams/GVInklusion/Freigegebene%20Dokumente/05%20Kommunikation%20und%20Öffentlichkeitsarbeit/Accessible%20Toolkit/•%09gizonline.sharepoint.com/sites/group_538/Shared%20Documents/Forms/AllItems.aspx?id=%2Fsites%2Fgroup_538%2FShared%20Documents%2FAccessibility%2FbarrierefreieVeranstaltungen%2Epdf&parent=%2Fsites%2Fgroup_538%2FShared%20Documents%2FAccessibility&isSPOFile=1&xsdata=%3D%3D&sdata=bmJ6NmlFN3BQMTc3aitYOHJlUGM3clpvOEM1YWFXbytQVTBSRWV3N0xGWT0%3D&ovuser=5bbab28c-def3-4604-8822-5e707da8dba8%2Craphaela%2Ekuehn%40giz%2Ede&OR=Teams-HL&CT=1744621165513&clickparams=eyJBcHBOYW1lIjoiVGVhbXMtRGVza3RvcCIsIkFwcFZlcnNpb24iOiI0OS8yNTAzMDIwMTAxMCIsIkhhc0ZlZGVyYXRlZFVzZXIiOmZhbHNlfQ%3D%3D
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Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH 
Friedrich-Ebert-Allee 36 
53113 Bonn  
Germany 

More helpful Resources 

 
General information 

• Leitfaden – Auf Augenhöhe – Leidmedien.de (DE) 

• Nicht so – sondern so | Dt. Blinden- und Sehbehindertenverband (DBSV) (DE) 

• Knigge-Broschüre | Der PARITÄTISCHE Hessen (DE) 

• Barrieren abbauen | GIZ (DE) 

• GIZ Uganda: Accessible Events Checklist  
 

Communication und Graphic Design 

• Steps towards an inclusive communication design | legibility (DE) 

• Effective Color Contrast | Lighthouse International  
 

Digital accessibility 

• GIZ - Digital Accessibility and Inclusion (.digital Gateway) 

• Digital Principles for Inclusive Design: A Tool for Accessibility and Equity 

• Assistive Technologien | netzwerk inklusion mit medien (nimm) (DE) 

• What Is a Screen Reader: A Guide to Making Digital Content Accessible | AudioEye 

• Screen reader overview – See Me Please (video) 
 

Questions? Comments?  

Do not hesitate to contact us: disability@giz.de 

We try to update this document on a regular basis. But in case you find any errors or dead 

links, we appreciate a note.  

https://leidmedien.de/leitfaden-auf-augenhoehe/
https://www.woche-des-sehens.de/fileadmin/Redaktion/Ratgeber/DBSV_NichtSo_2014.pdf
https://www.paritaet-hessen.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Texte/Aktuelles__Slider_/Zehn_Knigge-Tipps.pdf
https://www.giz.de/cdc/de/html/62168.html
https://inklusion-leben.org/inclusion-hacks/
https://legibility.info/
https://www.visibilitymetrics.com/sites/default/files/downloads/Effective%20Color%20Contrast-Color%20Brochure.pdf
https://gizonline.sharepoint.com/sites/Digital-Gateway/SitePages/Digital-Divide_EN.aspx?web=1
https://gizonline.sharepoint.com/sites/Digital-Gateway/SitePages/en-us/Principles-for-Digital-Development.aspx
https://www.inklusive-medienarbeit.de/assistive-technologien/
https://www.audioeye.com/post/what-is-a-screen-reader/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AoGhnWs-Ldk
mailto:disability@giz.de
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