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Section 1: Why Color Contrast Matters

Color contrast is not an abstract design principle. It is the difference between someone being able to read
your content and not being able to read it. When text and its background do not have enough contrast,
the words become difficult or impossible to perceive for people with low vision, color blindness, or age-
related vision changes. This affects a far larger population than most designers realize.

Who Is Affected

Low vision: Approximately 12 million Americans over age 40 have some form of vision
impairment. Many can read text on a screen, but only when there is sufficient contrast between
the text color and the background color. Reduce the contrast, and the text becomes a blur or
vanishes entirely.

Color blindness: Roughly 8% of men and 0.5% of women have some form of color vision
deficiency. The most common type (red-green color blindness) makes it difficult to distinguish
between reds, greens, browns, and oranges. If your design relies on the difference between red
and green to convey meaning, approximately 1 in 12 men in your audience cannot see that
difference.

Aging: The lens of the eye yellows with age, reducing the ability to perceive contrast. By age 60,
most people need significantly more contrast to read comfortably than they did at 20. Your
audience includes alumni, parents, retirees, donors, and community members across a wide age
range.

Situational conditions: Anyone reading a screen in bright sunlight, on a low-quality display, or
with a cracked phone screen experiences reduced contrast. Accessible contrast levels help
everyone, not just people with permanent disabilities.

The bottom line: poor contrast is not a niche problem. It affects a substantial percentage of your
audience, and it is one of the most common accessibility failures on the web.

What Happens When Contrast Is Insufficient

When text does not meet minimum contrast requirements, the practical effects are:

Users with low vision cannot read the text at all, even with screen magnification.

Users with color blindness may not be able to distinguish text from its background, or may not
see color-coded information.

Older users experience eye strain, fatigue, and headaches trying to read low-contrast content.

All users have a worse experience on mobile devices in outdoor or variable lighting conditions.



* Information conveyed only through color becomes invisible to users who cannot perceive that
color.

Unlike some accessibility requirements that involve behind-the-scenes code or metadata, contrast is
visual. If you design something with poor contrast, it looks bad for everyone—it just looks worse, or
invisible, for people with vision impairments.

Section 2: What the Standard Requires

WCAG 2.1 Level AA includes three success criteria directly related to color:

WCAG # Name What It Means

1.4.1 (A) Use of Color Color must not be the only visual means of conveying
information, indicating an action, prompting a response, or
distinguishing a visual element. If you use color to
communicate meaning, you must also use another method
(text, pattern, icon, shape).

1.4.3 (AA) Contrast Text and images of text must have a contrast ratio of at least
(Minimum) 4.5:1 against their background. Large text (18pt regular or
14pt bold) requires at least 3:1. Exceptions: logos, brand
names, and purely decorative text.

1.4.11 (AA) Non-text Contrast = User interface components (buttons, form fields, icons) and
graphical objects required to understand content must have a
contrast ratio of at least 3:1 against adjacent colors. This
applies to icons, chart elements, form field borders, and focus
indicators.

Understanding Contrast Ratios

A contrast ratio is a mathematical comparison between the luminance (brightness) of two colors. The ratio
is expressed as two numbers separated by a colon, such as 4.5:1. The higher the first number, the
greater the contrast.

Ratio Rating Acceptable For Example
211 Maximum Everything Black text on white
background
71 WCAG AAA All text at AAA level Dark charcoal on white
(enhanced)

4.5:1 WCAG AA (minimum) Normal body text, small = The minimum for
text compliance

3:1 WCAG AA (large text) Large text (18pt+), Ul Applies to headings,
components, graphical = buttons, icons, chart
objects elements

Below 3:1 Fails Nothing (except logos)  Light gray text on white



What Counts as Large Text?

Under WCAG, large text is defined as 18 point (24px) or larger at regular weight, or 14 point
(approximately 18.66px) or larger at bold weight. If your text meets this threshold, it qualifies for the
relaxed 3:1 ratio. Everything smaller must meet 4.5:1.

Section 3: How to Check Your Contrast

You do not need to calculate contrast ratios by hand. Free tools exist that take two color values and
instantly tell you whether they pass or fail.

Recommended Tools

|

WebAIM Contrast Enter a foreground and Quick checks while designing.
Checker background color (hex code or webaim.org/resources/contrastchecker
color picker). Instantly shows the
contrast ratio and whether it
passes AA and AAA for normal
and large text. Free, browser-
based, no install.

Colour Contrast Desktop application with an Checking contrast on finished designs,
Analyser (CCA) eyedropper tool that lets you pick = mockups, and live pages.

colors directly from anything on tpgi.com/color-contrast-checker

your screen—a design file, a

web page, a PDF. Shows the

ratio and pass/fail status. Free

download for Windows and Mac.

Adobe Color Contrast Built into Adobe Color. Under the = Designers working within the Adobe

Analyzer Accessibility Tools tab, enter or ecosystem.
pick two colors to check the color.adobe.com/create/color-contrast-
contrast ratio. Integrates with analyzer

other Adobe tools.

Stark Plugin for Figma, Sketch, and Designers working in Figma, Sketch,
(Figmal/Sketch/Adobe Adobe XD that checks contrast or Adobe XD.
XD plugin) directly within your design tool. getstark.co

Select two layers and check the
ratio without leaving your
workspace.

Browser DevTools Chrome, Firefox, and Edge all Checking contrast on live web pages.
show contrast ratios when you
inspect text elements. In
Chrome: right-click text —
Inspect — click on the color
swatch in the Styles panel. The



contrast ratio and pass/fail status
appear.

How to Use the WebAIM Contrast Checker

This is the fastest tool for most people:

* (o to webaim.org/resources/contrastchecker.
* Enter the foreground color (text color) as a hex code—for example, Ball State red is #BA0C2F.
*  Enter the background color—for example, white is #FFFFFF.

* The tool instantly displays the contrast ratio and tells you whether the combination passes or fails
at AA and AAA levels for both normal and large text.

* If the combination fails, adjust the foreground or background color until it passes. The tool
updates in real time as you change values.

Check Contrast Before You Finalize

Checking contrast after a design is approved, printed, or posted is too late. Build contrast checking
into your design process at the comp or draft stage—before stakeholders sign off. It takes 15
seconds to run a check in WebAIM. Retrofitting a design with different colors after approval takes
much longer and creates friction.




Section 4: Do Not Use Color Alone to Convey

Information

This is a separate requirement from contrast, and it is the one designers most often overlook. WCAG
1.4.1 (Use of Color) says that color must not be the only visual means of conveying information. If you
use color to mean something, you must provide a second, non-color method of communicating the same

information.

Why This Matters

A person with red-green color blindness cannot tell the difference between a red error message and a
green success message if the only distinguishing feature is the color. Both look brownish-gray. The
information is invisible—not because the text is missing, but because the meaning is encoded in a

channel they cannot perceive.

Common Violations and How to Fix Them

Violation

A form field turns red to indicate
an error, with no other indicator.

A chart uses different colors for
each data series with no other
differentiation.

A link in body text is
distinguished only by color (e.g.,
blue text with no underline).

A calendar uses green for
available dates and red for
unavailable dates, with no
labels.

An infographic uses colored
circles to represent categories,
with the legend relying solely on
matching colors.

A social media graphic
highlights a deadline in red text
against a dark background, with
no additional emphasis.

Why It Fails

A color-blind user cannot see
that the field is red. They do not
know an error has occurred.

A color-blind user cannot
distinguish between series. A
bar chart with red, green, and
orange bars looks like three
identical bars.

A user who cannot perceive the
color difference cannot tell
which text is a link and which is
plain text.

Red and green are the two
colors most commonly confused
by color-blind users. This is the
worst possible color pairing for
conveying binary status.

If a user cannot distinguish the
colors, they cannot match data
points to their category.

The red-on-dark combination
may be invisible to color-blind
users and may also fail contrast
requirements.

How to Fix It

Add an error icon next to the
field, display an error message
in text (e.g., “Please enter a
valid email address”), or add an
exclamation mark icon.

Use patterns (hatching, dots,
stripes) in addition to color. Add
direct labels to each data series.
Use distinct line styles (solid,
dashed, dotted) for line charts.

Underline links, or use another
non-color indicator (bold weight,
icon). Underline is the strongest
convention—users expect it.

Add text labels (“Open” / “Full”),
use icons (checkmark / X), or
add patterns to the cells in
addition to color.

Use patterns, shapes, or direct
labels in addition to color. Label
data directly on the graphic
rather than relying on a color-
matched legend.

Use a text label like
“DEADLINE:” or “URGENT:” in
addition to the color. Consider



bold weight, a border, or an
icon.

The rule is simple: any time you use color to communicate something, ask yourself—if this were
displayed in grayscale, would the user still understand the information? If the answer is no, add a non-
color indicator.

Section 5: Non-Text Contrast (Ul Components and
Graphics)

WCAG 1.4.11 extends contrast requirements beyond text. User interface components and graphical
objects that are required to understand the content must have a contrast ratio of at least 3:1 against
adjacent colors. This is a WCAG 2.1 addition that many designers are not yet aware of.

What This Covers

Buttons: The boundary of a button (its border or background) must have 3:1 contrast against the
background it sits on. A light gray button on a white background may fail.

Form field borders: Text input fields, dropdowns, and checkboxes must have visible boundaries
that meet 3:1 contrast against the surrounding background.

Icons: Icons that convey meaning (not purely decorative) must meet 3:1 contrast. A light gray
icon on a white card is a common failure.

Focus indicators: When a keyboard user tabs to an interactive element, the visual focus
indicator (outline, border, highlight) must have 3:1 contrast against adjacent colors so the user
can see where they are on the page.

Chart and graph elements: Bars in a bar chart, segments of a pie chart, and lines in a line graph
must have 3:1 contrast against their background and, ideally, against each other.

Custom toggle switches, sliders, and controls: The visual state of the control (on vs. off,
selected vs. unselected) must be distinguishable at 3:1 contrast.

What This Does Not Cover

Inactive or disabled controls (grayed-out buttons that the user cannot interact with).

Ul components whose appearance is determined entirely by the browser or operating system and
not modified by the designer.

Logos and brand names (these are exempt from all contrast requirements).

Photographs and realistic images—contrast requirements apply to the elements you design, not
to photographs of the real world.



Section 6: Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Mistake Why It Happens

Light gray text on white
background

Designers use low-contrast gray
for a “clean” or “modern”
aesthetic. It looks elegant on a
designer’s high-quality
monitor—but it disappears on
most other screens.

Text over images or gradients A photo background or gradient
creates areas of varying
contrast. The text may be
readable in one section of the
image and invisible in another.

Placeholder text in form fields
that is too light

Placeholder text is often light
gray to distinguish it from user-
entered text. But if it’s too light,
users with low vision cannot
read the instructions.

Brand colors used for body
text without checking
contrast

A brand palette is designed for
logos and headlines, not
necessarily for body text. Using
a brand color for paragraph text
without verifying its contrast is
risky.

Dark mode does not
automatically fix contrast. White
text on a dark gray background
can fail just as easily as dark
gray text on white.

Assuming dark mode or
inverted colors fix contrast

Using only color to indicate
required form fields

Marking required fields with a
red asterisk alone, where the
asterisk’s meaning is
communicated only through its
red color, fails 1.4.1.

Not checking contrast on
social media graphics

Designers check contrast on
web pages but forget that the
same WCAG requirements
apply to graphics posted on
social media—event flyers,
quote cards, infographics,
branded templates.

How to Avoid It

Use a gray no lighter than
#767676 on white to meet 4.5:1.
Check with a contrast tool
before committing to any gray
value.

Place text on a solid or semi-
transparent overlay. If using a
photo background, add a dark
or light overlay behind the text
area to guarantee consistent
contrast.

Use visible labels above or
beside the field instead of
relying on placeholder text. If
placeholder text is used, it
should meet 4.5:1 contrast.

Check every brand color against
its intended background before
using it for text. If a brand color
fails, darken or lighten it for text
use while preserving the original
for logos (which are exempt).

Check both light and dark mode
color combinations against the
contrast requirements
separately.

Use a text label (“required”), an
asterisk with a legend explaining
its meaning, or both. The
asterisk itself is fine—the
problem is when color is the
only way a user knows the field
is required.

Every graphic containing text
that will be posted to Ball State
social media accounts must
meet the same contrast ratios.
Check text-on-background
contrast in every designed
graphic before posting. See the
Social Media Accessibility
Compliance Guide.



Section 7: Working with Ball State’s Brand Colors

Brand guidelines and accessibility requirements are not in conflict, but they do require intentional choices.
Not every brand color works at every size, on every background, for every purpose. Here is how to think
about it:

General Principles

* Logos are exempt. WCAG explicitly excludes logos and brand names from contrast
requirements. Ball State’s logo can use any brand color regardless of contrast ratio. This
exemption applies only to the logo itself—not to body text, headings, or Ul elements in brand
colors.

* Not every brand color works for body text. A color that works beautifully in a large logo or
headline may not have sufficient contrast for 10pt body text. Check each color against its
intended background and at its intended size.

* Adjust shades for accessibility. If a brand color does not meet contrast requirements for text
use, you can darken it (for text on light backgrounds) or lighten it (for text on dark backgrounds)
while staying within the brand’s visual family. A slightly darker version of a brand color for text use
is preferable to a non-compliant graphic.

* Test all combinations. If your design system includes multiple brand colors used together (e.g.,
red text on a gray card on a white page), you need to check contrast between the text and its
immediate background—the gray card, not the white page.

Before You Design

Run every brand color combination you plan to use through a contrast checker before starting the
design. This takes five minutes and prevents hours of rework. Keep a reference sheet of approved
high-contrast color combinations for your team.

Section 8: Color and Contrast in Social Media Content

Everything in this guide applies to graphics created for social media—Instagram posts, Facebook event
banners, LinkedIn carousels, TikTok photo posts, and YouTube thumbnails. The same WCAG contrast
requirements apply to designed graphics regardless of where they are published.

Key Points for Social Media Graphics

* Text on branded templates must meet 4.5:1 contrast for normal text and 3:1 for large text,
measured against the background color or image behind the text.

* If you place text over a photo, add a solid or semi-transparent overlay behind the text to ensure
consistent contrast. Do not rely on a busy photo to “happen” to provide enough contrast behind
text.

* Eventflyers, quote cards, and infographics must be checked before posting. Use the WebAIM
Contrast Checker or the Colour Contrast Analyser’s eyedropper to sample colors directly from
your design file.

* Do not use color alone to convey information in graphics. If you color-code items in an
infographic, add text labels or patterns.



* Remember that all text in a graphic must also be included in the alt text or post caption (see the
Alt Text Guidelines and the Social Media Accessibility Compliance Guide).

The Phone Screen Test
View your graphic on a phone screen at normal size before posting. If the text is hard to read on your

phone in indoor lighting, it will be impossible to read for someone with low vision or in bright sunlight.
If you squint, your contrast is probably insufficient.

Section 9: Color and Contrast Checklist

Use this checklist for every design, graphic, web page, or document you produce.

i All body text (under 18pt regular / 14pt bold) has at least 4.5:1 contrast against its background.
m All large text (18pt+ regular / 14pt+ bold) has at least 3:1 contrast against its background.
O Ul components (buttons, form fields, icons, focus indicators) have at least 3:1 contrast against

adjacent colors.

i Graphical objects needed to understand the content (chart bars, pie segments, line graph
lines) have at least 3:1 contrast.

i Color is not the only means of conveying information anywhere in the design. Every color-
coded element has a secondary indicator (text, pattern, icon, shape).

i If text is placed over a photo or gradient, a solid or semi-transparent overlay ensures consistent
contrast behind the text.

i Links in body text are distinguishable from surrounding text by more than just color (underline,
bold, icon).

m Form fields have visible borders or boundaries that meet 3:1 contrast.

i Error states, required fields, and status indicators use text or icons in addition to color.

i Contrast has been verified using a contrast checker tool—not estimated by eye.

i Social media graphics have been checked for text contrast before posting.

i The design has been viewed on a phone screen at actual size to verify readability.

Section 10: Compliance Authority

Accessibility compliance is the responsibility of any individual creating content for use on behalf of
Ball State University.

Color contrast and color use requirements are specified in WCAG 2.1 Level AA, specifically Success
Criteria 1.4.1 (Use of Color, Level A), 1.4.3 (Contrast Minimum, Level AA), and 1.4.11 (Non-text Contrast,



Level AA). The ADA Title Il final rule (28 CFR Part 35, Subpart H) adopts WCAG 2.1 Level AA as the
technical standard for all web content and mobile apps provided by public universities.

These requirements apply to all digital content produced by or for Ball State University, including web
pages, PDF documents, email graphics, social media posts, digital signage, and any other content
distributed electronically. For related guidance, see the Social Media Accessibility Compliance Guide,
the Alt Text Guidelines, and the PDF Accessibility Remediation Guide, which are companion
documents to this guide.

Questions about this guide or its requirements should be directed to Greg Fallon, Associate Vice
President of University Communications and Digital Strategy, in Marketing and Communications,
agmfallon@bsu.edu, 765-285-0048.




