
 
 

Reporting Accessibility: Thresholds for Color Blind Users 
By Stephanie Fisher, Sr. BI Consultant, iOLAP, Inc. 

 

With a user experience background, I take usability seriously when designing 

and developing reports. Usability provides end users with polished reporting that 

is intuitive while still informative.  Paying attention to these details can make a 

huge difference. 

 

For example, “stop light” thresholds are a great conditional formatting style to 

quickly identify key indicators. They can help users identify which region is 

growing fastest or is poorly performing.  

 

The grid below uses red, yellow, and green circular indicators that are 

commonly associated with the flow of intersection traffic (red for warning or 

stop, yellow for caution or slow and green for go). 

 

 
 

While these stop light colors are known everywhere, what happens when the 

report is printed to black and white format? What if the end user is color blind? 

 



 
 

 

Here’s the threshold simulated as through various forms of color vision 

deficiency. From left to right: Normal vision, Protanopia (most common type of 

color blindness), Deuteranopia, Tritanopia, and Monochromaty/Achromatopsia. 

 

 
 

As you can see, red, yellow, and green colors may seem like perfect indicators 

for normal vision, however the color can completely devalue the intended 

purpose. So what’s the best approach to improve accessibility and value of the 

thresholds?  Changing the shape of the symbols.  

 

Instead of using the same circular shape with varying colors, I varied the shape 

and the colors.  

 

 



Using circles, squares, and triangles, I was able to retain the values of the 

indicators for black and white printing or disabled vision. 

 

 
The same concept can be applied to graphs as well. 
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Reporting is as valuable to the user as they see and understand it. When 

designing and developing reports, think outside the box and take into 

consideration the end user experience. 

 

Most businesses are completely unaware off the issues that can affect them 

when it comes to the high incidence of color blind people (especially men at 

about 8% of the population).  If you want to read more about this situation and 

the business implications, one of the leading organizations, based in the United 

Kingdom, can be viewed at www.colourblindawareness.org.  
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Note: The colorblind simulator was provided by: 

http://www.etre.com/tools/colourblindsimulator/ 

http://www.colourblindawareness.org/
http://www.etre.com/tools/colourblindsimulator/

