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User profiles
Improve accessibility through customisation

Recently, a colleague of mine, Alastair Campbell, wrote a very in-depth
piece on user agent improvements and concluded with an interesting
passage on the possibility of profiles. The idea is that when the browser
is first loaded the user is asked if they’d like to set some generic
preferences such as:

@ Increasing the text size

@ Reducing the columns (where provided by the site)

@ Reducing the columns anyway (let the browser have a crack at it)

@ Using alternative colour schemes when available

@ Enforcing your own colour scheme

The look and feel of a website could then be based on the preferences
set. The user-agent would send certain information within the http-
request headers, which the site could use in order to customise what
the user receives.

Profiles would make sites much easier to customise for people,
allowing site owners some control over how the site is customised.
There’s a W3C recommendation that would support this interaction, but
it’s in a chicken and egg situation between the browsers and the sites
(see alastairc.ac/2007/05/user-agent-improvements).

retrofitting a style-switcher to an existing site can be more difficult and

take a lot more time. Remember to keep your code organised, think
about how you’ll switch things as you go and remember to keep the general
colour and layout styles separate.

The files for this style-switcher example can be found on the CD. There are
two folders, named templates and live. The templates folder contains the
development HTML and CSS. The live folder contains the optimised CSS and
PHP code required to run the example.

Within the templates folder there’s an HTML file called style-switcher.html
and a number of style sheets. The main style sheet, main.css, contains all the
common styles as well as the default layout styles. There are also all the layout
variant CSS files that together provide the styles for the layout options. For
example, light.css includes all the additional styles for the light colour scheme.

/*======== |IGHT COLOURS AND CUSTOMISATIONS =======%*/
/*= Colours and fluffyness for layout =*/

#header, #related {background: #fofofo}

#content {background: #fffeff;}
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I mentioned poor implementations earlier and one of our requirements
was that the style-switcher must not rely on JavaScript. PHP code was used for
this example (included on the CD with comments) but any server-side scripting
will do. If you want to use JavaScript to enhance the switch, a good starting
place would be 24ways.org/2005/introducing-udasss.

With a little care and attention it’s possible to structure your code in
an effective way in order to provide all the styling needed to build a useful
style-switcher. You can provide four layout and colour variations with minimal
code and effort. Why not give it a go yourself? Your users will love you for it!
The live style-switcher example can be found at style-switcher.nomensa.com.
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style-switchers without mentioning
the BBC's My Web, My Way
website. The site has a useful
style-switcher and offers a wealth
of information to users on how to
use their technology.

management system uses a similar
style-switcher to that described in
this tutorial. High contrast/dark
background and high contrast/light
background schemes are offered as
alternatives to the default colours.

over the age of 50, so its text-
resize widget is a useful inclusion.
However this only provides a
limited range of options, and a
style-switcher could enhance users
experience further.
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