Thunderbird Study:
Search Bar




Scope of Study

This accessibility study was conducted between September 2025 - January 2026.

The purpose of this study is to observe both pros and flaws in Thunderbird’s accessibility features for its users, including but not limited to the
following when using the Global Search Bar:

Navigational Focus
Keyboard Navigation
Screen Reader
Voice Control
o **Voice control analysis is currently on hold

Additionally, | included observations | had when opening and responding to emails after using the global search bar as this was my next
expected behavior of a user.

A comparison to other a11y-focused platforms (such as Gmail and Outlook) was completed to observe established patterns of accessibility
users have come to expect.

It is important to note that users are as diverse as the systems they use to navigate computers; many use a combination of these accessibility
features to use Thunderbird, so an inability to operate something without the use of a mouse is a critical flaw.



Flaws / Areas of
Improvement



Keyboard Control

Summary:

During keyboard-only testing of Thunderbird’s Global Search and email
workflows, | observed several accessibility challenges. Excessive tabbing was
required to navigate to emails, and the Enter key did not always open messages.
After replying, the text editor was sometimes inaccessible, and new windows
opened unexpectedly, increasing cognitive load. Arrow keys only scrolled the
page rather than selecting emails, and switching between mouse and keyboard
often disrupted focus. These findings highlight opportunities to improve keyboard
navigation, focus management, and workflow consistency across testing
environments.



Keyboard Interaction & Navigation [mac(S)

Excessive tabbing required to navigate to emails after using search and opening an email

e Navigation flow requires multiple tab stops before reaching interactive results (see navigational flow Image 1a in full study)
o  User Impact: Increased interaction cost and task completion time for keyboard users reduces efficiency and usability of

search navigation.
o  Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard

o Priority: Rl
Global search results do not open emails with the Space/Enter key (click interaction required)

e Keyboard activation via Enter is nonfunctional for result selection
o  User Impact: Keyboard-only workflows are disrupted, requiring mouse interaction and reducing accessibility.
o  Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard
o  Priority:

After replying to a message, focus does not return to the text editor or controls

e Unable to access text editor, send button, or exit message using keyboard navigation (see Image 2c in full study)
o  User Impact: Keyboard users cannot complete messaging workflows, representing a significant usability and
accessibility barrier.
o  Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard

o Priority: §gl{€];]



Keyboard Interaction & Navigation [mac(S)

New window creation after search requires mouse-based closure

° Keyboard navigation cannot close search windows or return to prior context (see Image 2e in full study)
o User Impact: Flow disruption and additional interaction steps increase cognitive load and reduce usability for keyboard users.
o Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard

o Priority: [f<y
Unnecessary tabbing and arrow key behavior prevents efficient result selection after search

° Arrow keys scroll the page instead of selecting results; result selection requires tab navigation
o User Impact: Keyboard users cannot quickly navigate result lists or recover if an item is skipped, reducing workflow efficiency and
usability. Gmail and Outlook use arrow navigation for result selection, creating inconsistent interaction models.
o Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard

o  Priority: m
New search actions create additional windows that require mouse-based closure

° Keyboard navigation cannot close search windows or return to prior context (see Image 2e)
o User Impact: Flow disruption and reliance on mouse interaction increases cognitive load and reduces accessibility for

keyboard-only users.
o Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard

o Priority: [fy



Keyboard Interaction & Navigation [mac(S)

Single-key navigation is difficult to discover or activate, limiting keyboard workflow efficiency

e  Single-key navigation could not be reliably enabled despite guidance; emails cannot be opened with “O” or “Enter”
o  User Impact: Keyboard-only workflows are constrained, reducing accessibility and user productivity. This limits support

for users relying on simplified navigation models.

o  Priority: [}

Tab navigation flow does not efficiently reach search results, leaving focus within the search context and requiring additional
tab steps (see Images 9a-9b in full study)

e  Focus remains within the search interface and does not immediately surface result items, requiring extra tab

interactions to reach selectable results
o  User Impact: Keyboard users must perform extra navigation to reach results, reducing efficiency and usability of search
workflows. This increases interaction cost compared to models where results are immediately accessible.
o  Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard

o  Priority: [§l[c]



Keyboard Interaction & Navigation [mac(S)

Global Search (replying to email): Pop-ups block keyboard access to preferences, requiring mouse interaction (see Image 2a in full
study)

° Pop-up blocking prevents keyboard navigation into preferences or settings, forcing interaction via mouse
o User Impact: Keyboard users cannot access settings or preferences via navigation workflows, reducing accessibility and
workflow efficiency. Mouse dependency breaks keyboard-first interaction models.
o Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard
o Priority: IMID

Keyboard focus becomes unstable when switching between mouse and keyboard navigation

° Navigation state is lost after input method changes, requiring application restart or mouse reactivation to continue interaction
o User Impact: Navigation context is lost, requiring application restart or mouse reactivation to continue interaction. This disrupts
workflows and reduces usability for keyboard users.
o Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard
o Priority: IMID

Global search tabbing skips filter controls, limiting interaction to mouse-only workflows (see Image 2c in full study)

° Tab order bypasses filter elements, preventing keyboard access to refinement controls
o User Impact: Keyboard users cannot access filters or refine results, reducing search efficiency and accessibility. Workarounds
increase interaction cost and decrease usability.
o Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard
o Priority: IMID



Study Notes &
Observations



Keyboard Control
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P After using “enter” to reply to an email, brings me to #1 on the page - tabbing/nav arrows take me to #2 and #3, but I am unable to edit the
top portion of the email where things like “to/from” and text editor is
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Pl After using a mouse to close out of message, I am able to use nav arrows and enter to interact with options
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m | can navigate between tabs using keyboard control, but unable to close them out
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mThunderbird Font Sizes
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Keyboard Control (Tabbing/Nav. Arrows): Pros

e Able to use standard keyboard navigation between most areas to interact with emails and use global search bar (with some
exceptions, detailed in “Keyboard Control: Flaws”)
o Last updated: 1/5/26
o MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1
o Mac Air Built-In Keyboard

° Radio Buttons and Filters- focus remains on section when tabbing, and can change focus state using navigational arrows and select
filters using “enter”
o Last updated: 1/5/26
o MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1
o Mac Air Built-In Keyboard



Comparing Thunderbird to
Gmail




Keyboard Control
(Gmail)



PG mail keyboard control after using global search bar
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¥ Thunderbird keyboard control after using global search bar
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Keyboard Control Observations (compared to GMAIL

e  Tabbing navigation seems to “flow” better in Gmail (see images 9a-9b)
° Last updated: 11/19/25
° MacOS Tahoe 26.0 / Thunderbird App 143.0.1 || Firefox 145.0.2
° Mac Air Built-in Keyboard

e Able to tab through MOST of editing options on Gmail with tab/ nav arrows (e.g. send, exit, etc.) - BUT still can’t access text editor;
maybe | am doing something wrong with this as well, need to research more
° Last updated: 11/15/25
e MacOS Tahoe 26.0 / Thunderbird App 143.0.1 || Firefox 145.0.2
° Mac Air Built-in Keyboard



Keyboard Control Observations (compared to GMAIL

e  Able to tab through MOST of editing options on Gmail with tab/ nav arrows (e.g. send, exit, etc.) - BUT still can’t access text editor;
maybe | am doing something wrong with this as well, need to research more
e Last updated: 11/15/25
e  MacOS Tahoe 26.0 / Thunderbird App 143.0.1 || Firefox 145.0.2
° Mac Air Built-in Keyboard



Comparing Thunderbird to
Outlook




Keyboard Control
(Outlook)



IEPROutlook offers a “skip to” option when activating keyboard control
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Microsoft account security info verification

security info

Recently, you verified the security info on the Microsoft account
mc**i@outlook.com. This was a periodic security check which only happens if
you haven't used a security code recently. You won't need to provide a code
every time you sign in.

It's important to keep the security info associated with your account correct and
up-to-date. We'll never use this info to spam you or for any marketing purposes
— it's only to verify your identity if there's ever a problem with your account.

To learn more or contact support, click here. Your
softest
skin
ever.

Three luxe textures
for silky, Vanilla
Cashmere skin.

To opt out or change where you receive security notifications, click here.

Thanks,
The Microsoft account team
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Keyboard Control Observations (compared to OUTLOOK,

e  Once on Outlook emails, | am immediately able to use nav arrows to select emails (in TB you select emails using Tab, which is a
problem if you want to go back “up” to an email — you have to tab all the way through to return)
o Last updated: 1/5/26
o  MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1 || 145.0.2
o Mac Air Built-In Keyboard

° Outlook does not automatically begin in the top left of website - | had to tab through all of my browser options several times to finally get to
Outlook and attempt to view emails (see image 11d)
o Last updated: 1/6/26
o MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1 || Firefox 146.0.1
o Mac Air Built-In Keyboard

° After searching on Outlook | am immediately brought to emails, able to use nav arrows and enter to go between emails; in TB, using nav
arrows scrolls the page, tabbing is only way to interact with emails
o Last updated: 1/6/26
o MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1 || Firefox 146.0.1
o Mac Air Built-In Keyboard



