
 

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 

○ **Voice control analysis is currently on hold

Additionally, I included observations I 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 



Navigational Focus
Summary:

During testing on macOS with keyboard navigation enabled, I observed difficulty 
selecting individual emails, and there was no visible highlight to indicate the 

current focus point, making it unclear where the focus was located. Additionally, 
after using the Global Search bar, the interface immediately placed me into 

Quick Search, which was disorienting and slightly disruptive to workflow. While 
these behaviors were specific to this test instance and may not be consistent 

across all users or systems, they highlight potential accessibility challenges for 
keyboard-only navigation.



Navigation Focus Conflict (macOS)
Focus & Keyboard Navigation Conflict 

● Enabling macOS “keyboard navigation” periodically conflicts with result selection, preventing individual email selection
● Behavior appears consistent with a known macOS focus-handling issue observed across applications

○ User Impact: Keyboard-only users cannot efficiently interact with search results, reducing accessibility and workflow efficiency. 
Behavior suggests systemic focus management challenges rather than application-specific failure.

○ Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard
○ Priority:  HIGH   

Interactive elements do not consistently display a highlighted focus state, making active selection unclear

● Focus visibility issues reduce navigational orientation and user confidence in keyboard workflows
○ User Impact: Users navigating via keyboard may struggle to identify the active element, increasing cognitive load and reducing 

usability.
○ Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard
○ Priority:  HIGH   

After global search interaction, focus shifts immediately to quick search

● Unexpected focus movement introduces additional navigation steps and interrupts workflow
○ User Impact: Flow disruption increases task completion time and reduces interaction efficiency.
○ Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | MacBook Air built-in keyboard
○ Priority:  HIGH   



Study Notes & 
Observations



 Navigational Focus



1a Navigational flow from initial start up using keyboard navigation
**consistent recurrences of this throughout keyboard navigation



1b Navigational flow after searching for subject



Navigational Focus: Pros
● Highlighted states are prominent in both light and dark mode 

○ **subjective observation, have not used tools to check compliance ratios; 
○ Nice to have: would be nice to have an option to make highlighted states more visible, such as making them “bolder” or the 

option to change the highlighted states to different colors (currently light mode uses blue and dark mode uses orange, there 
are people who are color blind to both of these colors- highlighted states would just appear absent of color or dull  to them)

○ Last updated: 1/5/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1
○ Mac Air Built-In Keyboard



 

Comparing Thunderbird to  
Gmail

 



 

Navigational Focus 
(Gmail)



7a Highlighted states in Gmail  



7b Highlighted states in Thunderbird light theme



7c Highlighted states in Thunderbird light theme



7d Highlighted states in Thunderbird dark theme



8a Thunderbird light/dark mode



8b Thunderbird light/dark mode



8c Thunderbird light/dark mode



Navigational Focus Observations (compared to GMAIL)
● Thunderbird’s highlighted states of interactivity (both in light and dark theme)  are much more visible than Gmail (currently have a 

picture theme on Gmail, did not check their basic themes- doesn’t really matter since TB seems good- this observation is subjective, I 
did not run the TB colors through AXE to see if they are WCAG compliant yet)  (see images 7a-7c)

○ Last updated: 11/19/25
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.0 / Thunderbird App 143.0.1 || Firefox 145.0.2
○ Mac Air Built-in Keyboard

● Thunderbird does an awesome job of implementing light/dark mode- provides examples of what it would look like before applying 
changes and includes options to improve visibility by customizing colors (see images 8a-8d)

○ Last updated: 11/19/25
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.0 / Thunderbird App 143.0.1  || Firefox 145.0.2
○ Mac Air Built-in Keyboard



 

Comparing Thunderbird to  
Outlook

 



 

Navigational Focus 
(Outlook)



11a Outlook highlighted states of interactivity (on “focused”)



11b Outlook Global Search- highlights keyword 



11c Thunderbird Global Search- does NOT highlight keyword 



11d Navigational Flow Outlook requires excessive tabbing to access email content



Navigational Focus Observations (compared to OUTLOOK)
● Similar to Gmail, I had difficulty seeing highlighted states of interactivity; additionally, they were inconsistent- some had a grey shadow with 

black border, others had white border that blended with rest of UI
○ Last updated: 1/5/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Safari 26.2
○ Mac Air Built-In Keyboard

● Outlook does a better job of highlighting search results  (see images 11b for Outlook and 11c for TB)
○ Last updated: 1/5/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Safari 26.2
○ Mac Air Built-In Keyboard


