
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 



Screen Reader
Summary:

Screen reader testing using macOS VoiceOver revealed several usability 
barriers. Announced output was frequently verbose or redundant, and key fields 
such as "To" and "From" were not consistently identified. Email body content was 

largely unread, with VoiceOver announcing only interactive elements such as 
links. On macOS, instructions for interacting with content frames were unclear, 
and activating those frames did not produce meaningful output. These findings 

indicate that Thunderbird's screen reader experience requires refinement to 
deliver clear, relevant, and navigable feedback for VoiceOver users.



Screen Reader Testing (macOS Voiceover)
VoiceOver provides verbose and context-heavy output after search operations (see Images 3a–3d in full study)

● VO announces metadata and structural information (e.g., “window savory, insertion on word: savory…”) in addition to user-facing content
○ User Impact: Excessive or technical speech output can be jarring and reduce comprehension, increasing cognitive load for 

screen reader users. This may obscure primary task information and reduce usability.
○ Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | VoiceOver
○ Priority:  HIGH   

Message metadata (“to” and “from”) is not explicitly announced during navigation (see Images 4a/4b and 3b–3d in full study)

● VO does not clearly label message direction when tabbing or clicking fields
○ User Impact: Users may be uncertain whether they are viewing sent or received messages, reducing orientation and message 

context understanding. This limits accessibility for screen reader workflows.
○ Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | VoiceOver
○ Priority:  HIGH   

VoiceOver does not announce the “preferences” element even when selected (see Image 6c in full study)

● UI element lacks audible announcement despite interaction
○ User Impact: Screen reader users cannot confirm element focus or access preferences via auditory feedback, reducing 

accessibility and navigation confidence.
○ Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | VoiceOver
○ Priority:  HIGH   



Screen Reader Testing (macOS Voiceover)
VoiceOver does not read message body content when navigating email content (only reads links during tab navigation) (see 
Images 5a–5e)

● VO announces structural elements but omits message body content outside interactive links
○ User Impact: Screen reader users cannot access email content in non-link regions, limiting message comprehension 

and usability. While promotional/ad emails often use sandboxed content (a common pattern), handwritten emails should 
surface readable message text. This suggests inconsistent content accessibility.

○ Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.2 | Thunderbird 146.0.1 | VoiceOver
○ Priority:  HIGH   

VoiceOver interaction with content frames does not surface readable message content (announces “scroll area” only) (see 
Images 5a–5d)

● Content frame is identified as a scroll area but message body text is not announced
○ User Impact: Screen reader users cannot access message content within the frame, limiting information accessibility 

and usability. This represents a content exposure issue rather than cosmetic feedback.
○ Environment: macOS Tahoe 26.0 | Thunderbird 143.0.1 | VoiceOver
○ Priority:  HIGH   (access to core content is required for accessibility)



Study Notes & 
Observations



 
Screen Reader 
Compatibility



3a Voice Over and Thunderbird - unnecessary verbiage ˿global search bar̀



3b Voice Over and Thunderbird - unnecessary verbiage ˿on “From:”̀



3c Voice Over and Thunderbird - unnecessary verbiage ˿on “To:”̀



3d Voice Over and Thunderbird - unnecessary verbiage ˿on “Repy to:”̀



4a Voice Over and Thunderbird - reading 
who the message is from

4b Voice Over and Thunderbird - 
reading who the message is to



5a Voice Over - Step #1 - Clicked on 
content frame to read message, and VO 
read the message banner title instead

5b Voice Over - Step #2 - After 
clicking on content frame to read 

message, VO said following:



5c Voice Over - Step #3 - After using 
command, VO (usually) says following :

**still does not read aloud message content despite 
clicking/scrolling/tabbing through content

5d Voice Over - Step #3 - After using 
command, VO (sometimes) says following :

**still does not read aloud message content despite 
clicking/scrolling/tabbing through content



5e  Thunderbird - not reading message body  



6a Voice Over and Thunderbird - if text is in image, reads some (but not entire message) 



6b Voice Over and Thunderbird - if text is in image, reads some (but not entire message) – 
**in this image, it read the title of the email instead of the reviews



6c Cannot select “preferences” to be read via screen reader only title or body of message 
(even when using mouse)



Screen Reader: Pros
● Security -- Tells you password won’t be read out loud in voice over

○ Last updated: 10/31/25
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.0 / Thunderbird App 143.0.1
○ VoiceOver (Tahoe 26.0)

● will read “banner- subject…” for subject line (however, unsure if “banner” is necessary/expected pattern for subject line)
○ Last updated: 10/31/25
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.0 / Thunderbird App 143.0.1
○ VoiceOver (Tahoe 26.0)

● will read state if you have already visited a link before so you know if you have visited it before (see image 5d)
○ Last updated: 11/4/25
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.0 / Thunderbird App 143.0.1
○ VoiceOver (Tahoe 26.0)



 

Comparing Thunderbird to  
Gmail

 



 

Screen Reader
(Gmail)



10a VoiceOver: Gmail vs. Thunderbird  



10b  Test Email: Gmail  



10c  Email Selection: Thunderbird  



Screen Reader Observations (compared to GMAIL)
)

● Gmail reads more naturally than TB (see image 10a) – TB read this as “Ancestry - Lesser than - ancestry@email.ancestry.com - 
Greater than - …”

○ Last updated: 1/5/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Safari 26.2
○ VoiceOver

● Have to select each word individually in the “to” and “from” section  to have it read to me, but able to select the message body itself 
and it reads the whole message at once (see image 10b)

○ Last updated: 1/5/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Safari 26.2
○ VoiceOver

● Strange verbiage in TB, (e.g.“row, inbox, table/column/rows” etc…)  (see image 10c) 
○ Last updated: 1/5/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Safari 26.2
○ VoiceOver

mailto:ancestry@email.ancestry.com


 

Comparing Thunderbird to  
Outlook

 



 

Screen Reader
(Outlook)



13a VO on Outlook - does not read selected text if in image



13b VO on Outlook - correctly reads message title & content (if not presented in image 
format)



13c VO after Search - more meaningful text



13d  VO and links



13e  Outlook properly tells me To/From



13f  Outlook reads out “table, column, etc…)



Screen Reader Observations (compared to OUTLOOK)
● Outlook also does not read emails if the text is inside an image (see image 13a)

○ Last updated: 1/6/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Firefox 146.0.1
○ Mac Air Built-In Keyboard

● Outlook correctly reads message title in VO(see image 13b)
○ Last updated: 1/6/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Firefox 146.0.1
○ Mac Air Built-In Keyboard

● Outlook has more meaningful feedback when using search bar (see image 13c)
○ Last updated: 1/6/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Firefox 146.0.1
○ Mac Air Built-In Keyboard

● Outlook will read what a  link says, but not where it takes you - I am unable to get VO to read the message itself, so semantics of actual 
message is lost. TB does this as well on some links (e.g. “subscribe” or “click here”, but other text is more meaningful) (see image 13d)

○ Last updated: 1/6/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Firefox 146.0.1
○ Mac Air Built-In Keyboard



Screen Reader Observations (compared to OUTLOOK)
● Outlook properly announces to/from (see image 13e)

○ Last updated: 1/6/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Firefox 146.0.1
○ Mac Air Built-In Keyboard

● Outlook will also read out things like “tables, rows”, etc…  like TB (see image 13f)
○ Last updated: 1/6/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Firefox 146.0.1
○ Mac Air Built-In Keyboard

● Outlook has more meaningful feedback when using search bar (see image 13c)
○ Last updated: 1/6/26
○ MacOS Tahoe 26.2 / Thunderbird App 146.0.1  || Firefox 146.0.1
○ Mac Air Built-In Keyboard


