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Summary

Most organisations hold a large backlog of PDFs that has built up over many years.
Many are out of date, duplicated, or inaccessible. Leaders often only discover the scale
of this when asked to report on compliance. The core issue is a lack of clarity. Without a
complete and current inventory, it is difficult to know what is published, whether it meets
requirements, or where the real exposure sits. This leaves executives signing off with
limited visibility and little confidence in the underlying detail.

Automation and Al change this. By inventorying and assessing PDFs in minutes rather
than months, organisations can see what exists, what is non-compliant, and what needs
attention first. In most estates, this shift alone drives an improvement of 80 percent or
more in compliance readiness because the high-volume, high-risk issues surface
immediately. Perfection is unrealistic, but rapid identification and prioritisation allow
teams to focus on what matters instead of spending weeks searching for documents or
running manual checks. This restores clarity and reduces wasted effort.

The same approach improves accessibility for visitors, whatever their capability.
Automated checks highlight documents that block access, and visitor support tools
make content easier to use. Combined, this gives executives a clearer line of sight
across their estate and a structured way to manage compliance as an ongoing
discipline. The result is simple. Better clarity. Greater confidence. And a practical,
technology led answer to a problem that traditional methods cannot solve at scale.



Introduction

The PDF Backlog and Compliance Mandate: Organizations today face a
growing backlog of PDF documents a “PDF sprawl” accumulated over years —
now subject to strict accessibility and transparency requirements.

Regulations (for example, the ADA’s 2024 rule in the U.S.) explicitly require
digital documents like PDFs to meet web content standards within set
timelines[1]. This creates an urgent challenge: how to bring decades’ worth of
PDFs into compliance without crippling budgets or sacrificing information
transparency[2].

Consequences of Poor PDF Management: Unmanaged PDF sprawl carries
serious consequences. Inaccessible PDFs hurt search engine optimization and
discovery, as their content is harder for both users and search engines to index,
reducing transparency|3].

They often deliver a poor user experience, PDFs aren’t always mobile-friendly,
require excessive zooming and scrolling, and can frustrate users of assistive
technologies with inconsistent reading order and lack of adaptability[4][5]. The
cost of remediating PDFs for accessibility is high (often $27-%75 per page), and if
standards update, the same files might need costly rework|[6]. Legal and
compliance risks are also significant: failure to provide accessible content
exposes organizations to lawsuits, fines, and reputational damage under laws
like ADA, Section 508, and similar regulations[7].

Some organizations have responded by simply removing non-compliant PDFs,
but this approach can backfire when information disappears, users may feel
things are being hidden, eroding public trust[8].

Limitations of Legacy Manual Approaches: Traditional approaches; manual
audits, one-time remediation projects, or relying on outdated content
management practices are proving inadequate against the scale of the PDF
backlog. Manually fixing thousands of PDFs is simply not feasible within typical
staffing and budget constraints[9].

One-off fixes cannot keep up with ongoing content changes or the continuous
evolution of accessibility standards. Issues like broken links, outdated
information, or new non-compliant content can slip through the cracks if there
isn’'t a systematic, ongoing process. In short, a reactive or piecemeal strategy
falls short of ensuring long-term compliance and usability.

The Case for Automation and Continuous Oversight: To sustainably manage
large volumes of content and meet compliance goals, organizations are turning
to automation and continuous oversight.

Modern tools underpinned by Al can scan vast repositories of documents, flag
accessibility issues, auto-tag headings and images, and even remediate files at
scale in minutes rather than years[10].

Implementing structured, periodic content reviews (continuous content
assessment) ensures that both new and existing content is regularly checked
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and updated to meet standards[11]. This proactive, ongoing oversight not only
maintains compliance but also improves content quality (well-structured
accessible content is more SEO-friendly, improving visibility[12]) and catches
problems like broken links or errors before they impact users.

Automation doesn’t replace human judgment rather, it handles the heavy lifting
so that human experts can focus on nuanced issues, resulting in a sustainable
‘human-in-the-loop” model of quality control.

Holistic Solution — CCA and Visitor-Focused Delivery: The optimal path
forward combines Continuous Content Assessment (CCA) with a visitor-
focused delivery approach.

CCA is an automated service that periodically audits published content for issues
checking pages and documents as a user would experience them and creates
workflow tasks for content managers to fix problems like broken links, missing alt
text, or compliance errors[13]. It provides continuous oversight so content quality
doesn’t degrade over time.

Complementing this, a Visitor Experience Panel puts the end-user at the
center: it's a tool on the website that allows visitors to adjust how content is
presented to suit their needs (for example, changing text size or contrast, or
enabling a text-to-speech voice-over)[14][15].

Much like a customizable settings menu, this panel ensures that once content is
compliant, it's also consumable — every visitor, including those with visual or
cognitive impairments, can effectively access and interact with the information.
Together, continuous content assessment and a visitor-focused interface ensure
that digital content is both governed for quality and delivered for optimal user
experience, achieving sustainable compliance and better service to the public.
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The Challenge of PDF Sprawl and Compliance

Over years of digital publishing, many organizations (from government agencies to large
enterprises) have accumulated tens of thousands of PDF files on their websites. This
PDF sprawl often happened unchecked PDFs became a convenient way to share
reports, forms, guides, and scanned documents. For example, the UK government’s
central website, GOV.UK, was found to host around 200,000 PDFs as of a few years
ago, with tens of thousands more added each month[16]. The result is a huge backlog
of content in PDF format, much of it is not optimized for the web or accessibility.

Today, these legacy documents have come under new scrutiny due to compliance
mandates. Accessibility regulations around the world now explicitly include PDFs and
other documents, not just traditional web pages. In the U.S., a 2024 Department of
Justice rule clarified that under the ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act), public
websites and digital content (including PDFs) must meet the Web Content Accessibility
Guidelines (WCAG 2.1 AA) by set deadlines (April 2026 for larger public entities, and
2027 for smaller ones[1]).

Similarly, many other jurisdictions (the EU, UK, Canada, etc.) have laws requiring that
online documents be accessible or face penalties[17][18]. In short, every PDF that
remains online is expected to offer the same level of accessibility as a normal webpage.

The compliance clock is ticking, and organizations are asking: How do we tackle
decades of PDF content in time? Simply put, the scale of the task is enormous.
Converting or fixing a single PDF to meet accessibility standards can be labor-intensive
— it requires adding proper tags for headings and reading order, writing alternative text
for images, ensuring tables are coded correctly, and more. Specialists note that making
a PDF accessible is a painstaking process requiring specific software and expertise[19].
Doing this for a handful of files is one thing; doing it for thousands of PDFs is another
matter entirely.

For most teams, manually remediating such a large backlog on a tight timeline is
“simply not feasible” with available staff and budget[9]. The challenge is compounded by
the fact that new PDFs might still be coming in, and internal pressures (like limited web
publishing tools or habits of content creators) mean the sprawl can continue if not
addressed.

The risk of failing to manage this PDF backlog is twofold: non-compliance (with
potential legal consequences) and lost content value. Organizations can’t ignore the
compliance aspect regulators and disability rights groups are increasing enforcement,
and non-compliance can lead to lawsuits or fines, as we’ll explore. But at the same time,
simply removing or archiving away all those PDFs to “solve” the problem isn’t a real
solution; it undermines transparency and public access to information. The challenge,
therefore, is to find a way to bring this sprawl under control ensuring PDFs (or their
content) are accessible and up to date — without burning out the organization’s
resources or hiding important information.

Consequences of Poor PDF Content Management

Failing to properly manage and modernize PDF content creates a cascade of issues
that affect both the organization and its audiences. Key consequences include:
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User Experience and Accessibility Breakdown: PDF files provide a notably
inferior user experience on the web. Unlike responsive HTML pages, PDFs do
not reflow or adapt to different screen sizes, making mobile viewing a frustrating
exercise in pinching, zooming, and excessive scrolling[20]. Many PDFs were
originally designed for print or offline use, so on-screen they often appear as
static pages ill-suited to how people read online[21]. For users with disabilities,
these problems are magnified.

Even when a PDF is nominally “accessible,” there is no guarantee it will work
smoothly with every combination of assistive technology, browser, and
device[22]. Common actions like adjusting text size or contrast trivial on a web
page can be difficult or impossible with a PDF, since the content is essentially
locked down in a fixed layout[5].

In short, a poorly managed PDF backlog means many site visitors are confronted
with content that is hard to read, navigate, or interact with, leading to frustration
or exclusion of those users.

Search Engine Visibility and SEO Losses: Content buried in PDFs is generally
less discoverable than content on standard webpages. Search engines can index
text in PDFs to some extent, but PDFs lack the structured HTML markup that
helps engines understand content context and relevance.

Accessible, well-structured HTML content tends to rank better and is more easily
found by users. By sticking with old PDFs, organizations may be missing out on
search engine optimization (SEO) benefits essentially becoming less visible to
the public. In contrast, when content is properly formatted in HTML with
accessibility in mind, it's searchable and discoverable, improving transparency
and SEO performance[3]. Poor PDF management can thus silently reduce the
reach and impact of an organization’s information.

High Maintenance Costs: PDFs that aren’t managed properly incur significant
hidden costs. Making a single PDF accessible after the fact can cost on the order
of tens or even hundreds of dollars for long documents, once you account for
specialist time or outsourcing remediation (estimates often range $27-%75 per
page to remediate manually)[23]. If an organization has thousands of PDFs, the
math becomes daunting.

Moreover, accessibility is not a one-and-done effort as standards evolve (for
instance, WCAG 2.2 and future versions are always on the horizon), which
means a PDF that was “fixed” today might need to be revisited tomorrow. As one
analysis noted, remediation is often a one-time fix; if standards change, you
might have to remediate the same files again, essentially doubling the cost for
the same content[24]. Without a better strategy, organizations face either an
ever-growing expense to continuously patch PDFs or the risk of falling out of
compliance over time.

Legal and Compliance Risks: Digital accessibility is a civil right issue, and
ignoring it can lead to serious legal trouble. Around the world, businesses and
public entities are being held accountable for ensuring people with disabilities
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have equal access to online information. Inaccessible PDFs can trigger lawsuits,
regulatory enforcement, and penalties.

Under the ADA and other laws, plaintiffs have increasingly argued that PDFs on
websites must be accessible, and courts have agreed — leading to settlements
and fines in the tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars in some cases[25][26].
Beyond direct fines, there’s reputational risk: no organization wants to be known
for excluding part of the public.

Regulations like the EU’s Accessibility Act or the UK'’s public sector accessibility
regulations further underscore that non-compliance is not optional[27][28]. Thus,
poor PDF management that leaves accessibility gaps is not just an IT or content
problem it’s a legal liability and a risk to an organization’s reputation and mission.

e Erosion of Trust and Transparency: One reaction some organizations have
had to the PDF compliance problem is simply to purge or hide the troublesome
files. While this might reduce compliance exposure in the short term, it can
severely undermine public trust.

Important documents that were once available might suddenly vanish from the
website, leading users to suspect information is being withheld. Indeed, when
governments quietly remove large numbers of PDFs to avoid remediation costs
or penalties, residents can easily assume the worst that the agency is hiding
information even if the true intent was benign[8]. This perception can damage
credibility and transparency.

An agency or company that genuinely values openness will recognize that how
you handle your PDF backlog sends a message: are you committed to making
information available to all, or are you trimming away content at the expense of
transparency? Poor content management puts organizations in the
uncomfortable position of choosing between compliance and openness; a lose-
lose for public confidence.

In summary, leaving the PDF backlog unmanaged (or managing it poorly) exacts a high
price: frustrated users, lost visibility, escalating costs, legal peril, and diminished trust.
These consequences make it clear that “do nothing” or “do the bare minimum” is not a
viable path. The next question is how to tackle the problem effectively.
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Why Legacy Manual Approaches Fall Short

Addressing the PDF sprawl problem is easier said than done, especially if relying on
traditional methods. Historically, organizations have tried a variety of approaches to
wrangle their content libraries from manual audits and content inventories to delegating
fixes out to each department or simply responding to complaints as they arise.
Unfortunately, when it comes to a large-scale and continually evolving challenge like
digital content compliance, legacy approaches often fall short:

Scale and Labor Intensity: Manual remediation and review might work for a
small set of documents, but it breaks down at scale. Many public-sector
organizations and companies have tens of thousands of PDFs online.

Going file by file, page by page, to check and fix accessibility issues could
literally take years of effort if done entirely by hand. Most teams do not have that
kind of time or manpower available.

As noted, for many organizations it is “simply not feasible” to manually remediate
thousands of PDFs within existing budgets or staff capacity[9]. The sheer volume
overwhelms manual processes, leading to either incomplete efforts or burnout.

One-Time Audits vs. Ongoing Change: A common strategy is to conduct a
one-off accessibility audit or a big push to fix known issues. While audits are
useful for a snapshot, they represent a moment in time.

Content ecosystems are dynamic new documents get published, websites
undergo redesigns, external links change or break, and standards get updated.
Without a continuous process, a website could pass an audit in January and be
out of compliance by July due to new PDFs being added or previously fixed files
slipping out of date.

Legacy approaches often lack a mechanism for continuous monitoring. They
catch issues once (or periodically), but there’s no guarantee those issues won'’t
recur or new ones won’t emerge.

In effect, manual approaches can be like trying to empty a flooding boat with a
bucket: you might bail some water out, but without a pump (automation) the
water keeps coming in.

Siloed Responsibility and Human Error: Often, responsibility for PDF content
is diffuse each department might upload PDFs with little central oversight.
Relying on dozens of individuals to manually check accessibility boxes every
time is unreliable; things get missed, especially when people are busy or not fully
trained in accessibility.

Legacy content management might not enforce standards (for example, an old
CMS may not prompt for accessibility checks, or content owners might not even
be aware of requirements).

Humans are prone to error, and without automated checks, simple mistakes like
a missing alt text or an incorrectly tagged heading can slip through and persist
indefinitely. Moreover, when issues are discovered, manual processes make it
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harder to assign and track fixes a broken link or inaccessible PDF might sit
unfixed simply because there wasn’t a clear system to catch and route that issue
to someone who can address it.

¢ Slow Response to External Changes: Some content problems aren’t internally
generated at all they arise because the web is interconnected. For instance, a
PDF might contain links to an external website or resource.

Over time, that external content could move or be removed, creating broken links
in your PDF. A manual approach might not notice this until a user complains.

Similarly, if assistive technology software updates in a way that breaks how it
reads your PDFs, manual processes likely won'’t catch that quickly. Essentially,
legacy approaches lack agility, they can’t continuously adapt to the changing
environment.

This can leave an organization always a step behind, reacting to problems after
they’ve impacted users or triggered compliance issues.

In light of these limitations, it's evident that a more robust strategy is needed — one that
can handle scale, continuity, and consistency. The good news is that technology
offers a path forward through automation and smarter content governance.



The Need for Automation and Continuous Oversight

Achieving sustainable digital compliance and a high-quality user experience calls for
moving beyond manual, ad-hoc efforts to an approach centered on automation and
continuous oversight. This isn’t about replacing humans, but rather empowering
content teams with tools and processes that can manage the heavy workload and
repetitive checks automatically, flagging issues for human attention when needed.
Here’s why automation and structured, ongoing oversight have become an imperative:

Handling Scale with Automation: Modern Al-powered tools can audit and
process a volume of content in hours that would take humans years. For
example, there are systems that can crawl through large document repositories
or website sections and automatically detect accessibility issues; missing tags,
insufficient contrast, lack of alt text on images, etc. generating reports or even
fixing straightforward issues on the fly.

According to recent industry insights, these tools can “audit large repositories
and flag accessibility issues,” auto-tag structural elements, generate missing alt
text, and scale remediation across thousands of files in minutes[10]. This kind of
capability is game-changing when facing a huge PDF backlog. Rather than
cherry-picking a few PDFs to fix, organizations can address the entire library,
prioritizing the most critical content, and systematically work through it with
machine speed. The result is a dramatic reduction in the time and cost required
to reach baseline compliance.

Continuous Content Assessment (Periodic Review): Automation isn’t a one-
shot deal its real value shines when used for continuous monitoring.
Implementing a structured, periodic review process means that instead of
waiting for the next big audit (or a complaint or lawsuit), the organization is
checking its content on an ongoing schedule.

This concept is often referred to as continuous content assessment. It involves
regularly scanning published pages and documents (say, weekly or monthly) to
catch issues like broken links, accessibility errors, or performance problems
before they accumulate[13].

By having an automated service run these checks in the background, content
managers receive a steady stream of insights and can fix issues proactively.

Crucially, this ensures that once compliance is achieved, it is maintained over
time, compliance stops being a project with an end date and becomes an
ingrained practice. As one guidance framework noted, regular content
assessments help organizations sustain compliance, fostering a more inclusive
and discoverable digital presence continuously[12].

Improved Quality, SEO, and User Trust: An automated, continuous approach
doesn’t just prevent negative outcomes — it actively creates positive ones. When
every piece of content is routinely evaluated and improved, the overall quality of
the site rises.
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Accessibility fixes often align with general quality improvements (cleaner code,
better structure), which can enhance site performance and SEO. In fact, making
content accessible and well-structured tends to make it more understandable to
search engines, potentially boosting search rankings and broadening audience
reach[12]. Users also notice when a site “just works.” Fewer broken links and a
smoother experience translate into higher satisfaction.

Over time, committing to continuous oversight builds trust: users learn that they
can rely on the site’s content to be up-to-date and usable. Internally, this
approach also builds a culture of quality — content creators know that their work
will be checked and refined, which encourages best practices from the start (a
virtuous cycle of quality).

¢ Resource Optimization: Automation handles the repetitive grunt work crawling
pages, checking code against standards, converting formats which frees up
human experts to focus on what they do best.

Instead of spending hours manually testing pages or fixing the same issue
across dozens of PDFs, staff can concentrate on complex cases and strategic
decisions (like deciding which content should be converted to HTML or removed
altogether, or improving how information is presented).

This human+machine partnership is often called a “human-in-the-loop” model.
The Al or tool does the initial heavy lifting, and humans review and perfect the
results[29]. Such a model ensures that automation’s speed doesn’t come at the
cost of accuracy or empathy humans are still there to ensure solutions make
sense and truly meet user needs. Importantly, by reducing manual drudgery,
automation can also alleviate the burnout and backlogs that content teams face,
making the compliance effort more sustainable in the long run.

In summary, automation and continuous oversight transform the challenge of managing
web content (including PDFs) from a daunting, near-impossible task into a tractable,
efficient process. It shifts the mindset from reactive compliance scrambling to fix issues
after they cause trouble to proactive governance, where quality and accessibility are
continually enforced. This sets the stage for the holistic solution: coupling these
backend improvements with a frontend focus on the end-user.
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Continuous Content Assessment and Visitor Experience: A
Holistic Solution

Bringing everything together, the forward-looking solution to PDF sprawl and digital
content compliance is two-pronged: Continuous Content Assessment (CCA) on the
backend, and a Visitor Experience Panel on the frontend. Together, these ensure that
content is both well-governed behind the scenes and delivered in an optimally
accessible way to users.

Continuous Content Assessment (Automated Oversight): Think of CCA as an
ongoing health check for your website’s content. Rather than treating content fixes as a
one-time project, CCA embeds them into regular operations. For instance, once a week
or once a day, an automated system can scan through web pages and attached
documents (like PDFs) and test them for a variety of quality and compliance factors —
accessibility standards, broken links, outdated info, loading performance, etc.

If issues are found, the system can generate alerts or even create workflow tasks
assigned to the appropriate content owners for remediation[30]. This continuous audit
trail means no content is left to rot unnoticed. Importantly, the assessment is done from
the perspective of a real user browsing the site, not just a cursory CMS check[31]. For
example, it will catch if an external link in a PDF has gone dead over time, or if a new
PDF was added without alt text for images.

By integrating these checks into the content lifecycle, organizations ensure that quality
is maintained over time, not just at publish time. CCA thus provides a safety net:
even as websites evolve and expand, the system flags regressions or new issues
immediately. As a result, organizations can confidently keep large amounts of content
online (even legacy PDFs when necessary) because they have a mechanism to keep
that content in compliance and up to standard continuously.

Visitor Experience Panel (User-Centric Delivery): On the other side of the equation is
addressing the in-the-moment needs of end users visiting the site. Even with perfectly
compliant content, users have diverse needs and preferences.

A Visitor Experience Panel is an on-page interface that allows users to tailor how
content is presented to them, enhancing accessibility and usability on the fly. For
example, through such a panel, a user with low vision could easily enlarge the text,
increase contrast, or switch to a high-visibility color scheme without needing any special
software.

Another user with reading difficulties or a preference for auditory content could activate
a text-to-speech feature (a voice-over that reads the content out loud) for any page or
document[15]. Essentially, the panel acts like an accessibility toolbar, giving control to
the visitor to optimize their experience. This concept is often compared to cookie
consent pop-ups in that it’s a persistent, user-invoked panel but instead of privacy
settings, it's about accessibility settings[32].

Crucially, providing such a panel demonstrates that the organization isn’t just meeting
the letter of compliance law (making content technically accessible), but also the spirit of
it: empowering every visitor to actually use the content effectively. It helps address the
variability in how different assistive technologies render content by offering alternate
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modes of interaction right on the site. In practice, a Visitor Experience Panel can be a
secure script or widget added to webpages which expands into a menu of accessibility
tools, it's a user-friendly layer of support that complements the underlying accessible
content.

Synergy of CCA and Visitor-Focused Delivery: By integrating continuous
assessment on the back end with a visitor-centric approach on the front end,
organizations create a robust, end-to-end solution.

The continuous content assessment ensures that content meets standards and remains
high-quality over time (catching issues early, keeping the SEO and compliance benefits
intact). Meanwhile, the visitor experience panel ensures that when a user with specific
needs arrives, they have additional options to engage with the content in a way that
works best for them.

For example, consider a large PDF report that has been converted into an accessible
HTML page through the efforts of CCA. That page is technically compliant and
searchable a big improvement over an old PDF. Now, a user with a visual impairment
comes along; with the visitor tools, they can bump up the font size and invert colors to
read more comfortably, or they can hit “play” and have the content read aloud.

The content itself is sound, and the delivery adapts to the user. This one-two punch
greatly enhances inclusive accessibility it recognizes that true accessibility is not just
about meeting a checklist, but about making sure real people can get information in
practice.

Moreover, this holistic approach reduces the temptation to remove content as a
shortcut. Agencies and companies can keep serving information (maintaining
transparency and service levels) because they have confidence that both the content
and its delivery are handled in a compliant way. In fact, they can turn what was once a
liability a huge archive of PDFs into an asset by gradually transforming that content into
accessible formats and layering on visitor-focused tools.

In doing so, they also align with modern best practices: many forward-thinking
organizations are shifting to HTML as the primary format for document content and
using Al to assist with scale, all while providing user-centric features for
accessibility[33][34].

Finally, it’s worth noting the long-term payoff.

By investing in continuous oversight and user-focused design, organizations will likely
see lower long-term costs and higher stakeholder satisfaction. Instead of paying
repeatedly for reactive fixes or dealing with complaints and legal challenges, resources
are used more efficiently to keep improving content.

Early adopters of such approaches have found that they not only meet compliance
deadlines but also strengthen public confidence and demonstrate leadership in digital
inclusion[35]. In an era where trust and accessibility are intertwined, showing that you
care enough to continuously watch over your content and empower your users sends a
powerful message.
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Conclusion: The era of unchecked PDF sprawl is coming to an end, not because PDFs
inherently disappeared, but because organizations are realizing that every piece of
content online carries ongoing responsibility.

Compliance, usability, and accessibility are now core aspects of digital content
management. By moving to an approach of continuous content assessment and
embracing tools like visitor experience panels, organizations can tame their PDF
backlog and ensure that all visitors regardless of ability or device can access the
information they need. It's a sustainable path that transcends mere compliance and
leads to a better digital experience for everyone involved.

The journey from PDF sprawl to continuous compliance may require new tools and
workflows, but it ultimately transforms a tangled problem into an opportunity: to
modernize content delivery and reaffirm a commitment to inclusive access and
transparency in the digital age.
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