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A L L  
ACCESS
Making your dealership accessible to all consumers isn’t just the 
right thing to do. In many cases, it’s the law.

22 IOWA AUTO DEALER



When the customer walked in to Strieter Motor Co., he was accompanied by an 
American Sign Language interpreter.

Through the assistance of the interpreter, dealership 
staff worked with the customer, and eventually sold a pre-
owned vehicle to him. The dealership was advised that they 
needed to provide a sign language interpreter every time 
future contact was made with the customer, including during 
scheduled service appointments.

“I questioned whether this burden was at our expense and 
was told it probably was,” said dealer Jeff Helms. “I forget 
how much they even charged us. It wasn’t much. Certainly 
not worth getting bad press.”

Although the dealership hasn’t had to use it again, they’ve 
kept the contact information for the interpreter service on file. 

“It really doesn’t matter whether it’s an issue like this or 
it’s HR or environmental or whatever. Most of us dealers 
really are just car salesmen,” Helms said. “Any time you run 
into something like this, you’re kind of out of your pattern. 
You kind of get thrown. Having gone through it, it’s a pretty 
reasonable process. If it ever comes up again, we’ll do what 
we need to do and get it done.”

Helms said dealers want to do right by their customers.
“With the smaller dealers, I don’t think it’s resistance to 

help and resistance to fund help—it’s just not knowing what 
to do,” he said.

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) lays out many 
of the guidelines for how businesses accommodate disabled 
customers, but beyond the requirements of the ADA are best 
practices that help ensure all customers are able to purchase 
and obtain service on their motor vehicles.

Building Accessibility
All city and state building codes address accessibility, so 

recently built or renovated facilities should be in compliance. 
Older facilities, which may not be up-to-date with the latest 
requirements, may want to consider evaluating whether there 
are areas where improvements need to be made.

“Start with parking, all the way into the building, to all the 
public places where the public needs to be, and use that for 
your roadmap to check all the items” for accessibility, advised 
architect Matthew Lundh, whose clients include dealerships 
in Iowa and Illinois.

Common ADA errors and omissions, according to the 
Department of Justice, include:

• Accessible parking spaces and access aisles are not 
level in all directions.

• Adequate maneuvering clearance is not provided 
at doors.

• The shape of the door hardware requires grasping, 
pinching, and twisting the wrist.

• Permanent room signage is mounted in the wrong 
location. (Visually impaired people are trained to look 
in the same location for room signs.)

“With the ADA, all you have to do is fill out a one-page form 
for a complaint,” Lundh said. “If you’re handicapped and the 
facility isn’t providing the correct facilities, it’s one page that 
goes to the DOJ (Department of Justice).”

Lundh said that the best way for businesses to easily test 
accessibility is to have someone who is disabled go through 
the dealership and give feedback.

Many architecture firms also offer ADA and code 
compliance reviews as part of a facility analysis and can 
help identify areas where your dealership is vulnerable 
to complaints.

“Sometimes I wish clients knew how easy it is to file a 
complaint,” Lundh said. “If they know that, that gives them 
a little more credence to try to make your facility adaptable.”

disability demographicsdisability demographics

12% of all Iowans have a disability

2% have a visual disability

3.5% have a hearing disability

6.1% have an ambulatory disability

4.7% have a cognitive disability 

Disabilities impact Iowans of all ages.

Age Group Percentage with  
a Disability

21–64 10.1%

65–74 22.8%

75+ 44.1%
(Source: 2016 Disability Status Report – Iowa | Cornell University)  

People with disabilities have significant  
buying power. 

$490 billion in disposable income 

$21 billion in discretionary income 
(Source: American Institutes for Research)
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Test Drives
In addition to making sure the dealership’s facilities are 

accessible, dealerships may need to provide reasonable 
accommodations for test drives—and test drives must always 
be available to customers’ service animals. 

Lawsuits have been filed in California against dealerships 
for not providing hand controls to allow paraplegic customers 
to test drive vehicles. While having temporary hand controls 
available to install in a vehicle if someone requests them may 
not be reasonable for all dealerships, some dealerships may 
find it worthwhile to look into purchasing the equipment.

Jonathan Michaels, an attorney with MLG Automotive 
Law in California has seen many dealers in his home state 
get hit with ADA compliance lawsuits. “Dealers make an easy 
target,” he said. 

But Michaels said there is also a bigger picture to providing 
accessible facilities. 

“You’re not just doing it to avoid liability, there’s some 

symbol of societal good,” Michaels said. 
While not every dealership may need to provide hand 

controls, all dealerships need to allow service animals in 
vehicles during test drives. Businesses must allow service 
animals to accompany people with disabilities in all areas of 
a facility where the public is normally allowed to go. 

Service animals are different than comfort animals, 
but dealership employees should be cautious when asking 
questions. There are only two questions people can legally 
ask about service animals:

1. Is this a service animal required because of a disability?
2. What work or task has the animal been trained 

to perform?
No matter what, a dealership employee cannot ask about 

the person’s disability, require any documentation, or ask 
that the animal demonstrate the task it performs as part of 
its service duties.

“You’re not just doing it to avoid liability. There’s some symbol of 
societal good.”
Jonathan Michaels

24 IOWA AUTO DEALER



Website Accessibility
Accessibility doesn’t apply just to your dealership’s 

physical space. Your dealership’s digital presence, including 
your website, should be ADA-compliant, as well. 

“Consider web accessibility as the ‘ramps and rails’ to the 
digital world,” said Darren Haygood, chief revenue officer at 
Dealer Inspire, a dealership website provider with several 
customers in Iowa. “Just as we must ensure unimpeded access 
to business establishments in the physical world, we must do 
the same with providing access to the digital world.”

Elements of a website that make it accessible include: 
• The ability to use the website with a keyboard instead 

of a mouse.
• Adding alternative text for images that will display 

if a photo fails to load and provide a description for 
screen readers to read to a visually impaired person 
who cannot see the picture.

• Properly structuring pages by using a meaningful 
hierarchy for heading levels.

• Choosing a color scheme that is high contrast.
• Properly labeling form fields.
• Giving linked items a larger clickable area.

• Allowing users to resize text up to 200% without 
losing information on a standard browser.

• Not setting media files to automatically play.
“Digital inclusion is not just about making content 

accessible to the blind, but rather, to all users including 
aging populations and individuals who have vision, hearing, 
motor and intellectual (cognitive) disabilities, those who 
are color blind, dyslexic, and learning to read, learning a 
second language, or may prefer listening instead of reading,” 
Haygood said.

Dealer Inspire added an accessibility option through a 
platform called AudioEye. This became an important option 
for dealerships as some received legal demand letters relating 
to their websites.

“There does seem to be a lot of activity in our industry as 
more and more dealerships are coming under the radar of 
ADA litigants,” Haygood said. 

And while there may be a perception that accessible sites  
aren’t compatible with current design trends, making a site 
accessible won’t impact the design for all customers. Haygood 
said that the majority of issues are taken care of behind-the-
scenes. For elements such as font size and color, a third-party 
accessibility toolbar, such as the AudioEye Ally Toolbar, will 
allow the end user to customize the visual display of the 
website to best accommodate their needs.

Website accessibility guidelines are developed by the W3C 
Web Accessibility Initiative and are continually changing. 
That makes it difficult for dealerships to stay on top of without 
the assistance of an expert.

“Relying on a third-party accessibility provider like 
AudioEye is essential in keeping pace with the ever-
changing rules and guidelines surrounding web accessibility,” 
said Haygood.

Boosting Customer Service
Providing exemplary customer service has always been 

a focus for car dealerships. Taking extra steps to make the 
entire car-owning lifecycle, from shopping on the website 
to bringing a vehicle in for service, more accessible to all 
customers is just one more way that dealerships can elevate 
that experience. 

“Just as we must ensure unimpeded access to business 
establishments in the physical world, we must do the same with 
providing access to the digital world.”
Darren Haygood
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