
ADA Civil Rights Case Involving Netflix Settles 
 

Netflix agrees to make all Watch Instantly titles closed captioned by 2014 

A Massachusetts Federal District Court Judge, in July 2012, denied a motion made by online movie 

retailer, Netflix, to dismiss a Disability Civil Rights Case filed against them by the National Association of 

the Deaf (NAD). NAD argued Netflix violated the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) when it failed to 

caption most of its streaming videos which meant that they were not accessible to some people with 

disabilities. This was a landmark move since, according to the Great Lakes Americans with Disabilities 

Act Center at the University of Illinois, "The District Court of Massachusetts is the first court in the 

country to hold that the [ADA] applies to website-only businesses." 

Despite the District Court ruling, which according to the Great Lakes ADA Center, stated that "...it would 

be irrational to conclude that: places of public accommodation are limited to actual physical structures 

in a society in which business is increasingly conducted online," Netflix vowed to continue fighting the 

suit. All along, it had maintained that the ADA applies only to physical environments.  

Perhaps sensing themselves on the wrong side of history, Netflix came to an agreement with NAD.  

According to the terms of the agreement, as reported on the Ars Technica technology blog, Netflix must 

have all of its existing Watch Instantly titles closed captioned by 2014. The agreement also stipulated the 

streaming movie site would speed up the rate in which new content is captioned. "The agreement," 

reports Ars Technica, "says that Netflix will put captions on new content within 30 days by 2014; within 

14 days by 2015; and within 7 days by 2016," with the ultimate goal of making captioning available upon 

initial release. 

The importance of this agreement between Netflix and the National Association for the Deaf cannot be 

underestimated: it strongly reinforces, hopefully against all future challenges, the Federal District 

Court's ruling that the Americans with Disabilities Act applies equally to the physical world of brick and 

mortar, and to the electronic world of information and technology.  

What this means to web communication professionals, working for-profit and government organizations 

is historical. It means that the law requires that making web sites, electronic documents and other web 

formats, such as videos, accessible to people living with disabilities. This is now a reality that we all need 

to work towards.  

Whether or not your organization has thought about making your electronic documents accessible on 

the web for people living with disabilities, there are ways you can begin right away to make your 

organization's website accessible for everyone. There are businesses that test webpages and other 

electronic documents to ensure they are accessible on the web. Making your website accessible to 

everyone is possible and can be an empowering process.  



Everyone has the right to access and enjoy information located on the Internet. This Massachusetts 

court ruling is a wake-up call for everyone on the Internet to realize that making your web pages 

accessible provides independence for people with disabilities and could increase your traffic and bottom 

line. Both government and private entities are making website accessibility a priority in the realization 

that accesses to information is something everyone has a right to. 
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