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Introduction
“People with disabilities are the world’s largest minority, an estimated 15 percent of the global population. But many of us—disabled and nondisabled alike—don’t know how to act, what to say, or how to be an ally to the disability community.” (Ladau, Emily. Demystifying Disabilities, Ten Speed Press, 2021)
The following short essay is from a wheelchair user. When we teach people the etiquette around how to interact with those with disabilities it helps equip people so they do not feel as awkward because they don’t know what is helpful or acceptable. The more we can learn, the more we foster acceptance and inclusion.
Written by a young woman in a wheelchair
A few things to keep in mind: When first meeting a person with a disability, offer to shake their hand even if they appear to have limited use of their arms. This action of personal contact breaks the psychological barrier of non-acceptance, and creates a warmer environment for communication.
If the person with a disability is with a care-taker, make sure you speak to the person with the disability directly, and not over their heads to the care-taker. It is very annoying and frustrating not to be included in a conversation which involves you. When talking to someone in a wheelchair, make eye contact, talk normally in a non-patronizing manner, and do not stare at their wheelchair.
Also, if they have thin legs due to wasted muscle mass, or a pot belly due to paralysis of the abdominal muscles, try not to keep looking at these different aspects of the person’s body, believe me, they will notice you looking!
If a conversation is expected to last longer than five minutes, find somewhere to sit down, or squat down to the wheelchair user's eye level. This will reduce the wheelchair user’s neck from being strained during a conversation. A good way to experience how a wheelchair user feels during conversation whilst looking up is to stare at the ceiling directly above you whilst sitting upright for five minutes. Your neck will soon start to ache!
To a wheelchair user, their wheelchair is part of their body and personal space and should be treated as such. Do not rest your foot on their wheelchair, or touch their wheelchair unless you have been asked to. Never move a person’s wheelchair whilst they are in it unless you have been asked to, this can be very dangerous as people with a fine sense of balance can very easily fall out of their wheelchairs if not warned before being moved. If you think someone in a wheelchair needs assistance, always ask before taking any action.
Never slap a disabled person on the back or thigh as a goodwill gesture. This can cause the person to lose their balance, or trigger muscle spasms which can lead to the person falling out of their wheelchair. Muscle spasms are uncontrollable movements in the body due to a damaged spinal cord and can be uncomfortable and painful.
 If you are unsure of something about a person with a disability, which is relevant to a current situation, ask that person to clarify your query. If you have children, they will stare, it's their nature. Talk to the child about people with disabilities, and help them to understand why people use wheelchairs. This helps prevent fear-full and negative attitudes towards people with disabilities.
For additional resources see our Bibliography Of Books
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