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Disability Etiquette & Awareness 
Guidelines & Resources 

About This Document 

This document summarizes the guidelines presented in the State of Ohio's online Disability Etiquette & 

Awareness Training. Please refer to the online training for more information. Additional resources for 

people with disabilities are listed in the Disability Resources section of this document.  

Disability Etiquette Guidelines 

General Guidelines 

 Show respect: People with disabilities are people first. Concentrate on the person and not the 

disability. Remember to treat people with disabilities as the independent individuals they are. 

 Be courteous: Respect people's bodies and personal space. Try not to grab or move people 

without asking, and avoid touching service animals and equipment such as wheelchairs, canes, 

and walking aids. People often consider these to be an extension of their body. 

 Don't assume: Every person, and every disability, is different. Never assume what a person can 

or can't do. Let the person decide, and if you're unsure, just ask. 

 Ask first: If a person appears to need help, make sure you ask before helping. Acknowledge and 

respect the person's ability to make decisions and judgments on their own, even if they decline 

your offer to help.  
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Using Appropriate Language 

People-first language focuses on the individual, and not the disability.  

Example: "The person who is blind." 

Identity-first language focuses on the disability as a source of positive identity and pride. 

Example: "The deaf person." 

Here are some guidelines for choosing appropriate language: 

 If a person's disability isn't relevant to the conversation, there is no need to mention the 

disability at all. Simply refer to the person as you would anyone else. 

 If possible, ask the person what language to use, and use that. 

 If you can't ask the person directly, check with an organization that represents people with 

disabilities to see if there is cultural preference. 

 When in doubt, use people-first language. 

Regardless of the preference between people-first and identity-first language, here are some things to 

avoid: 

 Don't say "handicapped," instead say "person with a disability" 

 Don't say "normal" or "able-bodied," instead say "person without a disability" 

 Don't say "handicapped parking," instead say "accessible parking" 

It's also important to avoid negative words and phrases such as: 

 retarded 

 crippled 

 lame 

 deformed 

 dumb 

 victim 

 afflicted 

 wheelchair-bound 

 confined to a wheelchair 

Before you refer to a person with a disability, try to think about how you'd want someone to address 

you, and always remember to be respectful. 
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Physical Disabilities 

Here are some things to keep in mind when interacting with people with physical disabilities: 

 When having a longer conversation with a person who uses a wheelchair, sit down so you'll be 

at the same eye level. 

 Never lean or place items on a person's wheelchair or mobility device. Think of this as an 

extension of their body. 

 Never grab someone who uses a cane or crutches. 

 Don't help someone, or push someone's wheelchair, without asking. 

 Avoid leaning over a person's wheelchair or mobility device when having a conversation, or 

when shaking hands with others. 

 It's okay to use phrases such as, "let's walk over to the white board" or "she's running late". 

Visual Disabilities 

Here are some guidelines for interacting with people who are blind or have low vision: 

 Never pet a guide dog or service animal, offer a treat, or call its name without asking. You risk 

confusing the animal, which puts the person with a disability at risk. 

 Immediately identify yourself, and let the person know when you're stepping away. 

 Ask before you shake someone's hand, so you don't take them by surprise. 

 Don't help without asking, and remember not to pull a person by the arm or cane. 

 If you are asked to help, let the person take your arm and be sure to alert the person to any 

obstacles such as stairs or an extension cord on the floor. Let the person know when they have 

reached a chair or doorway. 

 Refrain from touching or moving a person's cane. Think of the cane as an extension of their 

body. 

 Don't be embarrassed to uses phrases such as, "See what I mean?" or "Did you watch the game 

last night?" 
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Hearing Disabilities 

Here are some guidelines for interacting with people who are deaf or hard of hearing: 

 To get the attention of a person who is deaf or hard of hearing, it's best to use a visual signal 

such as waving your hands, or switching the lights off and then on again. You can also tap the 

person gently on the back. Avoid shouting. 

 Always face the person when talking. 

 If the person is lip reading or speech reading, try to enunciate clearly, place yourself in ample 

lighting, and keep your mouth clear of obstructions. 

 Don't pretend that you understand what someone is signing or saying. As them to repeat, or 

write something down, if necessary. 

 If someone is using a sign language interpreter, make sure not to block the line of sight to the 

interpreter. 

 Always talk directly to the deaf or hard of hearing person instead of their interpreter. 

 If you are having trouble communicating, use a written note or mobile device to ask the person 

how best to communicate with them. 

Intellectual & Developmental Disabilities 

Here are some guidelines for interacting with people with intellectual or developmental disabilities: 

 Be direct with your questions. 

 Communicate clearly and concisely. 

 Be patient, and give the person time to respond. Remain comfortable with breaks in 

conversation. It may take the person with an intellectual or developmental disability a little bit 

longer to process what you have said, and to formulate a response. 

 If you are asked to repeat a question, try to explain it in a different way. 

 It may be helpful to write information down, or use images.  
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Here are some tips for communicating with people with autism: 

 Look past the physical symptoms and behaviors, and see the unique person inside. 

 Ignore repetitive behaviors as you would ignore someone twirling their hair with their fingers. 

 Always presume competence. 

 Talk to the person, not about the person. Just because a person may have challenges with 

communicating, does not mean they can't understand what you're saying. 

 Don't take it personally if a person with autism responds to you bluntly, or makes a frank 

comment. Respond in a straightforward manner that explains why the response was 

inappropriate, and give them a specific example of a more appropriate response. 

Mental Health Disabilities 

Here are some guidelines for interacting with people with mental health disabilities: 

 Treat people with mental health disabilities as you would want to be treated yourself. 

 Don't patronize, condescend, or make decisions for the person. 

 Don't make assumptions about a person wants, likes, or needs. 

 If you are aware of a person's mental health disability, you should never disclose this to others 

without asking. 

 There are many different types of mental health diagnoses and each person is affected 

differently. 

 Don't blame the person. A person with a mental health disability can't just "snap out of it." It is 

insensitive and ineffective to tell the person to do so. 

 Focus on the person, not the mental health disability.  
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Disability Resources 

Vocational Rehabilitation Services 

If you have a disability, and are experiencing disability-related issues while working, you may be eligible 

for vocational rehabilitation services from Opportunities for Ohioans with Disabilities (OOD). 

OOD's Bureau of Vocational Rehabilitation and Bureau of Services for the Visually Impaired may be 

able to provide services like on-the-job supports or assistive technology to help you keep your job. 

To apply for services, you can begin the process online by visiting OODWorks.com. This website 

provides information about OOD's services, and includes a self-assessment designed to assist you in 

deciding if Vocational Rehabilitation services are the right fit. Individuals with disabilities can also 

contact any of OOD's field offices to begin the process. Locations can be found on the OOD website. 

STABLE Accounts 

STABLE Accounts allow people with disabilities the ability to save and invest up to $15,000 per year 

without losing needs-tested benefits like Medicaid or Supplemental Security Income (SSI). 

People who developed disabilities before the age of 26 may be eligible to open an account. Investment 

earnings are tax-free when used to pay for qualified expenses like housing, transportation, education 

and other basic living expenses. 

The Ohio Treasurer's Office administers the program. State of Ohio employees can now deposit funds 

to their own STABLE Account or the account of another beneficiary (e.g., their child) directly from their 

paycheck. 

To learn more about STABLE Accounts, including benefits and eligibility, go to stableaccount.com. 

Additional Resources 

For more information, please visit the Opportunities for Ohioans with Disabilities website. 

https://www.oodworks.com/
https://ood.ohio.gov/
https://www.stableaccount.com/
https://ood.ohio.gov/

