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Wheelchairs are used by 
people for whom walking 
is difficult or impossible 
due to illness (physiological, 
or physical), injury, or 
disability. some people may 
use wheelchairs for all their 
functional mobility while 
others may only require them 
for distances or to avoid 
standing for long periods. If 
you are not familiar with the 
person or the reason they are 
using a wheelchair, you may 
feel a little uncomfortable 
communicating with them 
for the first time.

It is important to interact 
freely and be aware that 
if the person is able to 
communicate with you, 
they can report on their 
own behalf. In healthcare 
and disability support 
environments you will 
inevitably meet people 
who use wheelchairs. Here 
are some tips to help ensure 
that communication runs 
smoothly.

TIPSFOR

communicating with people  
who use wheelchairs

• Avoid presumptions about a person’s physical 
ability. Just because a person uses a wheelchair 
does not mean that they are paralysed or 
incapable of taking a few steps. Some people 
use a wheelchair as they have trouble standing 
up for long periods of time or walking long 
distances. If you see someone in a wheelchair 
moving their legs or stand up, do not question 
their ability/disability, and try not to act surprised.

• Greet a person using a wheelchair the same 
way you would greet anyone else. Extend 
your hand, and if they are unable to extend 
their hand, ensure that you reach further 
forward rather than withdraw. Speak directly 
to the person. If someone is accompanying 
that person (ie pushing the wheelchair) do 
not talk to the companion about the person 
in the wheelchair. If the conversation will be 
carrying on for a length of time, suggest going 
somewhere you can sit down or otherwise  
stand a few feet away so the wheelchair user 
does not have to continually look up.

• Don’t feel shy about using expressions like 
“Let’s go for a walk”. The phrases are figurative 
not literal and expressions such as these 
are commonly used by people who use a 
wheelchair. Keep observations to yourself. 
Phrases like “Look out there is a speed camera 
in that hall” or “I didn’t see you – does that thing 
have indicators?” are patronising and belittling. 

• Consider a person's wheelchair 
as an extension of that person's 
body. Therefore, leaning on the 
wheelchair or placing your foot 
or hand on a wheelchair is not 
OK. Offer to help only if there 
appears to be a need and ask 
the person if they require help 
then get them to describe the 
assistance they require. Do 
not assume you know what 
to do. Offer a hand when you 
think it may be needed but be 
prepared to hear “no” and do 
not feel offended.

• Learn the location of “accessible” 
ramps around our buildings  
and services, places people 
may need to go. If a person 
needs to go somewhere where 
there are obstacles, ask them 
what is the easiest way for them 
to get there.

• Respect people who use 
wheelchairs at all times. Don’t 
make life difficult and ensure 
that you keep wheelchair  
parks, toilets etc free.
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