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How to be more accessible for people 
with physical impairments

A physical impairment is a condition which affects a person’s physical 
functioning, mobility, stamina or dexterity. There are hundreds of 
physical impairments which affect people differently.

Common physical impairments include:

Cerebral Palsy
Spina Bifida
Spinal cord injury
Multiple sclerosis (MS)
Arthritis

It’s important to remember that not everyone who has a physical 
impairment has a mobility aid or wants to use one. The aids people use 
can vary depending on their needs on a particular day or in a certain 
situation. Some people who are wheelchair users are ambulatory 
wheelchair users. This means they can walk in some circumstances 
but need wheelchairs for longer distances or when experiencing pain 
or fatigue. If someone uses a mobility aid, treat it as an extension of the 
person themselves. Don’t touch or move someone’s wheelchair, crutches 
or any other mobility aid without asking first.

Positive Communication
Eye contact: Generally, eye contact is important. If someone is a wheelchair 
user or has restricted growth this can be trickier. Either sit down to be at the 
same level or take a step back. This stops them having to strain their neck 
looking up at you. Avoid crouching as this can feel patronising.  

Avoid making assumptions: People often make assumptions about 
disabled people’s capabilities based on misconceptions and stereotypes.  
Remember everyone is an individual and an impairment will impact 
people differently. Don’t assume you will know what someone’s access 
requirements are or even if they have any. Instead, just ask! 
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Keep questions appropriate: People with physical impairments are often 
asked intrusive questions about their bodies by others. An example is a 
question like “What happened to you”? There is an expectation that they will 
share personal information about themselves to members of the public, 
to educate or satisfy the curiosity of others. At times, it is appropriate to ask 
questions about someone’s impairment. But, unless you are good friends, 
the focus should generally be on access requirements and whether there 
is anything you can do to improve access and inclusion. 

Be flexible 
We know that flexible working and volunteering is highly desirable 
for many. For some disabled people it can be the difference between 
working/volunteering or not. Someone may find meetings at certain times 
of the day more challenging. It could be they need a reduction in hours 
due to fatigue. Or even the option to have core working hours and flexible 
start and finish times, because they find it difficult to travel in rush hour. 
Many people find they are more productive when they work or volunteer 
from home in an environment which is comfortable for them. Others may 
benefit from more but shorter breaks. You won’t know unless you ask! 

The physical environment

Getting in and 
around the venue

Accessible 
parking

Accessible 
toilets

Space to 
manoeuvre

Plugs and 
switches

Storage Seating
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Getting in and around the venue: It’s important that people can easily 
get into and around your venue. Ideally access should be step free. Some 
simple things to think about are:

Is there level access? If needed, are there suitable ramps or lifts 
available? 
Is the door easy to open? It could be that you have an automatic 
door fitted or install a door push pad. If this isn’t possible, could you 
have a call bell so someone can help when needed? 
If there is an alternative accessible entrance, is it well signposted 
and one you would be happy to use? 

Accessible parking: Do you have accessible parking spaces available? 
These are wider and longer than your average bay. They should be clearly 
marked. If you don’t have a car park, do you know where the nearest 
accessible parking is? 

Accessible toilets: These are especially important for many people who 
have physical impairments. Remember:

There are plenty of people who need to use accessible toilets who 
have hidden or non-visible impairments such as Crohn’s disease or 
Colitis. 
If they are kept locked, make sure you have a spare key, and 
everyone knows where to find it.  
It’s important that the room is kept clean and free from clutter. 
The red emergency pull cord should hang freely to the floor. 

If you don’t have an accessible toilet in your venue is there one nearby? 
 
Space to manoeuvre: It’s vital that space is left around desks and tables 
and in meeting rooms for wheelchair users or people who use mobility 
aids to be able to move freely. Independence is important to many people 
and having to rely on someone to assist with moving furniture so you can 
move around is not a pleasant experience. 
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Plugs and switches: Bending can be problematic or impossible for 
many. So, if possible, avoid putting plug sockets in hard-to-reach places, 
for example underneath desks. Install them higher on the wall next to 
workstations or on desk/tabletops. If you aren’t in a position to change 
them, do you know of any that are more accessible? Could you have 
an extension lead available should it be needed? Also ensure that light 
switches are in easily accessed places and avoid putting bins, plants and 
other objects in front of them. This will prevent people having to lean to 
try and reach them. 

Storage: Can someone access everything they need to?  

Consider having some low-level cabinets, bookshelves and lockers.
Think about where objects are placed to ensure that everyone can 
access essential items easily.  
Cupboard doors should be easy to open for people with dexterity 
difficulties and ideally should have lever or D pull handles.

Seating: Is there enough seating available for people who may need it? 
It’s important that you have seating with a variety of heights and some 
with and some without armrests to be more accessible. Also, consider 
having some with straighter backs as they are often easier to rise from. 

Assistive Technology
Many people who have physical impairments use assistive technology. 
This could be something as simple as a walking stick, reaching aids or a 
specialist cushion to relieve pressure sores from sitting for long periods of 
time. Some people who have dexterity difficulties may require specialist 
keyboards or speech to text software. It’s important that if you are 
employing someone with a physical impairment, you have a conversation 
about whether there is any assistive technology you can provide. 



6

Digital accessibility 
Many assistive technologies rely 
on keyboard support to activate 
functionality provided on web 
pages and on digital platforms. 
Someone may also find it difficult 
to use a mouse or pointing device, 
for example if they have spasms or 
shaking hands. They will need to use 
the keyboard only. 

Some people need a little extra time to type, click or carry out any 
interactions, so it’s important that there is sufficient time to respond or to 
complete tasks, such as to fill out online forms.




Accessibility Report



		Filename: 

		CS4792 STF DAIG_How to be…PPI 0925.pdf






		Report created by: 

		Elana Edward


		Organization: 

		





 [Personal and organization information from the Preferences > Identity dialog.]


Summary


The checker found no problems in this document.



		Needs manual check: 2


		Passed manually: 0


		Failed manually: 0


		Skipped: 1


		Passed: 29


		Failed: 0





Detailed Report



		Document




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set


		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF


		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF


		Logical Reading Order		Needs manual check		Document structure provides a logical reading order


		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified


		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar


		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents


		Color contrast		Needs manual check		Document has appropriate color contrast


		Page Content




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged


		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged


		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order


		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided


		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged


		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker


		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts


		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses


		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive


		Forms




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged


		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description


		Alternate Text




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text


		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read


		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content


		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation


		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text


		Tables




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot


		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR


		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers


		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column


		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary


		Lists




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L


		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI


		Headings




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting







Back to Top
