
[bookmark: _heading=h.xtlb7e16qgiz]Restaurant Guest Disability Awareness
[bookmark: _heading=h.exz3sxj2a4yd]Introduction
This guide will help you provide excellent service to all guests, including those with disabilities. The goal is simple: treat every person with dignity, respect, and professionalism while meeting their individual needs.
Remember: People with disabilities are your customers first. Their disability is just one aspect of who they are. Focus on great service, not the disability.
[bookmark: _heading=h.944tf2alol5r]Core Principles of Inclusive Service
Before learning specific techniques, understand these fundamental principles:
[bookmark: _heading=h.g4j5cac9vkki]The Golden Rules
These seven principles guide every interaction with guests who have disabilities.
Treat every guest with dignity and respect
· Never assume a guest needs help
· Always ask before assisting—wait for permission
· Speak directly to the guest, not their companion or caregiver
· Maintain a natural, respectful tone of voice—never speak down
· Protect their privacy and dignity at all times
· Be patient and flexible—some tasks may take more time

[bookmark: _heading=h.3hirhrubjjbc]
[bookmark: _heading=h.atvnzf9wyozg]
[bookmark: _heading=h.qayxyrgbwp7n]Working With Guests With Mobility Impairments
Guests with mobility impairments may use wheelchairs, walkers, canes, crutches, or other assistive devices. They may also have limited stamina or chronic pain.
[bookmark: _heading=h.epovq7a8dmro]Service Guidelines
· Keep walkways, aisles, and pathways clear at all times
· Offer accessible table seating—avoid forcing booth seating
· Never lean on, touch, or move wheelchairs or mobility devices without permission
· Never push a wheelchair unless the guest asks you to
· Ensure table height accommodates wheelchairs (remove chairs if needed)
· Check restroom accessibility if asked, and provide clear directions
· When speaking with a wheelchair user, consider sitting or kneeling for extended conversations to maintain eye level
[bookmark: _heading=h.xos09d2z296n]Role-Play Scenario 1: Wheelchair User Arrives
Situation: A guest arrives using a wheelchair during a busy dinner shift.
[bookmark: _heading=h.qcjklpz8wmm0]Incorrect Response:
Server ignores the guest and speaks to their companion: "Where would he like to sit?"
[bookmark: _heading=h.mjy1xxlmradg]Correct Response:
"Good evening! Welcome to our restaurant. Would you prefer this table near the window, or would you like to see other options?" (Make eye contact and speak directly to the guest.)
Training Objective: Speak directly to the guest, not through companions. Offer table options and treat the guest as you would any other customer.

[bookmark: _heading=h.44yjgz1vfmn0]Role-Play Scenario 2: Offering Assistance
Situation: A guest using crutches is approaching the entrance and appears to be struggling slightly with the door.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3l5l9xk52d1x]Correct Response:
Approach respectfully and ask: "May I help you with the door?" If they say no, step back and give them space. If they say yes, hold the door open.
Training Objective: Always ask permission before helping. Respect their answer. Don't assume people need or want assistance.
[bookmark: _heading=h.k91tzgkw2bmd]Working With Guests With Visual Impairments
Guests with visual impairments may be blind, have low vision, or have difficulty with specific visual tasks. Some use guide dogs, white canes, or other assistive tools.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3wdjowfsolhq]Service Guidelines
· Always introduce yourself by name when approaching the table
· Announce when you're leaving the table: "I'll be back with your drinks."
· Offer to read menu items and describe dishes in detail
· Ask if they would like you to describe the layout of their plate using clock positioning
· Never pet, distract, feed, or talk to a guide dog—it's working
· Give specific directions: "The restroom is about 20 feet straight ahead, then turn left" instead of "over there."
· Describe the location of items on the table: "Your water glass is at 2 o'clock."

[bookmark: _heading=h.qailfr890b3j]Role-Play Scenario 3: Menu Assistance
Situation: A guest with a visual impairment asks: "I can't read the menu well. Could you help me?"
[bookmark: _heading=h.tmhnyezd0k6p]Correct Response:
"Of course! I'd be happy to help. Let me describe the menu sections and our specials for tonight." Then clearly read through each section, describing ingredients and preparation methods. Be patient and thorough.
Training Objective: Practice clear verbal descriptions. Don't rush. Allow time for questions.
[bookmark: _heading=h.94a91ex029xp]Role-Play Scenario 4: Serving the Meal
Situation: You're delivering the main course to a guest with low vision.
[bookmark: _heading=h.lqwzkbbifa7k]Correct Response:
"Here's your grilled salmon. Using the clock method: the salmon is at 6 o'clock, roasted vegetables are at 2 o'clock, and rice pilaf is at 10 o'clock. Your water glass is at 1 o'clock."
Training Objective: Master the clock positioning system for describing plate layouts. This helps guests navigate their meal independently.
[bookmark: _heading=h.73k50rnqx663]Working With Guests With Hearing Impairments
Guests with hearing impairments may be deaf, hard of hearing, or have partial hearing loss. Some use sign language, hearing aids, cochlear implants, or lip-reading.

[bookmark: _heading=h.o3iwxbg83ose]
[bookmark: _heading=h.68ly9niivwmm]Service Guidelines
Always face the guest directly when speaking- don't turn away
Keep your hands away from your mouth so they can see your lips
Speak clearly at a normal pace- don't shout or exaggerate
Use writing tools or phone notes if necessary- keep a notepad handy
Confirm orders visually- write down or show the order before submitting
Be patient and willing to repeat information
Use visual gestures when appropriate (pointing to items, showing numbers on fingers)
Reduce background noise when possible- turn down nearby music if you can
[bookmark: _heading=h.elkrhgyrbk03]Role-Play Scenario 5: Establishing Communication
Situation: A guest gestures that they are deaf and cannot hear you.
[bookmark: _heading=h.q0x2orvcdivn]Correct Response:
Smile, make eye contact, and nod. Bring a notepad and pen. Write: "Welcome! Would you like to start with drinks?" Show the menu and point to sections. Be patient.
Training Objective: Learn non-verbal communication tools. Always have a pen and paper available. Use clear gestures.
[bookmark: _heading=h.cn679bqepbkt]Role-Play Scenario 6: Confirming the Order
Situation: After taking a written order from a guest who is deaf, you need to confirm it.

[bookmark: _heading=h.nwkmrvewe6e8]
[bookmark: _heading=h.602ry4ae26nv]Correct Response:
Write the complete order on paper, show it to the guest, and point to each item as you make eye contact. Wait for them to review and nod or give a thumbs up. If they make changes, write down the corrections.
Training Objective: Always verify orders visually to prevent mistakes. Give guests time to review.
[bookmark: _heading=h.bnbtvld2fhjl]Working With Neurodivergent Guests and Those With Cognitive Disabilities
This includes guests with autism spectrum disorder, ADHD, intellectual disabilities, dementia, brain injuries, and other conditions that affect cognition, communication, or sensory processing.
[bookmark: _heading=h.4p0ro4m7df9i]Service Guidelines
· Speak clearly, calmly, and use simple language
· Avoid overwhelming the guest with too many choices at once
· Offer quieter seating away from loud music, kitchens, or high-traffic areas
· Be flexible with timing—don't rush decisions or dining pace
· Avoid sudden loud interactions or surprises near the table
· Be prepared to repeat information or answer the same question multiple times
· Allow guests to use comfort items (fidget tools, headphones, tablets)
· Respect different communication styles—some guests may not make eye contact

[bookmark: _heading=h.6g1ypwjeoyda]
[bookmark: _heading=h.7h5biq40fq4s]Role-Play Scenario 7: Sensory Overload Response
Situation: A child with autism at one of your tables becomes visibly upset by the restaurant noise- covering their ears and rocking.
[bookmark: _heading=h.z773m1utb18l]Correct Response:
Approach calmly and quietly. Speak to the parents/caregivers: "I notice your child seems uncomfortable. Would it help if I moved you to our quieter section in the back?" Offer to dim nearby lights or reduce noise if possible.
Training Objective: Recognize signs of sensory overload. Offer proactive solutions calmly. Never make the family feel embarrassed.
[bookmark: _heading=h.jmjhy615mdv3]Role-Play Scenario 8: Patient Decision-Making
Situation: A guest is taking an unusually long time to decide on their order. Other tables are waiting.
[bookmark: _heading=h.a6arjjpebpjh]Incorrect Response:
Server shows impatience: "Are you ready yet? I have other tables."
[bookmark: _heading=h.5hz9xr1bwov4]Correct Response:
"Please take all the time you need. There's no rush at all. I'll check back in a few minutes, or just wave when you're ready!" (Smile and be genuinely patient.)
Training Objective: Practice patience under pressure. Never rush guests. Time is not more important than dignity.
[bookmark: _heading=h.62vo9nigct1d]
[bookmark: _heading=h.wmyqp8l5h7ge]Understanding Invisible Disabilities
Not all disabilities are visible. Many guests have conditions you cannot see, but that significantly affect their daily lives.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ekedh7j63to9]Important Reminder
Never question a guest's disability or medical needs. Just because you can't see it doesn't mean it's not real.
[bookmark: _heading=h.pydtp2ly9hk4]Common Invisible Disabilities
· Chronic pain conditions (fibromyalgia, arthritis, back injuries)
· Diabetes and other metabolic disorders
· Severe allergies (food, environmental)
· Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
· Epilepsy and seizure disorders
· Anxiety and panic disorders
· Autoimmune diseases (lupus, multiple sclerosis, Crohn's disease)
· Heart and lung conditions
· Chronic fatigue syndrome
[bookmark: _heading=h.6p4di5rbpkbl]Service Guidelines
· Take all allergy requests seriously—treat them as life-threatening
· Do not question or challenge a guest's medical needs
· Allow guests to take medication at the table discreetly
· Respect requests for specific seating (away from flashing lights, near exits, etc.)
· Stay calm and follow protocol during medical situations
· Accommodate dietary restrictions without judgment
· Understand that "accessible" parking is for people with legal permits, regardless of appearance

[bookmark: _heading=h.rxxbu73f8on0]Role-Play Scenario 9: Handling Severe Allergy Requests
Situation: A guest says, "I have a severe peanut allergy. Even trace amounts could send me to the hospital."
[bookmark: _heading=h.nkzepn4gl83r]Correct Response:
"Thank you for telling me. I take this very seriously. I will inform the kitchen immediately and personally verify that there is zero cross-contamination. Our chef will prepare your meal with completely separate equipment. Let me also bring you a list of our peanut-free menu options."
Training Objective: Zero tolerance for carelessness with allergies. Treat every allergy warning as life-threatening. Communicate directly with kitchen staff.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ndljutioy9mj]Role-Play Scenario 10: Medical Emergency Response
Situation: A guest suddenly feels faint and tells you they're dizzy and need to sit down.
[bookmark: _heading=h.s4m729g2zzsg]Correct Response:
Stay calm. Guide them to a seat or help them to the floor safely. Immediately notify your manager. Ask: "Do you need me to call 911?" Follow their instructions. Clear space around them. Get water if they ask. Stay with them until help arrives or they recover.
Training Objective: Practice emergency composure. Know when to call 911. Keep the guest safe and comfortable. Never leave someone in medical distress alone.

[bookmark: _heading=h.p5hh6jw6juf2]Service Animals: What You Need to Know
Service animals are highly trained working animals that perform specific tasks for people with disabilities. They are NOT pets.
[bookmark: _heading=h.7aicdihouehe]Legal Requirement
Under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), service animals must be permitted in all areas where customers are allowed. Refusing entry to a service animal is illegal.
[bookmark: _heading=h.tmc533l7f30i]Service Animal Rules
Service animals are working- do not pet, feed, talk to, or distract them
You may only ask two questions:
1. "Is this a service animal required because of a disability?"
2. "What work or task has the animal been trained to perform?"
You cannot ask for documentation, certification, or proof
You cannot ask about the person's disability
Service animals can be any breed- do not discriminate based on breed
Service animals must be allowed to stay with their handler at all times
Emotional support animals are NOT service animals and do not have the same legal rights

[bookmark: _heading=h.d2jxfu8y1xmy]Role-Play Scenario 11: Handling Other Guest Complaints
Situation: Another guest at a nearby table complains loudly: "There's a dog in here! This is a restaurant! That's unsanitary!"
[bookmark: _heading=h.qfee4j2wjjot]
[bookmark: _heading=h.1evhn4l7er06]Correct Response:
Approach calmly and professionally. "I understand your concern. That is a trained service animal assisting a guest with a disability. Service animals are legally permitted in restaurants under the ADA. They are not pets." If they continue to complain, involve your manager.
Training Objective: Protect the dignity and rights of guests with service animals. Stand firm on the law. Never apologize for allowing a service animal.
[bookmark: _heading=h.vt3l8f2msk71]Emergency Preparedness
In case of fire, earthquake, or other emergencies, guests with disabilities may need additional assistance evacuating safely.
[bookmark: _heading=h.miz3s5tcnc2d]Staff Must Know
· Location of all accessible exits
· Which staff members are assigned to assist guests with mobility impairments
· Who leads the evacuation plan
· How to communicate calmly and clearly during emergencies
· How to assist wheelchair users (ask permission, learn proper techniques)
· How to guide people with visual impairments (offer your arm, give clear verbal directions)
· Location of first aid supplies and AEDs
[bookmark: _heading=h.tlvd13kmrobr]Emergency Reminder
Never leave a guest with a disability behind during an evacuation. Account for every person. Stay calm and communicate clearly.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1n25oi7enu5e]Building Empathy: Staff Reflection Exercise
The best service comes from genuine empathy and respect. Take time during training to discuss these questions with your team:
[bookmark: _heading=h.kztilasfdjko]Question 1: Personal Connection
"How would you want your family member, friend, or yourself to be treated in a restaurant if you had a disability?"
Think about what would make them feel welcomed, respected, and comfortable.
[bookmark: _heading=h.olb3jw75dfn1]Question 2: Small Actions, Big Impact
"What small actions make the biggest difference in how a guest feels?"
Often it's the simple things: patience, eye contact, a genuine smile, asking instead of assuming.
[bookmark: _heading=h.nwupwmugycch]Question 3: Challenging Assumptions
"What assumptions might I unknowingly make about people with disabilities?"
Be honest. We all have biases. The goal is to recognize them and change our behavior.
This kind of reflection creates empathy-based service—not forced compliance with rules. When staff genuinely care, it shows.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ryx2z2px1pig]Why This Matters
Providing excellent service to guests with disabilities isn't just the right thing to do—it's good for business and creates a better work environment for everyone.
[bookmark: _heading=h.40wu41rpugf]Benefits of Inclusive Service
[bookmark: _heading=h.9dk2ontas37u]
[bookmark: _heading=h.40asd2cow369]Increased Customer Loyalty
Guests who feel respected and welcomed become regular customers and recommend your restaurant to others.
[bookmark: _heading=h.qsla5qtwve4]Improved Public Reputation
Word spreads quickly about restaurants that provide excellent inclusive service. Positive reviews attract more customers.
[bookmark: _heading=h.jdor15a4pexp]Reduced Legal Risk
Following ADA guidelines protects your business from discrimination lawsuits and legal penalties.
[bookmark: _heading=h.7szvlhfrsg5e]Stronger Team Culture
Staff who are trained in empathy and respect create a more positive, supportive workplace for everyone.
[bookmark: _heading=h.psst03xuusfy]Attracts Diverse Clientele
One in four adults in the United States has a disability. Inclusive service opens your doors to more customers.
[bookmark: _heading=h.6x37c8sijdnh]Better Service for Everyone
Skills learned for serving guests with disabilities improve service quality for all customers—patience, clear communication, and attentiveness benefit everyone.

[bookmark: _heading=h.7fogf6u5c49n]
[bookmark: _heading=h.z1r224x1wm5]Conclusion
Great service is about treating every guest with dignity, respect, and professionalism. When you serve guests with disabilities, remember that they are customers first. Their disability is just one part of who they are.
The skills in this guide will make you a better server to everyone—not just guests with disabilities. Patience, clear communication, flexibility, and genuine care make every dining experience better.
[bookmark: _heading=h.k0uwlg80htjp]Final Thought
If you're ever unsure what to do, just ask the guest directly: 'How can I best assist you today?' Let them guide you. Most people appreciate being asked rather than having assumptions made about their needs.
Thank you for taking the time to learn these important skills. Your commitment to inclusive service makes a real difference in people's lives.
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