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Cultural Crossroads 
Tips and resources to help you communicate better with Alliance members 

 

Serving Patients with 
Disabilities 

 
Sixteen percent of Santa Cruz and Monterey 
County residents are living with disability.* To 
learn more about the health care needs of this often 
invisible community, the Alliance held seven 
focus groups with people living with different 
disabilities.  We also met with disability advocates 
and service providers. 

Health Challenges for People with Disabilities 
Common health challenges emerged across most 
disabilities: 
• Lack of primary care providers and specialists 

skilled in the particular disability 
• Not enough time with the provider to explain 

needs, address complex medical problems, and 
build rapport 

• Difficulty managing complex health care and 
medication regimes 

• Need help navigating the health care system 
• High risk for obesity, hyperlipidemia, 

hypertension, and diabetes due to chronic 
medications and barriers to physical activity 

• Providers sometimes fail to differentiate and 
treat depression or other mental health 
problems as distinct from their primary 
disability. 

• Members are often too distracted by their 
disability/chronic illness to think about 
preventive care. 

Participants noted that a good provider-patient 
relationship is central to care.  Patients with 
disabilities are more comfortable explaining their 
needs and disclosing information to providers with 
whom they have a relationship.  Those with well-
developed provider relationships had fewer 
complaints about their providers. 

*Persons five years or older.  U.S. Census 2000 

Suggestions for 
Providers 

Focus group participants 
offered these suggestions to 
improve care for patients with 
disabilities: 

• Take more time fo  r complex conditions. 
Listen carefully. 

• Recognize and adapt to special 
communication needs such as hearing loss 
or cognitive challenges.  (See sidebar.) 

• Avoid assumptions about a patient’s abilities 
or lack of abilities.  Ask. 

• Coordinate with the rest of the patient’s care 
team.  

• Inform patients about possible medication side 
affects and watch for drug interactions.  Patients 
may be on medications prescribed by other 
providers.  Do a complete medication review  
to catch redundancies or interactions. 

• Provide reminders for preventive care.  Ask 
patients to schedule a well-care visit.  

For a copy of the complete report, contact the 
Senior Health Educator at 831-430-5570 or 
iglatt@ccah-alliance.org, 
 

 

 

Communicating with Patients 
with Cognitive Challenges 

Our focus group participants offered these tips: 
• Look at the patient and speak clearly. 
• Slow down. 
• Write down instructions. 
• Use drawings and diagrams to assist 

comprehension. 
• Be aware that feeling rushed can 

exacerbate the patient’s cognitive 
difficulties. 

• Show patience and understanding. 
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