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Tips for Communicating by Telephone 
with Individuals who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing
Communicating effectively and respectfully with individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing requires many of the same communication skills as communicating with anyone else.  However, there are a few points to be aware of when communicating by phone with those who are deaf or hard of hearing.
1) Be aware that individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing communicate by phone in many different ways depending on their individual needs and the assistive technology available to them. Some typical methods include using text telephone such as a TTY or TDD to contact a TTY number directly, using a TTY or video relay service, using a captioned telephone, using an amplified telephone, using hearing-aid-compatible telephone equipment, and using a standard phone with modified communication methods, such as asking for repetition and increased volume from the communication partner.
2) Remember to use the same type of respectful language and provide the range of information as you would with any other caller.

3) In some cases, individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing may have speech and grammatical patterns that are different from Standard American English. In fact, for some users of American Sign Language, English is a second language. Respect these differences, as you would any other cultural difference.

4)  Avoid interrupting the caller.

5) Regardless of how the individual contacts you, remember to speak clearly and with appropriate speech rate and volume.  Avoid using exaggerated pronunciation, overly rapid speech, and exaggeratedly slow speech.  

6) Regardless of how the individual contacts you, do your part to limit background noise by limiting use of noise-producing equipment such as fans, copiers, and printers during calls, using good microphone placement, closing doors when possible, and avoiding moving hands or any other objects near your face. 

7) Non-speech sounds such as coughing and throat clearing may be more jarring to individuals with noise sensitivity or those who are using hearing aids, so use your mute button when appropriate.

8) Some individuals may contact you via a regular telephone without the use of assistive technology. In such cases the individual may ask you to use a louder voice. When this request is made, it is appropriate to speak more loudly than you usually would by telephone.  However, be sure to use clear, but not exaggerated, pronunciation and do not oversimplify your vocabulary unless the caller asks for clarification. Switching from a headset to a handheld receiver may be helpful to some callers.

9) When giving contact information and resource numbers by telephone, be prepared to speak relatively slowly and say each number clearly. Also, be prepared to repeat. 

10) When follow-up is needed, ask the person about the best way to get in touch. Remember that some may prefer alternate methods of communication such as texting, live internet chat, or email. Not all businesses and organizations can offer communication using all of these methods. It is a good best practice to be aware of the variety of follow-up methods available to you so that you may respond appropriately to requests for alternate methods of communication.

Special tips for relay calls

1) When communicating with someone using video relay service or TTY relay service, remember to direct your comments to the individual who is calling, not to the relay operator.

2) When communicating with someone using video relay service or TTY relay service, the gender of the relay operator may be different from the gender of the person with whom you are communicating. Be mindful of your use of gender-specific greetings and pronouns.

3) If the caller is using a relay service, the relay operator may need to write down certain information before relaying it to the caller. The situation is an exception to the general rule of interacting directly with the person, as opposed to the operator, since the operator may directly ask you for clarification or repetition.

4) Turn taking is very important when communicating via TTY or a relay service.  Sometimes individuals who contact you by TTY or by a TTY relay service may use special terms such as, “go ahead” and “stop keying.”  The term “go ahead” means the caller has finished the current thought and it is appropriate for you to respond. The term “stop keying” means the caller is finished typing. It can also be used to signal the end of the call. For a glossary of additional TTY abbreviations, contact JAN directly. 
Updated 05/31/2018. 
This document was developed by the Job Accommodation Network, funded by a contract from the U.S. Department of Labor, Office of Disability Employment Policy (#1605DC-17-C-0038). The opinions expressed herein do not necessarily reflect the position or policy of the U.S. Department of Labor. Nor does mention of tradenames, commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Department of Labor.
Effective Accommodation Practices (EAP) Series








Tips for Communicating by Telephone with Individuals who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing









































