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The Office of EDI would like to recognize 
the work and time that many internal and 

external reviewers put into revising the 
Inclusive Language Guide. To all reviewers, 

we thank you for your dedication to 
inclusivity and for participating in the 

creation of this educational resource to make 
Western a place where students, staff, and 

faculty can feel welcomed. 



3Land Acknowledgement

Land Acknowledgement
Recognizing the Traditional Custodians of the Land 
We Stand On

We acknowledge that Western University is located on the traditional lands of the Anishinaabek (Ah-nish-in-a-

bek), Haudenosaunee (Ho-den-no-show-nee), Lūnaapéewak (Len-ahpay- wuk) and Chonnonton (Chun-ongk-ton) 

Nations, on lands connected with the London Township and Sombra Treaties of 1796 and the Dish with One Spoon 

Covenant Wampum.

With this, we respect the longstanding relationships that Indigenous Nations have to this land, as they are the 

original caretakers. We acknowledge historical and ongoing injustices that Indigenous Peoples (First Nations, Métis 

and Inuit) endure in Canada, and we accept responsibility as a public institution to contribute toward revealing and 

correcting miseducation as well as renewing respectful relationships with Indigenous communities through our 

teaching, research and community service. 

We cannot forget that as part of the official systemic process to assimilate Indigenous Peoples in Canada. In 

Residential Schools, for example, Indigenous children were forbidden from speaking their language and punished 

when they did. Yet, language is a cultural means for communicating values and beliefs and building relationships. 

Therefore, because English is a colonial language which is used throughout this guide in the writing, description, 

language, and recommendations, it is essential to remember that it was forcefully brought to Indigenous lands and 

communities through colonial power structures.  This fact continues to influence the relationship between settlers 

and Indigenous peoples. The most respectful approach to Indigenous Peoples is to learn the words they use to refer 

to themselves and show respect for their self-determination.
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Introduction





6 THE OFFICE OF EQUITY, DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION - INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE GUIDE

Content Disclaimer
The content that will be presented in this guide 
might make you feel uncomfortable and could 
trigger difficult emotions.

This guide presents a list of some outdated words and 
more appropriate substitutes. Keep in mind that these 
words will keep evolving and that it is important to 
unlearn and learn as the inclusive language changes. 

The following resources are available to you at Western:

For students: Mental Health Support Resources. All appointments 
need to be booked in advance by calling 519-661-3030.

For Indigenous students:  For student support, please visit the 
Indigenous Student Centre on the second floor of the Western 
Student Services Building, room 2100.

For Faculty and Staff members: Mental Health Resources for Faculty 
and Staff members can be found on the Human Resources Mental 
Health website.
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Defining Inclusive 
Language at Western
Inclusive language respects and acknowledges diverse 
identities. Using inclusive language involves avoiding 
terms that perpetuate erasure or exclude people based 
on prejudices, biases, and stereotypes, while proactively 
using words that are welcoming and advocate for a more 
inclusive society. Inclusive language puts people first and 
contributes to an environment where people can bring 
their authentic selves to Western.
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People first

Words matter

Engage in self-reflection

Keep an open mindset to changes in 
language

Be aware of stereotypes and 
microaggressions

Guiding Principles of Inclusive Language1 

1 These guiding principles of inclusive language are adapted from British Columbia Public Service Agency 
(2018) and the American Psychological Association (2022).

Throughout this guide, you will find several terms and phrases 
that have more inclusive recommendations and replacements to 
encourage the usage and application of inclusive language.  This 
guide is not collectively exhaustive, but it is a starting point 
towards using inclusive language.
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Guiding Principles of Inclusive Language
People first
Since language communicates people’s thoughts and world views, it is helpful to focus on people as 

individuals who are part of a diverse society.

•	 Use language that demonstrates respect towards individuality. 

•	 Use the language people use to describe themselves or call them the way they prefer to be called. 

Note: some people use words that were used in the past to oppress the group they belong to 

as a sign of empowerment. For example, some people refer to themselves as ‘queer’, a word used 

as a slur in the past. Even though someone might use this word to describe themselves, they might 

not see it as appropriate for people to refer to them in the same way.

•	 When in doubt, please ask individuals about their preferences. 

Words matter
Your choice of words influences the people listening, and those words and phrases can either

 harm or include them. Words have the power to stereotype and discriminate or, on the contrary, show 

that we care and value differences.

•	 Avoid using adjectives as nouns to refer to groups of people, or labels based on a condition. For 

example, ‘the Blacks’, ‘the gays’, ‘autistics’. 

•	 Instead, use the adjectives or nouns with descriptive phrases. For example, ‘Black people’, ‘gay   men’, 

‘people living with autism’.

•	 When in doubt, please ask individuals about their preferences.

Engage in self-reflection
Reflect on why you use certain words or phrases, their origins, and if there are more inclusive options 

that you can use.

•	 Many words and phrases are said or written without analyzing where they come from and what their 

impact is on individuals. Take time to reflect on why those words or phrases are common and how 

they can harm people around us.
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Be aware of stereotypes and microaggressions
A stereotype is a conventional, intuitive, and oversimplified opinion, idea, or belief about a person’s 

community or identity. Stereotypes can perpetuate erroneous and hurtful opinions of people and 

communities. There is language that has been historically used to oppress and perpetuate discrimination 

and stereotypes of equity-deserving groups. 

Microaggressions are “the brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioural, and environmental indignities, 

whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial, gender, 

sexual orientations, and religious slights and insults to the target person or group” (Sue, 2010, p. 229).

•	 Be cautious about making sweeping statements or assumptions about any social group.

•	 It is crucial to be curious and keep learning about words, phrases, and perspectives that might offend 

people and cause harm, or that might be microaggressions towards equity-deserving groups. 

•	 Inclusive language helps prevent microaggressions.

Keep an open mindset to changes in language
It is crucial to keep an open and empathetic mindset. Language related to diversity and inclusion has 

changed over time. Learning how those terms have changed and choosing the words that are considered 

appropriate in the current time shows commitment to building inclusive spaces, and respect for the reasons 

those changes were made. 

•	 Be curious about how language has changed. Search for resources, such as this guide, to learn more 
about how language related to equity, diversity, inclusion, and decolonization has evolved.

•	 Be proactive and use more inclusive language on purpose.

•	 Find opportunities to share what you have learned about inclusive language with your friends, 
family, and colleagues.  
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Inclusive Language 
Related to Disabilities

The Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC, 2016) states that a disability “is a complex, evolving 
matter. The term ‘disability’ covers a broad range and degree of conditions. A disability may have been 
present at birth, caused by an accident, developed over time”, or go undetected (para. 1).

Disabilities can be visible or non-visible. Visible disabilities can be noticed by just looking at the 
person. For example, involuntary shaking or paralysis. Non-visible disabilities are not immediately 
noticeable. They may affect the way people speak, hear, or think, and they are commonly misunderstood 
and overlooked. Some examples of non-visible disabilities are brain injuries, mental health conditions, 
chronic pain, hearing, and vision impairments, among others. 

The Code (section 10) defines ‘disability’ as:

1.	 “Any degree of physical disability, infirmity, malformation or disfigurement that is caused by bodily 
injury, birth defect or illness and, without limiting the generality of the foregoing, includes diabetes 
mellitus, epilepsy, a brain injury, any degree of paralysis, amputation, lack of physical co-ordination, 
blindness or visual impediment, deafness or hearing impediment, muteness or speech impediment, 
or physical reliance on a guide dog or other animal or on a wheelchair or other remedial appliance or 
device;

2.	 A condition of mental impairment or a developmental disability;

3.	 A learning disability, or a dysfunction in one or more of the processes involved in understanding or 
using symbols or spoken language;

4.	 A mental disorder

5.	 An injury or disability for which benefits were claimed or received under the insurance plan 
established under the Workplace Safety and Insurance Act, 1997.”

(OHRC, 2016, para. 1) 

The Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities by the United Nations (UN, 2006) explains 
that “disability is an evolving concept and that disability results from the interaction between persons 
with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinders their full and effective 
participation in society on an equal basis with others” (Preamble,  para. 5).



Person-first Identity-first
A person with a disability A disabled person

A person who is deaf A deaf person

A person who is blind A blind person

132. PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

Person-first language emphasizes the person 

before the disability or condition. It keeps the 

individuals as the most essential element in the 

language we use, instead of considering that a 

specific condition is what defines the person. For 

example, ‘a man who is blind’, ‘a person who has 

a traumatic brain injury’. Use of this proactive 

language will reinforce that people with disabilities 

are treated with the same respect as individuals 

who do not have disabilities. However, this 

language does not work for some people because 

their disability is an integral part of who they are, 

in which case they prefer identity-first language.

Identity-first language focuses on the 

disability, and it is up to people to choose which 

language they prefer. Identity-first language “is 

often used as an expression of cultural pride and 

a reclamation of a disability or chronic condition 

that once conferred a negative identity” (APA, 

2020b, para. 5). Some examples are ‘an epileptic 

person’, ‘a blind person’, or ‘a deaf person’.

Terminology about disabilities can vary. People are encouraged to use terms and descriptions that 

honour and explain person-first and identity-first perspectives. Language should be selected with the 

understanding that the individual’s preference supersedes matters of style. 

Both approaches are acceptable, so it is essential to learn or ask which is the preferred approach of a 

specific group or a person. When in doubt, ask individuals about their preferences. 



THE OFFICE OF EQUITY, DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION - INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE GUIDE14

Terms related to disability status

Instead of Try to Substitute Why?
•	 Special needs

•	 Physically challenged

•	 Mentally challenged

•	 Developmentally delayed

•	  Person with a disability

•	 Person who has a disability

•	 Disabled person 

•	 People with intellectual disabilities 

•	 Child with a congenital disability 

•	 Child with a birth impairment 

•	 Physically disabled person

•	 Person with a physical disability

Use person-first or identity-first 
language as is appropriate for the 
person being discussed. Avoid terms 
that are condescending, patronizing, 
and disrespectful.

•	 Mentally ill •	 Person with a mental disorder

•	 Person with a mental illness 

•	 Person living with a mental health 
condition

The recommended substitutes use 
the person-first principle, where 
the individual is not defined by the 
condition they have. Their identity as a 
person comes first.

When we say ‘person with a mental 
disorder’ we are emphasizing they are 
not defined solely by their disability. It 
is a way to separate their identity from 
their disability. 

•	 Person with deafness

•	 Person who is deaf

•	 Deaf person Most Deaf or Deaf-Blind individuals 
culturally prefer to be called Deaf or 
Deaf-Blind (capitalized) rather than 
‘hearing-impaired’, ‘people with 
hearing loss’, and so forth.

Some Deaf people do not see 
themselves as disabled, but as 
speakers of a different language. 

•	 Person with blindness

•	 Visually challenged person

•	 Sight-challenged person

•	 Blind person

•	 Person who is blind

•	 Visually impaired person 

•	 Vision-impaired person 

•	 Person who is visually impaired
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Terms related to disability status

Instead of Try to Substitute Why?
•	 Hearing-impaired person 

•	 Person who is hearing impaired 

•	 Person with hearing loss

•	 Hard-of-hearing person 

•	 Person who is hard-of-hearing

The word impaired is an adjective 
defined as “being in an imperfect or 
weakened state or condition; unable 
to function normally or safely” 
(Merriam-Webster Dictionary, n.d.).  
For this reason, using the term ‘hearing 
impaired’ has a negative connotation. 
Many people who are deaf think about 
it as part of their identity, not as an 
impediment or an impairment. 

When in doubt, please ask the person 
what their preference is.

•	 Wheelchair-bound person •	 Wheelchair user 

•	 Person in a wheelchair

Avoid language that uses pictorial 
metaphors, negativistic terms that 
imply restriction, and slurs that insult 
or disparage a particular group.

•	 AIDS victim •	 Person living with AIDS

•	 Brain damaged •	 Person with a traumatic brain injury

•	 Cripple

•	 Invalid

•	 Person living with a physical 
disability

•	 Defective

•	 Nuts

•	 Crazy

•	 Person with a mental illness

•	 Person with a history of mental 
health challenge(s)

•	 Alcoholic •	 Person with alcohol use disorder

•	 Drug addict

•	 Drug abuser

•	 Person with substance use disorder





17Terms related to Ageism

Terms related to Ageism
Ageism is defined by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2021) as the “stereotypes (how we think), 
prejudice (how we feel), and discrimination (how we act) towards others or oneself based on age” (para. 
1).

The OHRC (n.d.) defines ageism as “a socially constructed way of thinking about older persons based 
on negative attitudes and stereotypes about aging and a tendency to structure society based on an 
assumption that everyone is young, thereby failing to respond appropriately to the real needs of older 
persons.” 

Ageism can cause harm to older adults, especially when younger individuals use patronizing speech 
based on the presumed limitations of older adults to address them. Similarly, older adults can cause 
harm when they disregard/under acknowledge or value the impact of younger adults, for example. 
This type of speech decreases people’s performance when receiving instructions and increases their 
stress levels (Hehman & Bugental, 2015). “Ageism can change how we view ourselves, can erode 
solidarity between generations, can devalue or limit our ability to benefit from what younger and older 
populations can contribute, and can impact our health, longevity and well-being while also having far-
reaching economic consequences” (WHO, 2021).

Sometimes people underestimate the positive effect that intergenerational relationships might 
bring individuals. Intergenerational interactions are beneficial to both older and younger people, 
as demonstrated by many thriving Indigenous societies who organize their societies in this manner. 
Research shows that these interactions benefit older people by enhancing their well-being, improving 
communications skills, and sense of purpose, among others. Younger people also benefit from 
intergenerational interactions as they develop new communication skills, a sense of purpose, identity 
synthesis, subjective well-being, positive mood, self-esteem, positive attitudes toward older people, and 
friendships (Blais, et al., 2017; Kahlbaugh & Budnick, 2021; Pillemer et al., 2022).

In higher education ageism has a systemic dimension, meaning that university policies, structures, 
services, and educational programs sometimes do not consider the embedded barriers that older 
adults might face. Ageism also has an individual dimension, where the everyday interactions and the 
language people use reflect their assumptions and biases towards older adults. Language is a repository 
of culture that can embody stereotypes and discrimination, which may cause potential harm to targets, 
so it is necessary to learn the proper language to prevent ageism, show respect, and create an inclusive 
environment.
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Poor Example Better Example Why?
•	 The elderly 

•	 Elderly people

•	 Aged

•	 Aging dependents

•	 Seniors

•	 Senior citizens

•	 Old people

•	  Older adults

•	 Older individuals

•	 Persons 55 or 65 years and older 
(aim for specificity. In Indigenous 
societies, age 55 is the age when 
one is considered aged)

•	 The older population

Many of the words presented in 
the ‘better example’ column are 
diminishing generalization. Not all 
older adults have the same capacities 
and identities. It is important to be as 
specific as possible when speaking or 
writing about age and ask yourself “is 
it relevant to mention their age in this 
context?”; ‘do I need to use adjectives 
such as ‘cute’ in this scenario?’

In Indigenous societies age 55 and 
older is considered aged.

•	 Senile woman/women •	 Older woman/women with a 
disability

The word ‘senile’ is defined as “relating 
to, exhibiting, or characteristic 
of old age”; “exhibiting a loss of 
cognitive abilities (such as memory) 
associated with old age”. To avoid 
ageism, it is recommended to avoid 
the word “senile” for it has a negative 
connotation.

•	 Adjectives such as sweet, cute, 
adorable, senile, frail, vulnerable, 
feeble, incapacitated.

•	 Refer to the person by their name

•	 Use adequate adjectives that 
describe the individual: thoughtful, 
amicable, caring

Adults should be treated as such. Using 
adjectives such as “cute” or “adorable” 
can sound condescending and might 
make older adults feel belittled.

•	 Expressions such as “You can’t 
teach old dogs new tricks”

Expressions such as this one can 
perpetuate stereotypes and send the 
message that older adults are less 
cognitively or physically capable than 
others.

•	 Kid(s) •	 Student

•	 Client(s)

•	 Student’s name (e.g., Charlie, Carla)

Using the word “kid(s)” to refer to a 
student or a group of students could 
be patronising and demeaning. The 
word “kid” has a range of meanings, 
including “child” or “children”, 
and it could also be interpreted as 
inexperienced or immature. Using 
“student’ or “client” removes the 
assumption you know about their 
age or stage in life compared to you; 
signals the need for processes and 
policies that are inclusive to wider life 
experiences.

(Sources: APA 2020b; National Ageing Research Institute, 2022; Van Vleck, 2022)

Terms related to ageism
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Terms related to race, ethnicity & culture

Instead of Try to Substitute Why?
•	 Negro

•	 N-word

•	 Coloured

•	 Afro-American

•	 Black (capitalize when referring to 
people, communities, cultures. Use 
as an adjective)

•	 African Canadian (people of African 
descent from Canada)

•	 African American (people of African 
descent from the United States)

•	 Caribbean Canadian (people of Ca-
ribbean descent from Canada)

•	 Afro-Latin American (people of Afri-
can descent from Latin America)

•	 African

“The use of the n-word can 
trigger feelings of frustration, 
inferiority, confusion, isolation, and 
disappointment, among others” 
(ARWG, 2020, p. 20). It is highly 
recommended that anyone who 
uses the words ‘negro’, or the n-word 
prepares the audience or provides a 
warning that this word could trigger 
some difficult emotions and let them 
know the reasons why this word will 
be used and provide the necessary 
background information. Whether 
you are a Western student or a faculty 
member, using the n-word in class 
without providing the educational 
objectives or purposes of its use, can 
harm, traumatize, and hinder students’ 
learning processes. It is essential to 
put the word in context and not use 
it deliberately since this could harm 
racialized individuals even if the word 
is not directed to them. It is crucial to 
understand that, though people can 
use the term, it does not mean that 
they should. To learn more about the 
use of the N-word, please refer to 
the additional readings list below 
this table at the end of this section.

Also, Black and African American 
are not always interchangeable. An 
African Canadian is a Canadian person 
of African descent, and a Caribbean 
Canadian is a Canadian of a Caribbean 
heritage. If known, use the word 
preferred by the person. If not, use the 
word Black.

•	 LatinX •	 Hispanic

•	 Latin American

•	 Cuban, Colombian, Venezuelan (be 
as specific as possible)

The term LatinX is controversial in many 
contexts. If used, it is recommended to 
provide background information as to 
why it is being used, for example, if it is 
being used to describe gender-expansive 
people.

If known, it is better to use the term 
preferred by individuals.
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Terms related to race, ethnicity & culture

Instead of Try to Substitute Why?
•	 Asian

•	 Oriental

•	 Asian (to refer to people in Asia)

•	 Asian Canadian (people of Asian de-
scent from Canada)

•	 Asian American (people of Asian de-
scent from the USA)

•	 South Asian

•	 East Asian

When possible, refer to the specific 
nation, region, or country.

•	 BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Colour - to be used in 
context)

•	 Brown people

•	 The specific group you are referring 
to. For example, ‘Black’, ‘Indige-
nous’, ‘Muslim’, ‘Arabic’, ‘Middle 
Eastern’ 

•	 People/Persons of Colour

•	 Indigenous, Black, and People of 
Colour

•	 Equity-deserving group member(s)

•	 Racialized people/individuals

•	 Global majority 

•	 Made-marginalized People

It is recommended to use the words in 
BIPOC. That is, to write or say Black, 
Indigenous, or People of Colour.  Using 
the acronym BIPOC can convey the 
wrong message that these three groups 
have had the same experiences, or that 
they are equal. The same is true with the 
short form of People of Colour (POC), 
which can include various races and 
ethnicities. It is recommended to be as 
specific as possible when referring to 
race or ethnicity to recognize people’s or 
groups’ identities and histories. 

For example, avoid using the term 
Person of Colour when you are actually 
referring to a Black person. Also, 
BIPOC could have different meanings 
depending on where the comma is 
placed. For example, Black Indigenous, 
and People of Colour.

•	 Minority •	 Racialized person

•	 Member of a racialized group

•	 Racialized group

The term ‘minority’ is a general term 
that has been used as a blanket 
term for different equity-deserving 
groups. Also, the use of the word 
‘minority’ reinforces the idea of a White 
majority and can minimize historically 
marginalized people and promote 
erasure of distinctive communities 
and identities. This term is outdated. 
It is recommended to use the specific 
name of the group or groups you are 
referring to.
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Indigenous Peoples
The language related to Indigenous Peoples has evolved over time and using terminology and 
traditional names is crucial to demonstrate respect and build good relationships with Indigenous 
peoples. In this sense, recognizing outdated terminology and the appropriate words to use as 
substitutes is essential, keeping in mind that language is fluid and that some terms might change in the 
future. 

It is also essential to recognize that specific words related to Indigenous Peoples might be acceptable 
or, on the contrary, offensive, depending on the context in which they are used. For example, the term 
‘Indian’ is still used in some settings because of its legal and historical context (e.g., in the Indian Act), 
but within daily social use, this is an offensive term. Another example is the term ‘Aboriginal’, which is 
referenced in the Canadian Constitution, but not to be used with social settings. The federal government 
ceased use of the term ‘Aboriginal’ in 2016 and started using the term ‘Indigenous’ instead.

Additionally, it is crucial to recognize the diversity among Indigenous Peoples. As explained in the Guide 
for Working with Indigenous Students (2018) provided by the Office of Indigenous Initiative at Western 
University, “Referring to ‘Indigenous people’ or ‘Indigenous culture’ is problematic because it is used 
in the singular form and thus homogenizes many Indigenous cultures” (p. 18). It is respectful to refer 
to Indigenous communities by the name they have given themselves and use the plural form when 
necessary to demonstrate diversity. 

The Guide for Working with Indigenous Students (2018) also explains that it is inappropriate to use 
possessive pronouns such as ‘our Indigenous students’ or ‘Indigenous peoples of Canada’, since this 
“reinforces an inferior and subjugated power relationship” (p. 18). Please refer to this guide to learn 
about working with Indigenous students. 
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Terms related to Indigenous Peoples

Instead of Try to Substitute Why?
•	 Indian

•	 Aboriginal People

•	 Native people

•	 Indigenous person

•	 Indigenous Peoples (refers to the 
Indigenous population in Canada 
collectively, including First Nation, 
Métis, and Inuit)

The terms ‘Indian’, ‘Aboriginal People’, 
and ‘native people’ are now considered 
derogatory and outdated when used in 
reference to an individual.

They are still used in many 
governmental, historical, and legal 
documents. When used, it is important 
to provide some context.

•	 Indigenous people or Indigenous 
culture (singular form)

•	 The Nation or Name of the Indig-
enous Group or person you are 
specifically referring to. For exam-
ple, ‘Ojibwe, Potawatomie, Odawa 
(Anishinaabe)’ or ‘Oneida, Mohawk, 
(Haudenosaunee)’, etc.

“Indigenous people” and “Indigenous 
culture” are problematic terms 
because they do not recognize diverse 
Indigenous cultures that exist in 
Canada, where there are over 600 
distinct First Nation communities 
alone.

When possible, be as specific in terms 
of the Indigenous nation you are 
referring to. For example, near London 
there are three Indigenous Nations: 
Deshkan Ziibing (Chippewas of the 
Thames First Nation); Onyota’a:ka 
(Oneida Nation of the Thames); and 
the Munsee-Delaware Nation.

•	 First Nations People •	 Use the culturally specific names 
they use to describe themselves

First Nations (Indigenous groups 
who do not identify as Métis or Inuit) 
have different languages, cultures, 
traditions, and spiritual beliefs.  There 
are more than 600 distinct First Nations 
communities in Canada.

•	 Eskimo •	 Inuit Using the word ‘Eskimo’ to refer to 
Inuit communities is considered 
derogatory. This word in the Cree 
language means ‘eaters of raw meat’. 
The word ‘Inuit’ comes from the 
Inuktitut language and is the preferred 
term of the Inuit.
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Gender and Sexuality
The language related to gender has evolved and will continue to evolve as people find words to 
better describe their gender identities. To understand and show respect toward gender identity, 
it is crucial to have a clear notion of the main terms surrounding this topic to avoid a misusage of 
words that can be offensive, humiliating, or hurtful. 
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Definitions to consider for gender & sexuality

Assigned female at birth (AFAB) / assigned male at birth (AMAB):  “These terms are used to describe someone’s 
assigned sex at birth and were created to acknowledge arbitrary assignments of gender” (Canadian Centre for Diversity 
and Inclusion [CCDI], 2022, p. 22).

Bigender: “Someone who moves between masculine and feminine identities or characteristics. They may sometimes 
identify as a man and sometimes as a woman” (CCDI, 2022, p. 22).

Cisgender: “A person whose gender identity is in alignment with the sex they were assigned at birth. The term is often 
shortened to ‘cis’” (the519, 2020).

Gender identity: “a component of gender that describes a person’s psychological sense of their gender. Many people 
describe gender identity as a deeply felt, inherent sense of being a boy, a man, or male; a girl, a woman, or female; or a 
nonbinary gender (e.g., genderqueer, gender-nonconforming, gender-neutral, agender, gender-fluid) that may or may not 
correspond to a person’s sex assigned at birth, presumed gender based on sex assignment, or primary or secondary sex 
characteristics” (APA, 2022).

Dead name: “The name that a person was given when they were born but they no longer use, usually a trans or non-binary 
person. Some people use the term ‘birth name’, but the word ‘dead’ is used to emphasize the seriousness of not using the 
person’s birth name. Use of someone’s ‘dead name’ is offensive and, in the case of a trans person, generally misgenders 
them” (CCDI, 2022, p. 24).

Gender affirming: “A broad description of actions or behaviours that validate someone’s gender, such as using someone’s 
correct pronouns (gender affirming language)” (CCDI, 2022, p. 25).

Gender binary: “A social system whereby people are thought to have either one of two genders: ‘man’ or ‘woman.’ These 
genders are expected to correspond to birth sex: male or female. In the gender binary system, there is no room for living 
between genders or for transcending the gender binary. The gender binary system is rigid and restrictive for many people 
whose sex assigned at birth does not match up with their gender, or whose gender is fluid and not fixed” (the519, 2020).

Gender expansive: “Someone who identifies with a broader and more flexible concept of gender” (CCDI, 2022, p. 26).

Gender expression: “How a person publicly expresses or presents their gender. This can include behaviour and outward 
appearance such as dress, hair, make-up, body language, and voice. A person’s chosen name and pronoun are also 
common ways of expressing gender. All people, regardless of their gender identity, have a gender expression and they may 
express it in any number of ways” (the519, 2020).

Gender non-conforming: “An umbrella term for someone who identifies or expresses themselves outside of the gender 
binary. The term may refer to someone who identifies as trans or it may not” (CCDI, 2022, p. 26).

Genderfluid: Someone who does not have a fixed gender identity. They may move between many gender identities and 
expressions.

Genderqueer/Non-binary: “Individuals who do not follow gender stereotypes based on the sex they were assigned at 
birth. They may identify and express themselves as ‘feminine men’ or ‘masculine women’ or as androgynous, outside of 
the categories ‘boy/man’ and ‘girl/woman’. People who are non-binary may or may not identify as trans” (the519, 2020).

Indigiqueer: “An identity term that may be used by someone who is both Indigenous and queer that emphasizes the 
intersections of both identities” (CCDI, 2022, p. 27).



It is important to understand that the transition process can vary greatly from person to person, there is no set start or end 
point, and a person does not need to do all four steps to transition. “The term ‘transition’ can also be misleading as a person 
is not changing their gender, they are changing their bodies and appearance to align with their already existing gender 
identity” (CCDI, 2022, pp. 31-32).

Note: It is not appropriate to ask a person about their transition. If you want to learn about the OHRC’s Policy 
on Preventing Discrimination because of Gender Identity and Gender Expression (2014), please visit https://
bc.healthyagingcore.ca/resources/words-are-powerful-style-guide-writing-and-speaking
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Intersex: “A person born with sex characteristics (chromosomes, gonads, sex hormones, or genitals) that do not fit the 
typical medical definitions of male or female bodies” (the519, 2020).

Misgender: “The act of referring to someone, intentionally or not, with a term that does not align with their gender 
identity. This includes using the wrong pronouns, using a trans person’s dead name, or using a gendered term (sir or 
ma’am, husband or wife, Mr., Mrs., etc.)” (CCDI, 2022, p. 28).

Non-binary: “An umbrella term for gender identities that fall outside of the man-woman binary” (the519, 2020).

Preferred gender pronouns: “An outdated term that refers to the pronouns that align with someone’s gender identity. 
Pronouns are not a preference, but a fact. This term should be replaced by using only the word pronouns” (CCDI, 2022, p. 
29).

Sex/biological sex: “The medical term based on physical characteristics and anatomy used to designate people as male, 
female, or intersex. Biological sex is distinct from gender identity” (CCDI, 2022, p. 30).

Sex assigned at birth: “Describes the sex, separate from gender identity, that someone was given at birth based on their 
external anatomy” (CCDI, 2022, p. 30).

Trans: “An umbrella term referring to people whose gender identities differ from the sex they were assigned at birth. 
“Trans” can mean transcending beyond, existing between, or crossing over the gender spectrum. It includes but is not 
limited to people who identify as transgender, non-binary or gender non-conforming (gender variant or genderqueer)” 
(the519, 2020).

Trans man: “Someone who was assigned female at birth and identifies as a man. They may be at any point along their 
transition or may not be transitioning at all. Some people prefer to be referred to as a trans man, whereas some may prefer 
to be referred to as a man” (CCDI, 2022, p. 31).

Trans woman: “Someone who was assigned male at birth and identifies as a woman. They may be at any point along their 
transition or may not be transitioning at all. Some people prefer to be referred to as a trans woman, whereas some may 
prefer to be referred to as a woman” (CCDI, 2022, p. 31).

Transgender: “An umbrella term used to describe a person whose gender identity is anything other than their sex 
assigned at birth. The term is also used more narrowly to describe someone who identifies as or is transitioning/has 
transitioned to align their body with their gender identity. May be shortened to ‘trans’” (CCDI, 2022, p. 31).

Transition: The process of changing one’s gender expression to align with their gender identity. Transition is not a linear 
process and is a deeply personal experience. There are four general aspects of transition: 

•	 Social: name, pronouns, clothing, hair, etc.
•	 Medical: hormone therapy.
•	 Surgical: gender affirming surgeries.
•	 Legal: changing legal identification, birth certificate, driver’s license, passport, etc. 
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Two-Spirit (2-Spirit): “Two-Spirit is a term introduced by Elder Myra Laramee in 1990 at the third annual Native 
American and Canadian Aboriginal LGBT people gathering in Winnipeg. It is “an English umbrella term to reflect and 
restore Indigenous traditions forcefully suppressed by colonization, honouring the fluid and diverse nature of gender 
and attraction and its connection to community and spirituality. It is used by some Indigenous People rather than, or in 
addition to, identifying as LGBTQI”. This term is the translation of the Anishinaabemowin term niizh manidoowag, which 
means two spirits. The teachings, roles, and responsibilities for a Two-Spirit person differs from community to community. 
Not all queer Indigenous people use this term, but Two-Spirit is an identity specific to being Indigenous and can only be 
claimed by Indigenous people” (CCDI, 2022, p. 33).

Sexual orientation: “The direction of one’s attraction. Some people use the terms gay, straight, bi, pan, or lesbian to 
describe their experience” (the519, 2020).

•	 Alloromantic (Allo) - “a person who does experience romantic attraction (i.e. they are not on the aromantic 
spectrum). This term says absolutely nothing about the gender or genders that a person is attracted to - just 
that they experience romantic attraction” (Trans Wellness Ontario, n.d.).

•	 Allosexual (Allo) - “a person who does experience sexual attraction (i.e. they are not on the asexual spectrum). 
This term says absolutely nothing about the gender or genders that a person is attracted to - just that they 
experience sexual attraction” (Trans Wellness Ontario, n.d.).

•	 Aromantic (Aro) - “refers to a person who experiences a lack of romantic attraction. Aromantic individuals 
do not have an innate desire to be in a relationship with specific individuals, or they may feel disconnected 
from the idea of romance. Aromantic is also an umbrella term to describe the diversity of ways that people 
experience aromanticism” (Trans Wellness Ontario, n.d.).

•	 Asexual (Ace) - “refers to a person who experiences a lack of sexual attraction. Asexual people may not want 
to have sex, they may not be interested in sex, they may not experience sex drive or libido, or they may be 
repulsed by sex - each person’s experience of asexuality is unique. Asexual is also an umbrella term to describe 
the diversity of ways that people experience asexuality” (Trans Wellness Ontario, n.d.).

•	 Bisexual (Bi) - “a person who experiences attraction to some people of their gender, and some people of 
another gender. The term bisexual does not necessarily enforce the gender binary - it simply means that the 
person experiences attraction to two or more genders” (Trans Wellness Ontario, n.d.).

•	 Heterosexual (Het) - “a person who is primarily attracted to people who are not the same gender as them. The 
concept of heterosexuality is often socially constructed, with the idea of ‘man’ being attracted to ‘woman’. 
However, that does not always resonate for some people - for example, a cis man may be attracted to a 
nonbinary person, and they may both use the term ‘heterosexual’ (Trans Wellness Ontario, n.d.).

•	 Gay - “someone who experiences attraction primarily to someone of the same gender” (Trans Wellness Ontario, 
n.d.).

•	 Lesbian (Les) - “typically used to refer to a woman who experiences attraction primarily to other women or 
towards feminine people. The term lesbian includes anyone who identifies as a woman: including trans women. 
Some nonbinary people may also use this term if it resonates with their own sense of identity and experience of 
attraction” (Trans Wellness Ontario, n.d.).

•	 Pansexual (Pan) - “a person who experiences attraction for people regardless of gender. Pansexual people may 
refer to themselves as being gender-indifferent, asserting that someone’s gender is not a determining factor in 
their attraction to others” (Trans Wellness Ontario, n.d.).

•	 Queer - “the term “queer” is used to refer to someone who is not heterosexual to describe their individual 
sexual orientation. Additionally, the term queer can also be used as an umbrella term to describe the diverse 
community outside of heterosexuality” (Trans Wellness Ontario, n.d.).
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Instead of Try to Substitute Why?
•	 Birth sex 

•	 Natal sex

•	 Sex change

•	 Assigned sex 

•	 Sex assigned at birth

•	 Transition-related surgeries, gen-
der-affirming surgeries or gen-
der-confirming surgeries

•	 Born a girl, born female 

•	 Born a boy, born male

•	 Assigned female at birth (AFAB) 

•	 Assigned male at birth (AMAB)

•	 Homosexual •	 Gay, lesbian, heterosexual, bisexual, 
asexual, queer, polysexual, or pan-
sexual, among others

Homosexual is an outdated term 
to describe a sexual orientation in 
which a person feels physically and 
emotionally attracted to people of the 
same gender.

•	 Transvestite 

•	 Transsexual (unless being used 
medically)

•	 Transgenderist

•	 Transgenderism

•	 Transgendered

•	 Is transgendering

•	 2SLGBTQ+, 2SLBGTQIA+, etc. 

•	 Transgender people 

•	 Trans and gender nonbinary folks 
or folx 

•	 Genderqueer queer*

•	 A trans person

•	 Is transitioning

•	 Trans woman

•	 Trans man

Consider your audience when using 
the term ‘queer’; not everyone receives 
this word positively; many members 
of the LGBTQIA+ community have now 
reclaimed it.

•	 Mankind

•	 Manning the office

•	 Man hours

•	 Manmade

•	 Manpower

•	 Man a project

•	 Humankind/Human beings

•	 Staffing the office

•	 Working hours

•	 Artificial, synthetic, or constructed

•	 Staff a project

Using ‘man’ in words such as 
‘mankind’ are gendered. It is 
recommended to use a neutral 
language, such as ‘humankind’, for 
example. This can also be applied 
to other words and phrases, such 
as ‘manning the office’, where the 
substitute ‘staffing the office’ can be 
used.

(Sources: APA, 2020b; CCDI, 2022; University of Wisconsin, 2022)
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Terms related to gender & sexuality

Instead of Try to Substitute Why?
•	 Sexual preference •	 Sexual orientation/sexuality/sexual 

identity
The verb “to prefer” implies that an 
individual has a choice in terms of their 
sexual identity.

•	 Females

•	 Males

•	 Women, men, girls, boys

•	 Cisgender men, cis men, cisgender 
women, cis women, cis people, cis 
allies

•	 Transgender men, trans men, trans-
gender women, trans women, trans-
gender people, trans people

•	 Gender-fluid people, gender-non-
conforming people, gender-expan-
sive people, gender-creative people, 
agender people, bigender people, 
genderqueer people

•	 Individuals, adults, children, adoles-
cents, people, humans

Specific nouns reduce the possibility 
of stereotypic bias and often clarify 
discussion. Avoid automatically 
placing socially dominant groups first 
(e.g., men then women).

•	 Ladies

•	 Gentlemen

•	 Guys

•	 Folks

•	 Colleagues

•	 Everyone

•	 Individuals

•	 Preferred pronouns •	 Identified pronouns

•	 Self-identified pronouns

•	 Pronouns

‘Preferred pronouns’ implies that 
people have a choice about their 
gender, when this is not really a 
preference. It is part of their identity.

When referring to a known individual, 
use the person’s identified pronouns. 

If an individual identified pronoun is 
not known, use the singular ‘they’ to 
avoid misgendering the person. 

Continue reading to learn more about 
pronouns.

(Sources: APA, 2020b; CCDI, 2022; University of Wisconsin, 2022)
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Pronouns
“A gendered pronoun is a pronoun that references a person’s gender, such as ‘hers/his,’ ‘he/she,’ 
‘him/her,’ or ‘herself/himself.’ Pronouns in English originally developed around binary gender 
norms (male/female) and may not match a person’s gender identity or expression. It is more 
inclusive to use the gender neutral pronoun ‘they’ in written communication. Further, many 
nonbinary and gender fluid persons prefer the gender neutral pronoun ‘they’ in reference to 
themselves” (British Columbia Public Service Agency, 2018, p. 21).

For many people within society, it is common practice to make assumptions about a person’s 
gender based on how they look. However, the conclusions are not always correct, which can 
potentially harm members of our community. Using the appropriate pronouns when addressing 
someone is a sign of respect and validation — ignoring someone’s personal pronouns is 
offensive and has a tremendous impact on individuals, as it perpetuates systems of oppression 
that have affected members of the 2SLGBTQIA+ community


