
 

Respectful Language Guide  
 
This guide outlines appropriate terminology when communicating with disabled individuals. We 
want to ensure we are using respectful and inclusive language when communicating with or 
talking about disabled people.  
 
This will also outline appropriate terminologies to use in relation to LGBTQIA+ and race and 
ethnicity. This guide is by no means comprehensive but its aim is to cover dimensions of 
diversity that are important to be aware of, if not already.  
 
Working with Individuals 
 
It is important to remain mindful of the individuals we are working with, even though people may 
have the same diagnosis, they may self-identify very differently. Whilst this guide will help us 
use the correct language, first and foremost we must listen to individuals we are working with 
and how they identify.  This will also involve differences in culture, language, gender, beliefs and 
environments.  
 
It is also important to remember some people may have different levels of disclosure and 
comfort discussing their disability.  Always make sure to be responsive and listen to the other 
person, both verbally and physically.  Only refer and mention someone’s disability when it is 
important to the conversation for clarity or to provide important points.  
 
Appropriate Terminology: 
 

1. Disabled 
a. Do not shy away from using the word disabled as this can reinforce a notion of 

shame. 
2. Non-disabled  

a. Do use phrases such as non-disabled and people without visible disabilities, 
instead of using terms such as able-bodied 

b. Remember not all disabilities are visible  
3. Nuero-diverse 

a. We are all wonderfully diverse people and not divergent 
4. Physically disabled  

a. For example, use terms like wheelchair user, do not use terms such as 
wheelchair bound or others that have negative connotations  

5. Profoundly Deaf 
a. Someone who has completely lost their hearing  

6. Deaf 
a. Referring to oneself as Deaf or deaf depending on those who identify as culturally 

Deaf 
b. Please be aware that D/deaf is slightly outdated and it trying to be phased out by 

the community 



 

7. Hard of Hearing 
a. Those who have partial hearing loss  
b. Please do not use hearing impaired as this is offensive to the community  

8. Blind 
a. When someone has complete loss of sight  

9. Limited or low vision  
a. People have previously used the term visually impaired but I think we should 

avoid using this as the word ‘impaired’ characterises it negatively and is disliked 
by some members of the community. 

10. Legally blind or Partially sighted 
a. People may refer to themselves as legally blind, which is someone who has 

nearly complete loss of sight. Your vision is about 20/200 
b. May also refer to themselves as partially sighted, legally blind is a more medical 

terminology. 
11. Learning disability  

a. The Department of health defines this as a significant reduced ability to 
understand new or complex information, to learn new skills which started before 
adulthood.  

b. This should be taken into consideration through our communications with 
individuals  

12. Psychiatric disability  
a. Someone with a mental health disability, can use the word mental health or 

psychiatric  
13. Emotional disability  

a. Whether disclosed or not this can impact a person’s ability to effectively 
recognise, interpret, control and express fundamental emotions  

14. Someone of short stature 
a. Dwarfism is the medical terminology but only refer to someone using dwarf if this 

is how they self-identify 
b. Similarly, some people identify as small people/little people so please be aware 

of how someone self-identifies  
15. Survivor 

a. Can be used for someone living with a disability, instead of referring to them as a 
victim (generally when referencing health conditions)  

16. Has… 
a. Do not use phrases such as ‘suffers from’, rather, say someone has the disability 

17. Self Identify  
a. Remember, whilst we should follow the above, someone may wish to self-identify 

differently.  
 
Before using any terminology, make sure this is properly understood. Anything that you are 
slightly unclear on or is not covered above, please feel free to ask. This is a list that can be 
amended, updated and changed at any point in any way to make sure it is useful to everyone. 
LGBTQIA+ 



 

 
Everyone should make sure when communicating with individuals they are aware of their own 
preferred pronouns. We should also use our own pronouns on email signatures and our names 
in video meetings (e.g. on zoom).  
 
LGBTQIA+ is an inclusive acronym covering all people of all genders and sexualities. These 
include: 

● Lesbian 
● Gay 
● Bisexual 
● Trans 
● Transexual 
● Transgender 
● Questioning 
● Queer 
● Intersex 
● Asexual  
● Pansexual/omnisexual 
● Androgynous  
● Gender-queer 
● Demi-sexual 
● Polyamorous  

 
Please always be aware of how someone self-identifies and remember the ‘+’ in the acronym 
means new terms can be added and the above list is not an all-inclusive list.  
 
Race and Ethnicity  
 
People’s race and ethnicity is a part of their culture and identity and it is always important to 
know how individuals identify themselves but we should always make sure we are specific and 
not use broad, sweeping statements of phrases when talking about someone’s identity.  
 
To help with identifying race and ethnicity, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva highlights in “The Essential 
Social Fact of Race” that race is about what you are and ethnicity is about where you are from. 
Therefore race encompasses physical, cultural, intellectual and moral traits.  Some terminology 
that people may use to self-identify or discuss are as follows:  
 

● Black 
● BME or BAME 

○ Please be aware that BME and BAME is slightly outdated and it trying to be 
phased out by the community 

● AAPI (Asian-Americans and Pacific Islanders) 
● APA (Asian Pacific Americans) 
● Diaspora 



 

○ A scattered population which originated from a different geographical area 
● Multiracial 
● Mixed heritage  
● Dual heritage  
● Mixed race or mixed ethnicity  
● Biracial / interracial  

○ Biracial: if their heritage is mixed  
○ Interracial: used to describe relationships or interactions between individuals from 

different racial groups  
● People of colour 

○ Some people still use this term, however, it has been deemed by others as too 
reductive  

 
Lastly, I wanted to share a TEDx talk with you all: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IF--2vGj7Tg 
 
The talk is by Amanda Kemp, she is a writer, performer, college professor and a racial justice 
mentor.  Here she discusses different ideas and methodology that are very powerful and worth 
a watch. It was back in 2017 but still very much relevant to today!  
 
Again, to emphasise what I have repeated throughout, whilst we need to be aware of the above, 
we live in a diverse world where first and foremost we need to listen to how individuals 
self-identify in their hearts and minds.  We all want to treat people how we want to be treated 
and provide an all-inclusive, welcoming and comfortable environment.  
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IF--2vGj7Tg

