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FOREWORD 

For the first time, APA is systematically and institutionally examining, acknowledging, and 
charting a path forward to address its role in racism and other forms of destructive social 
hierarchies including, but not limited to, sexism, ableism, ageism, heterosexism, classism, and 
religious bigotry. The organization is assessing the harms and is committing to true change. This 
requires avoiding language that perpetuates harm or offense toward members of marginalized 
communities through our communications. 



https://apastyle.apa.org/style-grammar-guidelines/bias-free-language
https://apastyle.apa.org/style-grammar-guidelines/bias-free-language
https://www.apa.org/about/apa/equity-diversity-inclusion/equity-division-inclusion-framework.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/apa/equity-diversity-inclusion/equity-division-inclusion-framework.pdf
https://dictionary.apa.org/
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Inclusive Language in Writing
GENERAL TERMS RELATED TO EQUITY AND POWER 

access 
The elimination of discrimination and other barriers that contribute to inequitable opportunities to join and be a part of a 
work group, organization, or community (APA, 2021b).

ally/allies
People who recognize the unearned privilege they receive from society’s patterns of injustice and take responsibility for 
changing these patterns. Being an ally is more than being sympathetic and feeling bad for those who experience discrimination. 
An ally is willing to act with, and for, others in pursuit of ending oppression and creating equality. Real allies are willing to 
step out of their comfort zones. Those who decide to undertake the ally role must recognize and understand the power and 
privileges that one receives, accepts, and experiences and they use that position to act for justice (Akbar, 2020). 

bias 
APA defines bias as partiality: an inclination or predisposition for or against something. Motivational and cognitive biases 
are two main categories studied in decision-making analysis. Motivational biases are conclusions drawn due to self-
interest, social pressures, or organization-based needs, whereas cognitive biases are judgments that go against what is 
considered rational, and some of these are attributed to implicit reasoning (APA, 2021b). 

climate 
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population health
The health outcomes of a group of individuals, including the distribution of such outcomes within the group. Population 
health includes health outcomes, patterns of health determinants, and policies and interventions that link these two. 
Attention to social and environmental, as well as medical, determinants of health is essential (Silberberg et al., 2019).

positionality
Our social position or place in a given society in relation to race, ethnicity, and other statuses (e.g., social class, age, gender 
identity, sexual orientation, nationality, ability, religion) within systems of power and oppression. Positionality refers to 
our individual identities and the intersection of those identities and statuses with systems of privilege and oppression. 
Positionality shapes our psychological experiences, worldview, perceptions others have of us, social relationships, and 
access to resources (Muhammad et al., 2015). Positionality therefore means actively understanding and negotiating the 
systemic processes and hierarchy of power and the ways that our statuses affect our relationships because of power 
dynamics related to privilege and oppression (APA, 2019b).

prejudice
A negative attitude toward another person or group formed in advance of any experience with that person or group. 
Prejudices can include an affective component (e.g., nervousness, anger, contempt, pity, hatred) and a cognitive component 
(assumptions and beliefs about groups, including stereotypes). Prejudice is typically manifested behaviorally through 
discriminatory behavior. Prejudicial attitudes tend to be resistant to change because they distort our perception of 
information about the target group. Prejudice based on racial grouping is racism; prejudice based on perceived sexual 
orientation is homophobia and biphobia; prejudice based on sex or gender (including transphobia) is sexism; prejudice 
based on chronological age is ageism; and prejudice based on disability is ableism (APA, 2021b).

privilege 
Unearned power that is afforded to some but not others based on status rather than earned merit; such power may come 
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Disability Status

ableism 
Stereotyping, prejudicial attitudes, discriminatory behavior, and social oppression toward people with disabilities to inhibit 
the rights and well-being of people with disabilities, which is currently the largest minority group in the United States 
(APA, 2021b; Bogart & Dunn, 2019). Understanding the concept of ableism, and how it manifests in language choices, is 
critical for researchers who focus on marginalized groups such as the autistic community (Bottema-Beutel et al., 2021).

TERM TO AVOID SUGGESTED ALTERNATIVE COMMENT

Use of person-first and identity-first language rather than condescending terms

special needs 

physically challenged 

mentally challenged

mentally retarded

handi-capable

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 community or person being 
discussed. The language used 
should be selected with the 
understanding that disabled 
people’s expressed preferences 
regarding identification 
supersede matters of 
style. Avoid terms that are 
condescending or patronizing.

mentally ill person with a mental disorder

person with a mental illness

person living with a mental health 

mentally ill
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TERM TO AVOID SUGGESTED ALTERNATIVE COMMENT

visually challenged person

sight-challenged person

visually impaired person

vision-impaired person

person who is visually impaired

person who is vision impaired

Use of pictorial metaphors, negativistic terms, and slurs

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. 
As with other diverse groups, 
insiders in disability culture 
may use these terms with one 
another; it is not appropriate 
for an outsider (nondisabled 
person) to use these terms.

AIDS victim person with AIDS

brain damaged person with a traumatic brain injury

cripple

invalid

person with a physical disability

defective

nuts

crazy

person with a mental disorder

person with a mental illness

person living with a mental illness

alcoholic person with alcohol use disorder

meth addict person with substance use disorder

For more information on problematic and preferred language use related to disability, please refer to the APA bias-free 
language guidelines for writing about disability (APA, 2020b).

disability
Can be broadly defined as the interaction of physical, psychological, intellectual, and socioemotional differences or 
impairments with the social environment (World Health Organization, 2001). The members of some groups of people 
with disabilities—effectively subcultures within the larger culture of disability—have ways of referring to themselves that 
they would prefer others to adopt. The overall principle for using disability language is to maintain the integrity (worth 
and dignity) of all individuals as human beings (APA, 2020b). 

neurodiversity
A term that evolved from the advocacy movement on behalf of individuals with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) and 
has been embraced by other groups of individuals with neurologically based disabilities (e.g., learning disabilities [LDs]). 
Neurodiversity suggests that these disabilities are a natural variation in brain differences and that the workplace should 
adapt to them (Sumner & Brown, 2015). 
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color-blind beliefs
Refer to the denial or minimization of race or racism in society (i.e., “not see [skin] color”; Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Neville et al., 
2013). Color-blind beliefs in a racial sense purportedly are based on the assumption that acknowledgement of race reifies 
racial divisions in society. People who endorse color-blind beliefs believe that individual effort is sufficient for achievement 
in a meritocracy predicated on the assumption that everyone has equal opportunity for life success. People who hold 
color-blind attitudes believe that doing so reduces racial and ethnic prejudice and that acknowledging racial and ethnic 
differences promotes racial division. Research evidence shows that holding color-blind beliefs allows racial and ethnic 
prejudice to fester (Pahlke et al., 2012; Richeson & Nussbaum, 2004). 

color-blind policies 
Institutional policies that are race-neutral in language and tone and yet have a disproportionate and harmful impact on 
people of color (Apfelbaum et al., 2012; Block, 2016; Castro-Atwater, 2016; Penner & Dovidio, 2016). Research indicates 
that the United States is not a meritocracy (Farkas, 2003; Gale et al., 2017; Pearson et al., 2009). Color-blind belief systems 
undergird color-blind policies. Moreover, color-blind policies operate to maintain disparities and do not lead to equitable 
treatment across groups (APA, 2019b; Helms, 2008; Neville et al., 2016, 2000). 

culture
The values, beliefs, language, rituals, traditions, and other behaviors that are passed from one generation to another within 
any social group. Broad definitions include any socially definable group with its own set of values, behaviors, and beliefs. 
Accordingly, cultural groups could include groups based on shared identities such as ethnicity (e.g., German American, 
Blackfoot, Algerian American), gender (e.g., women, men, transgender, gender-nonconforming), sexual orientation (e.g., 
gay, lesbian, bisexual), and socioeconomic class (e.g., poor, working class, middle class, wealthy; APA, 2019b). 

enculturation 
First introduced by anthropologist Melville Herskovits (1948), the term enculturation is defined as “the process by which 
individuals learn and adopt the ways and manners of their culture” (Matsumoto, 2004, p. 156). Enculturation emphasizes 
socialization to, or maintenance of, one’s culture of ethnic or familial ethnic origin (APA, 2012; Kim & Abreu, 2001; Zhang 
& Moradi, 2013). This process considers how, for example, U.S.-born or highly U.S.-acculturated individuals may be more 
actively learning their ethnic origin culture, rather than maintaining it (APA, 2019b). 

ethnic bias
Differential treatment toward individuals based on their ethnic group, often resulting in inequities in such areas as education, 
employment, health care, and housing. With regards to testing and measurement, ethnic bias refers to contamination or 
deficiency in an instrument that differentially affects the scores of those from different ethnic groups. Ideally, researchers 
strive to create culture-fair tests (APA, n.d.). 

ethnic identity
An individual’s sense of being a person who is defined, in part, by membership in a specific ethnic group. This sense is 
usually considered to be a complex construct involving shared social, cultural, linguistic, religious, and often racial factors 
but identical with none of them (APA, n.d.). 

ethnicity
A characterization of people based on having a shared culture (e.g., language, food, music, dress, values, and beliefs) 
related to common ancestry and shared history (APA, 2021b). 

The term BIPOC is still considered by many to indicate a hierarchy 
among communities of color. Instead of BIPOC, the preferred term(s) to 
use are “people/persons of color” and “communities of color”
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racism 
A system of structuring opportunity and assigning value based on phenotypic properties (e.g., skin color and hair texture 
associated with “race” in the United States). This “system”—which ranges from daily interpersonal interactions shaped 
by race to racialized opportunities for good education, housing, employment, and so forth—unfairly disadvantages people 
belonging to marginalized racial groups and damages their physical and mental health, unfairly advantages individuals 
belonging to socially and politically dominant racial groups, and “ultimately undermines the full potential of the whole 
society” (APA, 2021a; Jones, 2002). The following more specific forms of racism also exist:

• structural racism
Results from laws, policies, and practices that produce cumulative, durable, and race-based inequalities and includes 
the failure to correct previous laws and practices that were explicitly or effectively racist. 

• institutional racism
Results from policies, practices, and procedures of institutions—such as school, health care, law enforcement, and 
criminal justice systems—that marginalize diverse racial groups. 

• interpersonal racism
Occurs when individuals from socially and politically dominant racial groups behave in ways that diminish and 
harm people who belong to other racial groups. Interpersonal racism is therefore distinct from bigotry (negative 
attitudes about an outgroup, not necessarily tied to race) or prejudice (a preconceived opinion that is not based 
on reason or actual experience). 

• internalized racism
Refers to the acceptance by diverse racial populations of the negative societal beliefs and stereotypes about 
themselves—including negative stereotypes and beliefs about complexion and color (i.e., colorism) that reinforce 
the superiority of Whites and can lead to the perception of themselves as devalued, worthless, and powerless 
(APA, 2021a).

White supremacy
The ideological belief that biological and cultural Whiteness is superior, as well as normal and healthy, is a pervasive 
ideology that continues to polarize the United States and undergird racism (APA, 2021b). For more information, see also 
White privilege.

For more information on problematic and preferred language use related to race and ethnicity, please refer to the APA 
bias-free language guidelines for writing about racial and ethnic identity (APA, 2020b).  

Institutional racism results from policies, practices, and procedures 
of institutions—such as school, health care, law enforcement, and 
criminal justice systems—that marginalize diverse racial groups. 
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TERM TO AVOID SUGGESTED ALTERNATIVE COMMENT

birth sex

natal sex

assigned sex 

sex assigned at birth

born a girl, born female

born a boy, born male

assigned female at birth (AFAB)

assigned male at birth (AMAB)

hermaphrodite 

tranny

transvestite

transsexual (unless being used 
medically)

LGBTQ+, LBGTQIA+, etc.

transgender people

trans and gender nonbinary folks 
or folx

genderqueer

queer*

The term “tranny” is considered a 
slur.

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

gender-inclusive language
Terms used to be more gender equitable. It is the opposite of gender-exclusive language. Examples of gender-inclusive 
nouns for general use: everyone or everybody, distinguished guests, folks or folx, friends, humans, individuals, loved ones, 
person, people, y’all. Examples of gender-inclusive occupational nouns: chair or chairperson, congressperson or member 
of congress, first-year student or first year. When describing a specific person, use that person’s pronouns (be sure to ask 
for their pronouns rather than assume; Brandeis University PARC, n.d.). 

gender and pronoun usage
Do not use the term “preferred pronouns” because this implies a choice about one’s gender. Use the term “pronouns” 
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AVOIDING MICROAGGRESSIONS IN CONVERSATION

Culturally Appropriative and Pejorative Language 

Indian-giver
The term Indian-giver is offensive and is said to have roots in misunderstandings about trade customs in early relationships 
between Indigenous people in the Americas and White settlers. Suggested alternatives: take something back or rescind 
a gift (Brandeis University PARC, n.d.). 

“long time no see” or “no can do”
These terms as well as other expressions using “broken” English originate from stereotypes making fun of nonnative 
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“to get gypped” 
The offensive term “gypped” is derived from “gypsy,” connected to the racial stereotype that Romani people are swindlers. 
Suggested alternative: to get ripped off (Brandeis University PARC, n.d.). 

“to get Jewed” 
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