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Tip Sheet: Inclusive Language for Disabilities 

 

When we interact with, or describe a person living with a disability, using inclusive 

language ensures that every individual can fully participate in the conversation. Most 

people who live with disabilities have experienced some level of discrimination or 

different treatment because of their disability. People living with disabilities are often 

referred to in ways that are disempowering, discriminatory, degrading, or offensive. If 

we use negative words such as ‘victim’ or ‘sufferer’ we are perpetuating stereotypes 

that indicate people living with disabilities are living a less meaningful existence, are 

not happy, and should be viewed with pity, which we know is untrue and harmful.  

  

Using Inclusive Language  

Using inclusive language for disabilities is a means to discuss or speak to any person 

with disabilities in a way that respects their personhood. This includes respecting the 

choice and autonomy of the person - it's up to them how they want to be addressed or 

identified. Asking the person is usually acceptable if done in a respectful way, with the 

intent of addressing the person in the way that feels best for them.  

  

What Language is Appropriate?  

To expand on our understanding of disability language, the key is to remember that 

people with disabilities identify in many ways. Some people identify as a person first 

and their disability is only a part of who they are, this is person-first language. Some 

people identify with their disability, understanding it to be a key part of who they are. 

For example, Disabled Person, Deaf Person, or Autistic Person.  

 

There is a wide scope of acceptable language to use when describing or speaking with 

a person with disabilities. While the list on page two is not comprehensive, it provides a 

place to start.  

 

 

Sea Change CoLab typically uses person-first language.  

For example, “a person with disabilities.” However, it is always 

important to listen to the language people use to describe themselves 

and mirror that language back to them whenever possible. 

 

http://www.seachangecolab.com/
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Suggested Language for Disabilities 

 

Table 1- Language to avoid in the left column and language to use in the right column. 

  Avoid:    Use:   
(the) handicapped, (the) disabled  disabled (people), people with disability  

 afflicted by, suffers from, victim of  
  

[person’s name] has [name of condition or 
impairment]  

confined to a wheelchair, 
wheelchair-bound  

person who uses a wheelchair or mobility device  

mentally handicapped, mentally 
defective, mentally challenged, 
retarded, subnormal  
  

with a learning disability (singular) with learning 
disabilities (plural), person with cognitive disability, 
person with intellectual disability, person with 
developmental disability  

cripple, invalid  
  

person with physical disability, person living with 
disability  

spastic  person with cerebral palsy  

able-bodied, abled, healthy, normal, 
of sound body, well  

non-disabled person, person without disability  
  

mental patient, insane, crazy  
  

person with a mental health condition, person with a 
mental illness  

deaf and dumb; deaf mute  
  

person who is deaf or hard of hearing, user of 
ASL (American Sign Language), person with a 
hearing impairment  

the blind  
  

people with visual impairments; blind people; 
blind and partially sighted people, person with low 
vision  

an epileptic, diabetic, depressive  
  

person with epilepsy, diabetes, depression, 
or someone who has epilepsy, diabetes, 
and depression  

dwarf; midget  someone with restricted growth or short stature  

fits, spells, attacks  seizures  

handicapped parking  accessible parking  

incapacitated person with reduced mobility  

normal, of sound mind, high or low 
functioning autistic  

[name of person] is neurotypical, or [name of 
person] is neurodivergent, autistic person  

  

Adapted from: The Ultimate Guide for Inclusive Language for Disabilities  
 

A project of Sea Change CoLab with funding from the Government of Canada. 
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