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Equality & Diversity

Language and the BSA: Disability

The BSA grants free non-commercial use and non-commercial photocopying rights of these guidelines, to promote good practice; we only ask that you acknowledge the BSA when you publish them.

These guidelines are aimed at promoting an awareness of disability issues through recommendations about use of language.  This should avoid the perpetuation of assumptions about disabled people and ensure the writing of sociologists does not cause offence.  The adoption of these guidelines should help to challenge disablism in sociological education and research, promote a social rather than individual model of disability, and support non-discriminatory practice.

Language and terminology are changeable and contested.  Words can reinforce beliefs and prejudices, but can also be used in challenge.  As such, it must be recognised that the meaning of these terms will be subject to revision and/or change at a faster rate than these or any other guidelines or sources may be issued. 

This is not intended to be an exhaustive list or a definitive guide.  

· Avoid using medical labels as this may promote a view of disabled people as patients.  It also implies the medical label is the over-riding characteristic; this is inappropriate.

· If it is necessary to refer to a condition, it is better to say, for example, 'a person with epilepsy' not an epileptic, or 's/he has cerebral palsy' not a spastic. 

· Avoid mental retardation/mentally retarded.

· Avoid acronyms when referring to people e.g. ‘the SEN child’.

· It may be necessary to place a apostrophes around terms when referring to historical (and some contemporary) terms. 

· The word disabled should not be used as a collective noun (for example as in 'the disabled').

More specifically, the following are recommended:

	DISABLIST
	NON-DISABLIST

	Handicap
	Disability

	Invalid
	Disabled person

	The disabled /The handicapped
	Disabled people or people with disabilities

	Special needs
	Additional needs or needs

	Patient
	Person

	Abnormal
	Different or disabled

	Victim of
	Person who has / person with

	Crippled by
	Person who has / person with

	Suffering from
	Person who has / person with

	Afflicted by
	Person who has / person with

	Wheelchair bound
	Wheelchair user

	The blind
	Blind and partially sighted people or visually impaired people

	The deaf
	Deaf or hard of hearing people

	Cripple or crippled
	Disabled or mobility impaired person

	The mentally handicapped
	People / person with a learning difficulty or learning disability

	Retarded / backward
	Person with a learning disability

	Mute or dumb
	Person with (a) speech impairment

	Mentally ill or mental patient
	Mental health service user

	Able bodied person
	Non-disabled person
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