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Introduction
Why does We are Able! need disability inclusive communication guidelines?
“Communications play a key role in changing norms and shifting from a charity or medical model to a
social model or to the human rights-based approach that should guide all communications.”
The We are Able! team endorses this statement by the United Nations .
We strive for a society that leaves no one behind. Building such an inclusive society starts with the way
we communicate about it.
We have therefore developed practical guidelines to communicate in a disability inclusive manner.
It is meant as a guiding document – not just for writers and lobbyists, but for anyone writing emails,
posting on social media platforms and communicating about We are Able! and otherwise about disability
inclusion.
We hope this will contribute to reducing bias and discrimination and in the end to the goal of the We are
Able! programme: to promote inclusion and participation of everyone in society.
Thank you for applying these guidelines!

1 Source: UN/United Nations Disability Inclusive Communications Guidelines, 2022:
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/un_disability-inclusive_communication_guidelines.pdf
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Writing Disability Inclusive Texts
Disability Inclusive Language
Five General Principles
Inclusive language is a key tool in combating ableism and its entrenched manifestations. Ableism is a
misguided and biased understanding of disability that leads to the assumption that the lives of persons
with disabilities are not worth living.
1. Use people first language
People-first language emphasizes the person, not the disability, by placing a reference to the person
or group before the reference to the disability.
Examples: “children with albinism”, “students with dyslexia”, “women with intellectual disabilities” and,
of course, “persons with disabilities”.
2. Avoid labels and stereotypes
Disability is a part of life and of human diversity, not something to be dramatized or sensationalized.
Persons with disabilities should therefore not be portrayed as inspirational or ‘superhuman’. This
language implies that it is unusual for persons with disabilities to be successful and productive and to
live happy and fulfilling lives.
Avoid labelling people and do not mention a person’s disability or impairment unless it is relevant,
particularly in internal communications and emails. Focus on skills or requirements and point to a
person’s impairment only when it brings clarity or provides useful information.
3. Do not use condescending euphemisms
Euphemisms are, in fact, a denial of reality and a way to avoid talking about disabilities. ‘Persons with
disabilities’ is a more neutral term than ‘differently abled’.
The term ‘special’ used in relation to persons with disabilities is commonly rejected, as it is considered offensive and condescending because it euphemistically stigmatizes that which is different.
4. Disability is not an illness or a problem
The medical model of disability views disability as a health condition that needs to be fixed or cured.
Persons with disabilities are not seen as rights holders. Similarly, the charity model of disability views
disability as ‘problem’ that persons without disabilities must solve. This approach depicts persons
with disabilities as being objects of charity and pity, perpetuating negative attitudes and stereotypes.
Expressions such as ‘suffers from’ and ‘afflicted with’ are inappropriate. They suggest constant pain
and powerlessness and carry the assumption that persons with disabilities have poor quality of life.
Instead, you can simply say that a person ‘has [a disability]’or ‘is [blind/deaf/deafblind]’.
The term ‘victim’ should not be used unless strictly relevant. It is inappropriate to say that a person
is ‘a victim of cerebral palsy’, for example. Victims are often seen as vulnerable and helpless. This
underlying perception must be taken into consideration when using this term in references to persons
with disabilities.
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5. Use proper language in speech
Most persons with disabilities are comfortable with the words used in daily life. You can say ‘let’s go
for a walk’ to a person who uses a wheelchair or write ‘have you heard the news?’ to a person who is
deaf.
However, phrases such as ‘blind as a bat’ or ‘deaf as a post’ are unacceptable and should never be
used, not even in informal contexts. Be careful with metaphors such as ‘blind to criticism’ and ‘to fall
on deaf ears’. Misused terminology can also be inappropriate and hurtful. Avoid saying ‘I must have
Alzheimer’s’ when you forget something. Never use disability-related terms as an insult or to express
criticism. For example, do not use the word ‘lame’ to mean ‘boring’ or ‘uncool’.

Disability Inclusive Language
Do’s and Don’ts
Do
l
l

Specifically promote or highlight their rights in all communication
When writing stories:
- Consult persons with disabilities and actively include them
- Give attention to the roles that persons with disabilities play in society
- Be conscious of intersectional discrimination. Explain the diversity of persons with disabilities and
their experiences
- Focus on the person and the purpose of the story. Do not focus on a person’s impairment or devices
(wheelchair, crutches, white cane, etc.)
- Use people first language (e.g. Persons with disabilities)
- Avoid euphemisms such as ‘special needs’ or ‘differently abled’
- Use validating language around lived experience

Don’t
l

l
l

l
l

Use language that dehumanises or portrays people with disabilities as “other”, “victims”, and us as
“heroes” or “saviours”
Avoid using business or military jargon: E.g. “win-win”, “on mission”, “target groups”
Use language that reflects colonial, paternalistic or oppressive views of the world: “underdeveloped”,
“third-world”, “help”.
Use language that is not accessible, clear, and free of jargon
Speak on behalf of other people. Make space for people to tell their own stories from their own
perspectives.

Extra issue with the format of texts:
When communicating with persons with a visual impairment, do not provide email attachments or files
to be read on a computer in PDF or PowerPoint formats.
Use Word document or html. Accessible PDF files are emerging but uncommon in Africa.
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Disability Inclusive Wording
Terms to use and avoid
Terms to avoid

Recommended terms

Disabled person, handicapped, person with special
needs, handicapable, atypical, person living with a
disability, differently abled, people of all abilities,
people of determination, those with disabilities

Person with disability
Person with [type of disability]
Persons with disabilities
People with disabilities (only in easy-to-read documents, informal text, and oral speech)

Normal, healthy, able-bodied, typical, whole, of sound
body/mind

Person(s) without impairment or disabilities
Broader population

Suffer from, afflicted by, stricken by, troubled with,
affected by

With disability/impairment/condition

Retarded, simple, slow, afflicted, brain-damaged,
intellectually challenged, subnormal, of unsound
mind, feeble-minded, mentally handicapped, mentally
retarded

Person with an intellectual disability Person with an
intellectual impairment

Insane, crazy, maniac, mental, psycho, hypersensitive, lunatic, demented, panicked, agitated, mentally
deranged, mentally ill, person with mental health
problems

Person with a psychosocial disability
Person with a cognitive disability

The deaf, hearing impaired, deaf and dumb, deaf and
Person who is deaf mute

Deaf person
Person with a hearing disability
Person with a hearing impairment Person with hearing loss
Hard-of-hearing person
Deafblind person

The blind, partially sighted

Blind person
Person who is blind
Person with a vision/visual disability Person with a
vision/visual impairment Person with low vision
Deafblind person

Crippled, invalid, deformed, lame, handicapped, physically challenged, person with physical limitations,
limp, person with physical difficulty, home-bound,
bedridden

Person with a physical disability Person with a physical impairment

Confined/restricted to a wheelchair; wheelchair-bound

Wheelchair user
Person who uses a wheelchair
Person with a mobility disability
Person with a mobility impairment Person using a
mobility device

Midget, dwarf, stunted

Person of short stature
Person with achondroplasia (only if the person has
this condition)

Mongoloid, special person, Down

Person with Down syndrome
Person with trisomy-21

Albino

Person with albinism

Leper, leprosy patient

Person affected by leprosy

Non-verbal, cannot talk

Person who uses a communication device
Person who uses an alternative method of communication
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Inclusive Language in General
Starting Points
l

l
l
l
l
l

l

l

Put the most important information/message at the beginning. Then your reader does not have to
make an effort to discover the core message.
Ensure consistency.
Use clear titles and subheadings.
Keep sentences as short as possible (max 16 words).
Keep paragraphs short and concise.
Use simple words. Choose words that the reader knows and understands. Isn’t that possible? Then
explain terms.
Make it concrete. Write actively, address the reader, use examples to clarify abstract information.
Avoid auxiliary verbs.
Do not use formal, technical language.

Inclusive Language in General
Examples
Bad practice

Good practice

Long, abstract complicated:

Short and simple:

Compensation will be given for damage to the vehicle

We pay the damage to your car

To terminate your loan, send a termination request to the
address below. This letter must be signed by you.

Do you want to stop your loan?
Write us a signed letter.
Send it to the address below.

When the municipality proceeds to introduce new rules, they
will be announced on this website beforehand.

Is the municipality planning to introduce new rules? We will
then announce this on our website.

Not:

But:

We will do our best

We are doing our best

You can contact us

Contact us

Negative:

Positive:

When you deliver your application after 1PM we can only look
at it the next day.

When you deliver your application before 1PM we can handle
it the same day.
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Inclusive Language in General
List of Words and Alternatives
Term

Problem?

Alternative

Capacity building

Implies that you are ‘building’ from scratch
and people have no capacities. Disvalues
local knowledge and expertise.

Capacity-strengthening
Capacity sharing
Knowledge sharing
Knowledge exchange

Beneficiary

The implication is that this person/group is a
Partners
passive recipient of our ‘help’. It implies a one- Programme participants
way street without reciprocity.
Constituents
Focus audience/group

The poor

Reductionist

The communities we work with, people who
have been marginalised / people who have
been excluded / people who have not been listened to, under-represented groups/communities, “people that live on less than 2 euros a
day”, people in need of support

Development Aid

Assumes that a person external to a situation
gives, aids, saves, or rescues another.

International cooperation

Empowerment

Implies power can be ‘given’ or ‘handed down’
from the powerful to the powerless. Empow
erment is not a light switch or ‘magic bullet’; it
is a long and complex process.

Give a comprehensive definition of what it
means. Think twice before using it as a verb,
(“we” empower “you”). You may refer to the
empowering effects of a certain activity. Do
not use it to refer to a two-hour long workshop.

‘Giving voice’
Voiceless

People already have a voice but different
structures in society have rendered their
voices irrelevant. People do not need development programmes to give them a voice, but to
make the world listen to them.

Describe what is it exactly that the programme is achieving. You can use phrases
such as ‘enhance or amplify voices’, ‘actively
listening to’, ‘engaging in a dialogue’.

Third world

Antiquated and offensive term: Connotes superiority and inferiority. Ostracise and creates
hierarchy.

Lower Income Countries, Middle Income
Countries,
Fragile and Conflict Affected States, “the
countries
we/NGOs work in”, world’s most fragile states.

Underdeveloped

Ignores the complex geopolitical dynamics
which contributed to poverty in certain parts
of the world (colonialism, slavery, and more
recently, global economic policies, etc..

Global South has been recently used more.
It is still a homogenising generalisation.
Be specific. Do you mean the 20 countries
with higher poverty rates in the world? Do
you mean countries with less technological
capacity? It takes a few more words, but it is
more accurate.

The field

(sounds militaristic) What is the field?

In [insert name of location], or rather than
“colleagues
who work on the ground” say “colleagues who
work with
communities”

Helping, saving, giving

Patronising

Working for / working with/standing in solidarity with/the communities we work alongside with

8

Three Tips for Writers
Tip 1: Always consider who is your reader
When you start writing always keep in mind who your readers are. Focus on their knowledge, needs and
background. Are some of them non-specialists? Non-native speakers? Then use the simplest, clearest
language that your audience allows. If you really must use some buzzwords or technical words, provide
explanation. Always use examples and stories if your text allows that.

Tip 2: Ask and check
Are you in doubt what language to use? Ask the person or group how they choose to identify. Indeed,
persons with disabilities are not a homogeneous group, and they may self-identify in various ways. These
identities should be respected and recognized.

Tip 3: Proofreading or ‘pretesting’
Ask a few people who represent your target audience to proofread your text. Usually asking two or three
people to check is enough to find out the main issues that are not understood or not acceptable. After
having read the text, ask the person to explain to you in his/her own words what the meaning of the text
was.
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Disability Inclusive Visuals
The messages that we want to get across in the We are Able! programme will be supported by the way
we communicate in photographs. The pictures we share should promote the human rights and dignity of
people whose images are captured. The main criteria are:
l

l

l

l
l

l

l

l

l

l

Persons with disabilities at the centre. Focus on the person, not the sign language interpreter or
assistive device.
Represent a range of disabilities. Disability is diverse and includes both visible and invisible
disabilities.
Capture the diversity of persons with disabilities. Represent persons with disabilities of all genders
and sexualities, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and age).
Always check with OPDs that visual representations of persons with disabilities are acceptable.
Preferably action pictures. Show persons with disabilities in their everyday contexts, fulfilling a variety
of roles (e.g. skilled workers, teachers, parents or siblings) and participating in the full spectrum of life
(including work, study, sport and social activities).
Don’t use the ‘vulnerability’ of people with disabilities as a way to get our message across (E.g. don’t
use pictures where they’re suffering, being excluded or victimised).
Avoid using pictures of persons with disabilities being ‘helped’ in some way. Instead, feature them as
capable and equal to the others in the picture.
Ensure camera angles do not reinforce stereotypes by over- or de-emphasizing persons with
disabilities.
When appropriate, highlight accommodations and/or accessible technology. Show accessibility ‘in
action’ and what society can do to enable persons with disabilities to participate more fully. E.g: show
persons with disabilities participating in a meeting with CART transcriptions, or working in a room
with wheelchair accessible tables, or utilizing sign language interpreters at an event.
Avoid pictures that reinforce common stereotypes depicting persons with disabilities as:
- pitiable or less than others
- vulnerable or a burden on others
- extraordinary or super heroic
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Positive Examples:

“When people see me teaching, they understand that I’m nog defined by my disability.” Ehsan Al Khalil, 45, teaches a music class for yoyng refugees at Azraq camp in Jordan. Originally from Damascus, Ehsan has been blind since he was a child. Photo credit: Christopher Herwig (UNHCR).

Photo credit: See You Foundation
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Photo credit: Disability IN

Photo credit: Disability IN

Ms. Montserrat Vilarrasa, Secretary of the Assembly of Human Rights Montserrat
Trueta and Member for Intellectual Disability at the City Council of Barcelona,
adresses the High-Level Meeting of Women with Disabilities in Political and Public
Leadership at UN Women Headquarters, New York, June 2019. Photo credit: UN
Women/Ryan Brown.
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Disability inclusive conversations /
personal communication
All the input we gave about choosing the right words and terminology, apply also for personal communication and conversations with people with a disability.
Moreover, your attitude and non-verbal communication is also of importance. We give you a few suggestions:
1. Communicate directly with the person even when accompanied by a non-disabled person.
2. Do not stare at persons with disabilities. They are humans like you.
3. Be careful not to ask for the cause of the impairment. People may not want to discuss such,
particularly if it is a progressive condition.
4. Persons with a disability do not need your pity. Pity is a negative approach. Rather, be willing for help/
assistance if needed.
5. Ask before you render assistance. Unsolicited help threatens the person’s dignity and sense of
independence.
6. Avoid ‘heroic’ praises. It signifies that you have a lower expectation of him or her.
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Annex 1
Translations of Disability Inclusive Terms
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