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1. Why is a gender-neutral and discrimination-free language important or how do I 

explain it to "skeptical" colleagues? Arguments for gender-neutral and 

discrimination-free language 

There are many arguments in favor of gender-sensitive language. In this section, we list them so 

that you won't run out of arguments when meeting skeptical colleagues or superiors. 

1.1. The most important arguments in favor of gender-sensitive language 

1. Making your own corporate values visible through language 

For many companies, promoting diversity, equal opportunities and an appreciative working 

atmosphere is an important value. By using gender-equal language, this can also be shown and 

communicated to the outside world. 

2. Language shapes our perception of reality 

Everything we read or hear shapes our perception, because we always have certain images in our 

heads of what we hear. If all genders are always mentioned, a more diverse image is created in 

our minds. 

3. It is more accurate & clear 

Sometimes it is no clear who is meant if we use e.g. only male pronouns if we mean everyone or 

talk about „man“ if we actually talk about all gender. 

1.2. Here's how you counter the following arguments against gender-inclusive language: 

"I continue to use the male pronouns. After all, I still address everyone.“ 

Even if it grammatically means everyone, it creates a "male bias", i.e. a male-centered 

interpretation of life contexts and everyday understanding. This manifests prejudices. 
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„In the old days we also did not use gender-neutral terms” 

Language evolves on a regular basis. Before the women's movement, it was mainly men who held 

important positions in politics, business and society, and women sometimes had no access to these 

positions at all, so in many contexts women or other genders did not have to be included. 

Fortunately, however, this has changed, so that women and other genders should also be 

mentioned. 

„Why shouldn’t I greet people as „Ladies and gentlemen“, there do only exist men 

and women?!” 

No, in addition to male and female, there are other gender identities, such as non-binary people 

who identify as neither male nor female. In addition, there are also people who are intersex, 

meaning that they biologically exhibit female and male characteristics. 

"And if I think I'm a helicopter tomorrow, will there be a new word for it, too?" 

This statement ridicules the daily pressures that non-binary gender identities face. Here it should 

be pointed out that a discussion on such a sensitive topic should remain respectful and non-

derogatory. 
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2. Genderneutral Language 

The English language is a natural gender language, this means that personal nouns are mostly 

gender-neutral. The goal is the neutralisation of the language to avoid gender references. For that 

reason we recommend to use gender-neutral terms. 

Avoidance of the generic use of „man“ and its derivates 

Avoidance of the generic use of „he“, „his“ etc. 

It often works to completely rephrase. 

Gendered term Gender-neutral term

chairman chair, chairperson

policeman, policewoman police officer

spokesman spokesperson

stewardess flight attendent

headmaster, headmistress director, principal

actress actor

Use plural forms Officials shall carry out their duties…

Use the imperative Please send your CV to…

Omit the pronoun An official’s salary is dependent on his length of service

Use the passive The relevant documents should be sent to…
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Generic use of „they“ 

They can be used as a gender-neutral pronoun instead of he or she, that also includes non-binary 

people. It can be used like „Someone may not know their tax number.“ In some terms you can also 

replace „he“ to „one“ like in “A staff member in Antarctica earns less than one in New York.” 

Use “Mx” Instead Of “Mr,” “Ms,” “Mrs” Or “Miss” 

Mx is used as a title for those who do not identify as being of a particular gender, or for people 

who simply don’t want to be identified by gender. It is pronounced like „mix“. It is also 

recommended to use „Ms“ instead of „Mrs“ or „Miss“, because these two forms identify women by 

their marital status. 

Use “Latinx” Instead Of “Latino” Or “Latina” 

Latinx (pronounced Latin-ex) is a gender neutral term used instead of Latino or Latina and can also 

be used by talking about a group of people, so you can use Latinx instead of Latinos. 

Avoid gender-biased expressions or expressions that reinforce gender stereotypes 

This expression could be e. g. the term „Boys don’t cry“ which means that only girls cry and 

therefore reinforces a gender stereotype. 

Pronouns 

If you don't know what pronouns a person uses, it is perfectly legitimate to simply ask. In 

introductions, we recommend that when introducing your name, you also mention the pronouns, 

such as "My name is Astrid Özgül and my pronouns are she/her." This makes it easier for people 

who do not identify themselves according to their assigned gender to also name their pronouns 

when introducing themselves. In addition, by doing so, you are demonstrating to yourselves that 

you are sensitive to the issue and that you are an Ally. By adding your own pronouns to your email 

signature, you can also show it in this way. 
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Salutations in e-mails and letters 

Addresses such as "Dear Mr. Miller" or "Dear Sir or Madam" are still very common, but exclude 

people who do not identify as either men or women. Therefore, the following options are 

available: 

3. Formulating LGBTIQ+ inclusively 

Making the entire LGBTIQ+ community visible through language 

It only becomes problematic when the entire LGBTIQ+ community is referred to as gay in certain 

contexts, such as the term the "gay employee network." Usually, these networks include not only 

gay men, but also lesbian women, trans and inter people, bisexual or queer people, etc. These are 

excluded by this designation and not included. The better term would be "LGBTIQ+ employee 

network". 

Gender Pronoun

Woman she/her

Man he/him

Genderneutral form they/them 

Find here an overview of other gender neutral forms: 
https://uwm.edu/lgbtrc/support/gender-pronouns/

conventional formulation gender-neutral wording

Dear Mrs. Schmidt Dear Anne Schmidt

Dear Sir or Madam Dear Colleague

Dear Sir Dear Homeowner
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Trans and Inter 

Trans stands as an abbreviation for transgender, transident, transsexual, etc. We recommend using 

the term "trans" as it is inclusive and stands as an umbrella term for transgender, transident or 

transsexual. The word "trans" should always be used as an adjective, as this is only one of many 

characteristics of a person and does not define them. Therefore, it should be referred to as "trans 

employees" rather than "Transgender." Many trans people do not refer to themselves as trans 

women or trans men; others see themselves as women or men in the usual sense. In some 

contexts, trans* is written with an asterisk. In this case the star stands for the different forms like 

transsexual, transident, transsexual, etc. However, it is not necessary to put the asterisk. The same 

applies to the use of the word inter, which is an abbreviation for intersex or intersexual. 

4. Discrimination-free language - An intersectional perspective 

The LGBTIQ+ community is as diverse as society as a whole. For this reason, this section also 

addresses non-discriminatory language in general and also in relation to other diversity 

dimensions, because often LGBTIQ+ do not only belong to the dimension of sexual orientation or 

gender identity, but also have, for example, a disability or are Queer People of Color (QPOC) at 

the same time. 

4.1. Persons with a disability 
When people with disabilities are talked about, two stereotype narratives are often in the 

foreground: either as victims who have to surrender to the fate of their disability or as heroines 

who master life despite their disability. Moreover, the focus is often on the disability itself rather 

than on the barriers in society that hinder people with disabilities in their everyday lives.  1

 Rahman, Labib (2019): Disability Language Guide1
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Commonly-used terms Preferred language

Able-bodied, normal Use “non-disabled” or “person without disability.” 
Referring to someone who does not have a disability as 
a “normal person” implies that people with disabilities 
are strange or odd. Use “normal” only in medical/
scientific context such as “normal test result” or “normal 
growth.”

blind Use “blind” for someone who has complete loss of 
sight. Use “legally blind” for someone who has almost 
complete loss of sight. Use “limited vision,” “low 
vision,” “partially sighted,” “visually impaired” for 
someone who is neither legally or completely blind. 
Note: Some people object to “visually impaired” as it 
characterizes the condition in terms of lacking.

deaf Use “deaf and hard of hearing community” when 
referring to the community of people with all kinds of 
hearing loss. Use capitalized “Deaf” when referring to 
Deaf culture and the community of Deaf people. 

Use “partial hearing loss” or “partially deaf” for those 
who have some hearing loss. Avoid “deaf and dumb” 
and “deaf-mute” since people with speech and hearing 
disabilities can express themselves “in writing, through 
sign language, and in other ways.” [NCDJ] The term 
“hearing impaired” is also not recommended.

Handicap, Handicapped When describing a person, use “person with a 
disability” or “disabled person” instead. Regulations or 
places like “handicapped parking” are generally 
acceptable. However, it’s more preferred to use the 
terms like “accessible parking.”

Special needs “Functional needs” is preferred. The term “special” in 
connection to people with disabilities runs the risk of 
euphemistically stigmatizing disabled people’s 
differences. The notion is that despite differences in 
everyone’s needs, referring to the needs of only 
disabled people as “special” carries an infantilizing 
connotation.

Suffers from/victim of/stricken with Use of neutral language like “they have/are living with 
muscular dystrophy” is preferred to “they suffer from 
muscular dystrophy.” A general rule of thumb is to 
avoid terms that “connote pity”

Wheelchair-bound “person who uses a wheelchair.”
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4.2. Multicultural society 

Attached is an overview of terms related to multicultural society and in which contexts they should 

be used.  2

Terms and meanings

Citizens People who were born in a certain country or who have become “naturalized” after 
being permanent residents. Entitled to receive every benefit as other every citizen

Migrants are people who were not born in the state they are living now

BIPoC stands for Black, Indigenous and People of Color. Some individuals and groups have 
embraced this descriptor, while others feel alienated or unacknowledged by it. “People of color” is 
also widely used, but some point out that white is also a color, don’t wish to be defined by their 
skin color or find the phrase othering. Others note that BIPOC centers race/ethnicity, not gender 
or other forms of diversity. In general, when desiring to refer broadly to racial or ethnic groups 
other than white, non-Hispanic, this guide recommends “Black, Indigenous, Hispanic, Asian and 
other people of color” as a broad term and the use of more specific descriptors when those are 
known or relevant. 

Black The most inclusive term is Black people, denoting a shared sense of identity and 
experience in this country related to skin color and not narrowing by the gender “men” or 
“women.” Black people trace their origins to many countries, languages and ethnicities. Afro-
Deutsche (African German) is technically accurate for individuals and groups who identify as 
Germans and trace their ancestry to Africa. There are many other variations. An African is a 
person of African descent. Africans may be various races. Some do not identify with Black or 
African German culture.

 OHSU Center for Diversity and Inclusion (2021): Inclusive Language Guide2
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5. Discriminatory language use in my company - how do I proceed? 

In the following section, we address how to deal with discriminatory language use in the 

workplace.  3

Discrimination Reaction Argument

Profanity/
discriminatory insults

- Make it clear that 
discriminatory words have no 
place in the workplace; if 
necessary, refer to the 
organization's internal anti-
discrimination policy or code 
of conduct, which prohibit 
discrimination. 

- Explain that it has a 
discriminatory background 
and is perceived as offensive 
by the person concerned. 

- Let the person feel what it 
would be like to be spoken to 
like that all day long.

Express rejection 
- This word is clearly 
discriminatory and offensive. It is 
used to devalue and hurt.  
- It is a swear word and I don't 
want anyone here to be called a 
jerk, idiot or anything else.  

Deflecting 
counterarguments 
- Feel free to keep using the 
word, but realize that if you do, 
you will be seen by others as 
racist/discriminatory/non-
learning.  
- It may well be that the word was 
not discriminatory in the 60s. 
However, it is now.  

Invent a counter expletive  
- How would you feel about being 
called, for example, potato.

Sexist expressions 
swear words or even 
trivializing forms, such as 
„Miss".

- Make it clear that the terms are 
sexist 
- Explain what is sexist about it.  
- Explain why belittling is 
condescending, especially in a 
work context.

 Böhm, Jasmine (2006): Leitfaden zum Umgang mit rassistischen, sexistischen Äußerungen, Eine Kooperation von VÖGB – 3

Verband Österreichischer Gewerkschaftlicher Bildung und ZARA – Zivilcourage und Anti-Rassismus-Arbeit
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Prejudices 
are generalizations in 
which certain characteristics 
and behaviors are 
attributed to certain groups. 
They are usually socially 
anchored and learned.

- Name the prejudice or 
generalization as such. 
- Make it clear that you yourself 
as a person do not share the 
prejudice or generalization. This 
puts what is said into 
perspective. 
- Set up counter-theses  
- Question the generalization in 
the statement. 
- Make it clear that it is an 
opinion and not a fact.

Name prejudice and 
express personal attitude 
- You are already aware that  
what you are saying is very 
discriminatory? And that it won't 
go down too well?  
- I think that is a very problematic 
statement.

Pseudo-facts, number 
games, context 
Packaging prejudice into 
alleged facts, drawing on 
newspaper reports, news 
stories, and statistics, but 
subtly linking them to the 
prejudice

- Can usually only be 
invalidated with special 
knowledge or facts. 
- It helps here to ask where the 
people have these facts. Since 
they are often assertions, they 
can not prove them. Therefore, 
in case of doubt, it should be 
followed up. 
- Questioning certain sources 
- Relativize the assertion by 
setting up counter-assertions. 
- Questioning the argumentation 
structure and naming and 
making visible bogus links.

Follow-up questions 
- From which source did you get 
this information? 
- This connection doesn't make 
sense to me. Can you explain it in 
more detail? 

Refute 
- My numbers prove the exact 
opposite.  
- I have heard the exact opposite.  
- I don't see the connection here.  
- You do realize that not 
everything on TV or in 
newspapers is true and that some 
statements are politically colored?  

Description of 
problems/areas of 
conflict 
- Explanation of social 
problems with the presence 
of certain groups 
- Linking personal concern 
or distress with prejudices 
(e.g. linking one's own 
unemployment with the 
influx of migrants).

- Distinguish between 
generalizations and real 
problems by asking concrete 
questions. 
- Make clear that it is only about 
one person and therefore 
cannot be concluded to all 
members of this group. 
- Point out alternative courses of 
action in the case of a real 
conflict 
- Arguing with factual 
knowledge

- break the alleged connection 
- Do they really think it's because 
of migrants that your house hasn't 
been renovated in years?  

Possible solutions 
- What would have to change for 
you to be better off in your 
housing situation/work situation, 
etc.? What could the respective 
person contribute?  
What can you do yourself to solve 
the conflict, the situation?  
Have you ever tried to talk to this 
person about the things that 
bother you? 

Discrimination Reaction Argument
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Disclaimer  
Are a communication 
strategy in which two 
statements are linked that 
actually contradict each 
other. Classic examples: I 
have nothing against 
foreigners, BUT . . . I don't 
want to appear intolerant, 
BUT . . . .  
It may well be that some 
people are not like that, 
BUT . . . . . Thus, the 
person gives himself the 
appearance of being 
neutral and not actually 
have a negative opinion 
about a particular group.  

- Name communication strategy 
as such and make it visible 
- Clarify what person has also 
implicitly said about it 

- If I understand this correctly, you 
are saying that....  
- This means that you are actually 
already of the opinion that....  
- Basically you are telling us that 
you don't like a certain group/ 
that you have prejudices against 
this group.  
- So actually you do have 
something against ... 

Jokes 
Serve mostly to hide the 
own facade behind the not 
seriously meant

- Approval of jokes is expressed 
in laughter. So one way is not to 
react in the desired way, even to 
ignore the joke. Have you ever 
told a joke and no one laughed? 
How many times after that have 
you told the same joke again?  
- Distance yourself clearly.  
- Make it clear that the joke is 
discriminatory and 
that you consider such remarks  
inappropriate. 
- Expose the joke for what it 
often is an expression of 
insecurity. 

- If that was a joke, it wasn't 
funny.  
- What is this stupid joke? 
- What are you trying to tell us  
with that? 
- You must be pretty scared  
of the ......... 
- Do you need a little  
recognition? 
- The level is getting  
lower and lower. Perhaps we can 
get back to the actual topic.

Discrimination Reaction Argument

UHLALA Group | Empowering LGBTIQ+ People in the Working World 14



6. Visual Language 

We communicate not only through words, but also through images and photos. 

In job advertisements, the design of career websites and also in advertising, the visual language 

plays a major role in addressing as many applicants as possible and thus receiving many 

applications. For example, images that only depict white men, as on some job postings, only 

appeal to this group of applicants. All other persons who do not correspond to this image are 

discouraged to apply for this position. If, for example, only women are depicted on the 

advertisement, the proportion of women who apply to the advertisement increases strongly and at 

the same time the proportion of men even increases slightly. If men and women are shown on the 

ad, the proportion of male and female applicants increases again. Most people are addressed if 

the ad shows as many different diverse people as possible, ideally a group.4

 Quelle: Bosak / Sczesny (2008): Am I the Right Candidate? Self-Ascribed Fit of Women and Men to a Leadership Position - 4

Universität Bern
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