
2025 © Authentic Trainings, LLC 

 
 

GLOSSARY OF PERSON-CENTERED, 
NON-STIGMATIZING LANGUAGE 

Substance Use & Recovery 
• Instead of: “Addict,” “junkie,” “alcoholic” 

Use: “Person with a substance use disorder (SUD)” / “person who uses substances” 

• Instead of: “Clean,” “dirty” (drug test) 

Use: “Testing negative/positive for substance use” 

• Instead of: “Drug abuser,” “substance abuser” 

Use: “Person who misuses substances” / “person with SUD” 

• Instead of: “Relapsed” (judgmental tone) 

Use: “Returned to use” 

• Instead of: “Non-compliant” 

Use: “Person who chose not to follow this plan right now” / “declined” 

Mental Health 
• Instead of: “Schizophrenic,” “bipolar,” “OCD” 

Use: “Person living with schizophrenia / bipolar disorder / OCD” 

• Instead of: “Crazy,” “psycho,” “nuts,” “lunatic” 

Use: “Person experiencing mental health challenges” 

• Instead of: “Emotionally disturbed” 

Use: “Person with emotional or behavioral health needs” 

Disability & Neurodiversity 
• Instead of: “The disabled,” “handicapped,” “crippled” 

Use: “Person with a disability” 

• Instead of: “Wheelchair-bound,” “confined to a wheelchair” 

Use: “Person who uses a wheelchair” 

• Instead of: “Mentally retarded,” “slow,” “feeble-minded” 

Use: “Person with an intellectual or developmental disability” 

• Instead of: “Deaf-mute” 

Use: “Deaf person” or “person who does not use spoken language” (ask preference) 

• Instead of: “Autistic” (in formal writing, if unsure) 

Use: “Person with autism spectrum disorder” (or “Autistic person” if preferred) 
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Suicide & Self-Harm 
• Instead of: “Committed suicide” 

Use: “Died by suicide” / “took their own life” 

• Instead of: “Failed suicide attempt” 

Use: “Survived a suicide attempt” 

• Instead of: “Successful suicide” 

Use: Avoid entirely; say “died by suicide.” 

Justice & Incarceration 
• Instead of: “Inmate,” “prisoner,” “offender,” “convict” 

Use: “Person who is incarcerated” / “person currently in prison or jail” 

• Instead of: “Felon,” “ex-con,” “ex-offender” 

Use: “Person formerly incarcerated” / “returning citizen” / “person with justice system 

involvement” 

• Instead of: “Parolee,” “probationer” 

Use: “Person on parole / probation” 

• Instead of: “Juvenile delinquent” 

Use: “Youth involved in the justice system” 

Homelessness 
• Instead of: “Homeless person,” “the homeless” 

Use: “Person experiencing homelessness” 

• Instead of: “Transient,” “vagrant” 

Use: “Person without stable housing” 

Chronic or Serious Illness 
• Instead of: “Victim of cancer,” “cancer sufferer” 

Use: “Person living with cancer” 

• Instead of: “Diabetic” 

Use: “Person with diabetes” 

• Instead of: “AIDS victim” 

Use: “Person living with HIV/AIDS” 

Aging & Dementia 
• Instead of: “The elderly,” “senile” 

Use: “Older adult” / “person living with dementia” 



2025 © Authentic Trainings, LLC 

General Respectful Language 
• Instead of: “Case” (e.g., “She’s my case”) 

Use: “Person I support” / “client / participant / resident” 

• Instead of: “Failure” (medical) 

Use: “Suboptimal outcome” / “treatment was not effective” 

• Instead of: “Non-compliant patient” 

Use: “Person who chose not to follow the plan” / “declined” 

• Instead of: “High-risk patient” (as identity) 

Use: “Person at increased risk for [condition]” 


