
Specific Words to Avoid and Words to Use  
When Communicating About Disability

Avoid Use
Addict, alcoholic Someone with a drug addiction; recovering, 

or someone in recovery from alcoholism

Afflicted with, stricken with, suffers from, 
victim of

Neutral language that does not connote pity. 
For example: “She has muscular dystrophy.”

Insane, mentally deranged, crazy, loony, mad, 
psycho

Use person-first language and a specific 
diagnosis when possible. For example: “He is 
living with bipolar disorder.” If diagnosis is 
unknown, use mental illness or mental disorder.

Mentally retarded, mentally disabled as  
adjectives or collective nouns such as “the 
mentally disabled”

Person with a mental disability, or people 
with mental disabilities.

Dwarf, little person, midget Short stature or someone with dwarfism
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