Communicating With and About People with
Disabilities
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About 1 in 4, or 61 million, U.S. adults reports having some form of a disability.?
Disability is part of the human experience, but sometimes people use words or phrases
that are insensitive and do not promote understanding, dignity, and respect for people
with disabilities. Most often than not, this is not intentional, but is disrespectful just the
same.

People First Language

People-first language is used to communicate appropriately and respectfully with and
about an individual with a disability. People-first language emphasizes the person first,
not the disability. For example, when referring to a person with a disability, refer to the

person first, by using phrases such as, “a person who ...”, “a person with ...” or, “person
who has ...”

e People-first language is the best place to start when talking to a person with a
disability.

e If you are unsure, ask the person how he or she would like to be described.

e It is important to remember that preferences can vary.

These are some general tips you can follow:
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https://disabilitynavigator.org/article/12555/communicating-and-about-people-disabilities
https://disabilitynavigator.org/article/12555/communicating-and-about-people-disabilities
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/spanish/disabilityandhealth/fs-communicating-with-people.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/pdf/communicating-with-people.pdf

Emphasize abilities, not
limitations

Do not use language that
suggests the lack of
something

Emphasize the need for
accessibility, not the
disability

Do not use offensive
language

Avoid language that implies
negative stereotypes
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Person with cerebral palsy

Person with epilepsy or seizure disorder

Person with multiple sclerosis

Accessible parking or bathroom
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developmental disability
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psychiatric disability
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For more resources on disability inclusion, visit www.cdc.gov/disabilities »
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