
Word power
The issue of language about disablement and disabled people is important. Much of the
language we use is fossilised in past ideas and attitudes towards disabled people. When
in doubt about whether a term is acceptable, ask disabled people.

Positive/negative/neutral
Look at the following words and phrases and indicate whether they imply a positive,
negative or neutral image.

Wheelchair-bound positive / neutral / negative
The disabled positive / neutral / negative
People with disabilities positive / neutral / negative
Disabled person positive / neutral / negative
Deaf people positive / neutral / negative
Crippled positive / neutral / negative
Invalid positive / neutral / negative
Person with cerebral palsy positive / neutral / negative
Spastic positive / neutral/ negative
People with learning difficulties positive / neutral / negative
Mentally handicapped positive / neutral / negative
Handicapped positive / neutral / negative
The blind positive / neutral / negative
Blind people positive / neutral / negative
Mongoloid positive / neutral / negative
Person with Down’s Syndrome positive / neutral / negative
Mental positive / neutral / negative
Mentally distressed positive / neutral / negative

AVOID / OFFENSIVE USE / PREFERRED  
Victim of  Person who has
Person with
Person who experience
Crippled by Disabled person
Person who has
Person with  
Sufferer Person who has
Suffering from Person with  
Afflicted Person who has
Afflicted by Person with  
Wheelchair-bound Wheelchair user  
Invalid Disabled person  
Handicap Disability/impairment  
Handicapped person Disabled person  
Disability Condition/impairment  
Spastic Someone with 

cerebral palsy  
The disabled Disabled people
The blind Blind person

Visually impaired
The deaf Deaf people
Deaf and dumb Deaf or deafened

AVOID / OFFENSIVE USE / PREFERRED  
Deaf mute Hearing impaired  
Mongol Someone with Down’s 

Syndrome or Learning 
difficulty  

Mental handicap Learning difficulty  
Retard/ idiot /imbecile / Person with learning 
feeble-minded difficulty
Mute /dumb /dummy Speech difficulty  
Mad/crazy /insane Mental Health System 

user/Mental health 
survivor

Mentally ill Mental Health 
survivor or system 
user

Stupid/foolish/ Mentally disabled
thoughtless person
Dwarf/midget Short person/short 

stature
Deformed Disfigured

Congenitally impaired
Impaired from birth  

Disabled toilet Accessible toilet

The language disabled people use
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