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Introduction
Why do we need an inclusive 
language guide?
RMIT is committed to ensuring an equitable and 
inclusive experience for staff and students. 

Ready For Life and Work: RMIT’s Strategic Plan to 
2020 places our people at the heart of what we 
do. This is reflected through our organisational 
value of ‘Inclusion’.

For RMIT, this means creating an environment 
and culture where our staff and students can feel 
recognised and valued for their distinct talents 
and perspectives. 

Language is critical to inclusion, and how we 
speak to and about one another influences how 
we treat one another. Research demonstrates that 
inclusive cultures are high-performing cultures 
– we are more driven to contribute and succeed 
when we feel we are appreciated for our unique 
contributions, and that we belong within the 
organisation and our immediate working teams 
(Catalyst, Inclusive Leadership: The View From Six 
Countries, 2014).

Creating and maintaining an inclusive culture is 
everybody’s responsibility. Language is a way in 
which we can all help make RMIT a better place for 
all staff and students.

This guide has been adapted from the excellent 
resources produced by the Diversity Council of 
Australia, which all RMIT staff are also able to 
access. 

You can create an account on their website to view 
their complete suite of Words at Work inclusive 
communications resources:  
www.dca.org.au/inclusive-language. 

You can also read more about RMIT’s commitment 
to diversity and inclusion on our website:  
www.rmit.edu.au/inclusion.

How to use this guide
This guide covers general principles of inclusive 
communication, and specific examples and 
guidelines for communicating with some 
key groups. It refers to written and spoken 
communication, and also gives examples of body 
language and behavioural communication that 
can sometimes be overlooked. 

The guide includes examples and advice related 
to:

 � gender, sex and sexuality

 � cultural and linguistic diversity

 � disability and accessibility

 � delivering inclusive events

You may wish to refer to this guide:

 � when designing external-facing communications 
and marketing materials

 � when preparing a presentation or event for an 
internal or external audience

 � as an opportunity for personal reflection and 
professional development

 � when inducting a new staff member

The guide should not override the preferences of 
individual staff members or students. Everybody 
has different ways in which they would prefer 
to be spoken to, or about. If you are unsure of a 
person’s preferred terms, pronouns or identifiers, 
just ask them.’

Language evolves over time and while this guide 
reflects recommended practice at the time of 
writing, it may include content that is still in 
contention, or is under debate. We welcome 
feedback from the RMIT community about this 
guide, and will continue to revise it as appropriate.

http://www.dca.org.au/inclusive-language
www.rmit.edu.au/inclusion


Introduction

Five steps to inclusive language*
1. Context matters

Language that may be fine outside of work can be 
non-inclusive at work. Sometimes people can use 
terms about themselves or their friends that are 
not appropriate for others to use about someone 
in a work context. 

2. Keep an open mind

Be open to changing what you have always 
thought is ‘normal’, respectful and appropriate to 
say. You don’t have to be perfect – just be willing 
to learn.

3. If in doubt, ask

If you’re not sure what terminology someone 
prefers, just ask them! Ask the person or contact 
organisations that make up and represent given 
diversity groups.

You can also contact RMIT’s Student Diversity 
and Inclusion team at Inclusion@rmit.edu.au for 
advice or resources.

4. Focus on the person

Focus on the person first, rather than the 
demographic group they belong to.  Only refer to 
an individual’s age, cultural background, gender 
etc. if it is relevant.

Even ‘positive’ stereotypes (e.g. ‘Asian people 
are so good at maths!’) are problematic, as they 
prioritise a cultural stereotype over the individual. 

5. Keep calm and respond

Sometimes our unconscious biases mean we can 
say things that exclude others – even when we do 
not intend to.

Responding with ‘it was just a joke’ or ‘don’t take it 
so seriously’ is not helpful. If you have accidentally 
caused offence, make an effort to understand 
how and why.  

* Adapted from the Diversity Council of Australia’s five 

step guide to inclusive language.

How to respond to non-inclusive 
language
Direct is best

The clearest way to set expectations about 
inclusive language in your place of work is to 
address any non-inclusive language directly, and 
at the time it occurs.

For example, you may choose to:

 � call out the language or behaviour openly: 
‘That’s pretty demeaning towards women… do 
you really feel that way?’

 � appeal to the person’s better nature: ‘It doesn’t 
sound like you to say something like that’

 � take the person aside at a later moment 
and explain why the language or behaviour 
was upsetting to you. Personal stories and 
anecdotes can be the most powerful way of 
influencing others

 
The indirect approach

If you do not feel comfortable calling out the 
behaviour or language directly, an indirect 
approach can still signal your discomfort. 

For example: 

 � ‘wow…’

 � ‘really?’

 � ‘okay, moving on now…’

It is important to remember in the workplace 
that what may be funny to one person can be 
offensive or upsetting to another. Comments 
intended as a joke can be considered to be a 
form of harassment or discriminatory behaviour, 
therefore any jokes that demean or are 
disparaging to particular groups of people or 
characteristics are best avoided.



1. Gendered language
Our Action Plan for Gender Equality seeks to 
address barriers to women’s career progression 
and advancement at RMIT, and to support a 
workplace free of gender-based discrimination.

Communication plays an important role in this. 
Telling a colleague to ‘man up’ or referring to 
a female manager as ‘hysterical’ both use out-
dated gender stereotypes, and are likely to cause 
offence. 

Pay attention to words or expressions that 
are commonly used to or about individuals of 
particular genders, but not others. These can 
reveal conscious or unconscious biases (i.e. words 
like ‘shrill’ and ‘nagging’ are commonly used in 
relation to women, but rarely men).

 
2. Sexuality and gender diversity
The argument that a person’s sexual orientation 
is not a workplace matter is common, but 
flawed. A person who is heterosexual brings 
their orientation to work every day, and is free to 
discuss this openly without fear of discrimination. 
Even something as simple of describing what 
we did on our weekend can reveal personal 
information (‘My husband/wife and I went out 
for dinner’, ‘I went camping with my girlfriend/
boyfriend’).

Sex, gender identity, gender expression 
and sexuality are all distinct characteristics, 
though they are sometimes used incorrectly or 
interchangeably. 

Sex relates to a person’s physical form, which can 
be female, male, or intersex.

Gender identity is an innate personal and social 
identity, which underpins how we relate to others, 

and links in to a range of assumptions about 
behaviour and norms. 

Gender expression is how an individual 
demonstrates and communicates their gender 
identity (clothes, make up, gestures, voice).

Sexuality refers to who people are intimately 
attracted to. It can range from opposite-sex 
attracted (heterosexual or straight), same-sex 
attracted (gay, lesbian), attracted to all genders 
(bisexual, pansexual), or attracted to none 
(asexual, aromantic). 

Each of these are a spectrum, and we all fit 
somewhere along the spectrum. It is important 
to note that each of these characteristics are 
separate and unlinked – a person’s biological sex 
does not determine their gender identity.

Here are some other terms you may have heard in 
discussions of gender:

Cis or cisgender describes a person whose gender 
identity aligns with the sex assigned to them at 
birth.

Trans (or transgender) is a term used to describe a 
person whose gender identify does not align with 
the sex assigned to them at birth.

 
3. Use of pronouns
A trans person, or a person who is of non-binary 
gender (i.e. somebody who does not wholly 
identify as either male or female) may use the 
pronouns that best reflect their gender identity 
(remember that this may not be related to their 
biological sex).

In some cases a person may choose to use 
pronouns that do not reference gender at all 
(‘they’/’them’/’their’). 

— 
Gender, Sex and Sexuality
RMIT acknowledges that everyone deserves to be treated with respect, and we are committed to ensuring 

that systems and processes treat all people equally. 



Gender, Sex and Sexuality

Be respectful of people’s pronouns. If in doubt, 
ask them privately. Pronouns might include:

- he/him/his

- she/her/hers

- they/them/theirs

Some people may use a combination of the above 
that affirm their gender identity.

4. Acronyms and preferred language
You have probably seen variations of LGBT, GLBTI, 
LGBTIQ used to describe lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
trans and intersex people and communities. 
There are many arguments for and against the 
use of such acronyms, but it is generally agreed 
that most variations do not represent the full 
spectrum of sex, sexuality and gender identity. 

In response to guidance from our Working Party 
and the broader community, RMIT refers to 
people or individuals ‘of diverse genders, sexes 
and sexualities (DGSS)’. We believe this language 
is representative of our whole community, and we 
encourage you to use this description if speaking 
to or about staff and students who identify as 
sexuality and gender diverse.

Inclusive language continues to evolve over time 
as people find the language that best suits their 
identity. It’s important to try to stay up to date. 

For example, some old documents use terms such 
as ‘sexual preference’ and ‘lifestyle choice’ when 
referring to the DGSS community. This language is 
outdated, as it implies that there is a choice in our 
identity. We can’t choose our gender identity or 
sexual orientation - it’s just part of who we are!

If you see the terms “sexual preference” or 
“lifestyle choice,” replace them with “sexual 
orientation” or “gender identity.” If you have 
further questions, you can always get in 
touch with the Diversity and Inclusion team at 
inclusion@rmit.edu.au

5. Avoiding stereotypes
It is important to avoid stereotypes based on sex, 
sexuality or gender. A person’s sex, sexuality and 
gender identity are important parts of who they 
are, but do not define who they are. Any attempt 
to reduce a person to a single characteristic of 
their identity is likely to cause offence.  

6. Gender options
Many university documents, systems or sign-ups 
ask for gender or titles. It’s important to keep 
these options include of individuals who identify 
as gender diverse.

Suggested questions and options are:

What is your gender identity?

- Female

- Male 

- Non-binary and gender diverse

- My gender identity is not listed

What is your title?

- Mr

- Ms

- Mx

 



7. Ask your Allies
RMIT Melbourne has an Ally Network to support staff 
and students of diverse genders, sexes and sexualities. 
Allies are staff members who have undertaken training 
in DGSS issues, and can provide advice and support to 
staff and students. 

RMIT Vietnam is working towards developing a DGSS 
Ally Network and will be identifiable by their ‘RMIT Ally 
Network’ email signature. 

If you would like advice about supporting and 
communicating with and about DGSS staff and students, 
contact the network through the Safer Community Unit 
via: safercommunity@rmit.edu.vn or contact (028) 3622 
4432.

RMIT is a top-tier member of Pride in Diversity, a national 
not-for-profit employer support program for DGSS 
workplace inclusion. You can access their materials 
supporting a more inclusive workplace culture and 
environment through their website:  
www.prideindiversity.com.au/ 

Log in with Member ID: RMITUniveristy and password 
OOMxi6Najtoa

Learn more about supporting inclusion of gender and 
sexuality diversity in our DGSS Introduction module! - 
https://rmit.bridgeapp.com/learner/courses/3925.

Some local organisations that RMIT Vietnam connect 
with are:

ILGA Asia and CSAGA

mailto:safercommunity%40rmit.edu.vn?subject=
http://www.prideindiversity.com.au/ 
https://rmit.bridgeapp.com/learner/courses/3925
https://www.ilgaasia.org/
http://csaga.org.vn/en


1. Visibility: how much is too much?
Making references to an individual’s cultural 
background and/or faith is generally not 
necessary within a work context. Describing a 
staff member as a ‘Chinese-Australian lecturer’ 
indicates that they are in some way unusual or 
different from their colleagues.

Where it is appropriate or necessary to speak 
about a person’s cultural background, try to be as 
specific as possible. Referring to an individual as 
‘Asian’ or ‘African’ overlooks the unique languages 
and cultures of many countries. Remember to ask 
the person how they describe their own cultural 
background, and do not make assumptions 
about a person (for example, their faith, beliefs 
or attitudes) based on where they or their family 
members were born.

2. Marketing and promotional 
images
While drawing unnecessary attention to 
individuals’ cultural backgrounds is to be 
avoided, you should endeavour to ensure 
that the diversity of RMIT’s staff and student 
population is represented in marketing and 
promotional collateral. Images of diverse groups 
and individuals can help prospective staff and 
students feel they would be welcome at RMIT. 

3. Stereotypes – even ‘positive’ ones 
– can be upsetting
‘Where are you from?’ ‘Your English is so good!’

While these comments may seem innocent or 
even complimentary, they are best avoided unless 
you know the person. Using a person’s physical 
appearance, accent or name to assume they are 
‘foreign’ can lead to that person feeling set apart 
from their peers. These factors are not reliable 
indicators of a person’s nationality or citizenship.

Cultural stereotyping is common, and agreed it 
can lead to inaccurate ideas that people from 
particular cultural backgrounds are not capable 
of taking on certain roles. Similarly, if a person 
makes jokes or uses particular terms to describe 
their own cultural background, this does not 
mean they will be comfortable with others using 
that language to or about them.  

4. Use of clear English and avoiding 
buzzwords
RMIT’s Writing Style Guide says that good writing 
should be clear, accessible and inclusive. This 
means making an effort to engage your whole 
audience. Using clear language and avoiding 
technical jargon, buzzwords and specialised 
acronyms is the easiest way of ensuring that the 
widest range of people can engage with your 
writing. 

The Writing Style Guide sets out RMIT’s 
preferred language and conventions for written 
communication, and provides useful strategies for 
making your writing as clear as possible. You can 
download the Guide on the RMIT website:  
http://mams.rmit.edu.au/g3rp8p4yeng21.pdf 

— 
Cultural and Linguistic Diversity
In 2020, 34 percent of staff indicater they were born outside of Vietnam. While  6 percent of RMIT Vietnam’s 6 000+ students 
represent  international students from 37 different countries, 10 percent of RMIT’s Vietnamese students are from provinces 
outside of larger cities such as Ho Chi Minh City, Ha Noi and Da Nang.  

A community that is well equipped to communicate and collaborate effectively with individuals with diverse circumstances 
and backgrounds is integral to our success as an inclusive work and study environment.

http://mams.rmit.edu.au/g3rp8p4yeng21.pdf 


— 
Disability and Accessibility
Australians with disability face some of the most significant barriers to work of all groups in the workforce, with 
employment participation rates around 30.7 percentage points lower than other Australians (Australian Network on 
Disability, 2019).

For Vietnam, the employment participation rate for persons with disability is around 50.7 percentage points lower than 
those aged 15 years or older than those without a disability (General Statistics Office, Vietnam, 2016).

RMIT is a member of the Australian Network on Disability, and our Accessibility Action Plan sets out our 
mission to make the University wholly accessible to, and inclusive of, staff, students and visitors with 
disability. One way you can help support these objectives is to use and promote inclusive language and 
behaviours when communicating to or about staff, students and contacts with lived experience of disability.

Not all disabilities are visible, and not all people with a disability will be comfortable speaking openly about 
it. The best strategies for inclusive communication with or about people with disability include:

• focusing on the person, not the disability

• avoiding language that implies people with disabilities are victims, or are inspirational simply for living 
with disability

• thinking about whether referring to a person’s disability is relevant (in most cases, it will not be)

1. Person-centred language
A person is not defined by their disability, and it 
is important to use language that acknowledges 
this. Describing someone as a ‘sufferer’ or ‘victim’ 
paints them as powerless. A good general rule is 
to avoid any language that frames disability as a 
limitation.

Some language to avoid:

‘Suffers from’: try ‘lives with’ or ‘has’ (i.e. ‘Jean has 
cystic fibrosis’).

‘Disabled’ toilets or facilities: ‘accessible’ is the 
best term (‘ambulant’ is sometimes used, but can 
be problematic as it literally means ‘able to walk 
around’).

‘Wheelchair-bound’: wheelchairs liberate and 
enable mobility; they do not confine. ‘Wheelchair 
user’ is more appropriate when access needs to 
be highlighted.

‘Special’ or ‘normal’: use of these terms in relation 
or contrast to disability should be avoided. 

Pay attention to words and expressions that 
can make their way into everyday speech (‘he is 
crazy’, ‘that was mental’, ‘she went completely 
psycho’, etc). These expressions, while commonly 
used and rarely intended to cause harm, may be 
upsetting for a person with lived experience of 
mental illness. 

People With Disability Australia has produced a 
useful guide to language and terminology: 
http://www.pwd.org.au/student-section/
terminology-used-by-pwda.html

 
2. Body language and behaviour
Always ensure that you speak directly to the 
person, and not to anybody else who may be 
accompanying or assisting them (e.g. interpreters).

When meeting with or speaking to somebody 
who uses a wheelchair, you may wish to choose a 
location where you can sit down too, so that you 
can put yourself at the same level as the person. 

http://www.pwd.org.au/student-section/terminology-used-by-pwda.html
http://www.pwd.org.au/student-section/terminology-used-by-pwda.html


3. Digital accessibility
Inclusive communication is not just about 
language. It is also about the tools we use to 
present information, and ensuring that the 
audience can access it.

If you are creating content for the RMIT website, 
familiarise yourself with the Digital Accessibility 
Framework. This covers the University’s standards 
for ensuring that web content can be accessed using 
assistive technology (such as screen readers), and that 
visual content can be perceived and understood by all 
visitors (via captions on images, subtitles and transcripts 
for videos, etc). 

Simple things like ensuring text is a reasonable size and 
that there is a high level of contrast between text and 
background can make a big difference to a person with 
low vision.

For opportunities to learn more, click on the following 
links:

Alternative Assessment Arrangements to improve 
the ability of educators to engage confidently and 
appropriately with the processes of develping alternative 
assessment arrangements.

RMIT Inherent Requirements to understand the inherent 
requirements for thir programs and how to apply them 
appropriately and inclively. It is direced towards senior 
program staff invovled with creating program IRs but 
also contains advice for discussing IRs with students

Equitable Learning Course intended to build staff 
confidence in supporting students with a disability, 
long-term illness and/or mental health condtions and/or 
primary carers of  individual with a disability.

Vision Australia has developed a free accessibility toolbar 
to help you create accessible Word documents. You can 
learn more about the toolbar on their website: www.
visionaustralia.org/dat

To access these these links login in with your E number.

Disability and Accessibility

https://www.rmit.edu.au/staff/our-rmit/diversity-and-inclusion/accessibility/digital-accessibility
https://www.rmit.edu.au/staff/our-rmit/diversity-and-inclusion/accessibility/digital-accessibility
https://rmit.bridgeapp.com/learner/library?search=RMIT%20Alternative%20Assessment%20Arrangements
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Frmit.bridgeapp.com%2Flearner%2Flibrary%3Fsearch%3DRMIT%2520Inherent%2520Requirements&data=02%7C01%7Cela.partoredjo%40rmit.edu.vn%7C8e1923c1dfa24bbbe70a08d8223a4bf1%7Cd1323671cdbe4417b4d4bdb24b51316b%7C0%7C0%7C637296981065848500&sdata=olfubJaFUhrbWFZ6lP5IaXZiUaLYm3q2dshIdsR6rZo%3D&reserved=0
https://rmit.bridgeapp.com/learner/courses/2d46656c/enroll
http://www.visionaustralia.org/dat
http://www.visionaustralia.org/dat


Inclusive communication Wording we don’t recommend

 � Person/people with disability/disabilities
 � People living with disability
 � People with lived experience of 

disability

 � Disabled person/people
 � Differently abled
 � Physically challenged
 � Someone who can’t (hear, speak, walk)

 � People/person without  
disability/non-disabled person

 � Able-bodied
 � Normal

 � Person who uses a wheelchair
 � Wheelchair user

 � Wheelchair-bound
 � Bound/confined to a wheelchair

 � Person with low vision
 � Person who is blind

 � The blind
 � A blind person
 � Person without sight
 � Vision impaired

 � Person who is deaf
 � Auslan user
 � Hard of hearing

 � The deaf
 � A deaf person
 � Mute

 � Intellectual disability
 � Learning disability

 � Slow learner

 � Mental health issues
 � Person with mental illness
 � Person with lived experience of mental 

illness

 � Mental health problems
 � Mental
 � Mentally-ill

 � Accessible toilet 
 � Adapted toilet

 � Disabled toilet

 � Accessible parking space  � Disabled parking

 � Has
 � Experiences

 � Suffers from

Disability and Accessibility



— 
Delivering Inclusive Events
If you are holding an event for internal or external guests, here are some questions you may wish to 
consider during your planning and on the day:

1. Facilities and catering
 � Is the venue physically accessible for guests 

and speakers (lift access, ramps at entries and 
up to the stage, placement of tables and props 
to enable wheelchair access, etc)?

 � Are there all gender and mobility-accessible 
toilet facilities?

 � If the event is catered, have you confirmed 
with your caterer that they can provide 
inclusive food options (halal, kosher, gluten-
free, etc) if required? 

 
2. Presenters/facilitators

 � Have you considered the importance of 
diversity when selecting and inviting your 
speakers?

 � Have you confirmed with speakers their 
preferred name, title and pronouns for your 
introductions?

 
3. Marketing and promotion

 � Are your promotional images as 
representative as possible?

 � Is the language and tone used in your 
invitation inclusive of your whole target 
audience?

 � Does your RSVP/registration form include a 
space for guests to indicate any individual 
accessibility requirements (dietary 
requirements, mobility assistance, etc)?

4. On the day
 � Have you considered other accessibility 

requirements or options (i.e. Auslan 
interpreters, large print copies of 
presentations, etc)?

 � Have you briefed your host/MC to use an 
inclusive form of address for the audience, 
such as, ‘Welcome everyone to this event 
today’, rather than ‘ladies and gentlemen’.

The Australian Network on Disability has 
produced a more detailed checklist for running 
accessible events. It is viewable on their website:  
www.and.org.au/pages/event-checklist.html

https://www.and.org.au/pages/event-checklist.html


—
Resources
This guide was largely adapted (with permission) from the Diversity Council of Australia’s series of resources, 
Words at Work. 

These materials are able to be accessed by all RMIT staff members. You can create an account on DCA’s website, which 
will give you access to a range of useful information and research on workplace diversity and inclusion: www.dca.org.au/
inclusive-language

Another useful resource is the Australian Network on Disability’s inclusive language guidelines: 

http://www.and.org.au/pages/inclusive-language.html

 —
Contacts
For general advice on diversity and inclusion matters, contact equitablelearning@rmit.edu.vn.

For assistance communicating to or about DGSS staff and students, contact the Equity and Diversity Unit (Students Group) 
on (028) 3622 4423 or via email: safercommunity@rmit.edu.vn.

For specialised advice on communicating with staff and students with disability, contact the contact Equitable Learning 
Services via RMIT Connect: https://rmit.service-now.com/connect/ 

Our Diversity and Inclusion Framework and Action Plans are available for download: www.rmit.edu.au/inclusion. 

To access a PDF of the Action Plans, visit Diversity and Inclusion.

http://www.dca.org.au/inclusive-language
http://www.dca.org.au/inclusive-language
http://www.and.org.au/pages/inclusive-language.html 
mailto:equitablelearning%40rmit.edu.vn?subject=
mailto:safercommunity%40rmit.edu.vn?subject=
https://rmit.service-now.com/connect/ 
http://www.rmit.edu.au/inclusion
https://www.rmit.edu.au/about/our-values/diversity-and-inclusion
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