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Conscious and Inclusive Language 

 

“Conscious language is the art of using words 

effectively in a specific context.” 

— Conscious Style Guide 

 

“Inclusive language is language that is free from 

words, phrases or tones that reflect prejudiced, 

stereotyped or discriminatory views of particular 

people or groups. It is also language that does not 

deliberately or inadvertently exclude people from 

feeling accepted… 

Many metaphors and sayings in the English language have become so frequent that a person 

may not realize their origins, and they can reinforce a stereotype or bias and marginalization 

without realizing it. Unconscious bias and embedded metaphors may also be reinforced 

through popular culture and media, therefore blurring the distinction between inclusive and 

non-inclusive language.” 

— BC Public Service 

 

In business, the words we use with our readers, clients and fellow practitioners can determine 

the difference between success and failure. When people we communicate with feel 

alienated, marginalized, or disempowered, nobody wins. 

Words matter. They have an invisible yet powerful influence on all of us. 

The Conscious Style Guide is a website dedicated to conscious language. Their mission is to 

help writers and editors think critically about using language—including words, portrayals, 

framing, and representation—to empower instead of limit. You may find this website useful. 

Look at the content in this handout as providing guidelines that may be beneficial in your 

interaction with others. This is better than looking at it as a list of rules that needs to be 

followed. 

Think about your target audience. Context is crucial for making decisions about language. 

Sometimes there may not be a “right” answer for the choice of a word. Terminology that 

might be acceptable in one context could be wrong in another instance.  

Check out this article for practical suggestions on editing with head and heart: balancing SEO 

and conscious language. 

 

 

 

https://consciousstyleguide.com/
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/careers/all-employees/working-with-others/words-matter.pdf
https://consciousstyleguide.com/about/
https://aceseditors.org/news/2020/editing-with-head-and-heart-balancing-seo-and-conscious-language
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Words to Watch 

Recommendations have been made from several sources to either eliminate or be cautious 

with the following words and phrases in both our vocabulary and writing: 

Grandfather clause: The definition according to Merriam Webster: “a clause creating an 

exemption based on circumstances previously existing especially: a provision in several 

southern state constitutions designed to enfranchise poor white and disenfranchise blacks by 

waiving high voting requirements for descendants of men voting before 1867.” 

Gypsy and gyp 

Master: In addition to general cautions around the use of this word, many real estate agents 

now refer to the master bedroom as the primary bedroom. 

Peanut gallery 

Sold down the river 

Shuck and jive 

Thug 

Uppity 

Welfare queen 

 

USE EMPOWERING LANGUAGE 

Choose words that enable yourself and others. 

Using the word “and” instead of “but” can change a negative statement to a 

neutral one. 

This: I want to build a thriving business, and I don’t know where to start. 

Instead of this: I want to build a thriving business, but I don’t know where to 

start. 

Not knowing where to start becomes a simple fact rather than a barrier. 

Statement to make to a child: 

This: We choose to spend our money on more important things. 

Instead of this: We can’t afford that. 
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Other Words to Watch 

Coloured: Instead of using “coloured,” use “people of colour.” However, be aware that many 

people of various races object to this latter term for various reasons, including that it lumps 

together into one monolithic group anyone who isn’t white. This term is acceptable when 

necessary in broad references to multiple races other than white. 

Crazy: If you use this word several times a day, you’re probably like many other people. 

However, terms like “crazy” or “insane” can make light of mental illness. 

Lame: Watch your use of this word. It was originally used in reference to people with reduced 

mobility due to physical disability. It now is often used to mean “uncool” or “unappealing.” 

Illegal: Actions are illegal, people are not. This word shouldn’t be used to refer to immigrant 

populations. The more inclusive term is undocumented immigrants. 

OCD: When you have your workspace all neat and tidy, you might be tempted to say that 

you’re “so OCD.” Remember that OCD is a mental illness that means so much more than a 

knack for organization. 

Capitalization 

There has been some disagreement about the capitalization practices for the terms black and 

white. One practice is that both Black and White will be capitalized, which aligns with the 

capitalization preference applied to other racial/ethnic categories. Another practice doesn’t 

capitalize white. 

Choosing Words to Describe Food and Our Bodies   

One category not often included in the conversation around conscious language is the 

language we use to describe food and bodies.  

The following information will increase our awareness of how we can use words to combat our 

culture’s biased messages about food, weight, and body size, as well as how to address eating 

disorders in an inclusive and non-triggering way.  

This information is not a set of rules. Think of this as a different way to approach these topics 

to be more inclusive of various communities. 

It’s hard to change the way we speak and write, especially since some of these terms have 

been used for as long as we can remember. But consider this information and see what 

changes you can implement in your speech and writing. 

Addiction Language 

“Addictive,” “addicting,” “sugar junkie,” “chocoholic”  
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Making “addictive” out to be a positive quality can make light of drug addiction. 

This can also be insensitive toward people with eating disorders. Some people struggle with 

feelings of compulsion around food. 

 

After complaints that it made light of 

an epidemic, Milk Bar renamed its 

famous Crack Pie. The name was a 

reference to crack cocaine—the gag 

being that the pie was just as 

addictive as the drug. Many critics 

pointed out that the name made light 

of a serious drug epidemic. 

 

Binge-worthy 

This term is common with the entertainment media. Binge may imply compulsion. Using this 

word to describe food can trivialize binge eating disorder and bulimia. There’s nothing 

positive about a binge in those cases. 

Authentic 

Who gets to decide what food is authentic? This assumes that there is one true version of 

every dish. 

Alternatives: traditional, -inspired 

Ethnic 

According to Serious Eats, ethnic can be used as a lazy catchall for non-western food. 

“Referring to ‘ethnic food,’ as if all the cuisines outside your home country can be lumped 

into a single category, or as if ‘ethnic’ is a term that applies only to people who don't look 

like you, is childishly reductive and frankly rude.” 

Exotic 

Don’t describe people as looking “exotic.” Don’t use food terms to describe people’s skin 

tones.  

 

SAY WHAT YOU MEAN 

This: Try these irresistible (or delicious) 

brownies. 

Instead of: Try these addictive brownies. 

This: I’m a brownie fanatic/enthusiast. 

Brownies are awesome. 

Instead of: I’m a brownie junkie. 

https://www.seriouseats.com/2019/08/our-updated-list-of-banned-words.html
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Moralizing Terms 

Good, bad: Foods are not good or bad. Healthier foods are not morally superior, and less-

healthy foods are not evil.  

People are not better or worse based on their food choices, and no one has a right to judge 

others for what they eat. Eating a doughnut doesn’t make you a “bad” person. 

Clean, toxic: Clean has no universally accepted meaning. It doesn’t mean that some foods 
are clean, and others are dirty. The confusion with the word “clean” has left it without a 
valid meaning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other words to consider avoiding: junk food, guilty pleasure, sinful, scandalous, guilt-free, 
naughty, cheat meal, splurge, detox, cleanse 

Our culture sends us messages telling us that dieting is normal, thinness is to be desired, and 

our food choices can make us better or worse people. We often talk about food as if everyone 

is on a diet. Guilt is not usually an effective motivator for people trying to lose weight.  

 

 

 

 

SAY WHAT YOU MEAN 

This: Whole, minimally processed ingredients 

Instead of: Clean ingredients 

This: Eating less/no refined sugar (or processed grains or whatever ingredients 

you want someone to usually avoid) 

Instead of: Clean eating 

SAY WHAT YOU MEAN 

This: nutrient-dense, nutrient-rich, protein-packed 

Instead of: healthy, unhealthy  

Tell people why a food is more or less healthy or a better fit for their 

bodies/goals/specific diet. 
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Fear-Mongering Language 

Do we need to say “the unhealthy processed stuff that lurks in the centre aisles”? 

Are we saying that all processed foods are unhealthy? “Lurks” sounds foreboding. 

How about “the processed stuff in the centre aisles”? 

Consider this statement from a website: “This salad is so healthy, we think it’s absolutely fine 

to pair it with pan-fried dumplings.” Is this sentence assuming that all readers are on a diet? 

Do we need to give people permission to eat a food?  

Let’s make the salad sounds appealing and offer the other food as a recommendation rather 

than a grudging concession. This colorful, fresh salad pairs well with pan-fried dumplings.  

We want to be careful in the message that we deliver to children. Once they learn food 

moralizing, it’s difficult to unlearn. We can’t easily change our culture’s attitude toward 

food, but we can try to make better choices with our language. 

Weight Stigma 

Our culture tells us that thinner bodies are better and more desirable than larger ones. We 

don’t want to reinforce this stereotype. 

There are many examples of harmful portrayals of people in larger bodies. Just look at the 

television and social media for lots of examples. 

WHICH IS BETTER? 

Kale chips are the perfect solution when you want to eat junk food but also feel 

good about your choices. 

Does this mean that kale chips are junk food but a better choice of junk food? 

What is this sentence saying about making choices?  

Better: Kale chips are the perfect choice when you want a crunchy snack that 

still packs a nutritional punch.  
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The word “fat” is not an insult. Fat is merely a neutral descriptor. Every time you associate 

someone’s body size with their other negative qualities, you’re reinforcing stereotypes that 

harm all fat people. When we use “fat” in a more neutral way, we give it less power.  

“Fat” is a complicated word. Some people embrace it; others might be uncomfortable with a 

thin person using it toward them.  

Avoid terms like “curvy,” “chubby,” and “big-boned.”  

Fat is also not a feeling. It’s a physical trait.  

People often say, “I feel fat” when they mean “I feel uncomfortable/unattractive/full.” This 

doesn’t reflect what they really feel, and some may be offended by this. Pick a word that 

says what you really feel. 

Just be mindful of how you use the word “fat.” 

The “O” Words 

“Overweight” and “obese.”   

Many people consider these words harmful. 

“Overweight” suggests there is a “correct” weight rather than embracing size diversity. 

Perceiving oneself as “overweight” may contribute to negative health outcomes according to 

this study.  

As we know, so many factors can affect a person’s body size. Definitely food and exercise, 

but there are so many more.  

When we talk about the obesity epidemic, we tell people who fall into that category that 

their bodies are a problem to be solved. Think about how that may feel. Healthy is not a size. 

Fitness is not a size. Regardless of a person’s size, fitness level or health status, people need 

to be spoken to respectfully. That includes using language that they are comfortable with.  

“Overweight” and “obese” are often unavoidable in medical contexts. Consider using person-

first language and phrasing them as nouns rather than descriptors: “people with obesity” and 

“people with overweight.” This avoids defining people by their weight.  

Weight-Inclusive Language 

Don’t refer to people as having/being “normal weight.”  

More than 70 per cent of Americans (likely the results for Canada would be similar) have body 

weights above “normal” — they are the norm. Say “moderate weight” instead. Instead of 

saying: “The symptoms generally clear up once you get back to a normal weight,” say: “The 

symptoms generally clear up once you get back to a moderate weight.”   

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6052963/
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hus/2018/021.pdf
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If comparing people of different weights/sizes, here are some alternatives to avoid using 

overweight and normal: “people with more/less weight;” “people at higher/lower weights;” 

“people in larger/smaller bodies.”  

 

 

Eating Disorders 

Recognize that eating disorders affect people of all genders, ages, ethnicities, and body 

sizes. Having an eating disorder doesn’t mean that you will look a certain way. 

Recognize that stories and media coverage about eating disorders can become how-tos for 

readers. Don’t describe or compare a person’s body. Don’t mention numbers related to body 

size or food (weight, measurements, clothing size, calories). During the illness, don’t mention 

amounts of food eaten or weight loss methods.  

Recognize that certain photos can be triggering to readers struggling with body image or 

disordered eating. Don’t show photos of people weighing or measuring themselves or photos 

of excessively thin bodies. 

Awareness 

Many of the above ideas are not yet widely accepted. It’s difficult because some of these 

ideas conflict with our beliefs and biases.  

Awareness is the first step. 

Changing the way we talk about food and bodies can change the way that we think about 

them. This means that our message may change. 

Diversity needs to include “size” diversity. People of all sizes deserve respect and care. 

Technology 

The following quote is from an article that talks about how Silicon Valley is creating a bevy of 

new products and services that could change how people talk—and think—about their body. 
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As with life, have fun with language. 

Resources 

Conscious Style Guide 

Editing Canadian English, 3rd Edition, Chapter 2: Inclusivity, by Editors Canada 

Words Matter: Guidelines on Using Inclusive Language in the Workplace 

Gender-Neutral Writing: The Pronoun Problem, by Frances Peck 

National Center on Disability and Journalism: Disability Language Style Guide 

Our Updated, Not-so-Secret List of “Banned” Words 

Words You’ll Never See Me Use in Restaurant Reviews 

Chocolate Cake. Guilt or Celebration? 

12 Words You Need to Ban from Your Vocabulary to be a Better Ally 

12 Racist and Offensive Phrases that People Still Use All the Time 

The Conscious Style Guide: How to Talk About People with Inclusive and Tactful Language 

Editing with Head and Heart: Balancing SEO and Conscious Language 

Common Words and Phrases That Have Seriously Racist Roots 

The Harder, Better, Faster, Stronger Language of Dieting 

SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT 

“Language creates a shared set of expectations and understandings. It’s not just 

products that are bought and sold, but also the ideas that underpin them. If tech 

CEOs define what counts as an ideal body—if they get to decide what 

optimization looks like for a human, and then put their considerable resources 

behind normalizing that definition and selling products meant to help people 

achieve it—then the real-world consequences for actual humans could go far 

beyond a simple linguistic shift”… 

“But what people need most might not be more products to make them perfect, 

but a broader idea of what perfection means.” 

The Harder, Better, Faster, Stronger Language of Dieting 

 

https://consciousstyleguide.com/
https://www.editors.ca/node/11702
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/careers/all-employees/working-with-others/words-matter.pdf
https://www.btb.termiumplus.gc.ca/tpv2guides/guides/pep/index-eng.html?lang=eng&page=usage_6_gender_neutral_writing_pronoun_problem
https://ncdj.org/style-guide/?fbclid=IwAR15q1XSlJr-QMDEZCtjtjwNqaNk79vPBrPxilj_8VhCj0Nfzciz-4VlkE0
https://www.seriouseats.com/2019/08/our-updated-list-of-banned-words.html
https://www.sfchronicle.com/restaurants/article/Words-you-ll-never-see-me-use-in-restaurant-13652564.php
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0195666313004698
https://mashable.com/2015/06/04/ally-vocabulary-banned-words/
https://www.businessinsider.com/offensive-phrases-that-people-still-use-2013-11
https://zapier.com/blog/communicate-inclusion-and-diversity/
https://aceseditors.org/news/2020/editing-with-head-and-heart-balancing-seo-and-conscious-language
https://archive.attn.com/stories/6951/common-words-and-phrases-that-are-racist
https://getpocket.com/explore/item/the-harder-better-faster-stronger-language-of-dieting?utm_source=pocket-newtab
https://getpocket.com/explore/item/the-harder-better-faster-stronger-language-of-dieting?utm_source=pocket-newtab

