
Do say Avoid saying

•	autistic person
•	autistic adult/child/people

Explainer: this is ‘identity first’ language, 
which is preferred by most autistic people 
because they see being autistic as integral to 
who they are, not as something they ‘have’.

•	person with autism
•	adult/child/people with autism

Explainer: this is ‘person first’ language, 
which is not preferred by most autistic
people, though it is preferred by some
disabled people who see their disability as
something they ‘have’, not something they 
‘are’.

•	is autistic
•	has an autism diagnosis

•	has autism
•	suffers from/is a victim of autism
•	living with autism

•	an autistic/autist/autie/aspie

Note: some autistic people may refer to 
themselves using these terms, but it isn’t
appropriate to use them unless this has been
specifically requested.

•	autism is understood as a spectrum because                                                                     
each autistic person has a unique             
combination of characteristics

•	‘everyone is on the spectrum somewhere’ / 
‘everyone is a little autistic’

Explainer: these statements are incorrect as
the autism spectrum refers to autistic people 
specifically. The statements are considered 
offensive because they are dismissive of
autistic people’s specific experience.
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This guidance is based on our language research on the preferences of autistic
people, their families and professionals, as well as the feedback and insight we get
from our supporters and wider work.

If you are referring to a particular person or group, ask them how they would prefer to be
described. This preference should take precedence over the recommendations outlined below.



Do say Avoid saying

•	the terminology used in the current medical                                                  
manuals  DSM-5 and ICD-11 is ‘autism      
spectrum disorder’

Note: avoid using ‘disorder’ unless             
specifically referring to terminology in the 
medical manuals

•	autism is a disorder
•	has autism spectrum disorder

Explainer: although ‘disorder’ is used in the 
medical terminology, most autistic people do 
not view autism as a disorder and consider 
the medical terminology to be pathologising. 
So, while they have a diagnosis of ‘autism      
spectrum disorder’, they do not consider 
themselves to have ‘autism spectrum
disorder’ because they do not recognise
autism as a disorder and being autistic is
something they are not something they have.

•	disability

Note: some autistic people consider that 
they are disabled by society (this is known as 
the ‘social model’) or that being autistic is a 
disability, and some do not. Autistic people 
have legal protections because autism is a 
disability.

•	difference

•	disease/illness/mental illness

Note: autism is none of these things.

•	handicap

Note: this is outdated language.

•	learning disability

Note: autism is not a learning disability, but 
some autistic people also have a learning 
disability.

•	disfunction
•	syndrome
•	deficit/impairment

•	autism is a lifelong neurodivergence and           
disability

•	any statement that implies only children are 
autistic

Note: autistic children grow up into autistic 
adults; you cannot ‘grow out’ of being
autistic.

•	non-autistic people
•	people who are not autistic
•	neurotypical people

•	‘normal’ people

Explainer: the concept of there being
‘normal’ – and therefore by implication
‘abnormal’ – people is offensive because it 
suggests a hierarchy where there is only one 
‘right’ way of being.
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Do say Avoid saying

•	autism is a form of neurodivergence
•	autistic people are neurodivergent
•	autistic self-advocates are central to the  

neurodiversity movement
•	autism is a neurological difference

•	autism is a neurological disorder

Reminder: most autistic people (and many 
others) do not consider autism to be a
disorder.

•	like anyone, autistic people have a range of 
strengths and challenges (for example, some 
autistic people also have a learning disability 
and may need support with daily tasks like 
washing, cooking or exercising. Other autistic
people are in full-time work and may benefit 
from reasonable adjustments)

•	autistic people need extra help with ‘X, Y  
and Z’

Note: remember that all autistic people are 
different; it is inaccurate to generalise about 
the support individuals may need.

•	autistic person with high/low support needs
•	an autistic person with/without a learning      

disability

•	high/low functioning autistic person
•	mild/severe autism

Explainer: functioning and severity labels are 
inaccurate and considered offensive; they
fail to capture how a person’s needs may 
vary (they may excel at certain things while                    
finding others very challenging) and fluctuate
(according to the situation), and because 
they locate all challenges innately within the 
person’s ability rather than due to a societal 
or situational failure to meet the person’s 
access needs.

•	support strategies/adjustments
•	access requirements/needs

For example: information in writing; help 
with cooking; to be able to wear ear
defenders.

•	treatments/cures

Reminder: autism is not an illness or a
disease and it cannot be ‘treated’ or ‘cured’.

•	special treatment
•	special needs

Note: this is outdated language.
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Do say Avoid saying

•	‘Asperger’s syndrome’ was a diagnosis      
previously given to some autistic people

•	‘Asperger’s syndrome’ is no longer given as a 
diagnosis

Note: people who might previously have
received this diagnosis now receive an autism 
diagnosis. Some people who were originally 
given this diagnosis still use the phrase and 
some don’t.

•	Asperger’s syndrome is a form of autism
•	Asperger’s syndrome is a mild form of autism

•	autistic people, their families and friends
•	the autistic community (this includes autistic 

people only)
•	the autism community (this includes autistic                                                                     

people, their family and friends, and          
professionals)

•	people living with autism
•	people whose lives are touched by autism

Explainer: it is commonly considered
offensive to try to separate autism from the
autistic person. Autistic people are
intrinsically autistic, it is not an ‘add-on’ that 
they carry ‘with’ them or that ‘touches’ their 
lives, it is essential to who they are.

•	common autistic traits / characteristics
•	a person’s autism profile

•	symptoms of autism

Explainer: the word ‘symptoms’ is used to 
describe illnesses and is therefore not
appropriate when discussing autism because 
it is not an illness.

•	a non-speaking autistic person
•	an autistic person who speaks few or no 

words
•	an autistic person who has intermittent or 

unreliable speech

Note: some autistic people who often use 
speech can lose this ability when they are 
overwhelmed, for example by stress or the 
sensory environment.

•	a non-verbal autistic person

Explainer: some autistic people who speak 
few or no words have explained that it is
incorrect to say they are ‘non-verbal’ because 
they often can and do verbalise and use
words. It is more accurate to refer to whether
or how reliably they use speech. It is 
important to remember that many people  
communicate effectively in other ways, such 
as in writing, using AAC or through gesture.
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