
Guidelines for avoiding 
misgendering in professional 
communications
Evan D. Bradley (he/him/his), Penn State University



A handy how-to supplement: 

https://www.linguisticsociety.org/content/

guidelines-avoiding-misgendering-professional-communications

https://www.linguisticsociety.org/content/guidelines-avoiding-misgendering-professional-communications
https://www.linguisticsociety.org/content/guidelines-avoiding-misgendering-professional-communications


Recommendations

● Choose gender-neutral terms whenever 
possible when talking or writing about 
collective subjects.

● Avoid unnecessarily binary terms when a 
gender-neutral one will do.

● Always use a person’s appropriate name, title, 
and pronouns; if you don’t know them, ask.

● When talking about people whose pronouns 
you don’t know, use they as a temporary 
solution; then, use the appropriate pronouns.

● Use avoidance only as a last resort.
● If you notice a colleague misgendering 

someone, correct them, even if the 
misgendered person is not present.

● Avoid explicitly gendering students in class 
discussions with terms of address.

● Learn and use your students' preferred names; 
lobby your institutions to allow students to 
indicate their preferred names and pronouns 
on official rosters.



Choose gender-neutral terms whenever possible

● This is the easiest way to include everyone!

○ Linguists, professors, students, actors, etc.



Avoid unnecessarily binary terms

● Binary pairs might feel more inclusive at first, but are they really?

○ He or she = they
○ Men and women = people
○ Ladies and gentlemen = folks, friends, colleagues
○ Boys and girls = children
○ Basketball team and women’s basketball team = basketball players



Use appropriate names, titles, and pronouns

● Find out the pronouns/honorifics of someone you’re writing/talking 
about, just like you would for any other part of their bio.
○ “I’m writing bios for our faculty webpage; where is your undergraduate 

degree from?”
○ “I’m writing bios for our faculty webpage; what pronouns should I use 

for you?”
● Some people might ask for different pronouns in different contexts.



Use they temporarily; avoid as a last resort

● Until you know the correct terms, avoid making assumptions

○ When the candidate arrives, they will first meet with the chair.
○ When the dean1 visits, Dr. Lee1 will meet with each division.

● Make sure to switch to the correct terms as soon as you learn them.



Correct misgendering

Email/written

“This may not be on the roster, but I thought 

you should know that student goes by 

So-and-so and his pronouns are he/him.”

Conversational

1. Refer to person with correct pronoun

2. Interject with correct pronoun

3. Explicitly correct



Wait, you’re saying I can’t say women (or whatever)?!

● No, but you may want to pause to consider whether

○ That’s what you really mean

○ Whether gender really matters in this context

● For example,

○ Does this policy apply to men and women or all employees? 

○ Is your program for girls in STEM or underrepresented scientists? 



Examples from my email. What would you change?


