
 
 

 

LGBTQ Terminology 

ALLY: A person who actively supports, respects, and advocates for members of the 
LGBTQQ community and actively works to confront heterosexism and homo-, bi- and 
transphobia in society.  
 
ASEXUAL: Someone who does not experience sexual attraction to others or lacks a 
desire for sex/sexual partners.  
 
BISEXUAL: Someone who experiences attraction towards more than one gender.  
 
BIPHOBIA: Intolerance of bisexual identity, both within the heterosexual and LGBTQ 
communities. Can be expressed as a range of negative attitudes that can also include 
intolerance, erasure, and discomfort.  
 
CISGENDER: Refers to those individuals whose internal sense of gender identity 
matches their sex assigned at birth.  
 
COMING OUT: The ongoing process of sharing one’s sexual orientation or gender 
identity with others.  
 
F2M or FTM: Stands for female-to-male. This term describes an individual who is 
transitioning or has transitioned from female to male. In other words, a transgender 
man.  
 
GAY: Synonymous with same-sex attraction. Primarily defines men who are attracted to 
men, though many women who are attracted to the same sex also identify as gay. 
 
GENDER AFFIRMING SURGERY: A variety of surgical procedures that change the body 
to better align with one’s gender identity and expression. May be referred to as gender 
reassignment/gender confirmation, or, in some medical literature, as sex reassignment 
surgery.  
 
GENDER BINARY: The belief that human gender only exists as male and female, and 
that individuals must be strictly gendered as either/or.  
 
GENDER EXPRESSION: Gender expression refers to external characteristics and 
behaviors that are socially defined as either masculine or feminine, such as dress, 



 
 

 

grooming, mannerisms, speech patterns, and social interactions. Social or cultural 
norms can vary widely and some characteristics that may be accepted as masculine, 
feminine, or neutral in one culture may not be assessed similarly in another. 
 
GENDER IDENTITY: The term “gender identity”—distinct from the term “sexual 
orientation”—refers to a person’s innate, deeply felt psychological identification of 
gender, which may or may not correspond to the person’s sex assigned at birth (the 
sex originally listed on a person’s birth certificate).  
 
GENDER NONCONFORMING: Someone whose identity and expression of gender 
does not ascribe to the gender binary, or, rather, traditional male/female expressions.  
 
HETEROSEXUAL/STRAIGHT: Someone who experiences attraction towards those of 
the “opposite” gender.  
 
HETEROSEXISM: A system of biases, attitudes, assumptions, and discrimination which 
favors heterosexuality and heterosexual relationships that is expressed both through 
institutional policies and interpersonal actions. The belief that heterosexuality is not 
only normative, but superior to other sexual orientations.  
 
HOMOSEXUAL: Considered to be a clinical, pathologizing word for individuals who 
experience attraction toward those of the same sex. Not commonly used as a term of 
self-identification by lesbian or gay people. 
 
HOMOPHOBIA: Intolerance, fear, and hatred of gay/lesbian people and/or same-sex 
attraction.  
 
IN THE CLOSET: Refers to someone who will not or cannot disclose their true sexual 
orientation or gender identity. 
 
INTERSEX: Someone born with male, female, or non-gender-specific genitalia. May 
identify as any gender.  Incorrectly called “hermaphrodite.”  
 
LESBIAN: A woman who is attracted to other women. 
 
LGBTQ: Abbreviation for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer. 
 



 
 

 

M2F or MTF: Stands for male-to-female. This term describes an individual who is 
transitioning or has transitioned from male to female. In other words, a transgender 
woman. 
 
NON-BINARY: a gender identity which falls outside of the gender binary, meaning an 
individual does not identify as strictly female or male. A non-binary person can identify 
as both or neither male and female, or sometimes one or the other. There are several 
other terms used to describe gender identities outside of the male and female binary 
such as genderqueer, gender non- conforming, agender, and bigender. Though these 
terms have slightly different meanings, they refer to an experience of gender outside of 
the binary  
 
QUEER: A word with multiple meanings. Individuals often use queer as a shorthand 
way of referring to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer individuals as a whole 
group. For others, the term is also used as a specific self-identification.  Individuals 
sometimes use queer to denote their existence on the continuum of sexual orientation 
or gender identity. Historically a derogatory term used to demean LGBTQ people; 
queer is an in-group reclaimed term that can be considered offensive to some. It 
should only be used when self-identifying or quoting someone who self -identifies as 
queer.  
 
QUESTIONING: Someone who is unsure of or is exploring their sexual orientation or 
gender identity.  
 
SEXUAL ORIENTATION: An individual’s internal experience of 
sexual/romantic/emotional attraction towards others.  
 
TRANSGENDER: A person whose gender identity differs from their sex assigned at 
birth. A transgender man is someone who was assigned female at birth (AFAB) and 
identifies as a man. A transgender woman is someone who was assigned male at birth 
(AMAB) and identifies as a woman.  
 
TRANSITIONING: The term “transitioning” refers to the process through which a 
person modifies their physical characteristics or manner of gender expression to align 
with their gender identity. This transition may include hormone therapy, gender 
affirming surgery, or other procedures and is generally conducted under medical 
supervision based on a set of standards developed by medical professionals.  
 



 
 

 

TRANSPHOBIA: Irrational fear of, discrimination against, or intolerance of 
trans*/transgender people, the transgender community, or gender ambiguity 
generally.   
 
 

Terms to Avoid  

• TRANSGENDERED (v.), TRANSGENDERS (n.), or A TRANSGENDER (n.):  
o Always use the word “transgender” as an adjective, not a noun.  

§ PROBLEMATIC: Melanie is transgendered or a transgender. 
§ SOLUTION: Melanie is a transgender (or trans) woman. 

 
• SEXUAL PREFERENCE or LIFESTYLE CHOICE 

o The terms “sexual preference” and “lifestyle choice” suggest that 
lesbian, gay, or bisexual people have the ability to choose their sexual 
orientation or gender identity. Historically, anti-LGBTQ groups have used 
these terms to imply that LGBTQ characteristics are chosen 
characteristics, and, thus, can be “cured.”  

§ PROBLEMATIC: Mathias should be able to talk openly about his 
sexual preferences at work. 

§ SOLUTION: Mathias should be able to talk openly about his sexual 
orientation at work. 
 

• A GAY or GAYS 
o Gay should be used as an adjective, not a noun. 

§ PROBLEMATIC: She works hard to ensure gays feel accepted at 
work. 

§ SOLUTION: She works hard to ensure gay employees feel 
accepted at work. 
 

• HOMOSEXUAL 
o “Homosexual” is an outdated clinical term often used by anti-gay 

extremists to insinuate that being a gay or lesbian person is a disease or 
illness.  

§ SOLUTION: LGBTQ individuals use a variety of different terms to 
self-identify. The best course of action is to listen to how the 
individual self-identifies and use that term.   
 



 
 

 

• YOU GUYS or other gender specific language 
o Using “you guys” or other gender specific language can alienate those in 

the office who do not identify with that particular gender. Try using 
gender-neutral language to ensure all individuals feel included. 

§ PROBLEMATIC: I know I can count on you guys to do a good job 
on this report. 

§ SOLUTION: I know I can count on all of you (or y’all) to a good job 
on this report. 

 
• DEFAMATORY LANGUAGE: Tranny, dyke, homo, fag, faggot, sodomite, she-

male, it, shim, etc.  The majority of the LGBTQ community finds these terms to 
be hurtful and offensive.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


