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Learning Objectives

Participants will be able 
to describe the 
important shift to 
inclusive and person-
first language.

1
Participants will be able 
to discuss the value of 
adopting a humanistic 
approach to sex offense 
practice. 

2
Participants will be able 
to understand at least 
two ways to incorporate 
inclusive language into 
their practice. 

3
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What do 
you like 
to be 
called?
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In what ways do we 
dehumanize people?







Source: A Resource for Understanding Behavior & Using Language in Juvenile Court



Source: A Resource for Understanding Behavior & Using Language in Juvenile Court
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Person-Centered 
Language

• We commonly describe 
problems instead of people, 
which is dehumanizing

• Shifting to person-centered 
language helps remove 
stigma and prejudice from 
our clinical jargon 

COMMONLY USED PERSON-CENTERED 
LANAGUAGE

Mentally ill people People with mental health 
experiences/conditions

Schizophrenic/Bipolar/Bord
erline

A person living with 
Schizophrenia/Bipolar 
Disorder/BPD

Mental retardation Intellectual disability 
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“By embracing inclusive language 
and encouraging others to do the 
same, we firmly believe that we 
will not only communicate 
effectively with more people, but 
also better adapt to a diversifying 
society and globe.”

Maysa Akbar, PhD, ABPP
APA Chief Diversity Officer 
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Are Labels Accurate?

• Using terms like “offender” or “sex offender” implies a 
trait-like tendency to engage in criminal behavior

• Perpetuates myths about high recidivism risk in a one-
size-fit-all manner 

• Homogeneity exists
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Youth
These labels can have major 

consequences for youth

Source: A Resource for Understanding Behavior & 
Using Language in Juvenile Court



Do you believe that treatment 
works?

“None of us are defined by a 
single attribute, no matter how 
salient or sensational. Person-
first language helps move 
beyond simplistic and often 
inaccurate understandings of 
people who have offended 
sexually” (p. 480). 



The Denver Post (2021, Sept 6)
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Ethics

• Beneficence/Non-
maleficence

• Justice

• Respect 

From Allan (2018)
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Ethics

The Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (APA, 2020; 
pg. 131-149) contains a discussion the use of biased language

• “Precision is essential in scholarly writing; when you refer to a person or 
persons, choose words that are accurate, clear, and free from bias or 
prejudicial connotations” (p. 132). 

• “Respect the language people use to describe themselves; that is, call people 
what they call themselves” (p. 133).

• “Choose labels with sensitivity, ensuring that the individuality and 
humanity of people are respected” (p. 133).
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Recent Systemic 
Changes

In 2018, Sexual Abuse (the ATSA journal) introduced a 
person-first language guideline.

Authors are encouraged to be thoughtful about 
the connotations of language used in their 
manuscripts to describe persons or groups. 
Person-first language (e.g., “persons with sexual 
offense histories”, “individual who has been 
adjudicated for…”,“child/adolescent with sexual 
behavior problems”) is generally preferred 
because it is often more accurate and less 
pejorative than terms like “sex offender”. Terms 
like “sex offender” imply an ongoing tendency 
to commit sex offenses, which is inaccurate for 
many persons who have been convicted for sex 
offenses given current sexual recidivism base 
rates. Similarly, the term suggests a 
homogeneous group defined and stigmatized on 
the basis of criminal behaviors that may have 
taken place infrequently or many years in the 
past. Person-first language is also consistent 
with APA style guidelines for reducing bias in 
written language…
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Recent systemic changes

ASSOCIATION FOR THE TREATMENT OF SEXUAL 
ABUSERS (ATSA)

ASSOCIATION FOR THE TREATMENT & PREVENTION 
OF SEXUAL ABUSE (ATSA)
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In 2019, California governor Gavin Newsome signed a law removing 
“at-risk youth” from California’s Education and Penal Codes and 

replaced the term with ”at-promise youth”

AT-RISK 
YOUTH

AT-PROMISE 
YOUTH

Recent systemic changes
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What are our 
options?
• Persons with sexual offense histories
• Individual who has been adjudicated for…
• Child/adolescent with sexual behavior 

problems
• Child/adolescent adjudicated for illegal 

sexual behaviors
• Person with pedophilic interests 

Each acknowledges the behavior, and we can 
still hold a person accountable for that 

behavior! Language change doesn’t change 
the other amazing work we’re doing.
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The Denver Post (2021, Dec 20)
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The Denver Post (2021, Dec 20)
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Thought Questions

What language 
needs to change 
at your agency? 

Is your 
paperwork 
inclusive? 
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Future Directions

Shifting towards more humane language across systems

May involve changing language across systems and changing 
public policy

Discussion of how to sensitively navigate with community 
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Thank you!

Apryl A. Alexander, Psy.D., ATSA-F
Metrolina Distinguished Scholar of Health & Public Policy
Associate Professor | Department of Health Management & Policy
Director | UNC Charlotte Violence Prevention Center 
UNC Charlotte
Apryl.Alexander@charlotte.edu
https://www.aprylalexander.com
Twitter/Bluesky/IG: @drapryla
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