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Glossary 
 
This short guide offers an overview of useful vocabulary, terms to avoid, and a few key messages for 
talking about various issues.  

LGBT+   is an acronym for ‘lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans’.   Different versions, such as LGBTQ+ and 
LGBTIQA+, are also in use.   The + is a commonly-used device to keep the acronym short while indicating 
an inclusive approach. 

There are many words, phrases and terms that people within these communities use and which many of 
us may not have heard before. We thought it would be useful to provide a glossary of some of the 
terms you may come across - this glossary is an amalgamation of the many that are available and is by 
no means exhaustive or ‘the last word’ as language is continually evolving and changing. 

It’s also useful to be aware of the debates around the terms sex and gender, including the fact that 
there is much disagreement about what they mean. A key part of the debate is whether or not someone 
can change their biological sex via surgical and medical intervention. Another issue has arisen around 
the concept of self-identification regarding gender identity and the implications this might have in 
broader contexts. 

We thought it might be useful to flag up the Governments position on this, particularly as it impacts on 
discrimination because of a particular protected characteristics under the Equality Act 2010 
www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/equality-act/protected-characteristics  

The Office for National Statistics set out their interpretation of sex and gender in 2021 based on their 
Census topic consultation in 2015 

Sex and gender are terms that are often used interchangeably. 

The UK government defines sex as: 
 Referring to the biological aspects of an individual as determined by their anatomy, which is 

produced by their chromosomes, hormones and their interactions. 
 Generally male and female 
 Something that is assigned at birth 

 
The UK government defines gender as: 

 A social construction relating to behaviours and attributes based on labels of masculinity and 
femininity: gender identity is a personal, internal perception of oneself and so the gender category 
someone identifies with may not match the sex they were assigned at birth 

 Where an individual may see themselves as a man, a woman, as having no gender, or as having a 
non-binary gender – where people identify as somewhere on a spectrum between man and woman 
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Gender 

A concept that can be broken down into categories. 

Gender Dysphoria.   The discomfort felt when a person’s assigned sex does not match with their gender 
identity.   A diagnosis of gender dysphoria is often required before a trans person can access any form 
of medical transition.   Also known as Gender Identity Disorder, previously known as transexualism or 
transgenderism. 

Gender identity is how person sees themselves, their internal sense and personal experience of gender. 
Some people whose biological sex doesn’t match their gender identity may make physical and social 
changes to express their identified gender. It may also involve medical changes such as taking 
hormones or gender-affirming surgery 

Gender expression includes all the ways a person communicates their gender, based on societal factors 
such as gender norms and perceptions (think pink and blue!). Some people have the same gender 
expression all the time, whereas others may change their expression over time and in different ways at 
different times. Some play with gender expression for theatrical purposes or ‘drag’ (a Victorian-era 
theatre slang).  

Who we might be 

Intersex. Is a general terms used for a variety of situations in which a person is born with reproductive 
or sexual anatomy that doesn’t fit the boxes of ‘female’ or ‘male’ 

Cisgender.  Word used to describe people whose gender identity (sense of their own gender) matches 
the sex their birth sex.  (Contrasts with transgender.) Cis means – on the same side as. 

Non-binary.   People who consider themselves outside of the masculine/feminine, male/female gender 
binary.   Non-binary people may experience a range of sexual orientations. 

trans*.   an umbrella term covering a range of identities that transgress socially-defined gender norms.   
Trans with an asterisk is often used in written forms (not spoken) to indicate that you are referring to 
the larger group, and specifically including non-binary identities, as well as transgender men (transmen) 
and transgender women (transwomen). 

Transgender   An umbrella term used to describe people whose gender identity differs from the sex 
they were assigned at birth.    

Transsexual.   Word which used to refer to a person who wants to or has already changed their physical 
sex from the one they were born with.   The term has fallen in and out of favour with trans people in 
recent times. 

We all have a Sexual Orientation 
Sexual orientation. The romantic, emotional and/or sexual attraction toward persons of the opposite  
sex or gender, the same sex or gender, to both sexes or more than one gender, or to no one. 

Heterosexual/straight.   Words used to describe people who are physically, romantically and/or 
emotionally attracted to people of the ‘opposite’ sex. 

Gay.   Word used to describe those who are physically, romantically and/or emotionally attracted to 
people of the same sex. Can be used by both men and women 

Homosexual.   Outdated term, considered derogatory and offensive by many gay people and lesbians.    



                        www.lgbtsand.com                                                                   

 

3 
2022 

Lesbian.   A woman who is physically, romantically and/or emotionally attracted to other women.   Some 
women may prefer to identify as/use the term gay or gay woman to describe themselves. Some may 
talk about ‘being lesbian’, some may see themselves as ‘A Lesbian’. 

Queer.   Traditionally a pejorative term, queer has been appropriated by some LGBT+ people to describe 
themselves.   However, it is not universally accepted within the LGBT+ community and should be 
avoided unless quoting or describing someone who self-identifies that way. 

Bisexual/bi.  Words used to describe an individual who is physically, romantically and/or emotionally 
attracted to people of more than one gender.   

Asexual.  Someone who feels little or no sexual attraction, but may or may not engage in sexial activity 

Pansexual.   Word used to describe people who consider themselves to be attracted to people 
regardless of their gender identity or sexual orientation.   A form of bisexual identity. 

Other terms 

‘Heteronormativity’. The belief (and assumption) that heterosexuality is the only natural expression 
of sexuality in our society. This belief system can be harmful to sexual minorities because it creates a 
hierarchy, stigmatizing other sexualities, leading to invisibility.  

Used to describe the manner in which many social institutions and social policies are seen to reinforce 
heterosexist beliefs and belief systems. Heteronormative assumptions and beliefs are prevalent 
across the world in many different forms and are continually reinforced by, for example, media 
representation - a prevalence of heterosexual couples —from commercials to romantic comedies - 
reinforces heterosexuality as a social standard for sexual expression. 

Heterocentrism An assumption, often unconscious, that everyone is heterosexual and the attitudes 
associated with that assumption. Heterocentrism often shows up in unintentional ways in everyday life 
e.g. always referring to a woman’s partner as he/him. These people may not have anything against same 
gender partners but their heterocentrism serves to exclude members of LGB communities. 
 
Heterosexism The belief that heterosexuality is morally superior to homosexuality or bisexuality, 
therefore privileging heterosexual people and heterosexuality. It leads to the presumption that 
everyone is, or would rather be heterosexual, or at least that it would be possible to always tell when 
someone is not heterosexual. It is this presumption that puts LGB and T(in relation to gender identity or 
transgender status) people in the unique position of having to come out.  
 
So, avoid using language such as ‘wife’ or ‘husband’ that assumes all relationships are heterosexual, as 
this excludes non-heterosexual people and devalues their relationships. Words and phrases such as 
‘partner’, ‘parents’, ‘relationship’, ‘in a relationship’ are examples of LGBT+ inclusive language. 

Biphobia.  The irrational fear, hatred and discriminatory treatment of people who are bisexual. 

Cissexism.  Assuming that everyone is cisgender and therefore marginalising people who identify as 
trans.  Also, the belief that cisgender people are the natural form and superior to those with other 
gender identities. 

Homophobia.   The irrational fear, hatred and discriminatory treatment of people who are lesbian or 
gay. 
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Internalised homophobia. For many people, regardless of sexual orientation, homophobia can be 
internal and not always recognised by the individual. It can affect the way people see themselves and 
may lead to denial of one’s sexual orientation in situations that are threatening or require the individual 
to ‘come out’. 

Transphobia.   The irrational fear, hatred and discriminatory treatment of people who are trans. 

Conversion Therapy. Attempts to change people’s sexual orientation or gender identity in order to 
make them heterosexual or cisgender.   Still often practised by faith groups and unlicensed therapists. 
There isn’t 100% agreement on what constitutes ‘conversion therapy’. 

Detransition is when a person who has already transitioned returns to live as the gender assigned by 
their birth sex.  

Heteronormativity is the belief (and assumption) that heterosexuality is the only natural expression 
of sexuality in our society. This belief system can be harmful to sexual minorities because it creates a 
hierarchy, stigmatizing other sexualities, leading to invisibility.  

Coming Out. ‘Coming out of the closet’, often shortened to coming out, is a metaphor used to 
describe LGBT+ people's self-disclosure of their sexual orientation and/or their gender identity.  

Many LGBT+ people may refer to their ‘coming out’ story - the first time they did this 

However, ‘coming out’ is in reality an ongoing process that requires some element of risk assessment – 
what will be the response I get from people? 

Framed and debated as a privacy issue, coming out can involve: 

 A psychological process or journey  
 Decision-making or risk-taking 
 A strategy or plan 
 A mass or public event 
 A rite of passage 
 Liberation or emancipation from oppression 
 An ordeal  
 A means toward feeling pride instead of shame and social stigma 
 Career suicide 
 Being open to blackmail 

Closeted.  Describes a person who is not open/is secretive about their sexual orientation. 

Openly gay.   Describes people who self-identify as lesbian or gay in their personal, public and/or 
professional lives.   (Also openly lesbian, openly bisexual, openly transgender). 

Outing.   The act of publicly declaring (sometimes based on rumour and/or speculation) or revealing 
another person’s sexual orientation or gender identity without that person’s consent.   (Considered 
inappropriate by a large portion of the LGBT+ community, in some settings it is actually illegal). 
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Terms to avoid (or be aware that they may cause offence/be inappropriate) 

Lifestyle.   Inaccurate and sometimes offensive term used to denigrate lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans 
people’s lives.   (Just as there is no one straight lifestyle, there is no one lesbian, gay, bisexual or trans 
lifestyle). 

Queer.   Traditionally a pejorative term, queer has been appropriated by some LGBT+ people to describe 
themselves.   However, it is not universally accepted within the LGBT+ community and should be 
avoided unless quoting or describing someone who self-identifies that way. 

Sexual Preference: Best to avoid using as this term suggests that being heterosexual, lesbian, gay or 
bisexual is entirely voluntary and therefore ‘curable’ 

 


