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PURPOSE
The language and imagery we use are powerful and shape how we see the world, others, and ourselves. The purpose of
this document is to provide the most up-to-date information on how to communicate about mental health, substance use, and
suicide in order to help people avoid unintentionally causing harm with stigmatizing language.

This Quick Reference document is an abbreviated version of the Psych Hub Communication Guide. To access the full version,
including definitions, imagery recommendations, and recommendations regarding different populations and topics please visit
PsychHub.com.

PERSON-CENTERED
LANGUAGE RECOMMENDATIONS

i

NO
depressive (noun)

2

Person-centered (or person-first) language should be the default when
describing any individual.

YES

WHY

person with depression

transgender (noun)

transgender person / trans person

Black (noun)

Black person / African American

Using person-centered language
communicates that a person is not defined
by any one trait or condition. It’s important
to avoid turning words that should be
descriptors or qualifiers into nouns.
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MENTAL
HEALTH

NO

3

YES

WHY

mental health problem

mental health issue / mental health
condition / mental illness

“Problem” has a negative connotation
and places judgment on another person’s
experience.

suffers from mental illness / struggles
with mental health

experiences mental illness /
has a mental illness

“Suffer” may imply pity. This kind of
language victimizes the individual.1

using any disorder as a noun (e.g.,
schizophrenic, depressive, alcoholic, anorexic)

person with schizophrenia / person with
depression / person with alcohol use
disorder / person with anorexia

People are not their disorders or conditions.
Using person-first language is vital.
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SUBSTANCE
USE

NO

4

YES

WHY
The term “abuse” has been found to have a
high association with negative judgments and
punishment.2

substance abuse

substance use / substance
misuse / substance use disorder

dirty / clean

positive / negative drug screen

clean

person in recovery / person in
long-term recovery

relapse

recurrence of use; recurrent of
symptoms

The term “relapse” itself implies only two
possible outcomes —success or failure —
that do not fully describe what actually
occurs. Recurrence of symptoms is common to
substance use behaviors and chronic illness
in general.4

drug-seeking

concerning behaviors

Avoid language that contributes to negative
moral connotations of substance use
disorders.5

addict / substance abuser /
alcoholic

person with a substance use
disorder

Avoid language that associates substance use
disorders with impurity.3

Use person-first language rather than (often
derogatory) labels. Of note, some people
in the recovery community use the word
“addict” or “alcoholic” as accepted terms. This
is another instance where the wishes of the
individual should be taken into account.
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SUICIDE &
SELF-HARM

NO

5

YES

committed suicide

died by suicide, died from suicide

failed suicide /
unsuccessful suicide

attempted suicide / nonfatal
suicide attempt

successful suicide

died by suicide / death by suicide

epidemic

public health issue

skyrocketing rates

increasing rates

died by firearm / died by hanging /
died by overdose

died by suicide, died from suicide

WHY
“Committed” frames suicide as a
criminal act.6
“Failed” and “unsuccessful”/”successful”
imply that suicide is a goal
or accomplishment.7

Avoid using language that sensationalizes
suicide or presents it as an
insurmountable issue.8
Depicting or describing the method of a
suicide death may lead to contagion.9
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