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Either write  

something  

worth reading  

or do something  

worth writing.  

– Benjamin Franklin
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Communication Insights

Choose Your Words Carefully

It’s a common phrase touted by parents, advisors, and more: 
“choose your words carefully.” These days it’s especially fitting, 
as people everywhere are working toward justice, equity, and 
diversity goals. 

One of those goals should be to get into the habit of using 
inclusive language. It might seem obvious, but the words 
we use can make the difference between creating a feeling 
of connectedness and creating distrust. How the reader 
interprets your writing is more important than how you 
intended it to be read.

Luckily, this Content Guide—created by 18F, an office within 
the federal government’s General Services Administration—
has the scoop. Here we’ll highlight what we think are the 
main sections. 

The Basics 
Understand community preferences. Some communities, 
including the autism, blind, and deaf communities, prefer 
identify-first language. For example, “a blind man” or “an 
autistic woman.” Other communities prefer a person-first 
description, such as “a woman on our engineering team.” If 
you cannot find what the preference is, default to a person-
first construction. In all cases, if it’s not relevant to the topic, 
there’s no need to include it. Also important: avoid idioms, 
jargon, and acronyms. All of these can be confusing to people 
who don’t have specialized knowledge or aren’t familiar with 
a specific region or country. Lastly, don’t use phrases that 
suggest victimhood. For example, “confined to a wheelchair” 
or “afflicted by.”

NOAA Of f i ce fo r Coasta l  Management

Continued on Next Page

https://content-guide.18f.gov/our-style/inclusive-language/
https://www.gsa.gov/about-us/organization/federal-acquisition-service/technology-transformation-services/18f


Ability and Disability 
Every person is a whole person—no 
matter how they interact with the world. 
When you’re writing about someone, 
focus on what they need to do or 
what tools they use, and avoid making 
assumptions. Again, if it’s not pertinent 
to the topic, there’s no need to include 
a person’s situation, medical condition, 
illness, or injury. If you do need to  
include it, be as specific as possible and 
avoid inserting value judgements (for 
example, use “has multiple sclerosis,”  
not “suffers from”). Avoid describing 
people as “disabled” or “handicapped” 
and don’t use terms that contribute 
to stigmas,  such as “blind spot” or  
“tone deaf.”  

Age   
Just avoid this one in general, unless  
it’s relevant to what you’re writing about. 
That includes using references to age as 
novice or beginner (for example, don’t  
say “so easy your grandmother could  
do it,” and while we’re at it, don’t use  
women in this way, either). If you do  
have to reference age, use “older person” 
or “senior” as opposed to “elderly.” 

Gender and Sexuality 
This is where we see the biggest difference. 
The main point is to make content as gender 
neutral as possible. If you’re writing about a 
hypothetical person or if you’re unsure of the 
person’s pronouns, use they or them instead of 
he or she. It might feel weird at first, but the 
impact is more inclusive. Watch out for words 
and phrases that indicate gender bias, such as 
descriptions of appearance. Don’t use “guys” as 
a way to refer to mixed-gender groups. Make 
sure you’re using a neutral version of phrases 
like “man-made climate change” (use human-
made) and “unmanned research vessel” (use un-
crewed). The AP Style Book has a great gender-
neutral language section. For more detailed 
guidance on LGBTQ+ issues, see the National 
Lesbian and Gay Journalists Association Style 
Guide or the GLAAD Media Reference Guide. 

Overall, if you aren’t sure, just ask! Strive to  
include language that reflects peoples’ choices  
and style in how they talk about themselves.  
In the end, you’ll have happier readers and  
reach even more folks just like them.

Caitlyn McCrary 
Senior Communications Specialist
Lynker in support of
NOAA’s Office for Coastal Management 
Caitlyn.McCrary@noaa.gov

J a n u a r y  2 0 2 2  •  I s s u e  3 8 NOAA Of f i ce fo r Coasta l  Management

https://www.apstylebook.com/ap_stylebook/gender-neutral-language
http://www.nlgja.org/stylebook/terminology/
http://www.nlgja.org/stylebook/terminology/
http://www.nlgja.org/stylebook/terminology/
https://www.glaad.org/reference/
mailto:Caitlyn.McCrary%40noaa.gov?subject=


Communication Product of the Month
Featured product: NOAA’s Tiny 

Tutorials (#TinyTutorials) 

Source: NOAA Education’s  

(@NOAAEducation) Instagram 

stories, instagram.com/stories/
highlights/18068558398156913

Submitted by: Caitlyn McCrary, 

Lynker in support of  NOAA’s  

Office for Coastal Management

What it is: The NOAA Education 

program uses the stories feature of 

their Instagram to highlight a tool (for 

example, Historical Hurricane Tracks), 

using three or four graphics, with text, 

to walk users step-by-step through how 

to complete one task within that tool.

Why I like it: When you think 

of a tutorial, you typically think 

of a long, cumbersome document. 

These “Tiny Tutorials” combine 

screenshots or graphics with a small 

snippet of information on how to 

complete one key thing. They’re quick, 

straightforward, and easy to digest. 

Not only do they do a great job of 

teaching that one thing, they’re also a 

great example of how to accomplish one 

goal, and not try to check all the boxes 

or do everything at once. Sometimes 

(oftentimes, actually) less is more!

(Please note: this is not an endorsement of the designer, 

website, or any proprietary tools, but simply this writer’s 

opinion on a good communication product.)
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https://www.instagram.com/stories/highlights/18068558398156913/
https://www.instagram.com/stories/highlights/18068558398156913/


From Us to You

Outreach Tool Spotlight –  
Digital Coast Topic Pages
Topics pages on the Digital Coast can help you and 
your audience find what they need easily, instead of 
having to search for specific tools or resources.  
These pages recently got a fresh, new look,  
including greater context and a more user-friendly 
design. There's also a new Coastal Inundation 
topics page, making it that much easier to access 
the many NOAA resources—trainings, risk 
communication publications, even information on 
funding opportunities—that can lead your audience 
to exactly what they need to help them do their jobs. 
Find them here: coast.noaa.gov/digitalcoast/topics.

Upcoming Social Media Campaigns
Join us in celebrating the 50th anniversary of the 
Coastal Zone Management Act all year long. Use 
#OceanandCoast50 and get social each week with the 
following themes:

• January 12 to 14: Conserve energy
• January 17 to 21: Reduce water use
• January 24 to 28: Reduce paper use
• January 31 to February 4: Reduce carbon

footprint

Training Video:  
What is Storm Surge? 
The dangers of storm surge are one of the key 
messages for coastal communicators. But first 
thing’s first: before you can get your audience 
involved, you need to make sure they know 
what storm surge is. Share this compelling 
video—available in both English and Spanish—
that starts at the beginning to help audiences 
understand what it is, the effects it can have on 
their communities, and why it’s important to be 
vigilant. Access it here: coast.noaa.gov/digitalcoast/
training/what-is-storm-surge.html.

Fast Facts – Blue Carbon   

This is one of the many graphics and facts available for your use in presentations and handouts. Grab this 
one at coast.noaa.gov/states/fast-facts/blue-carbon.html. If you have an idea for a new group of fast facts or  
illustrations, please let us know.

Coastal Communicators is published by the NOAA Office for Coastal Management.
To subscribe to this newsletter, visit coast.noaa.gov/contactform.

Send questions or suggestions to coastal.info@noaa.gov. 
View past issues at coast.noaa.gov/gallery/newsletter.html.

Editor: Pamela Jacobs | Communications Director: Donna McCaskill | Graphic Designer: Daniella Fishburne
coast.noaa.gov | facebook.com/NOAADigitalCoast | twitter.com/NOAADigCoast | instagram.com/NOAADigitalCoast

Improving communication ski l l s ,  one newslet ter at a t ime.
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