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5: Grammar and Usage

5.225 Nine techniques for achieving gender neutrality
There are many ways to achieve gender-neutral language, but it takes some thought and often some hard work. Nine
methods are suggested below because no single method will work for every writer. And one method won’t neatly
resolve every gender-bias problem. Some of them—for example, repeating the noun or using “he or she”—will irritate
readers if overused. All of them risk changing the intended meaning: though slight changes in meaning are inevitable,
additional rewording may be necessary.

Omit the pronoun: the programmer should update the records when data is transferred to her by the head office
becomes the programmer should update the records when data is transferred by the head office.

1.

Repeat the noun: a writer should be careful not to needlessly antagonize readers, because her credibility will
suffer becomes a writer should be careful not to needlessly antagonize readers, because the writer’s credibility
will suffer.

2.

Use a plural antecedent: a contestant must conduct himself with dignity at all times becomes contestants must
conduct themselves with dignity at all times.

3.

Use an article instead of a personal pronoun: a student accused of cheating must actively waive his right to have
his guidance counselor present becomes a student accused of cheating must actively waive the right to have a
guidance counselor present.

4.

Use the neutral singular pronoun one: an actor in New York is likely to earn more than he is in Paducah
becomes an actor in New York is likely to earn more than one in Paducah.

5.

Use the relative pronoun who (works best when it replaces a personal pronoun that follows if): employers
presume that if an applicant can’t write well, he won’t be a good employee becomes employers presume that an
applicant who can’t write well won’t be a good employee.

6.

Use the imperative mood: a lifeguard must keep a close watch over children while he is monitoring the pool
becomes keep a close watch over children while monitoring the pool.

7.

Use he or she (sparingly): if a complainant is not satisfied with the board’s decision, then he can ask for a
rehearing becomes if a complainant is not satisfied with the board’s decision, then he or she can ask for a
rehearing.

8.

Revise the clause: a person who decides not to admit he lied will be considered honest until someone exposes
his lie becomes a person who denies lying will be considered honest until the lie is exposed.

9.
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