
1SIERRA CLUB’S EQUITY LANGUAGE GUIDE 2021

 
S I E R R A  C L U B ’ S

Equity Language Guide

EQUITY

2021

INTERNAL

INTERNAL



TABLE OF CONTENTS
ABOUT THIS GUIDE ....................................................................................................................................1
OVERALL RECOMMENDATIONS ..........................................................................................................1

Use People-First Language ...................................................................................................................1
“Othering” Language  ..............................................................................................................................1
Become Culturally Competent.............................................................................................................2
Collaboration Without Tokenization ..................................................................................................3
Acknowledge History to Build Trust ...................................................................................................3
On Our Opposition ...................................................................................................................................3
Lead with Empathy ..................................................................................................................................3
Tolerance .....................................................................................................................................................3

ABLEISM ..........................................................................................................................................................4
Tips on How to Refer to People Living With Disabilities .............................................................4
Common Phrases to Avoid ....................................................................................................................4

AGEISM ............................................................................................................................................................5
CLASSISM AND WEALTH ........................................................................................................................6
POPULATION AND REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS .................................................................................7
GENDER AND SEXUALITY  ......................................................................................................................7
IMMIGRANTS AND REFUGEES .............................................................................................................8
LABOR AND WORKERS ......................................................................................................................... 10
POPULATION AND REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS .............................................................................. 11
RACIAL AND ETHNIC IDENTITY ........................................................................................................ 12

Tips for Writing About Race From Race Forward ...................................................................... 12
Preferred Terms for Racial Identity ................................................................................................. 12
Common Phrases to Avoid ................................................................................................................. 13
Racism and White Supremacy .......................................................................................................... 14
Organized White Supremacy ............................................................................................................. 14
Systemic Racism and White Supremacy Culture ...................................................................... 14
Reverse Racism ...................................................................................................................................... 15

RELIGION AND CULTURE ...................................................................................................................... 15
POLITICAL REPRESENTATION ........................................................................................................... 16
TRIBAL SOVEREIGNTY AND PUBLIC LANDS .............................................................................. 16

Tips on Writing About Tribal Nations ............................................................................................. 16
Understanding and Respecting Tribal Sovereignty .................................................................... 17
Cultural Appropriation ......................................................................................................................... 18

VIOLENCE AND GUNS  ........................................................................................................................... 18
WAR AND MILITARY SERVICE ........................................................................................................... 19
VISUAL IMAGERY ..................................................................................................................................... 19

Peer Review ............................................................................................................................................. 19
Photo Choice and Tokenization ......................................................................................................... 20
Photographers ........................................................................................................................................ 20
Photo Alteration/Manipulation ......................................................................................................... 20

WHITEWASHING HISTORY .................................................................................................................. 21

INTERNAL

INTERNAL



ABOUT THIS GUIDE
One of the most visible ways the Sierra Club can demonstrate our commitment 
to equity, justice, and inclusion is by using respectful, thoughtful language in all 
of our communications. 
When we use outdated terms for people’s identities, 
or rely on metaphors that are dehumanizing, we risk 
alienating people from the Sierra Club and even from 
the broader environmental movement. On a daily 
basis, Sierra Club content — from email blasts and 
social media posts to long-form articles in Sierra 
magazine — reaches hundreds of thousands of people. 
With every communication, we shape the public 
perception of our organization. This guide is intended to 
ensure that those communications present a consistent 

picture that reflects our organizational commitment to 
racial and social justice.

Implementing the recommendations in this guide may 
require folks to slow down, in an environment where 
speed is often rewarded and even required given the 
fast-paced nature of our work. We encourage you to 
take the space and time you need to implement these 
recommendations in your own work thoughtfully, and to 
discuss the recommendations within your own teams.

OVERALL RECOMMENDATIONS
Use People-First Language
The concept of people-first language arises from the 
disability justice movement. Practicing people-first 
language means recognizing that everyone is first and 
foremost a person, not their disability or other identity. 
So when referring to someone with HIV, for example, 
refer to “a person living with HIV” rather than an “HIV 
patient” to avoid the implication that their diagnosis 

is the sum total of their identity. This also applies to 
common socially stigmatized identities; for instance, 
“formerly incarcerated person” or “people with loved 
ones in prison” are respectful terms, as opposed to 
reductive terms like “inmate” or “felon.” People-first 
language is a useful approach to take with many identity 
issues throughout this guide. 

Sometimes individuals prefer “identity-first” language. 
For example, some people prefer to identify as “an 
autistic person” rather than someone “with autism” 
because their autism is foundational to their sense of 
self. 

In all cases, ask people how they want to be identified, 
and remember that no community speaks with one 
voice.

Check out point 444 “Avoiding other biased language” 
and point 445 “Unnecessary focus on personal 
characteristics” in the Chicago Guide for further reading 
on people-first language.

“Othering” Language 
It should go without saying that communicators should 
never use language and terms commonly understood to 
be derogatory. But we can do better than that. In all our 
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communications, we should strive to avoid “othering” 
language which assumes that we, the Sierra Club, are 
speaking from the perspective of a cisgender, white, 
heterosexual person with economic privilege. When we 
say “Sierra Club stands with LGBTQI communities,” for 
example, it implies that Sierra Club is not made up of 
LGBTQI people, which is incorrect. Instead you could 
say, “Sierra Club supports civil rights and human dignity 
for our LGBTQI staff, members and supporters.”

Similarly, avoid the use of the term “empower” which 
carries a condescending implication that the Sierra 
Club or the environmental movement has the ability to 
bestow basic rights as a benevolent gesture, rather than 
communities taking and owning what is rightfully theirs.

Become Culturally Competent
If there is a particular group of people that you work with 
closely, it’s important to develop a deep understanding 
of their culture, norms, and history. When you write 
about a group whose identity (e.g., racial or ethnic) you 
do not share or are not familiar with, we encourage 
you to explore language guides relevant to that culture. 
For example, if you are writing a piece for a Black 
community newspaper, take a look through the National 
Association of Black Journalists Style Guide. The Unity 
Journalists for Diversity Guides contain a wealth of 
resources developed by and for journalists, offering 
insight from the Asian American Journalists Association 
Coverage Guide, the Native American Journalists 
Association Guide, and others. We also encourage you 
to explore writings and news outlets run by people with 
identities relevant to your work, and to curate your social 
media feeds to familiarize yourself with the multiplicity 
of concerns and viewpoints of people within a particular 
community. Do not, however, ask or expect someone 
with a marginalized identity to educate you about their 
life experiences, or curate educational content for you.

When writing, use the plural “communities” rather than 
singular “the Asian American community” to avoid 
implying a monolith. Similarly, use “experiences” rather 
than “the experience.”

Sometimes it is unavoidable to cite language that is 
problematic but which is officially sanctioned by an 
institutional body like the US government; for example, 
if one is referencing action taken by the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs, or land referred to by the EPA as “Indian 
country.” Where possible, try to find language that 
circumvents the problematic phrasing, or acknowledge 
its harmful history. For example: “...this includes land 
sacred to the Indigenous people, referred to by EPA as 
‘Indian Country’.”

Ask Before Naming Someone’s Identity
It’s a best practice to ask media interview subjects or 
spokespeople how they would like their identities to 
be described. That includes asking what pronoun they 
prefer, how they would like their racial or ethnic identity 
to be described, if at all, and clarifying any other identity 
categories you might want to use to describe them — for 
example, their age or sexuality. There are as many ways 
to talk about identity as there are identities, so it’s best 
to just ask.

If you are writing about or referring to a person or group 
with whom you are not in direct contact, make an effort 
to find their own writings or interviews online to gather 
information about how they refer to themselves. It 
might be worth considering why you are writing about 
someone you are not in contact with — for instance, 
if they are a public figure, it’s understood that many 
people write about them. However, there may be times 
when we must consider whether it is appropriate for the 
Sierra Club to be telling someone’s story without their 
consent or invitation.

Asking someone how they want to be identified is 
also critically important because people who share 
an identity do not always identify the same way. For 
example, some people might prefer “Latinx” while others 
may prefer Hispanic, Latino/Latina or another descriptor 
altogether. While Sierra Club communicators should 
always strive to use the phrase that conveys the most 
respect, asking people how they identify before writing 
or publishing is crucial.

Self-Identified
The descriptor “self-identified” can be a useful tool for 
writing about complex identities. If someone identifies 
as “queer” — an identity that has been reclaimed by 
LGBTQI communities to elevate it from its previous 
status as a slur — referring to them as a “self-identified 
queer activist” would make it clear that this person 
chooses to be identified this way.
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Collaboration Without Tokenization
Throughout this guide, we encourage people to 
work in collaboration with their teams to put these 
recommendations into practice. You’re learning how 
to communicate more thoughtfully, so peer review of 
content can be an important tool to help you see your 
writing from a new perspective. If you’re unsure about 
how to phrase something tricky, try checking in with a 
colleague. 

It is also important to note, however, that people with 
marginalized identities often receive requests for peer 
review or editing much more frequently than others. No 
one likes to be 

asked to speak on behalf of all people who share their 
identity. At the same time, it is appropriate to ask a 
colleague to offer a recommendation on the basis of 
their personal knowledge of a particular community. We 
simply ask that you be thoughtful and intentional about 
your requests for support and reflect on whether the 
person you are asking for support may feel tokenized 
by your request. You can also demonstrate respect 
for a colleague’s time and expertise by doing your 
own research first, requesting (not demanding) your 
colleague’s input on specific questions that remain 
after you’ve put genuine effort into your own learning, 
thanking them, crediting them where appropriate, and 
making a note for the next time. 

Acknowledge History to Build Trust
This guide will tell you how to respectfully address many 
topics, and all of them are important. But there are a few 
areas where our legacy demands that we use extra care 
because of specific harm the Sierra Club has caused in 
the past. Groups of people who have been harmed by 
Sierra Club policies read our communications for cues 
about whether we can currently be trusted as partners. 
To build trust, we must acknowledge our own history 
without trying to justify or explain it away. We must own 
up to the good and the bad, not just the parts that are 
flattering.

On Our Opposition
Often as communicators we are called to discuss our 
political opposition, including people who don’t share 
Sierra Club viewpoints or values. If you are struggling to 
find a respectful framing for conservatives or opponents 
of the Sierra Club, you could refer to them as holding 
“anti-environment” views. However, as we note later in 
this guide, try to avoid euphemisms. Instead of saying 
“racially tinged” or “racially charged,” for example, 
it is important to be clear when a policy is “racist” if 
appropriate. 

Lead with Empathy
Our work often relates to unnatural disasters 
exacerbated by climate chaos. When communicating 
about disasters, take time to recognize the immediate 
needs of your audience and adjust your message 
accordingly. Concerns about basic needs such as food, 
water, shelter, and safety must be acknowledged and 
placed ahead of policy or campaign communication 
goals. That might mean pausing communications 
during an emergency, shifting communications to focus 
solely on amplifying urgent local needs, or including an 
acknowledgement and link in the messaging. 

Be cautious in the use of superlatives about the issues 
we work on. For example, the climate crisis is urgent, 
but it may not be “the most” pressing crisis for someone 
who is facing utility shutoffs. Also be cautious not to 
exploit urgent needs to push unrelated or only distantly 
related asks. At best, failing to recognize the big picture 
can make the Sierra Club seem out of touch — at worst it 
can cause lasting harm. 

Tolerance
Avoid the frame of “tolerance” of differences. This 
applies to every section of this guide — we should not be 
aiming to “tolerate” one another, but rather to celebrate 
our differences.
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ABLEISM
Ableism is a way of thinking that values the lives, contributions, and 
perspectives of people living with disabilities less than those of people 
without disabilities. Ableism can show up in a number of ways — from outright 
employment discrimination to insensitive language use. 
We don’t always realize the ways that our speech 
reflects an unconscious bias against people living with 
disabilities. The most common example is the pervasive 
use of the word “crazy” or “insane” as a pejorative. 
For people struggling with mental health challenges, 
it can be exhausting to hear a medical issue be used 
as shorthand for every piece of bad news. When we 
characterize as “crazy” something nasty that a politician 
has said, what are we implying about people struggling 
with mental health challenges? Another example of 
pervasive ableism in everyday language is the common 
use of a term like “lame” to describe something 
unfavorable or as part of the political term “lame duck.”

Tips on How to Refer to People Living With 
Disabilities
When writing about a person or persons with a 
disability, refer to the National Center on Disability 
and Journalism’s Disability Language Style Guide for 
specifics on how to respectfully describe particular 
disabilities.

It is also important to consider the scope of what 
the term disability covers. Short-term illness can a 
disability; however, be mindful that a disability is not 
necessarily an illness. See the ADA National Network’s 
Guidelines for Writing About People With Disabilities for 
more information.

Recognizing and Celebrating Neurodiversity
When writing about disability, bear in mind the concept 
of neurodiversity, which advocates that neurological 
differences like autism or ADHD be treated as just 
that — differences, not disabilities. Neurodiversity 
advocates argue that people with neurological 
differences are not broken or in need of fixing; rather, a 
society that fails to meet the basic needs of all people 
and accommodate differences is broken.

Common Phrases to Avoid

• Legislators are “blind” (and/or “deaf”) to climate 
change.
	� Instead of saying someone is “blind” to reality or 
“deaf” to the demands of their constituents, just say 
what’s really happening — they’re refusing to see or 
to listen. 

• “Stand” in solidarity.
	� Whenever possible, we should use language that 
is inclusive of all people. Not everyone can stand, 
or speak out, or make themselves heard. Many 
people with disabilities casually use terms tied to 
ability — a blind person might say “see you later!” 
for example — but if you can massage a sentence 
to avoid this issue, it’s best to do so. “Stand” is the 
most common example of this challenge.
	{ Many organizations have begun to say “be in 
solidarity” or “protect our rights” rather than 
“stand up for our rights.” 
	{ Another alternative is “rise,” because no matter 
what your physical abilities, you can rise to an 
occasion or rise to overcome.
	{ Think extra hard about using “stand” when it’s on 
a mass-produced sign or an ad that thousands of 
people will see and critique. 

• The “lame” effort to defend this bill fell apart before it 
got started.
	� It’s never acceptable to use the word “lame,” even 
when referring to the congressional session after an 
election (lame duck session). It is a slur. Instead, say 
the “incompetent” or “halfhearted” effort — when in 
doubt, just get more specific.

• The governor is “crippled” (or “handicapped”) by his 
connection to the fossil fuel lobby.
	� “Cripple” is another word that historically refers to 
a disability and is now considered a slur. Instead of 
saying someone or something is “crippled,” try “held 
back.” (Avoid “hamstrung” which is a reference 
to the horrific practice of mutilating a person or 
animal.)
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	� Similar to this is the phrase “paralyzed by fear” 
when someone isn’t making a decision. Instead try 
calling them “indecisive” or say they “refuse to take 
action”

• The amount of carbon produced is “dwarfed” by the 
amount saved.
	� It’s important to think about where the words we 
use come from. The word “dwarfed” — meaning, 
in this case, made to seem small by comparison — 
comes from the word “dwarf,” which is not how 
most people with the medical condition dwarfism 
prefer to be described. Instead, choose a different 
way to express scale that isn’t tied to identity and 
medical issues. Exceptions are proper names and 
scientific terms that include “dwarf,” as in “dwarf 
reindeer.”

• The rhetoric coming out of the White House today is 
just “crazy” or “insane.” The House is “going nuts” (or 
“mad”) trying to stop this bill.
	� Instead of saying something is “crazy,” just be more 
specific! Is it bizarre, unprecedented, or extremist? 
We should never use “crazy” or other terms about 
mental health to pejoratively refer to a specific 
person. Use of “crazy” or “nuts” to describe actions 
or events should also be avoided whenever possible.
	� Similarly, we should avoid making light of things 
like PTSD, anxiety or OCD, by using real medical 

diagnoses as a metaphor for everyday emotional 
experiences. 

• When he signed up for the marathon, he put forth a 
“heroic” effort.
	� Avoid the tendency to portray people with 
disabilities who achieve success as heroic or 
superhuman, rather than in a more balanced way.
	� Try not to make broad assumptions that a person 
with a disability is heroic or inspiring for living their 
lives. Such rhetoric can perpetuate stereotypes 
and create false expectations that everyone with a 
disability should be extraordinary or inspirational. 
	� Similarly, try to avoid over-reliance on war or military 
metaphor for individuals experiencing or overcoming 
illness or disability. 
	� For additional resources on metaphor and illness, 
please see these articles from the American 
Association of Health Care Journalists and 
advocacy organization Breast Cancer Now. 

• Avoid using “handicapped” to describe locations or 
items designed to make a space more accessible. 
You may run into this issue when hosting in-person 
events around restrooms or parking. Use the term 
“accessible” instead — “accessible parking” and 
“accessible bathroom stall”.

AGEISM
Ageism shows up in our lives when we make assumptions about people based 
on their perceived or actual age. These kind of generalizations point both 
ways — older people often experience workplace discrimination, the most 
commonly understood form of ageism. 
On the other hand, young people experience ageism 
when they are treated as less than full members of 
a community because of their youth and perceived 
inexperience. In both cases, generational differences 
can keep people from feeling included in communities, 
making it essential that we speak respectfully about age 
in all of our communications.

Tips for Writing About Age
For more on the complexities of ageism, see the Sum 
of Us Style Guide, which addresses both ends of the 
ageism spectrum in greater detail. 

• Consider whether there is a need to mention 
someone’s age at all. There are often good reasons to 
mention someone’s age — if they identify as a youth 
activist or an elder in a particular community, for 
example. 

• Always ask interview subjects or spokespeople how 
they would like to be described — some folks prefer 
“senior” to “elder” or “student” to “youth.” With 
something so personal, it’s best just to ask.

• Avoid age-based comparisons that rely on negative 
or stereotypical depictions of people in certain age 
categories.
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• Don’t assume that every member of a generation — 
for example, Millennials, or Gen Z — shares similar 
characteristics.

• When talking about the Sierra Club’s future and 
acknowledging the reality of our current age 
demographic, let’s consider how we are both striving 
to be a welcoming place for younger people to 
foster their involvement while also celebrating the 
contributions of our elders. We can talk about building 

an intergenerational organization rather than saying, 
“we need more young people,” which can be tokenizing 
and devalues the contributions of our older members. 

• Remember that identities intersect, and ageism 
impacts people differently on the basis of their gender. 
Women tend to face harsher social penalties for aging 
visibly; when writing about an older woman’s identity, 
ask yourself if you would mention her age if she were 
male.

CLASSISM AND WEALTH
Classism entails differential treatment of people based on social class or 
perceived social class, and oppression of members of certain social classes to 
the advantage of other class groups.
Classism goes hand-in-hand with the commonly-held 
myth that the U.S.is a meritocracy, and that people are 
successful because they have worked hard, and those 
who are not successful are lazy or haven’t worked hard 
enough. In other words, classism assumes personal 
responsibility and ignores historical and systemic 
inequity. Wherever possible, avoid framing and 
phrasing that ties a person’s worth to their economic 
contributions or accomplishments. Classism also 
ignores the reality of generational wealth accumulation, 
and structural barriers in our society that keep people in 
their stratified social “class”. 

Tips for Writing About Class
For more on writing in an anti-classist framework, see 
the Sum of Us Style Guide.

• Using academic jargon is a form of linguistic capital 
that can exclude people from the conversation and 
create in-groups and out-groups. Where possible, 
use universal and accessible language — write out 
acronyms and be clear and concise.

• Consider whether it’s relevant to the story to include 
titles, credentials, and positions, as well as how these 
descriptors can serve to underline how that person’s 
value is tied to their accomplishments, education, or 
privilege.

Understand the difference between “income inequality,” 
“pay inequality,” and “wealth inequality,” (see below) 
and use these phrases precisely.

• Do not use descriptors or phrases including:
	� Upper-class or lower-class
	� Classy or classless
	� Trashy
	� Low life
	� Good neighborhood/Bad neighborhood
	� At-risk
	� The poor
	� In need, the needy
	� Wrong side of the tracks
	� Welfare queen/king
	� Disadvantaged
	� Underprivileged
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POPULATION AND REPRODUCTIVE 
RIGHTS
Messaging around sexual and reproductive rights is a particularly sensitive 
issue because environmental groups, including many members and leaders 
of the Sierra Club, have used concern about “overpopulation” as a pseudo-
scientific justification for racist and xenophobic policies to limit both 
immigration and reproductive freedom. 
The Sierra Club has made an intentional shift away from 
this legacy with our current focus on gender equity and 
rights. Our word choice can help signal our thoughtful 
commitment to this change, or it can undermine our 
efforts, which are still under legitimate scrutiny from 
communities that have been negatively impacted by 
state and nonprofit policies on reproductive health and 
rights, particularly women of color.

The Sierra Club’s work continues to evolve away from 
this viewpoint, aiming to be more just, equitable, and 

inclusive. Today, we focus on gender equity issues, 
not population issues. Women, transgender, and 
gender-nonconforming people are at a greater risk 
of environmental injustice, whether from climate 
disruption or from violence and pollution attributable to 
the dirty fuel industry.

For talking points on our Gender, Equity, and 
Environment program, see the Gender Program Style 
Guide. 

GENDER AND SEXUALITY 
Attentiveness to gender and sexuality is critical to our work in fostering a 
just and equitable community at the Sierra Club and with our partners. It’s 
important to demonstrate the Sierra Club’s solidarity with and respect for our 
LGBTQI members, staff and supporters. The key is to ask people how they 
identify and what pronouns they use. 

Tips for Writing About Gender and 
Sexuality 

• The Sierra Club uses “LGBTQI” as a default term for 
people who identify as gay, transgender, bi, intersex, or 
queer. “Gay” and “queer” are also available to people 
as a self-description of their own community. Ask the 
person you are referring to how they would like to be 
described. Terms like bisexual, pansexual, and asexual 
(an umbrella term for people who do not experience 
sexual attraction) are appropriate if requested or used 
by the person you are referring to.

• LGBTQI stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer, and intersex. There are variations on 
this — including some acronyms that include “A” at 
the end as a stand-in for “allies,” or “asexual,” or both. 

The Sierra Club uses LGBTQI but it is important to 
note that there is not consensus on which identities to 
include.

• Never reduce queer identity to a punchline. 
Homophobia of this type is unfortunately common — 
for example, jokes about male politicians that rely on 
the implication that they have a sexual relationship.

• There are regional and cultural differences for using 
the terms “trans” versus “transgender.” It is always 
best to check with the person you are referring to 
before using either. The term “transgendered” should 
be avoided. “Transsexual” is generally considered 
dated, and may be considered a slur, and should 
never be used by the Sierra Club unless specifically 
requested as a self-description by someone we are 
writing about.
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• When writing about a specific individual, ask what 
pronouns they use (she, her, hers; he, him, his; they, 
them, their; or different pronouns of their choice). 
Don’t assume someone’s gender on the basis 
of their appearance. They/them/their and other 
gender neutral pronouns are a legitimate and vital 
identification for people whose identities are not 
encompassed by the gender binary.

• When you do not know someone’s gender, and have no 
way of asking them, follow AP style by defaulting to a 
gender-neutral “they” pronoun. 
	� For example: “Blair Fletcher, a climate activist, 
shook their fist in the air at the climate rally.”

• Use the term “cisgender” (rather than “non-trans” 
or “non-transgender”) to refer to a person who is not 
transgender, if there is a need to refer to their gender. 
Cisgender means you identify with the gender you 
were assigned at birth. 

• Use gender-neutral terms whenever possible. 
	� For example, use “firefighter” not “fireman,” 
“police officer” not “policeman,” “mail carrier” not 
“mailman,” “server” not “waitress,” “representative” 
or “congressional member” not “congressman 
or congresswoman.” See appendix for more 
alternatives.

Common Phrases to Avoid

• Avoid patriarchal language such as “not the right man 
for the job,” “manpower,” “man up,” “you guys,” or 
“manmade.” 
	� Try to use gender-neutral language like “right person 
for the job,” “human-caused,” “y’all,” “folks,” or 
“handmade.”

• Avoid emphasizing the importance of work through 
women’s relationship to men. 
	� For example, “This work is important because the 
health and safety of our wives, mothers, sisters, and 
daughters is at stake.”
	� Instead talk about all the other reasons it is 
important to promote gender equity: “This work 
is important because women’s rights are human 
rights.”

• Sexualization: Avoid language that is sexualizing of 
people’s bodies, particularly women’s bodies. We 
should particularly avoid sexualized descriptions of 
interview subjects.
	� For example: “The curve of the river echoed the 
shape of a woman’s body, drawing us all in.”

• Rather than saying “both genders,” refer to “all 
genders” to be inclusive of people who do not identify 
as men or women.

• Empower: As noted in the “othering language” section, 
the word “empower” carries the condescending 
implication that we are giving women, transgender, 
and gender-nonconforming people their basic right 
to equality as a gift or magnanimous gesture, rather 
than those communities taking and owning what is 
rightfully theirs. This is applicable to all sections of 
this guide.
	� Instead of saying the Sierra Club wants to 
“empower” certain people or communities, be more 
specific about what you mean. Are we trying to 
elevate voices? Offer financial resources so folks 
can do their own organizing?

• “Rule of thumb” historically originates in a reference 
to intimate partner violence and should be avoided. 
Use instead: general guideline, approximation, rough 
measure, standard.

IMMIGRANTS AND REFUGEES
The Sierra Club has a complex history with immigration issues. Today, 
the Sierra Club supports immigration reform policies that create a path to 
citizenship for all residents of the United States. 
But as recently as the 1990s, people organized within 
the Sierra Club to push the organization to take explicitly 
anti-immigrant positions. For this reason, Sierra Club 
communicators must hold themselves to a very high 
standard when communicating about immigration, 

immigrants, and refugees, as well as issues facing 
those communities. By doing so, we can demonstrate 
the progress we’ve made as an organization and as a 
community. To review the Sierra Club’s current Board of 
Directors policy on immigration, see here.
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Tips for Writing About Immigrants and 
Refugees
	� Never use the term “illegal” to describe a person. If 
a person lacks legal permission to live or work in the 
U.S., you can refer to them as an “undocumented” 
immigrant or someone with a complex immigration 
status.
	� Avoid referring to “citizens” when possible — every 
community in the U.S. includes people who are not 
U.S. citizens. Referring to “residents” or “members” 
of a community is a more inclusive approach. 
The term “citizen” is acceptable when discussing 
“citizen comment periods” or other legal terms that 
do specifically refer to citizens of the United States.

• Avoid using the term “Americans”generically for 
a group (because it limits the group to those who 
have citizenship status as Americans). There may be 
moments when it is appropriate to utilize this word; for 
example, if someone is referring to their own ethnic or 
racial identity, as in “African Americans” or “Chinese 
Americans.” 
	� Before using “Americans” to refer to all people 
living in the U.S., consider that in Latin America, the 
identifier “American” is typically used to refer to 
everyone who hails from the continent.
	� Alternatives to “Americans” include: U.S. residents, 
people in the U.S.

Be aware of the ways in which terms like “migrant” and 
“ex-pat” are selectively applied to describe different 
groups and avoid similar bias in your choice of terms. 

 These terms were borrowed from the Sum of Us Style 
Guide:

Appropriate Terms for 

• asylee

• asylum seeker

• children of immigrants

• family

• foreign national

• person

• person seeking citizenship

• person with citizenship in…

• refugee

• refused asylum seeker

• stateless person

• undocumented immigrant

Terms and Phrases to Avoid

• alien

• an illegal

• anchor baby

• ex-pat (see note above)

• failed asylum seeker

• illegal alien

• illegal asylum seeker

• illegal immigrant

• legal alien

• legal citizen

• legal resident

• legalized

• migrant

• natural, naturalized

• resident alien

• second-generation
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LABOR AND WORKERS
The Sierra Club has a history of solidarity with the labor and economic justice 
movements and is itself a union workplace. But our work to shut down fossil 
fuel infrastructure often puts us at odds with some sectors of the labor 
movement. 
As one of the founding organizations of the BlueGreen 
Alliance, the Sierra Club has a responsibility to help 
bridge that divide by demonstrating with our words and 
actions that we support a transition to a clean energy 
economy that creates good, family-supporting union 
jobs without leaving workers behind. It is critical to our 
success, and to our humanity, that we show sensitivity 
to the very real challenges of fossil fuel workers and do 
everything we can to support a fair and just transition.

Tips for Writing About Labor and Workers

• “Retirement” of coal plants: For workers, hearing 
about how their plant is “retiring” when their own 
retirement is probably in jeopardy because of the 
closure can be painful. This is a euphemism that 
unhelpfully avoids the reality: The plant is closing. 
Instead, simply say that the plant will stop burning 
coal (or gas) on a certain date. 
	� For example: “Today the Sierra Club announced that 
the San Juan Generating Station will stop burning 
coal and cease operations in 2022.”

• Just transition: The use of this term depends on 
context. In some parts of the country, environmental 
justice groups are organizing around the “Just 
Transition framework” put forth by Movement 
Generation. Other allies, from Labor Network for 
Sustainability to the International Trade Union 
Confederation to the International Labor Organization, 
have been organizing and advocating for a “just 
transition,” with different understandings of the 
meaning and application of the term. It may be 
important to these allies that the term be used 
authentically, and that those of us using the word 
know what it means and have been showing up for just 
transition work.
	� But for everyday workers, particularly in coal mining 
areas like Appalachia and the Powder River Basin, 
reality has failed to live up to the rhetoric they hear 
about a “just transition,” so many workers hear 
the term as “just a fancy funeral” for their jobs. 
It’s best to avoid “just transition” when fossil fuel 
workers are in your audience — instead talk about 

prioritizing economic justice. For many fossil fuel 
industry workers, the very idea of a transition is 
itself threatening.
	� For example: “As our economy shifts away from 
fossil fuels and toward clean energy, we need to 
ensure economic justice for all workers, including 
access to good, family-sustaining union jobs for 
fossil fuel workers.”

• Worker retraining: Similar to “just transition,” “worker 
retraining” is an idea that many workers have been 
hearing about for years without seeing results. 
Imagine going through unpaid worker retraining and 
then finding that there aren’t any relevant jobs in the 
region where you and your family live. Worker training 
is an important piece of the policy puzzle that will 
make economic justice possible in a clean energy 
economy, but it’s only one piece — if you want to 
mention worker retraining, be sure to mention other 
types of investments and policies as well.
	� For example: “As our state’s economy shifts from 
fossil fuels to clean energy, we need meaningful 
public sector investments in creating jobs, a 
commitment to good, family-sustaining union jobs 
from the clean energy industry, and resources for 
fossil fuel workers to gain new skills that are sought 
after in growing industries.”

• Celebrating clean energy jobs: If we are truly 
committed to building a clean energy economy that 
works for everyone, we must acknowledge that clean 
energy jobs are, on average, lower paid and less 
likely to be unionized than fossil fuel industry jobs. 
When we celebrate the growth of clean energy jobs 
without acknowledging that reality, workers just 
hear hypocrisy. We can lift up the successes of the 
growing clean energy economy while at the same time 
putting pressure on clean energy industries to allow 
unionization and to provide good, family-sustaining 
jobs to their workers.
	� For example: “Utah currently has more than 
five times as many jobs in the clean energy and 
energy efficiency sectors than the entire fossil 
fuel industry. That’s great news for our state, but 
we also need to ensure that coal miners and other 
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workers whose jobs are disappearing have access to 
good, family-supporting jobs. That means doubling 
down on creating clean energy jobs and putting 
pressure on clean energy companies to make sure 
they’re providing good jobs at fair wages.”

• “Good jobs” vs. living wage union jobs: We should, 
whenever possible, specify that we are calling on 
policymakers and job creators to support union jobs, 
not just ill-defined “good jobs.” 
	� For example: “Our state-elected leaders must work 
to create good, family-sustaining union jobs for 
workers in our state.”

POPULATION AND REPRODUCTIVE 
RIGHTS
Messaging around population growth is a particularly sensitive issue. In the 
past, many members and leaders of the Sierra Club have used concern about 
“overpopulation” as a pseudo-scientific justification for racist and xenophobic 
policies to limit both immigration and reproductive freedom. 
The Sierra Club has made an intentional shift away from 
this legacy with our current focus on gender equity and 
reproductive rights. Our word choice can help signal 
our thoughtful commitment to this change, or it can 
undermine our efforts, which are still under legitimate 
scrutiny from communities that have been negatively 
impacted by state and nonprofit policies on reproductive 
health and rights, particularly women of color.

The Sierra Club continues to evolve, aiming to be more 
just, equitable, and inclusive. We no longer believe 
that a focus on population size is appropriate for 
assessing environmental problems and their solutions. 
Population rhetoric scapegoats communities of color, 
in particular the reproductive decisions of women of 
color in developing countries, as being the root cause 
of environmental damage and climate change. The 
Sierra Club’s Gender program actively works to counter 
misleading and racist rhetoric around population control. 

We work on gender equity issues, not population, 
because women, trans, and gender-nonconforming 
people are at a greater risk of environmental injustice, 
whether from climate disruption or from violence and 
pollution attributable to the dirty fuel industry. Women 
and non-binary leaders are too often excluded from 
planning and decision-making processes, which leads 
to less effective and just solutions to environmental 
problems.

Guidance on Writing About Population and 
Reproductive Rights: 

• Avoid equating peoples’ decisions about whether 
to have or not to have children to carbon emissions, 
carbon footprint, and climate mitigation. 

• Avoid language such as “population stabilization”, 
“overpopulation”,“carrying capacity” as it refers to 
human populations.

• Avoid talking about family planning exclusively in 
relation to climate change or environmental work. 
Speak to the importance of comprehensive health 
care and reproductive rights/health/justice. 

Phrases to Avoid 

• “Overpopulation” or “overpopulated”

• “Carrying capacity”

• Tragedy of the commons

• Population control

• Degrowth 

• Population stabilization 

• Zero growth 

For talking points on our Gender, Equity, and 
Environment program, see the Gender Program Style 
Guide. 
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RACIAL AND ETHNIC IDENTITY
Establishing respectful, mutually accountable practices around race in our 
communications is one of the most important ways we can put our values into 
practice when communicating on behalf of the Sierra Club. 
The key to this work is to, whenever possible, 
communicate directly and honestly with the people 
we are writing about. Whether we’re ghost-writing 
an op-ed or drafting a tweet lifting up the voices of 
community partners, we should always ask, “How does 
this person want to be identified and described? Am I 
naming this person’s racial identity because they prefer 
to be identified that way, because their identity is a 
crucial part of the story being told, or because I wish to 
tokenize their racial identity in order to showcase the 
Sierra Club’s ‘diversity’?” For more information on how 
to avoid tokenizing people based on their identity, see 
the Media Justice Toolkit.

Tips for Writing About Race From  
Race Forward
The folks at Race Forward, which advances racial justice 
through research, media, and practice, have published 
an invaluable guide called the Race Forward Reporting 
Guide. We have collected some of their most relevant 
recommendations below, but we highly recommend that 
you read the whole thing. Their influence can be seen 
throughout this guide, and we offer our thanks to Race 
Forward for publishing this invaluable resource.

• “Be explicit about race when it is pertinent to a story, 
fairly (across all racial categories, including identifying 
persons as “white” when relevant) and appropriately 
(without relying on stereotypes). 

• Familiarize yourself with the key terms and concepts 
of race and ethnicity, and how categories that describe 
these can intersect (“white Argentine,” “a person 
of mixed Choctaw and African American descent,” 
Latinos who identify as “some other race”).  

Preferred Terms for Racial Identity
Whenever possible, ask the person or group you are 
writing about how they identify, or refer to their website 
or other self-published content to identify the language 
they use to describe themselves. In the absence of that 
information, these are the terms that the Sierra Club 

uses to refer to some racial and ethnic identities. The 
Sierra Club capitalizes terms referring to racial and 
ethnic identities out of respect; this includes “Black,” 
which should always be capitalized. See the AP Style 
guide release on this here. 

• Native or Indigenous (Tribal when referring to 
governments, Tribal or Native when referring to 
communities within U.S. borders, Indigenous in 
international contexts)
	� Whenever possible, use the specific name referring 
to the relevant Tribe or Band. See the section on 
“Tribal Sovereignty and Public Lands” for more 
information. When referring collectively to more 
than one Tribe, use the term “Tribal Nations.” 
	� Be sure to capitalize “Tribe” or “Tribal” as well 
as “Native” and “Indigenous.” Common use and 
preference on this varies wildly, and we should 
prioritize the preferences of the people we are 
referring to. But unless there is reason not to, we 
should capitalize these terms in order to default to a 
position that expresses respect.

• Asian American/Pacific Islander, AAPI 
	� Ideally refer to a more specific identity when that 
information is available

• Black and/or African American 
	� Be sure to ask interview subjects and spokespeople 
how they prefer to be referred to, and note that 
these terms are not interchangeable, particularly for 
recent immigrants from African countries living in 
the U.S.
	� The Sierra Club always capitalizes Black when 
referring to race or ethnicity.

• white
	� Do not capitalize the word “white.” Doing so risks 
the perception that Sierra Club is aligned with 
organized white supremacy. Some argue that by not 
capitalizing white, whiteness is designated as the 
default. This is a good conversation to have, but at 
this time the Sierra Club does not capitalize white to 
avoid the appearance of allying with organized white 
supremacy.
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• Latino 
	� The Sierra Club defaults to “Latino,” not “Hispanic,” 
to describe people of Latin American heritage 
or descent. As when discussing anyone’s racial 
identity, however, you should use the language 
people use to describe themselves — some people 
do self-identify as Hispanic, in which case that is the 
word that should be used for them.
	{ Please also note that the terms “Latino/a/x” 
and “Hispanic” are not simply interchangeable. 
Though there are different nuances and 
viewpoints, in general, “Hispanic” refers to people 
who speak Spanish and/or are descended from 
Spanish-speaking populations, while “Latino/a/x” 
refers to people who are from or descended 
from people from Latin America. As with many 
matters, perspectives vary and it is best to be as 
specific as possible and consult with people as to 
how they wish to be identified.

	� While “Latino” is a masculine word in Spanish, it can 
also be used to describe a group of people of mixed 
genders, e.g. “GreenLatino is an organization that 
works with a broad coalition of Latino leaders.”
	� “Latina” is the feminine version of “Latino,” and 
should be used when describing an individual 
woman, e.g., “Vanessa is a Latina organizer,” or 
groups of Latina women, e.g., the headline “Black 
and Latina moms are the most concerned about 
climate change.”
	� Some people use the term “Latinx” as a gender-
neutral alternative to Latino and Latina, but there 
is no consensus on its use. While the Sierra Club 
defaults to using “Latino” or “Latina,” you should 
use “Latinx” if someone self-identifies as Latinx, 
if an involved community member or partner 
organizations use Latinx in their published material, 
or if you’ve otherwise had conversations that 
indicate Latinx is the appropriate choice for your 
specific project.

• BIPOC
	� “People of color” has in the past served as a 
collective term for people who are not white. 
A preferred term today is “BIPOC” referring to 
Black, Indigenous and people of color, which 
provides a unifying term for ease of use while still 
acknowledging the reality that Black and Indigenous 
people in the United States are impacted by 
structural and individual racism in a different way 
than other people of color. 
	� Either term, PoC or BIPOC, is acceptable for use at 
the Sierra Club, but be sure to explain the meaning 

of BIPOC the first time you use it in each piece of 
content. 
	� Overall, we should strive to be more specific 
whenever possible. If you really mean to refer to 
Black communities, or Indigenous communities, 
then do so. Using BIPOC as a catch-all for all racial 
identities aside from white risks erasing the very 
real differences in lived experience among people of 
different races, undermining the original purpose of 
the term.

• Hawai’ian Native: People native to Hawai’i may 
identify as Native American, Hawaiian Native, 
Indigenous Peoples of the Hawaiian Islands, Pacific 
Islanders, or some other title. In all cases, ask people 
how they want to be identified and follow their lead.
	� Hawaiian language: Refer to places and people in 
Hawai’i with Native Hawaiian names wherever 
possible. Check out this guide for information on 
Hawaiian spelling and pronunciation.

For more resources on specific terms to describe racial 
identity, see the Diversity Style Guide from the Center 
for Integration and Improvement of Journalism.

Common Phrases to Avoid

• Never use slurs or phrasing that is commonly 
understood to be derogatory.

• Minority: According to Race Forward, “Defining people 
of color as ‘minorities’ is not recommended because 
of changing demographics and the ways in which it 
reinforces ideas of inferiority and marginalization of 
a group of people.” In some areas, it is also simply 
becoming inaccurate as population demographics 
shift. 
	� When considering a term to use other than 
“minority,” consider which specific communities you 
actually mean. BIPOC communities? Working class 
communities? Be more specific and you can easily 
avoid this term.

• Use caution with terms that may subtly evoke 
and reinforce racial stereotypes, such as “urban,” 
“vibrant,” and “hardworking.” 
	� Instead, just say what you actually mean — and 
consider whether what you meant to say has 
embedded stereotypes that should be removed.

• Don’t use geographic descriptors interchangeably with 
religious or other terms to describe specific groups 
of people. For example, “Muslim” is not synonymous 
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with Arab; African American Muslims are the largest 
Muslim population in the United States.

• Empower: The word “empower” carries the 
condescending implication that we are giving people 
their basic right to equality as a gift or magnanimous 
gesture, rather than those communities taking and 
owning what is rightfully theirs. This is applicable to all 
sections of this guide.

• Brown bag: The term “brown bag,” often used to refer 
to a bagged lunch, has a racist association that makes 
it a term to avoid.
	� Instead, consider “working lunch” or “BYO lunch 
session.”

• The term “denigrate,” which has a racist history.
	� Instead, consider one of many synonyms, including 
“disparage,” “belittle,” and “diminish.”

• The term “Sherpa”, which has been appropriated from 
an Indigenous ethnic group in Nepal for advertising 
purposes or to denote reliability — read more here.
	� Instead, use terms like porters and mountain guides 
when referring to individuals taking on these roles.

Racism and White Supremacy

Organized White Supremacy
We are living in a historical moment wherein it is crucial 
to resist attempts by far-right extremists to rebrand 
their hatred as a legitimate political viewpoint. At the 
Sierra Club, we refer to white supremacy as white 
supremacy, rather than playing into the attempt by 
extremist conservatives to reframe their movement 
as the “alt-right.” NPR affiliate KUOW goes into depth 
about its choice to avoid the term “alt-right” and the 
importance of saying what we really mean. 

It is also important to call racism out explicitly. As the 
Associated Press recommended in 2019, don’t use 
euphemisms for racist such as “racially charged” or 
“racially tinged” when “racism” or “racist” are truly 
applicable to the situation — call the racism out for what 
it is. 

The Associated Press offers the following definitions of 
white nationalism and white supremacy:

• White nationalists say that white people are a 
distinct nation deserving of protection, and therefore 

they demand special political, legal, and territorial 
guarantees for whites. 

• White supremacists believe that whites are superior 
and therefore should dominate other races.

The Sierra Club defaults to using the term “white 
supremacy” to refer to organized white supremacy 
and nationalism unless there is a specific reason 
not to. Though many also use the term “white 
supremacy” to refer to institutional racism and 
unconscious bias — distinct from overt, organized white 
supremacy — many in the public do not understand or 
react to the term “white nationalism.” White supremacy 
is the most commonly used and understood term for 
organized bigotry and violence, so in order to be clear, 
that’s the term we prefer to use. It can be useful to 
introduce the qualifiers “organized,” “open,” or “overt” 
to make yourself clear when referring to groups and 
individuals who espouse white supremacist ideas in the 
public sphere. 

The term “white supremacist terrorism” is the most 
accurate way to describe acts of violence by white 
nationalists.

Systemic Racism and  
White Supremacy Culture
The term “white supremacy” or “white supremacy 
culture” is also increasingly used to describe the 
systemic racism that underpins every element of 
society. Sierra Club communicators should feel free 
to use either term, but be sure to fully explain the 
distinction between organized white supremacy and 
societal white supremacy, also known as systemic 
racism. Otherwise many in our audience are likely to 
mistake our reference to systemic racism for a reference 
to organized white supremacy, e.g., the KKK. 

It can be strategic to begin by using the term systemic 
racism with a particular audience and eventually 
transition to using the term white supremacy once 
the concept is better understood. It is desirable 
when possible to use “white supremacy” rather than 
“systemic racism” because “white supremacy” captures 
the nuance that white people benefit from systems of 
racial oppression.
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Reverse Racism
Racism entails systemic relationships of power that 
elevate one race of people over another. The term 
“reverse racism” assumes that white people can be 

the victims of racism because they are operating on 
a level societal playing field. This is inaccurate. While 
it’s true that white people can be subject to negative 
assumptions and stereotypes, these are examples of 
prejudice, not racism. 

RELIGION AND CULTURE
One way to demonstrate respect for cultural diversity is to recognize religious 
and cultural traditions other than those of the white Christian culture that 
dominates the U.S. media landscape. The Sierra Club’s Human Resources 
Department has created this helpful overview of holidays celebrated by people 
of all different faiths and cultures. 
It’s a good idea when scheduling an event like a press 
conference to check that list to avoid major holidays 
you might not be aware of. In Judaism, for example, 
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are the Jewish High 
Holidays, but because Hanukkah falls near Christmas, 
that is the holiday that many people of non-Jewish faith 
and backgrounds recognize and acknowledge. Further 
examples of important holidays from other faiths and 
religions include Ramadan, Eid al-Fitr, and Eid al-Adha 
in Islamic faiths; Diwali and Holi in Hindu, Sikh, Jain, 
and Buddhist faiths; and the solstices and equinoxes in 
many Wiccan or Pagan faiths . In addition, be aware and 
mindful of holidays of cultural importance to various 
groups in the U.S. (which may or may not be explicitly 
religious), including but not limited to Lunar New Year, 
Día de los Muertos, and more. 

It is important to double-check the holiday dates, 
especially as the Islamic calendar and Hebrew 
calendar are both lunar calendars — based on the 
moon — meaning they ‘move’ from year to year when 
looking at the Gregorian calendar that is used in the 
United States and most of the world.

Finally, we should also be cautious about messaging 
around holidays like Thanksgiving and Columbus Day. 
The Sierra Club does not celebrate Columbus Day 
because of its association with and celebration of 
Christopher Columbus and his legacy of colonialism and 
genocide of Native peoples. Since 2018, the Sierra Club 
has instead observed Indigenous Peoples’ Day. 

Some people believe that the first official declaration 
of a holiday called “Thanksgiving” was a celebration of 
the massacre of the Pequot people. Millions of other 
people celebrate the holiday every year. A good practice 
around this prominent holiday with a violent history is to 
create multiple pieces of content. For example, in 2020, 
Sierra Club made multiple posts on social media for 
Thanksgiving, including one acknowledging the day as a 
day of mourning. 

If you are going to write about or use Thanksgiving as a 
press hook, be sure to avoid any mention of Pilgrims, the 
“first Thanksgiving” or other imagery that could come 
across as insensitive to the violence of colonialism and 
genocide. Themes of fall harvest and gratitude resonate 
with our audiences without causing harm.
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POLITICAL REPRESENTATION
When calling on people to take action, it is important to note that not all people 
can do so if they lack political representation. 
Formerly incarcerated people in most states are denied 
their right to vote, and millions of people who live in U.S. 
territories, including the District of Columbia, Puerto 
Rico, Guam, American Samoa, and the U.S. Virgin 
Islands, are residents who are subject to U.S. laws but 
denied meaningful representation. These injustices 
serve to disenfranchise a vast number of people, and 
therefore we must be sensitive to how we message 
when calling for political action.

Here Are Some Tips on How to Be Sensitive 
to Lack of Political Representation:

• Avoid referring to “citizens” when possible — every 
community in the U.S. includes people who are not 
U.S. citizens. Referring to “residents” or “members” 
of a community is a more inclusive approach. The 
term “citizen” is acceptable when discussing “citizen 

comment periods” or other legal terms that do 
specifically refer to citizens of the United States.

• Avoid using the term “Americans” generically for 
a group (because it limits the group to those who 
have citizenship status as Americans). There may be 
instances in which it is appropriate to use this word. 
For example when referring to “Black Americans” if 
the author identifies that way. Also consider that in 
Latin America, the identifier “American” is typically 
used to refer to everyone who hails from all of South 
and Central America.

• Avoid using “voter” unless you are writing political 
content and you specially wish to refer to people 
who vote. Using ‘voters’ to refer to all people is 
exclusionary because not everyone has the right to 
vote.
	� Instead, try using: community members, residents, 
activists

TRIBAL SOVEREIGNTY AND  
PUBLIC LANDS
There are more than 500 distinct Tribal nations within the borders of the 
United States, each with a unique culture, history, and identity. In order to build 
true partnerships, we must consider these distinct identities and strive always 
to respect cultural sensitivities. 
There are general rules to observe when engaging 
with Tribal nations, but it is especially important to be 
attentive to the specific lived experience of each Tribal 
nation and individual. 

Tips on Writing About Tribal Nations

• Capitalize “Tribe” or “Tribal” as well as “Native” and 
“Indigenous.” Common use and preference on this 
varies wildly, and we should prioritize the preferences 
of the people we are referring to. But unless there 
is reason not to do so, we should capitalize these 
terms in order to default to a position that expresses 
respect.

• When referring to a Tribal nation, we should refer 
to the specific nation (Dine, Cheyenne, Nooksack, 
etc.), not “Tribes” generally. Though Native nations 
are often generalized in collective terminology 
(Native, Indigenous nations, Indigenous peoples, 
Native American, American Indian), it is best to refer 
specifically to the nation. 
	� For example, a title might read “Lummi Nation fights 
to preserve treaty rights against a proposed coal 
export terminal’s attacks” instead of “Tribe comes 
out against coal terminal.”

• Generally speaking, the Sierra Club uses “Tribal” 
to refer to Native peoples in a U.S. context and 
“Indigenous” in an international context. “Native” 
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can be used in either context but should always be 
qualified by “nations,” “people” or “peoples.”

• Avoid framing that implies that Tribal rights are 
“given” to Tribes. The federal government does not 
“give” Tribal nations anything. Through treaties, 
Tribes ceded their traditional homelands and other 
properties and rights. The land Tribes reserved 
for themselves to continue living upon are called 
“reservations” for a reason. Any benefits Tribal 
members receive come from treaty rights in exchange 
for non-Native people to make their homes on Tribal 
lands and use their resources.

Understanding and Respecting Tribal 
Sovereignty
It is critical that we demonstrate an understanding of 
Tribal sovereignty and treaty rights in our messaging. 
Tribes are sovereign nations, and Tribal sovereignty 
reflects a nation’s ability to self-determine, which is a 
fundamental right. The nation-to-nation relationship 
between Tribal nations and the federal government is 
codified into law, including the highest law of the land. 

Treaties are compacts between two nations, typically 
foreign nations. Article 6, Section 2 of the U.S. Consti-
tution defines treaties as “the supreme law of the land,” 
on a par with the Constitution of the United States itself. 
Thus, Tribal treaties take precedence over any con-
flicting state law. This is often misunderstood, and we 
should do our part to spread this important message.

Tribal nations with different histories and geographies 
have different political relationships with the U.S. gov-
ernment. There are hundreds of federally recognized 
Tribes, but it should be noted that other Tribal commu-
nities are not federally recognized — either because they 
have chosen not to be, or, like the Samish Indian Nation, 
have pursued such recognition but had it denied. Others, 
such as the Lumbee Nation (whose traditional lands are 
within the borders of North Carolina), are recognized by 
the state government but not the federal. It is important 
to be aware of these situations and address the specific 
realities each Tribal nation faces. 

The Problematic History of Conservation  
and “Public Lands”
Best practices for dealing respectfully with 
Tribal nations begin with listening, humility, and 
understanding. Understand that Tribal nations are not 

a monolith — different nations have different interests. 
Additionally, as with any nation, differences of opinion 
exist within Tribal nations, and individual members 
should not be taken as speaking for everyone within 
their communities. We must listen, respect differences 
as well as similarities, and start where the community 
is when working in collaboration. We must authentically 
listen to Tribal interests to find points of collaboration, 
and refrain from speaking for Tribal partners. 

In building relationships, time and care must be taken. 
We have to understand the economic realities faced by 
Tribal nations, many of which have historic dependence 
on extraction industries. It also is important to under-
stand that the conservation movement has engaged in 
activities harmful to the interests of Native people. This 
has extended to elements within the Sierra Club as well. 

One relevant example: The national Sierra Club, along with 
Friends of the Earth and other environmental organiza-
tions, opposed a land-transfer deal in the early 1970s that 
would have changed the configuration of the Havasupai 
Reservation, which is within the boundaries of Grand Can-
yon National Park. The concern was based on studies that 
suggested the Havasupai wanted to use the land to build a 
tramway from the rim to the base of the canyon. 

The Arizona chapter of the Sierra Club was 
uncomfortable opposing the Havasupai, and so 
arranged to meet with them directly. It turned out that 
the Havasupai had no intention of building a tramway, 
or anything else, and were happy to enter into an 
agreement stating so. Subsequently, the Sierra Club’s 
Board of Directors voted to support the transfer, and 
the deal ultimately went through. Episodes like this, 
where elements of the conservation movement can be 
perceived as opposing Native interests, may have left 
lasting impressions in certain communities.

To move forward, we have to acknowledge past mis-
steps — and the consequences of these missteps. Some 
Tribal members and Tribal nations are skeptical of “public 
lands” rhetoric. Given the history of land theft from Tribes, 
government misdeeds toward Tribal nations, and broken 
promises, this is understandable. This does not mean that 
we should refrain from trying to protect public lands, es-
pecially in conjunction with Tribal partners. It does mean 
we should listen to the concerns of Tribal nations and be 
prepared for and not defensive about these critiques. 
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Cultural Appropriation
Cultural appropriation is when members of a dominant 
culture take or borrow an element of culture (i.e., 
speech, dress, practices) from an oppressed group of 
society. Examples of this include when white Americans 
dress up as a member of another culture for Halloween, 
or wear items such as Native headdresses — which 
have significant cultural history and value — as a joke 
or fashion statement. Perhaps the most prominent 
example of cultural appropriation in the U.S. is the 
former name of the Washington Football Team. 

An example of cultural appropriation from the Sierra 
Club context might be travel writing focusing on Tribal 
heritage sites from a writer who is not Native. There 
is an unequal exchange and exploitation of culture in 
cultural appropriation, which is a continuing legacy of 
overt colonialism.

Common Phrases to Avoid

• “On the rez”: The term “rez” (meaning reservation) 
should never be used by the Sierra Club. Many slang 
terms that are used in a particular community are 
welcome within that community, but not appropriate 
for use by people who are not members of that 
community. 
	� Instead, say “on the Navajo Nation” or other specific 
place name.

• Other slang terms referring to Native history should 

also not be used in order to avoid trivializing the 
violent taking of Native lands or appropriating Native 
culture. Examples include “low on the totem pole,” 
“let’s powwow,” and “circle the wagons.”

• “Indian” or “Indian Country”: Similarly, though many 
Tribal peoples may use “Indian” to refer to themselves, 
the Sierra Club is not a Tribal organization and should 
default to using a more formal, respectful term like 
“Tribal” or “Native.” If someone wishes to be identified 
as “Indian,” we should refer to them as “self-identi-
fied” (e.g., self-identified Indian activist).

• The use of “native” to indicate someone’s origin — i.e. 
“she’s a native New Yorker”. Use alternatives: “born 
in,” “from”.

• References to “spirit animals.” This is a form of cultur-
al appropriation that is belittling and disrespectful to 
culturally significant Native spiritual practices. 

• The term “Eskimo” except if it is how a Tribe 
specifically self-identifies.

• The term “tribalism” to describe extreme group 
loyalty. Use “partisanship” or “provincialism” instead.

Further Resources
If you are writing about and working with Tribal nations, 
spend some time learning about the history and culture 
of those peoples by doing your own research. Also watch 
this Sierra Club webinar, “Working With Tribal Nations,” 
by Nellis Kennedy-Howard, Thomas Pearce, Robert 
Tohe, and Mike Scott.

VIOLENCE AND GUNS 
For communicators trying to show the excitement of certain Sierra Club 
actions or the threat of actions we oppose, one might find it easiest to use 
words and phrases related to gun violence or other forms of violence. Yet 
despite the common usage of these terms, we must be aware of who can be 
affected by them — the survivors of that violence. 
Gun violence and domestic violence affect millions of 
people. Let’s be aware of how our words impact them. 
See below for some common examples:

• “In the crosshairs” 
	� Instead say “we have our eye on”

• “Pull the trigger”
	� Instead try “go for it” 

• “Locked and loaded”
	� Instead try “ready to go”

• “Bullet-proof”
	� Instead try “untouchable” or “guaranteed to 
succeed”

• “Smoking gun”
	� Instead try “incontrovertible evidence” or “damning 
facts of the case”
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WAR AND MILITARY SERVICE
Another common practice communicators fall into is using violent war 
metaphors that sound commonplace but mean something very different to 
people who have experienced war. 
Almost all of us have talked about legislative “battles” or 
said we were “in the trenches” on a particular issue, but 
only a few have ever experienced such things firsthand.

The sacrifice of generations of military service members 
and their loved ones is immense, and utilizing this 
language in reference to our work is disrespectful to 
those who have lived this sacrifice. It also risks making 
our work seem illegitimate to many readers, viewers, and 
listeners — especially those who have served in uniform 
and to civilians who are survivors of war and conflict.

Some terms included here may be acceptable when 
referring to actual events, rather than when used 
figuratively. For example, “Under the Gun” is an 
appropriate title for a story about Berta Caceres’s 
assassination because the violence referred to is real 
and literal, so referring to it does not serve to minimize 
actual violence.

Common Phrases to Avoid

• “Dropped a bomb”
	� Instead try “flipped the board” or “changed the 
rules” 

• “Chokehold”
	� Instead try “under their thumb” or “trapped”

• “Rape of the (earth, land, etc.)”
	� Instead try “desecration of” or “violation of”

• “Battle/battleground”
	� Instead try “struggle” or “debate” or “swing state”

• “Climate brigade/troops”
	� Instead try “united movement for climate justice” or 
“climate defenders”

• “A day that will live in infamy”
	� Instead try “a day that history will remember” or 
“history has its eyes on you”

• “Boots on the ground”
	� Instead try “people on our side”

• “Under fire”
	� Instead try “barraged with calls” or “unfairly 
criticized”

• “Hill to die on”
	� Instead try “top priority”

• “Minefield”
	� Instead try “complex situation”

VISUAL IMAGERY
Just like we’re thoughtful and intentional with our words, we need to put 
intention and care into the images we’re using. 
It can be challenging to avoid tokenizing people with 
imagery while at the same time representing the full 
diversity of communities in which we work and live. 
We can do this by prioritizing authenticity and pushing 
ourselves to collect and use real images of people doing 
work that they care about. For more on how to represent 
diverse identities without tokenizing people, see the 
Media Justice Toolkit on page NUMBER.

Peer Review
Any image that will be viewed by a large number of 
people (for example, the Sierra Club’s social media 
audience) ideally should be reviewed by at least two 
people total, ideally with different identities, before 
posting or publishing to ensure that the image fits within 
the following guidelines. If peer review is not possible, 
check with your manager. Peer review will help ensure:
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• A diversity of people with a range of identities (see 
Photo Choice and Tokenization below)

• Natural landscapes are accurate (e.g., an article on the 
Blue Ridge Mountains doesn’t have a photo from the 
Pacific Northwest)

• Infrastructure and buildings are accurate (e.g., a blog 
post about the Line 3 pipeline doesn’t use a photo 
from DAPL)

• Historic photos are from the correct time period

Also, be mindful of when and how we ask for peer review 
of photos, so as not to overburden any one person.

Photo Choice and Tokenization
Sierra Club imagery should accurately represent the 
diversity within the environmental movement. When 
choosing photos, consider different ethnic backgrounds, 
sexual orientations, genders and gender expressions, 
ages (but note that anyone under 18 requires a minor 
release), religions, and disabilities in the context of 
everyday life. For an article about a national monument 
action, could the image be of a person in a wheelchair 
enjoying the scenery? When we showcase images of 
families, are we representing all kinds of families, or 
reproducing dated expectations of what a family looks 
like? Avoid perpetuating stereotypes.

Be sensitive to people’s immigration status by 
communicating directly with folks who are depicted 
in imagery concerning immigration. Just because 
someone was photographed at a pro-immigration event 
doesn’t mean they are ready to be identified as an 
undocumented immigrant in a prominent public forum 
like Sierra magazine or our Twitter account.

Photographers
To ensure an accurate portrayal, whenever possible hire 
photographers who are familiar with the subject (e.g., 
hire a Navajo photographer to photograph a Navajo 
celebration). 

When hiring photographers, think about the Club’s 
equity and diversity values. Consider working with 
photographers who are part of the community, or 
from the area your piece is about. For example, 
Women Photograph is an example of a consortium 
of photographers dedicated to equity in the field of 
photography. 

Photo Alteration/Manipulation
Strive to show people as they are. Many mainstream 
publications photoshop people’s faces, bodies and/or 
skin color to make them adhere to narrowly defined, 
biased and largely Eurocentric tastes. For example, 
Kenyan-Mexican actress Lupita Nyong’o’s skin was 
clearly lightened in this 2014 photoshoot for Vanity Fair 
magazine:

Photos should receive minimal editing e.g., basic color 
enhancements, cropping, minor lightening/darkening). 
Avoid altering a person’s skin color or physical 
appearance. This is both to ensure accuracy and to 
avoid playing into prejudicial stereotypes.
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WHITEWASHING HISTORY
It is not always easy to confront or address the bigoted, violent parts of history. 
Nevertheless, when we attempt to whitewash or paper over historical (or 
current) injustice, we do a disservice to the truth and risk perpetuating that 
violence by pretending it never happened in the first place. 
Like our nation, the Sierra Club also has a complex 
history. The Sierra Club has made many mistakes on 
our ongoing journey to solidarity and partnership with 
communities of color, including supporting harmful 
external policies, as well as harming our own staff and 
volunteers who hold marginalized identities.

When writing or speaking about our organization’s 
history, we should be mindful of how we present our 
own founding members, including John Muir. John Muir 
sparked a movement to preserve millions of acres of 
land from logging and mining. Muir also used derogatory 
language about Black Americans and Indigenous people 
that perpetuated racism. Those harms continue to 
afflict and impact the environmental movement today, 
where people of color are too often marginalized and 
excluded.

As the most iconic figure in Sierra Club history, Muir’s 
words and actions carry an especially heavy weight. 
Therefore, when invoking Muir or quoting from his 

writings, keep these complex histories in mind and 
consider the context in which you’re making use of 
them. We should always be explicit that the Sierra Club 
has an ongoing commitment to challenging words, 
ideology and actions that perpetuate racism, now and in 
the future.

Overall, we should try to strike a balance between 
acknowledging noteworthy accomplishments, 
individuals, and moments in history without ignoring 
or downplaying when we have failed to live up to our 
current values and ideals.

Tips for Writing About U.S. History

• Founding Fathers: U.S. residents often refer to the 
“Founding Fathers” and their values around justice 
and equality, or religious freedom, without also 
acknowledging the reality that many of the founders of 
the United States enslaved human beings. We should 
avoid messaging that celebrates early U.S. history 
without also acknowledging the violence inherent in 
enslavement.

• “Our” Public Lands: Though some Native groups and 
communities themselves use rhetoric like “protect 
our public lands,” we should be aware of how fraught 
ownership language is for many Native people. For 
someone whose family was forcibly removed from 
the Tribal lands that are now known as Yosemite 
National Park, for example, the claim that public 
lands “are the birthright of every American,” or that 
“national parks are America’s greatest idea” could 
be deeply upsetting. Simply acknowledging specific 
Native peoples as the original stewards of lands we 
are writing about can help us to avoid whitewashing 
history.

• Slavery: When referring to a person who was 
enslaved, we should say “enslaved person” rather than 
“slave.” Slavery doesn’t just happen; it’s not a natural 
condition of human beings. Referring to someone as 
a “slave” diminishes their humanity and fails to place 
the agency for their enslavement where it belongs: 
with the people who enslaved them.
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APPENDIX OF PREFERRED TERMS
ABLEISM

• “Refuse to see what’s happening” or “refuse to listen” 
instead of “they are deaf/blind to it”

• “Rise in solidarity” instead of “stand in solidarity”

• “Incompetent” or “halfhearted” effort instead of “lame 
effort”

• “Held back” instead of “handicapped” “crippled” or 
“hamstrung”

• “Made to seem small” instead of “dwarfed”

• “Bizarre” or “unprecedented” or “extremist” instead of 
“crazy” or “insane”

• “Transitional period”, “winter bridge”, or “final/last/
closing session” instead of “lame duck” or “lame duck 
session” 

• “Wheelchair user” or “person who uses a wheelchair” 
instead of “confined to a wheelchair” or “wheelchair-
bound”

• Don’t use “special needs,” “specially abled”

• Describe someone as “fastidious” not as having 
“OCD” (unless that person has asked to be described 
with the OCD label)

• Use “disheartening” or “sad” instead of “depressing”

GENDER

• “Everyone” instead of “ladies and gentlemen”

• “All of you” instead of “you guys”

• “Their” instead of “his/her”

• “Approximation” or “rough measure” instead of “rule 
of thumb”

• “Right person for the job” instead of “right man for the 
job”

• “All genders” instead of “both genders”

• “Elevate voices” or “offer financial resources” instead 
of “empower”

From Mother Jones Style Guide: 
Gender inclusive pivots:

• “handmade” instead of “manmade”

• “band leader” instead of “frontman/frontwoman”

• “chair” or “chairperson” instead of “chairman/
chairwoman”

• “crewed” instead of “manned,” unless a crew is all 
men and you’re pointing that out

• “firefighter” instead of “fireman/firewoman”

• “fisher” instead of “fisherman/fisherwoman”

• “heir” instead of “heiress”

• “host” instead of “hostess”

• “humanity” or “humankind” instead of “mankind”

• “mail carrier” instead of “mailman”

• “manufactured,” “artificial,” or “synthetic” instead of 
“manmade”

• “police officer” instead of “policeman/policewoman”

• “spokesperson” or “representative” instead of 
“spokesman/spokeswoman”

• “sales rep” or “salesperson” instead of “salesman/
saleswoman”

• “server” instead of “waitress/waiter”

• “Congress member,” “member of Congress,” “the 
representative,” “the

• lawmaker,” “Rep. [Name],” instead of “congressman/
woman” (at your discretion)

IMMIGRANTS AND REFUGEES

Appropriate Terms

• asylee

• asylum seeker

• children of immigrants

• family

• foreign national

• person

• person seeking citizenship

• person with citizenship in…

• refugee

• refused asylum seeker

• stateless person

• undocumented immigrant

Terms and Phrases to Avoid

• alien

• an illegal

22SIERRA CLUB’S EQUITY LANGUAGE GUIDE 2021

INTERNAL

INTERNAL

https://www.motherjones.com/media/2020/02/mother-jones-style-guide/


• anchor baby

• ex-pat

• failed asylum seeker

• illegal alien

• illegal asylum seeker

• illegal immigrant

• legal alien

• legal citizen

• legal resident

• legalized

• migrant

• natural, naturalized

• resident alien

• second-generation

RACE AND RACIAL IDENTITY

• “Bagged lunch” or “sack lunch” instead of “brown bag 
lunch”

• “Disparage” instead of “denigrate”

• “Elevate voices” or “offer financial resources” instead 
of “empower”

• “Scary”, “ghastly”, or “eerie” instead of “spooky” or 
“spooked”

VIOLENCE AND WAR

• “Pull the trigger”
	� Instead try “go for it” 

• “Locked and loaded”
	� Instead try “ready to go”

• “Bullet-proof”
	� Instead try “untouchable” or “guaranteed to 
succeed”

• “Smoking gun”
	� Instead try “incontrovertible evidence” or “damning 
facts of the case”

• “Dropped a bomb”
	� Instead try “flipped the board” or “changed the 
rules” 

• “Chokehold”
	� Instead try “under their thumb” or “trapped”

• “Rape of the (earth, land, etc.)”
	� Instead try “desecration of” or “violation of”

• “Battle/battleground”
	� Instead try “struggle” or “debate”

• “Climate brigade/troops”
	� Instead try “united movement for climate justice” or 
“climate defenders”

• “A day that will live in infamy”
	� Instead try “a day that history will remember” or 
“history has its eyes on you”

• “Boots on the ground”
	� Instead try “people on our side”

• “Under fire”
	� Instead try “barraged with calls” or “unfairly 
criticized”

• “Hill to die on”
	� Instead try “top priority”

• “Minefield”
	� Instead try “complex situation”

PHRASES TO AVOID WHEN TALKING ABOUT 
INCARCERATION 
(from the Sum of Us Guide)

• correctional institution

• correctional officer

• offender or ex-offender

• guard

• the formerly incarcerated

• the incarcerated

Phrases to use instead:

• formerly incarcerated person

• incarcerated person

• inmate

• jail, prison

• justice involved individual

• parolee

• person in prison

• person with conviction

• prison officer

• prisoner

• returning citizen
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WHITEWASHING HISTORY

• “Enslaved people” rather than “slaves”

• “Enslavers” rather than “masters,” “slaveholders,” or 
“slave owners”

• “Fugitives from slavery” or “self-emancipated people” 
rather than “runaway slaves”

• “Born with slave status” or “born into slavery” rather 
than “born a slave”

SPANISH-ENGLISH GLOSSARY OF 
ENVIRONMENTAL TERMS
Thank you to Javier Sierra for providing this glossary of 
suggested Spanish translations for common terms used 
by Sierra Club. 

ENGLISH TERM SPANISH TERM NOTES

A
Acid rain Lluvia ácida  

Acidification Acidificación  

Adaptation Adaptación  

Ammonia Amoníaco  

Antarctic Antártica  

Anthracite Antracita  

Anthropogenic Antropogénico  

Aquifer Acuífero  

Arsenic Arsénico  

Arctic Artico (ártico) It takes an 
accent when 
it’s lowercase

Atmosphere Atmósfera  

B
Beyond Coal 
Campaign

Campaña Más Allá del 
Carbón

 

Beyond Gas Campaign Campaña Más Allá del 
Gas

 

Beyond Oil Campaign Campaña Más Allá del 
Petróleo

 

Biodiversity Biodiversidad  

Biomass Biomasa  

Bitumen Bitumen  

Black lung Pulmón negro  

Body of water Vía acuática  

C
Cadmium Cadmio  

Carbon Carbono  

ENGLISH TERM SPANISH TERM NOTES
Carbon dioxide  
(CO2)

Dióxido de carbono 
(CO2)

 

Carbon emissions Emisiones de carbono  

Carbon footprint Huella de carbono  

Carbon capture Captura de carbono  

Carbon sequestration Retención de carbono  

Carbon storage Almacenamiento de 
carbono

 

Carcinogen Carcinógeno  

Carcinogenic Cancerígeno  

Chemical compound Compuesto químico  

Chlorofluorocarbons Clorofluorocarbonos  

Climate change Cambio climático  

Climate change denial Negacionismo 
climático

 

Climate change denier Negacionista climático  

Climate crisis Crisis climática  

Climate disruption Disrupción climática  

Climate model Modelo climático  

Coal Carbón  

Coal ash Ceniza carbonera/
escoria

 

Coal-burning plant Planta de combustión 
de carbón/planta 
carbonera

 

Coal dust Polvo carbonero  

Coal export terminal Terminal de 
exportación carbonera

 

Coal industry Industria carbonera  

Coal mining Minería carbonera  
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ENGLISH TERM SPANISH TERM NOTES
Coal pollution Contaminación 

carbonera
 

Coal waste Escoria de carbón  

Concentrated solar 
energy

Energía solar 
concentrada

 

Cooling Enfriamiento  

Copenhagen Accord Acuerdo de 
Copenhage

 

Coral reef Arrecife de coral  

D
Detergent Detergente  

Diesel fuel Combustible diesel/
diesel

 

Drinking water Agua potable  

Drought Sequía  

E   
Ecology Ecología  

Ecological Ecológico  

Ecosystems Ecosistemas  

Electric grid Red eléctrica  

Energy generation Generación de energía  

Energy storage Almacenamiento de 
energía

 

Environment Medio ambiente  

Environmental Medioambiental  

Environmental 
degradation

Degradación 
medioambiental

 

Environmental justice 
(EJ)

Justicia 
medioambiental

 

Externalities Externalidades  

Extreme weather Clima extremo  

Extinction Extinción  

F
Fertilizer Fertilizante  

Fishery Pesquería  

Flood Inundación  

Fossil fuel Combustible fósil/
hidrocarburo

 

Fracking Fracking/fracturación 
hidráulica

 

G   
Gas pipeline Gasoducto  

ENGLISH TERM SPANISH TERM NOTES
Geothermal power Energía geotérmica  

Glaciers Glaciares  

Global temperature Temperatura global  

Global warming Calentamiento global  

Green group Grupo verde  

Greenhouse gases Gases de efecto 
invernadero

 

Ground water Agua subterránea  

H   
Heat wave Ola de calor  

Heavy metal Metal pesado  

Herbicide Herbicida  

Hydroelectric power Energía hidroeléctrica  

Hydraulic fracturing 
(fracking)

Fracturación 
hidráulica/fracking

 

I   
Ice age Era glacial  

Ice cap Casquete polar  

Ice sheet Manto helado/capa de 
hielo

 

Industrial emissions Emisiones industriales  

Insecticide Insecticida  

International Energy 
Agency (IEA)

Agencia Internacional 
de Energía (AIE)

 

Irrigation Irrigación  

K   
Kilowatt Kilovatio  

Kyoto Protocol Protocolo de Kioto  

L   
Lead Plomo  

Lignite Lignito  

Liquefied natural gas 
(LNG)

Gas natural licuado 
(GNL)

 

M   
Megawatt (MW) Megavatio (MV)  

Mercury Mercurio  

Methane Metano  

Minority [See “people of color”]  

Mitigation Mitigación  
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ENGLISH TERM SPANISH TERM NOTES
Mountaintop removal 
mining

Minería a cielo abierto  

N   
National Park Service Servicio Nacional de 

Parques
 

Natural gas Gas natural  

Nitrate Nitrato  

Nitrogen Nitrógeno  

Nitrogen oxide Oxido (óxido) de 
nitrógeno

It takes an 
accent when 
it’s lowercase

Nonpoint source water 
pollution

Contaminación de 
fuentes no puntuales

 

Nuclear power Energía nuclear  

Nutrient Nutriente  

O   
Offshore wind farm Bosque eólico marino  

Oil Petróleo  

Oil pipeline Oleoducto  

Oil shale Esquisto bituminoso  

Oxygen depletion Agotamiento de 
oxígeno

 

Ozone Ozono  

Ozone layer Capa de ozono  

P   
Paris Climate 
Agreement

Acuerdo Climático de 
París

 

Particulate matter Materia particulada  

People of color Personas de color Don’t use 
“minority” or 
“minorities”

Permafrost Permafrost  

Pesticide Pesticida  

Petroleum coke Coque de petróleo  

Phosphate Fosfato  

Photovoltaic Fotovoltaico  

Photovoltaic power 
stations

Plantas de energía 
fotovoltaica

 

Plastic gyro Giro de plástico  

Point source water 
pollution

Punto de 
contaminación del 
agua

 

Pollutant Contaminante  

ENGLISH TERM SPANISH TERM NOTES
Precipitation Precipitación  

R
Radiation Radiación  

Refinery Refinería  

Renewable energy Energía renovable  

Resiliency Resiliencia  

Resilient Resiliente  

Rising sea level Elevación del nivel del 
mar

 

Rooftop solar energy Energía solar en 
techos

 

S   
Sewage Aguas residuales  

Smog Smog/niebla tóxica  

Snowfall Nevada  

Solar energy Energía solar  

Solar panel Panel solar  

Solar power plant Planta de energía solar  

Solar thermal power 
station

Planta de energía 
termosolar

 

Specie Especie  

Steam turbine Turbina de vapor  

Sulfur oxide Oxido (óxido) de 
azufre

It takes an 
accent when 
it’s lowercase

Surface ozone or smog Ozono de superficie o 
smog

 

T   
Tar sand Arena bituminosa  

Thermal pollution Contaminación termal  

Thermoelectric 
system

Sistema 
termoeléctrico

 

Toxic Tóxico  

Turbidity Turbiedad  

U   
United Nations 
Framework 
Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC)

Convención Marco 
de las Naciones 
Unidas sobre Cambio 
Climático (CMNUCC)
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ENGLISH TERM SPANISH TERM NOTES
United Nations 
Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC)

Panel 
Intergubernamental 
sobre Cambio 
Climático de las 
Naciones Unidas 
(PICC)

 

Uranium Uranio  

Urban runoff Escorrentía urbana  

US Environmental 
Protection Agency 
(EPA)

Agencia Federal de 
Protección Ambiental 
(EPA)

 

US Bureau of Land 
Management

Oficina Federal de 
Gestión de Terrenos

 

V   
Volatile organic 
compounds

Compuestos orgánicos 
volátiles

 

W   
Warming Calentamiento  

Watt Vatio  

Wilderness Zona silvestre/paraje  

Wildlife Fauna  

Wind farm Bosque eólico  

Wind power Energía eólica  

Wind turbine Turbina eólica  

Wind turbine blade Pala de turbina eólica  

27SIERRA CLUB’S EQUITY LANGUAGE GUIDE 2021

INTERNAL

INTERNAL



28SIERRA CLUB’S EQUITY LANGUAGE GUIDE 2021

Sierra Club Legislative 
50 F Street, NW, Eighth Floor 
Washington, DC 20001 
(202) 547-1141

Sierra Club National 
2101 Webster Street, Suite 1300
Oakland, CA 94612 
(415) 977-5500

facebook.com/SierraClub
instagram.com/SierraClub 
twitter.com/SierraClub

E X P L O R E ,  E N J O Y ,  A N D  P R O T E C T  T H E  P L A N E T .  S I E R R A C L U B . O R G

INTERNAL

INTERNAL


	_wjvx57neuqeb
	_6fawa7t9ak1u
	_yjelyd5bfd8e
	_ynawfbv9zawi
	_i0i858k1y66f
	_q8w7np3zk6cq
	_4al5u0ctvx2x
	_6c2g6adkc33x
	_kajf2m2ghj43
	_r7maj5hzhj5f
	_xhi47v6p2zqx
	_c7xr4jcplmi4
	_uzp0998ihb2j
	_ehj2mtwe7blb
	_fi2g0ejxfqwz
	iompv395sbap
	_unyfwdartmp2
	_507rxbmtvbd
	_4nr5s4ni34nv
	_bxysfcsiws7v
	_8epovslrylxk
	_350t4367vii3
	_m6tc4wxqe6u6
	_x7llwpln308c
	_kt5psp4uguy1
	_aevfn8bm04q6
	_onogo2fgybyl
	_xw03oiihjjzo
	_ca1smc4oux7m
	_cr9wf8hkjzo
	ypppu4ju6r5p
	5yumez43tb5r
	_87rszsgk5mv2
	_qox0apojrm7r
	_jfgwps4c2lxj
	_g70hu8dhgk2j
	_ct05e712ykot
	_rqc530x0rmmf
	_afjixz1sf0mn
	_7jff0a8yydyo
	_gjdgxs
	_qt6uwf7fq0c0
	About This Guide
	Overall Recommendations
	Use People-First Language
	“Othering” Language 
	Become Culturally Competent
	Collaboration Without Tokenization
	Acknowledge History to Build Trust
	On Our Opposition
	Lead with Empathy
	Tolerance

	Ableism
	Tips on How to Refer to People Living With Disabilities
	Common Phrases to Avoid

	Ageism
	Classism and Wealth
	Population and Reproductive Rights
	Gender and Sexuality 
	Immigrants and Refugees
	Labor and Workers
	Population and Reproductive Rights
	Racial and Ethnic Identity
	Tips for Writing About Race From 
Race Forward
	Preferred Terms for Racial Identity
	Common Phrases to Avoid
	Racism and White Supremacy
	Organized White Supremacy
	Systemic Racism and 
White Supremacy Culture
	Reverse Racism

	Religion and Culture
	Political Representation
	Tribal Sovereignty and 
Public Lands
	Tips on Writing About Tribal Nations
	Understanding and Respecting Tribal Sovereignty
	Cultural Appropriation

	Violence and Guns 
	War and Military Service
	Visual Imagery
	Peer Review
	Photo Choice and Tokenization
	Photographers
	Photo Alteration/Manipulation

	Whitewashing History

