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Foreword 

As the Borusan Equality Platform, we 
believe that social roles and perceptions do 
not preclude equality and diversity, and we 
aim to construct a happy and successful 
future.  Innocent, well intentioned, conscious, 
unconscious, targeted or not…
Discriminatory language is everywhere in our 
social life and workplace. Whether it is because 
of your gender, ethnic identity or disability, 
you may become the victim of prejudice or 
discrimination; moreover, no matter how hard 
you work or how successful you are, you may 
not get what you deserve.  
We believe that the first step in creating 
an institutional culture that is free from 
discriminatory language and prejudice and 
that gains its power from love and respect, is 
to change the attitude. If mind-sets change, 
language changes; if language changes, our 
workplace transform itself into a space in which 
everybody feels equal and free and to be happy 
to be part of. Therefore, as a first step, we want 
to direct your attention to the discriminatory 
language and prejudice faced in the workplace.

With the assistance of the Gender and 
Women Studies Research Center at Kadir 
Has University,  we have prepared a guide 
that will help us and expand our awareness.  
With this guide, we aim to examine, from a 
more equal perspective, the often unconscious 
words, expressions and behaviors we use in the 
workplace. 
This guide focuses on the most prevalent 
discriminatory expressions, behaviors, and 
prejudice, and they are addressed in a practical 
way. Of course, the guide will be further improved 
with your contributions. We hope that this guide will 
be a small yet an important start. Because; 

Love begins with language.
If language changes, the world changes.
Here is to a happy and equitable future where 
discriminatory language remains in the past... 

»



While sex defines specific physical or 
biological features, gender refers to 
culturally and socially determined roles 
expected from different people based 
on their sex.  

Different traits are attributed to men and women at 
birth.  Men are believed to be more powerful, logical, 
active, and extroverted while women are considered 
as emotional, fragile, compassionate and affectionate. 
These beliefs are reinforced by giving dolls and play 
houses to girls; trucks, pistols, tool kits to boys. As a 
result, specific expectations are placed on women and 
men and this creates obstacles that block individuals 
from realizing different alternatives.   

Gender 
Awareness 
»

Discrimination is more prevalent than we think:

As of 2014, women’s participation in the labor force 
in Turkey is roughly 30%. According to the World 
Economic Forum Gender Equality Index, only 12% of 
managerial positions is held by woman.  Of the 22% of 
disabled people who join labour force, approximately 
20% are employed. One out of three LGBT individuals 
face discrimination in the workplace. Discrimination 
occurs not only in obvious ways but also in more 
invisible ways. 

Cultural norms, upbringing, and societal                                                                                                
prejudices are engraved in unconsciousness 
to such an extent that we often unintentionally 
reproduce discrimination again and again.

»

‘Discriminatory language 
is everywhere!’



Woman engineer  Engineer
Woman manager  Manager
Woman director  Director
Woman doctor  Doctor
Woman CEO  CEO

Discriminatory language 
towards professions

The most important indicator of gender 
discrimination in the workplace is when professions 
are grouped according to gender:  
woman-profession/man-profession. 
Instead, just use the names of professions without 
adding a gender. For example, 

Discriminatory language can be seen in the workplace.
The most common examples include: 

mankind 
man’s achievements 
the best man for the job
man the controls 
man the ticket booth 
man power. 
Choose inclusionary alternatives
humanity
human beings
people
human achievements
the best person for the job 
take charge of
staff the ticket booth

Gender discriminatory 
language 

Using expressions that render women invisible and 
discriminate them.

In order to include everyone, avoid using 
expressions that equate “being a man” with “being 
human” and expressions that render woman 
invisible. 

»
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‘Roles thought to be 
particular to men and 

women are often limiting 
and discriminatory.’



 Men’s Washroom / Ladies Washroom
 Men’s Washroom / Women’s Washroom

 Gentlemen’s Toilet / Ladies Toilet
 Men’s Toilet / Women’s Toilet

 Man Swimmer / Lady Swimmer
 Man Swimmer / Woman Swimmer

› The best profession for
a woman is being a teacher!
› Like a girl
› Man up
› Be a man
› Act like a man
› Is that ladylike?
› Men don’t cry
› Tomboy
› Like a lady

Some sexist idioms, proverbs, 
and expressions used in the 
workplace 

Don’t forget that the background of some 
idioms, proverbs and cliché sentences are 
sexist. For example,

»
Woman-man indicates gender. Gentleman-lady is a 
form of address. 
For example,

Confusing gender
with forms 
of address

»



Don’t label people with reference to hormonal changes, 
and don’t judge their behaviors based on this. For 
example;

Discriminatory language 
towards biological traits

› Menopausal 
› Andropausal
› In her/his special day
› Saying “she’s pregnant” insinuating that a 
woman cannot think well 

Lady, girl, chick, sister, wife, hot, spinster, tart, 
doll 
Boy, homeboy, bro, homie, chief, boss, player

Don’t Use Labels!

› Do not expect your male colleagues to open the 
doors and carry things!
› Your female colleagues don’t have to be the ones 
who bring the cake and serve it at celebrations, nor 
do they have to be the ones who serve tea/coffee in 
meetings! 
› There is no such rule that it must be a woman who 
takes notes in meetings!
› Men’s more active participation in a meeting does 
not guarantee efficiency!
› Do not interrupt when someone is speaking. Make 
sure that equal amount of attention is allocated to 
the views of men and women!
› In the workplace, being polite and respectful is 
expected. However, this expectation is more often 
demanded of women. Avoid expressions such as 
“Act like a lady” and “Don’t be so emotional”.
› If there is a phone in an office that is accessible 
to everyone, it doesn’t have to be a woman that 
answers it!

Behaviors

Avoid behaviors that reflect or impose social 
prejudices and clichés towards men and wom-
en. For example;

»
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‘Life style, ethnic identity, 
gender,, sexual orientation, 

disability, belief and/or 
age are not obstacles to 

working!’

In the workplace, our prejudices come 
up in ways that we are sometimes 
unaware of. These behavior patterns are 
etched in our mind and we frequently 
behave in accordance with such norms. 
Discriminatory language begins at 
precisely at this point!   

Our language 
reflects
our mind

‘Let’s not use language 
and behaviours to 

reproduce heirarchy.’ 

Terms of so-called endearment

Make sure that your position, status or title does not lead 
you use terms of endearment towards others without 
permission. An expression you understand as friendly 
might be understood as dominating, belittling and/or 
hierarchical by others. Let’s not use language to cover 
power.
For example;
› “I am like father/mother to my employees”
› “We are like a family”
› “My colleagues are like my kids”

Learn the names of your colleagues and address them 
with their names.  
› Be respectful of someone’s preferred vocabulary, 
tailor your writing and speaking style accordingly.
› Without prior permission do not use terms like 
‘dear’, ‘honey’, ‘sweetie’.
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Bodily traits

Age

One’s body belongs to oneself and without permission 
no one has the right to comment on someone else’s 
body. Focus on people’s work not on their bodily traits. 
Do not label people based on these. For example;

İt’s demotivational to put emphasis on the age and 
inexpertness of the young in a group of colleagues 
consisting of people with different ages. Likewise, the 
young should not act biased towards the elder in the 
workplace.

› Fat, bald shortie, 
dwarf, paunchy, 
tubby,  lanky etc..

› Blind lame, spastic, autistic 
› Have you lost weight?
› Have you gained weight?
› Are you tired?

› “You don’t know this
The inflation rate in those 
years....”
› Teenager
› Novice
› Inexperienced

› “Were you born at the 
time of…?”
› Mature
› Fossil
› Dinosaur

»
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What someone chooses to wear is a matter of 
preference. Within the scope of company dress 
code, dress, make up, shoes, and accessories 
are the reflections of personal preferences. People 
cannot be criticized based on this. For example;

Cloathing
Preferences 

› Shabby chic
› Eccentric
› Hippy
› Ethnic 

‘No one should be 
labeled based on 
their preferences.’

»



Kadir Has University

This guide has been prepared with the 
contribution of Gender and Women’s Studies 

Research Center. 



#LoveBeginsWithLanguage

Change your perspective,
change your language.
If language changes,
the world changes!
Do not forget;

To improve the guide and share your thoughts on it, please contact thorugh:
borusanesittir@borusan.com


