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Respecting Transgender People 

This resource is an abridged version of more extensive material on the Make No 
Assumptions website. A fuller explanation can be found at 
www.makenoassumptions.org.uk 

Lots of people want to be respectful to transgender people, but worry about saying the 
right thing. Being respectful in what you say is really important because of how 
personal trans issues are. Mistakes do happen and might sometimes cause upset, but as 
long as you are prepared to accept correction and try not to repeat them, they needn’t 
be a huge problem.  A general theme throughout this guidance is to ask people what is 
okay for them.  Asking and checking what is okay for an individual is a positive and 
respectful thing to do and should be well-received. 
 
Here are some really simple things you can do to make trans people feel at ease and 
show them respect: 
  

 Please check which name and pronoun (e.g. ‘she’ or ‘they’) someone would like you to 
use, and use it. It is fine to ask this outright; people would much rather tell you this 
information than be misgendered (treated as a gender they are not). From a trans 
perspective, being asked about pronouns is a positive thing as it’s a sign that people 
around you have some understanding of being transgender. In an ideal world, asking 
for pronouns would be something everyone did for everyone, as naturally as asking for 
someone’s name – since it is impossible to know for certain without asking.   
 
Using the right pronoun is really important, because it shows people that you respect 
the validity of their experience. Not everyone uses ‘he’ or ‘she’; some people use less 
well-known options such as they/them/theirs, ze/hir/hirs and many others. 
 

 Please respect boundaries. If you genuinely need to ask a personal question, check the 
person you’re asking will be OK with that. Please don’t ask the sorts of questions you 
wouldn’t ask a cisgender (non-transgender) person you’re similarly close to. Personal 
questions include: 

o Questions to do with their sex lives. 
o Questions to do with their genitalia. 
o Intimate questions about their past and present relationships. 
o Questions about their hormonal/surgical status. 

 
 Please don’t assume that you know what someone’s sexual or romantic orientation is, 

or allow it to colour your ideas about their gender identity. Gender identity and 
romantic and sexual orientation are independent. 
 

 You might be curious about someone’s life pre-transition, but please try to restrain 
that curiosity. Please don’t ask what someone’s birth-name was, or ask to see 
photographs of them before transition. Many trans people consider this to be very 
private and sensitive information. If you know or have access to this kind of 
information about a trans person, please don’t share it with anyone else. 
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 Importantly, do not make transmisogynistic jokes. Please don’t participate in 
transmisogyny (hatred and prejudice specifically against trans women) by allowing 
jokes or comments that glorify being disgusted at trans women to be made around you 
without calling them out, whether or not a trans person is present (this includes jokes 
about men in dresses). Please listen to trans women and trust them on what is 
offensive in this way. 

 
 If a trans woman is talking about transmisogyny, or any trans person is talking about 

transphobia, cissexism, or any related issue where trans people are oppressed: please 
listen, believe them and do not speak over them. Remember it is down to trans people 
to decide whether something marginalises them and it’s important for cis people to 
listen to the voices of trans people on issues relevant to them. 

 
If someone comes out to you as transgender: 
If someone has come out to you as transgender and you want to be helpful and 
supportive, that’s great! The best way to be helpful is to educate yourself on trans issues 
(such as by reading this and other guidance) and also ask them how best you can help in 
their particular situation.  Importantly, please do not assume that other people around 
you know this person is transgender. Be sure to clarify who is aware and which name 
and pronouns you should use with whom. It might be helpful for you to offer to tell 
other people for the person, particularly if the person is coming out to a lot of people at 
once; but do not do this automatically: please ask. 

Want to find out more? 
 
Much more terminology, fuller definitions and more in-depth explanations can be found 
on the Make No Assumptions website, online at www.makenoassumptions.org.uk 
Questions can be addressed to the Make No Assumptions campaign by email at 
cusutranscampaign@gmail.com 

This leaflet was produced as part of the CUSU LGBT+ Make No Assumptions campaign. 
CUSU LGBT+ stands for Cambridge University Students’ Union: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender Plus campaign. Make No Assumptions is a transgender awareness campaign 
run by CUSU LGBT+ in 2015. 
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