
 

LGBTQ+ glossary for parents 
 

Your child has come out. That’s great: it means that they feel confident about themselves 
and they are trusting you to be supportive. 

But what do you actually say? 

The terminology of gender and sexuality changes so fast that finding the right words can be 
a minefield. Our glossary is designed to get you started. 

What does LGBTQ+ mean in the first place? 

LGBTQ+ stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer (or questioning) 
and others.  
You might also see it written as LGBTQA, with the A signifying either ally (i.e. supportive) or 
asexual. 

All the variations on the acronym refer to a community of people who share some 
experiences: 

Ally – in this context, this usually means a person who does not identify as LGBTQ but who 
supports the rights and experiences of people who do. That said, LGBTQ people can also be 
allies. For instance, a cisgender gay person might be an ally to a transgender person. 

Asexual – someone who generally does not feel sexual attraction. Being asexual is not the 
same thing as being celibate – asexual refers to a lack of sexual attraction, not to 
abstinence. Asexual people can and often do experience romantic feelings, and can have 
successful relationships with people who may also be asexual, or may not. 

Bisexual (or bi) – someone who is attracted to their own gender and another. 

Biphobia – Hate of or aversion to bisexual people. People of any sexual orientation can be 
biphobic, and these feelings are often expressed through negative stereotypes of bisexual 
people. 

Cisgender (or cis) – someone whose gender identity matches the sex and gender they were 
assigned at birth; in other words, someone who is not transgender. 

Coming out – the process of accepting one’s own sexual orientation or gender identity 
and/or sharing it with others. It is possible to be ‘out’ to yourself, to everyone or only to 
certain people – for instance, some people choose to come out to their families and friends 
but not their teachers or co-workers. 
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Gay – someone whose attractions are exclusively or almost exclusively same-gender. While 
anyone can identify as gay, the term tends to be associated more with men than with women 
(who may also identify as lesbian). 

Gender – the socially constructed categories of masculine and feminine, or man and woman. 
This has more to do more with roles, characteristics and identity than sex (though sexual 
feelings and behaviours obviously play a part in constructing identity).    

Gender binary – the system of dividing gender into two distinct categories, male and female. 
Someone is binary-identified if they feel comfortable categorising themselves as one of 
these two options and non-binary identified if they do not (e.g. a transgender man who keeps 
his original – female – name and doesn’t live completely as a man or woman).  

Gender nonconforming – a person who behaves or identifies in ways considered atypical for 
their gender. 

Genderqueer – sometimes used to describe people with non-binary gender identities. 

Heteronormative – a term for behaviour, comments or anything else that assumes 
heterosexuality is normal and everything else is a deviation. 

Heterosexual (or straight) – a person who is attracted exclusively or almost exclusively to the 
‘opposite’ gender. 

Homosexual – another term for a person who is exclusively or almost exclusively attracted to 
their own gender. 

Intersex – a person born with anatomical characteristics (like sex chromosomes and 
genitalia) that don’t fit the standard definitions of male or female. There are a range of 
intersex conditions and though people are born intersex, it doesn’t always show up at birth. 
Intersex people can have a variety of gender identities.   

In the closet (or closeted) – a term used to describe an LGBTQ person who has not ‘come 
out’. People who are in the closet may be in denial about their identity or they may be 
comfortable with it but not ready to share it with others. 

Outing – the act of revealing someone else’s sexual orientation or gender identity, normally 
without their consent. Outing someone can be very hurtful. 

Lesbian – a woman who is exclusively or almost exclusively attracted to other women. 

Pansexual – a person who is attracted to all genders. Some people prefer the term 
pansexual to bisexual because pansexual does not assume a gender binary. 

PGPs – Stands for preferred gender pronouns. Examples include she/her/hers, he/him/his 
and they/them/theirs. Some people might prefer a mix of pronouns and increasingly some 
people are using less traditional gender-neutral pronouns like zie or hir.  



Queer – One of the most complicated terms on this list! Queer is often used as a synonym 
for LGBT+, or as an umbrella term for the entire community. Some LGBT people also use it 
to describe their own sexual orientation. But it’s important to note that queer was once 
considered a derogatory term for LGBT people. Many people within the community think the 
word has been reclaimed, but it may still be offensive to some – especially people from older 
generations. It’s one of those words that it’s easier for people inside the community to use 
than outside it. It’s probably best not to describe someone as queer unless you’re sure they 
are comfortable with it.  

Sex – a person’s biological status based on their anatomy – including sex organs, hormones 
and chromosomes. Sex identifies individuals as either male, female or intersex. It’s 
commonly confused with gender but it’s a purely biological thing, whereas gender 
encompasses all the social expectations that go with particular sexual anatomies. 

Sexual orientation – the type of attraction an individual feels. Gay, bisexual, lesbian, 
pansexual and heterosexual are all examples of sexual orientations. 

Transgender (or trans) – Typically refers to anyone whose gender identity does not align 
with their assigned sex and gender at birth. Some trans people are binary-identified, others 
are not. 

Transphobia – hate or fear of and aversion to transgender people. 

LGBTQ+ people won’t all feel exactly the same way about every word on this list, so it’s 
important to be sensitive. For parents, it can be confusing or difficult when your child 
identifies in a way you don’t fully understand – but the most important thing is to emphasise 
that you love and respect them unconditionally. 

 


