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Thanks for downloading the Girlboss Grammar 
Guide! This download is full of day-to-day 

grammar best practices so you can write your 
best email yet.
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Active Voice vs. Passive Voice
In a sentence written in the active voice, the subject of 
sentence performs the action. In a sentence written in 
the passive voice, the subject receives the action.

Passive Voice: 

• The email was sent by Vita.

• The deal was closed by the sales team.

Active Voice:

• Vita sent the email. 

• The sales team closed the deal.

As a general rule, active voice is preferred. It makes the action more vital, 
it’s more engaging and it keeps the subject top of mind. In passive voice, 
we can drop “Vita” from the sentence (The email was sent) without losing 
the meaning, which isn’t very nice to Vita! Passive voice is typically used for 
scientific or academic writing, or as a stylistic choice. 

Remember: 
If you’re writing in active voice, make sure it’s consistent throughout. 
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Hyphenated Words
Hyphens are used to connect two words that are both 
modifying something. 

Example: 
Put your phone on Do Not Disturb and take a long-ass nap.
The best red-carpet looks. 

Use a hyphen whenever two words are describing or modifying a noun. 

When NOT to use a hyphen: 

When the modifier runs after the subject/object. 

Example: 
The best looks on the red carpet 

With adverbs that end in “y” 

Example: 
Freshly baked muffins. (The “y” implies that muffins are the ones being 
modified)

When you have an Open Compound (a pair of words that are 
commonly paired together.)

Example: 
Real estate investor; coffee table book. 

Only use one en dash* (–) in cases like this: 
The Grammy Award–winning singer. 
(Not “The-Grammy-Award-winning singer)

*Mac keyboard shortcut: Option +  “-” key
 PC keyboard shortcut: Ctrl + “-” key

1

2

3
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Ages, Decades and Numbers
Ages
Always use numerals when referring to a person’s age. 

Example: 
25-year-old founder. Never: Twenty-five-year-old founder. 
In my 20s. Not: In my twenties. 

Decades
1990s NOT 1990’s 
’90s NOT 90’s  

When referring to a decade (’80s, ’00s etc) ALWAYS put a backwards 
apostrophe* at the front, never the end. The backwards apostrophe 
denotes a missing letter or number, like in rock ’n’ roll, which has two for the 
missing “a” and “d.” 

*Mac keyboard shortcut: Shift + Option + ] 

Numbers
Always spell out all numbers under 10, for numbers over 10, use numerals. 

Example: 
This three-year-old brand won 11 sustainability awards. 

Always spell out the number (even over 10) if it’s at the start of a sentence.

Example: 
Ten years ago, this entrepreneur dropped out of school.

Exception: Always use numerals in all title copy

Example: 
5 Productivity Journals We Love 

Always use numerals when referring to amounts of money; millions, billions 
$10 billion; $19 million etc.
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Misplaced Modifiers
A modifier is a word, phrase, or clause that describes 
another part of a sentence. A misplaced modifier is 
improperly positioned in relation to the word, phrase or 
clause it is supposed to describe.

Example: 
Despite being well-written, pageviews for the article were low. 

This is wrong because the sentence implies that the pageviews were well 
written, not the article!

Better: 
Despite the article being well written, pageviews were low. 

Example: 
Out of office until July, Kelly couldn’t get the client to sign on time. 

This is wrong because it implies that Kelly is the one OOO.

Better: 
With the client out of office until July, Kelly couldn’t get them to 
sign on time. 
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General Best Practices
Avoid Redundancy
 
“Much to his surprise, he was stung by a swarm of bees.” 
No one is ever expecting a swarm of bees to sting them. 
 
“Have you ever thought about how drones could disrupt how 
we drink coffee?” 
No, and I’m pretty sure nobody has, so don’t ask.

X wants to do Y → find a more creative way to say this; every company 
wants to do something. 

Another cliche to avoid: 
“X company is changing the world.” 
Few companies *actually* change the world.

Job Titles
 
Capitalize a formal title before a person’s name, but do not capitalize the 
title after their name.

Example: 
Meta Chief Operating Officer Sheryl Sandberg OR Sheryl Sandberg, the 
chief operating officer at Meta. 
  
founder, co-founder etc: Not capitalized
 
Companies are ALWAYS SINGULAR.

Example: 
Girlboss Goods is changing the way you shop
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Sensitivity Guidelines
Ethnicities 

• “Black” is preferred over African-American

• “Latino/Latina” is preferred over Hispanic.

• Overrule both of the above with person’s preference.

Pro-Choice 

Pro-life / pro-choice: Stay away from these terms, unless they are in the 
name of a group or in a quote. Use “pro-abortion rights” “abortion rights 
activist” or a similar description instead of pro-choice, and “opposed to 
abortion” or “anti-abortion rights” instead of pro-life. Anti-choice is ok to 
use instead of pro-life.

People-first language 

• As general rule, lead with the person, not their disability or condition. 

• People with disabilities, never “disabled people”

• “Physical disability” or “intellectual disability,” not “special needs”

• Wheelchair user and “X, who uses a wheelchair...” are accepted and 
often preferred, especially when specific disability is unclear. Never use 
phrasing like “confined to a wheelchair.”

• Capitalize disabilities only when someone identifies with or refers to a 
specific community, as opposed to medical description (e.g., “Jane was 
born deaf... “ vs. “Jane identifies as part of the Deaf community”)

• Deaf or hard of hearing, not “hearing impaired”

• Blind, low vision, limited vision and partially sighted are acceptable; 
avoid “visually impaired”

• For people without disabilities, use able-bodied or, simply, people 
without disabilities
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Sensitivity Guidelines
Gender Identity and Pronouns 
 

• Use transgender or trans, never “transgendered”

• Use the pronouns your subject uses

• If clarification is needed, it’s OK to write, “Doe, who uses the pronouns 
they, their and them…”

• Do not use the phrase “preferred pronoun”

• Always refer to people by their post-transition names (ex: Elliot Page)

• Use “nonbinary” or “gender non-conforming” (pertaining to identity), not 
“gender-neutral”.

Mental Health and Trauma 

• Avoid using the qualifiers “addict,” “abuser,” “alcoholic,” “clean.” Instead, 
use: “a person with a substance use disorder” (people-first language!)

• Do not use “suffers from”; instead, use “experiences,” “lives with” or “is 
diagnosed with” When appropriate, ALWAYS favor the term “survivor”   
over “victim”
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The Leftovers!
 

• Emoji is plural and singular! (never emojis) 

• Earth: capitalized when used as the proper name of our planet

• sun and moon: always lowercase for both

• Seasons: Always lowercase with the exception of official titles “Summer 
Fridays” “Get Ready for Summer Sale” 

• Skincare, haircare self-care 
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And Finally...
 

It’s “sneak peek,” 
not “sneak peak!”



Want more 
Girlboss?

ADVERTISE WITH US

SIGN UP FOR GIRLBOSS DAILY

https://ak5l9ne3mt1.typeform.com/to/rCSGhGHZ
https://sparklp.co/prtn/a65b59

