Stonewall’s Rebuilding Challenge: Trust, Debate and Reform
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Stonewall is facing a test of trust as chief executive Simon Blake seeks to steer the charity through Britain’s heated debate over transgender rights. His recent Guardian interview highlighted anxiety among trans people, but critics say rebuilding confidence will also mean confronting Stonewall’s past campaigning and listening to lesbians, gay men and bisexual people who feel sidelined.
Stonewall’s next chapter starts with a difficult question
The challenge facing Stonewall isn’t simply how to lower the temperature of the trans debate. It’s whether the charity can rebuild trust among people who believe its earlier approach helped deepen divisions. In a Guardian interview, Blake described friends worrying about whether they could safely use public toilets, a small, everyday concern that carries a heavy emotional charge. [3]
Blake became Stonewall’s chief executive after a long career in the charity sector, including senior roles at LGBT organisations. Stonewall announced his appointment in 2019, describing him as an experienced advocate for equality and inclusion. [4]
Critics want more than a change in tone
The central criticism from Stonewall’s opponents is that the organisation has yet to acknowledge how its own guidance and public positions contributed to the present tensions. The argument is not just about messaging. It concerns how employers interpret equality advice, and whether the needs and boundaries of different groups are being recognised. [2]
That dispute has been particularly visible around Stonewall’s Diversity Champions programme, which involved employers receiving guidance and support on LGBT inclusion. The scheme drew scrutiny over the charity’s influence in public bodies, while the government’s involvement was also questioned. [5]
What the law says, and what guidance can’t settle
Legal protections offer an important point of reference, but they don’t resolve every disagreement about policy or practice. The Equality and Human Rights Commission explains that gender reassignment is a protected characteristic under the Equality Act 2010. Its guidance sets out protection from discrimination, harassment and victimisation in relevant circumstances. [6]
For employers, that makes clear policies and careful training essential. But guidance should be applied with attention to the people affected, rather than treated as a substitute for listening or legal advice. The distinctions between legislation, organisational recommendations and individual experience can get blurred quickly, especially in a debate as charged as this one. [6]
Why the argument reaches beyond Stonewall
Stonewall’s influence has extended well beyond its own membership. Its work with employers and public institutions helped shape how many organisations approached LGBT inclusion, which is why disputes about its advice have attracted attention from people inside and outside the charity sector. [5]
At the same time, experiences of transgender people are varied, and public arguments can flatten that complexity. Reporting on individual transition stories has illustrated the deeply personal nature of those experiences, while the legal framework recognises gender reassignment as a protected characteristic. Neither fact means every policy question has an easy answer. [7] [6]
Rebuilding trust will take more than reassurance
Blake’s appointment gave Stonewall an opportunity to set a new direction, but a fresh leader alone can’t settle long-running concerns. The organisation’s stated mission and public profile make it especially important to explain how it will balance inclusion, legal duties and the distinct concerns raised by lesbian, gay and bisexual people. [4] [2]
A more constructive debate would make room for disagreement without dismissing anyone’s safety or dignity. For Stonewall, that may mean being open about past decisions, listening to criticism and showing how future advice is developed. Trust is rarely rebuilt by insisting that everything is fine; it grows when an organisation can answer hard questions plainly. [2] [3]
Stonewall’s next step is simple to describe, if harder to deliver: listen carefully, explain clearly and earn trust again.
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