Draft Conversion Practices Bill Raises Workplace Questions
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A proposed UK law targeting abusive conversion practices has sparked concern among employers and campaigners over how it might apply to workplace disputes about transgender colleagues’ pronouns. The government says ordinary disagreements aren’t the target, but questions about senior managers’ responsibilities, potential criminal liability and what counts as “all reasonable steps” are drawing attention.
Essential Takeaways
The proposal targets abuse: A criminal offence would require conduct intended to change or influence someone’s sexual orientation or transgender identity, alongside specified serious harm or distress.
Senior officers could be liable: The draft includes circumstances in which directors and other senior officers may face personal criminal liability connected to an offence by their organisation.
Pronoun use isn’t named as an offence: Whether particular conduct meets the legal test would depend on its intent, character and effects.
The government disputes wider claims: It says the bill is aimed at abusive conversion practices, not ordinary disagreements or expression of belief.
Compliance costs are estimated: The impact assessment puts the cost to business at £13.6 million over 10 years, with additional estimates for some sectors.
Why the draft bill has put employers on alert
The proposed Conversion Practices Bill has prompted a sharp question for UK employers: how should they manage disputes over gender identity without either overlooking abuse or treating every disagreement as a legal crisis? The debate has focused on workplace pronouns, but the draft’s stated purpose is to prohibit abusive attempts to change or suppress someone’s sexual orientation or transgender identity. [3], [5]
Under the draft, the main offence would require more than conduct that influences someone’s identity. It would also need to be abusive and cause serious physical or mental harm, or serious alarm or distress that substantially affects the person’s usual day-to-day activities. That threshold matters: incorrect pronoun use is not specifically listed as a criminal offence. [3], [5]
What could personal liability mean for company directors?
The draft allows criminal liability to extend to certain senior officers, including directors, managers and company secretaries, where the relevant legal conditions are met. A central point of concern is the expectation that they take “all reasonable steps” to prevent an offence by their organisation. [3], [5]
Critics say that wording could leave managers unsure what precautions are expected and how they should show they took them. Baroness Falkner, former chair of the Equality and Human Rights Commission, has questioned how the requirement would work in practice, particularly if the draft doesn’t spell out what those steps might involve. [5], [6]
Still, personal liability isn’t presented in the draft as a free-standing offence covering any workplace disagreement. It is linked to an offence committed by the organisation, so the details of the alleged conduct and the legal test would be crucial. [3], [5]
Pronoun disputes are part of a wider workplace balancing act
The controversy reaches beyond pronouns. Employers already need to navigate policies and obligations involving staff dignity, belief, facilities and safeguarding, and campaign groups have raised concerns about how the bill might interact with those areas. Those arguments reflect competing interpretations of what the proposal could mean, rather than a settled legal ruling. [6], [7]
For employers, the practical challenge is to avoid treating a complex dispute as if one rule automatically resolves every case. The proposed offence depends on intent, abusive conduct and serious harm or distress, so context would matter. A workplace policy should be clear, consistently applied and reviewed with suitable legal advice where an issue is contentious. [3], [5]
The cost estimates and the government’s response
The government’s impact assessment estimates a £13.6 million cost to businesses over 10 years. It also sets out one-off familiarisation estimates for private education and private healthcare, while critics argue that training, policy reviews and legal advice could add to the burden. Those are competing assessments of likely costs, not a guarantee of what an individual employer will spend. [4], [6]
The government says the bill is intended to stop abusive conversion practices, not criminalise ordinary disagreements or expressions of belief. It also argues that senior-officer liability would apply only in connection with an offence by the organisation. For employers, the key distinction to watch is therefore between the bill’s stated legal threshold and concerns about how its wording might be interpreted. [3], [4], [5]
What employers can do while the proposal is debated
For now, employers can make sure staff know how to raise concerns and that managers understand how to respond fairly and consistently. It’s also sensible to review relevant policies and seek specialist advice on difficult cases, rather than rely on headlines or assume that every pronoun dispute would meet the criminal test. [3], [5]
The draft and its impact assessment provide the clearest starting point for understanding what is proposed. Until the legislation’s scope is settled, careful communication and well-documented decision-making may help organisations handle sensitive workplace issues without jumping to conclusions. [3], [4]
A careful read of the draft is a better guide than the most alarming headline.
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