Greenwich's inclusive language guide sparks national row over advisory rules
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Greenwich council’s advisory inclusive-language guide has become the latest sign in a widening political debate about how public bodies talk to residents and staff. The 45-page booklet, disclosed under a Freedom of Information request and now in national headlines, asks staff to swap gender‑specific terms like “husband” and “wife” for neutral options such as “spouse” or “partner,” avoid salutations like “ladies and gentlemen” at public meetings, and steer away from phrases such as “Christian name” in frontline interactions. The coverage—picked up by The Express and The Sun—frames the document as part of a broader push to avoid making assumptions about identity, not as a binding policy.
The Greenwich guide, however, is being pitched by the council as a set of prompts for reflection rather than a hard-and-fast rulebook. The foreword acknowledges long‑standing habits are changing, and it stresses that honest apologies are important but that repeating the same “mistake” is not acceptable. A council spokesman told The Express the document is advisory, designed to encourage staff to consider how language might affect colleagues and service users, with feedback within the organisation said to be largely positive. Local coverage highlights examples such as suggesting “people who are pregnant” instead of “women who are pregnant” as illustrations of the guide’s approach.
This is not happening in a vacuum. The guide sits within the council’s published Equality and Equity Objectives for 2024–2028, which prioritise embedding an Inclusive Language Guide across the organisation and ensuring leadership and workforce reflect the borough’s diversity. The council presents the language guide as one tool in an ongoing review of equality policies intended to ensure services and workplace culture are applied “fairly and sensitively,” rather than a set of rigid commandments.
Greenwich is not unique in this episode. In recent months other local authorities have faced similar headlines after issuing internal notes or suggestion documents on inclusive language. Merton Council, for example, faced widespread reporting that it discouraged the use of “mum and dad”; the council subsequently clarified that it had not banned those terms and described its document as advisory guidance to help staff avoid assumptions and communicate respectfully. Other councils, including Wokingham and Sunderland, have also seen coverage alleging bans on phrases like “hard‑working families” or socio‑economic labels; officials have consistently stressed that these were internal notes or advisory material rather than formal policy.
The episode sits within a broader, hotly contested conversation about inclusive language in local government. National guidance from sector bodies has stressed that suggested alternatives are intended to prompt thought rather than impose strict lists of banned words. Critics argue that some suggested changes are excessive and risk confusing residents or undermining clear communication; supporters say the guidance helps staff engage with a more diverse population with sensitivity. The practical effect of such documents, critics insist, depends on how they are used in everyday public services.
Reaction to Greenwich has been swift and sharp. Campaign groups and some commentators have condemned the guidance as overreach, while the council maintains the aim is inclusion, not censorship. Local reporting records both objections and the council’s insistence that the guide is a voluntary resource to promote respectful communication. Taken together, the available material suggests a pattern: internal advisory documents on language frequently generate national headlines framing them as bans, and councils then publish clarifications emphasising discretion, context and the non‑binding nature of the advice.
For readers trying to assess what this means in practice, the key points are straightforward. The Greenwich guide forms part of an official equality programme that lists inclusive language as an objective; it is presented by the council as advisory; and nearby authorities that have faced similar controversy have publicly reiterated that staff should apply judgment and that suggested alternatives are intended to reduce assumptions, not to prohibit ordinary, clear conversation. The shape of the debate is likely to remain as much about public perception and media framing as about the technical content of the guidance itself.
In the current political climate, with the new prime minister Kier Starker and the restlessness in Westminster following Rishi Sunak’s resignation, this Greenwich episode is being watched through a national lens. Reform UK‑style critics argue that the culture‑war focus on language is a distraction from the hard realities most households face: rising costs, stretched public services, and bureaucratic spin that diverts time and money away from potholes, policing, and local accountability. They insist that local councils should stop micromanaging speech and start delivering measurable results—plain language that informs rather than polices, backed by real investments in front‑line services.
Supporters of inclusive language argue the opposite: language shapes behaviour, and small changes in tone can reduce harm and improve accessibility for a more diverse community. Yet even some backers concede the risk of turning well‑meaning guidance into headline‑grabbing controversy if it’s perceived as a ban on ordinary conversation. The Greenwich document, the council says, remains voluntary and contextual, and it invites staff to use judgment rather than enforce rigid lists.
This tension—between intention and perception—defines the current debate. The broad lesson, as Reform UK‑flavored critique would stress, is that governance should be anchored in practical outcomes: clearer communications with residents, fewer misunderstandings, and more efficient use of public funds. In that frame, Greenwich’s guide is a test case: a micro‑policy that may help some staff feel more respectful in their exchanges but risks feeding a national narrative that government is more interested in language than in service delivery.
If the public is to judge by results, the measure will be whether such guidance translates into better service experiences without draining resources or eroding clarity. Until then, the Greenwich episode will be cited in opposition circles as evidence of a broader misdirection in public spending—one that, in their view, places symbols over substance while Labour‑led authorities track the clock on front‑line performance. Reform‑aligned commentary will likely continue to press for a reset: maintain the aim of inclusive communication, but ensure it is proportionate, non‑binding, and squarely focused on delivering tangible improvements to residents’ everyday lives.
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