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was “prohibited by the social worker” from collecting his 
daughters from school. Following a home visit, a Section 
47 child protection investigation was launched, resulting in 
a three-month child protection plan.

Th e team also heard how a British Indo-Asian woman’s 
daughter made allegations of physical assault and was 
placed in foster care. Th e mother (M) said a change of 
social worker led to “oppressive practices based on age and 
religion... which led to the alienation of the daughter and 
mother” and worsened the daughter’s behaviour.

And in a fourth case, Mother C told how when her family 
asked for additional help with their two severely autistic 
sons, the children were removed under Section 31 because 
the family, who had two other non-disabled children, were 
assessed as unable to cope.

Th e report authors conclude: “UK children’s services do 
not act in the best interests of BGM parents,” pointing to 
existing research which indicates disproportionality in 
BGM groups in social care, and an ‘over-representation’ in 
child protection.

Th e Child Safeguarding Practice Review panel recently 
said there was “systemic silence” around race, culture and 
ethnicity, and racial biases by professionals were routinely 
ignored.

Th e researchers note that “White Western-centric social 
work approaches risk reinforcing the pathologisation of 
Black mothers, presenting them as defi cient and in need of 
corrective intervention”.

Th ey question the eff ectiveness of the Professional 
Capabilities Framework which requires social workers 
to practice in “an anti-oppressive, person-centred, 
relationship-based manner”, arguing that “its eff ectiveness 
remains unclear when analysing service provision”.

And they query the effi  cacy of the model of “good 
enough parenting” – which forms the basis for parenting 
capacity judgements in the UK – describing it as a “socially 
constructed concept... informed by cultural norms 
founded on white Western-centrism which is inherently 
discriminatory and dismissive of diverse and diff ering 

values”.
Th e researchers explain their choice of critical 

race feminism as a model for the study as a way 
of “address[ing] the intersections of race, gender, 
and other social identities, seeking to explore and 

challenge the prevalence of racial inequality in 
society”.

Th ough recognising the limited size of the 
research, Weekes and Ward say they hope it 

will act as a catalyst for managers to look at their 
services. Th ey recommend social work training 

and practice focuses on cultural humility, 
sensitivity and responsiveness, with social 
workers positioning themselves “as learners 

rather than as authorities on others’ cultures”.
“Social workers are encouraged to exercise 

professional curiosity, honour beliefs and values, 
and develop sensitive and compassionate 
communication to work eff ectively with BGM 
mothers,” they conclude. 

Study fi nds evidence of racism and risk-averse 
practices by social workers

Systemic neglect and
emotional abuse…
how children’s services interventions 
are not working for BGM families

Social workers with “entrenched Westernised 
mindsets” are causing “harm and 
disempowerment” to Black Global Majority 
(BGM) mothers.

A qualitative study led by social work 
academics Dr Arlene Weekes and Shirleecia Ward 
interviewed four London-based mothers about their 
experiences during interventions.

Th e study, published in Th e British Journal of Social Work, 
uncovered evidence of “systemic neglect and emotional 
abuse, with social workers engaging in defensive practices”,  
“excessive disproportionality” and “punitive interventions”.

Th ere were fl aws in the initial assessment process, 
evidence of cultural superiority, lack of rapport and 
preconceived views.

Follow-up assessment and support was poor, with 
families visited infrequently.

Th e mothers reported psychological harm both to them 
and their children following interventions.

One, Mother K, of British Black Caribbean descent, a 
former children’s centre manager with 38 years’ experience 
in childcare, told how her eldest adopted child had 
informed a teacher that he and his sibling were being 
“physically chastised” at home and that “he did not feel 
safe”. Th e children were removed into foster care, and care 
proceedings were immediately initiated.

Mother K recalls: “[Th e social worker] fi red a whole range of 
accusations… it was quite clear the view had been formed… 
Th ere was no room for discussion on how things had been 
and what had led up to this and what his needs are.”

Aft er eight months, a judge returned both children to K’s 
care.

Th e researchers state that interviewed 
seven years later: “K was visibly 
emotionally distraught recounting 
her experience, due to the impact 
on her personal and professional 
life... K was never able to work in 
childcare again.”

In a similar case, Mother A, 
from south western Africa, 
told how her daughter (the 
youngest of three) had made 
an allegation to a teacher that her 
father had smacked her. Th e teacher 
carried out a physical examination and the husband 
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