
Ethnic ‘Racial’ Disparity and 
disproportionality –Children Looked 

After, is it all in the data?
Nuffield Family Justice Observatory

16th April 2021

Ms. Beverley Barnett-Jones Associate Director 



Welcome 

BBJ

• A brief presentation on what data does and doesn’t add to the discussion in relation to the relevance of ethnicity  ‘race’ and 

children and their families who are involved in the ‘Looked After’  children care system.

• A note on language  . Administrative :GOVT data is used to describe ethnic groupings. However, these are artificial labels. 

It’s important to recognize the  diversity in the  background, history, culture and religion amongst ‘Asian Indian’ or ‘Black

African’ children as it is amongst ‘White British’ children. such as ‘Roma. Traveler. Gypsy’ all classified as ‘white’. 

• Language reflects the broader societal  underpinnings that influence how systems respond to the needs of one grouping 

over another . Often pushing a ‘normative’ view of family life and caregiving.



Children in the family justice system infographic

• What do we know about children in the family justice 
system from national administrative data?

• https://www.nuffieldfjo.org.uk/resource/children-in-the-
family-justice-system









A word on Terms
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• The term “disproportionality” refers to the ratio between the percentage of persons 
in a particular racial or ethnic group at a particular decision point or experiencing an 
event (such as maltreatment, school exclusions or entry into care ) compared to the 
percentage of the same racial or ethnic group in the overall population.  It can bring 
a focus on outcomes and the differences in those outcomes by ‘ethnic’ status.

• Disparities refers to a state of being unequal. In health and social service systems, 
disparity is typically used to describe unequal outcomes experienced by one racial 
or ethnic group when compared to another racial or ethnic group 

• So really we are talking about inequalities





What do we know from data about ethnic inequalities in 
the rates of children looked after 
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• CWIP demonstrates the following publishing several paper since 2016 

• We know:

• ‘White British’ children are ten times more likely to be in care than ‘Asian 

Indian’ children. ‘Black Caribbean’ children are 20 times more likely.

• ‘Asian’ children overall are almost three times less likely to be in care than 

‘White’ children and almost four times less likely than ‘Black’ children.



Big Disparities between Different Types of Asian 
children  
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• Disproportionate numbers of children from Bangladeshi, 
Pakistani, Caribbean and African backgrounds live in 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods. Around three quarters of all 
children from these groups live in the most deprived 40% of 
small neighbourhoods in England, while ‘White British’ and 
‘Asian Indian’ children are distributed more evenly.

• ‘Indian Children’ really  the least subjected to CS Interventions



The social gradient 
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• Where you live and how you  live in your neighbourhood 
big influencing factor . The levels of household and 
income deprivation are correlated not causal with 
Children Looked after rates but it’s a complex picture 



Black African and Black Caribbean 
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• ‘Black African’ children in higher deprivation neighbourhoods are much less likely than 

‘White British’ children to be in care or on a protection plan. But in low deprivation 

areas where they are few in number they are more likely than ‘White’ children to be 

in care.

• ‘Black Caribbean’ children at all levels of neighbourhood deprivation are more likely 

than ‘White British’ children to be in care. Amongst 16 and 17 year olds, 1 ‘Black 

Caribbean’ child in 30 was in care, compared to 1 in 100 ‘White British’ children 2018 CWIP



A Disproportionality lens tells us:  
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• Black children are disproportionately over-represented in the 
rates of children in care and, second, that poor children 
are disproportionately over-represented in rates of children in 
care. The data seems pretty clear More Black children are 
living in poverty and therefore more children in care are Black.

https://doi-org.sheffield.idm.oclc.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.11.042
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cfs.12383
https://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/default/files/jrf/migrated/files/2006-ethnicity-poverty-uk.pdf


Its not as Simple as that ! 
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• In poor neighbourhoods, the rates of Black children in 
care are actually significantly lower than the rates of 
White children in care; and that in more affluent 
neighbourhoods the opposite is true.

• What are the explanations for this ? 



What’s ‘intersectional racism’ and racialisation got 
to do with it ?
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• The evidence suggest that this ethnic disproportionality is more to do 

with  Service side inequality and is  likely  evidence of a set of  actors, 

policy frames and  beliefs that are  reproducing ethnic inequalities in how 

families are being provided for and responded to.

• This is  illustrated when one compares the  impact of the social gradient 

on the Children of ‘mixed heritage other ’ Looked After rates in 

comparison to ‘White children’.



Mixed Heritage and othering 
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• When looked at across a representative sample of  18 LA’s the social gradient 3.89( the scale of 

deprivation indicated ) showed that for ‘white British children’ the children looked after rate in a deprived 

neighbourhood would be almost 4x higher than in an average neighbourhood.

• For ‘Black Caribbean’  children in these same neighbourhoods the social gradient was 1.88 however for 

‘Mixed heritage ( other)’ where the social gradient was the same as white children the rates were between 

1.7 and 3.4 x higher that the white British children at any point on the scale of deprivation



What does this all mean?
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• There is strong evidence of disproportionality and disparity between 

differing ethnic groups of children who become looked after.

• This disparity is intersectional cutting across class and ‘race’  or 

deprivation and ‘race’ .

• The picture for why some black and brown children are over or 

underrepresented relates significantly to a service response which may 

be over surveilling families and neglecting them too .



What  Next
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• We need more qualitative and ethnographic research to 
get to the granular level of what is going on systemically 
in decision making  around a CS response to 
communities 

• NFJO want to build  partnership's to enable a direction 
and lead on what type of research questions need to be 
asked .


