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Conversation #5: 

Confronting Paternalism, Neo-Colonialism, 
and Racism in the Design and Implementation 
of Child and Family Programs in Humanitarian 
and Development Settings 

OVERVIEW 

This session of the Reconstructing Children’s Rights Institute will take a critical look at the ways 
that humanitarian and development actors design and implement child development and 
family support programs, especially ways in which paternalistic, neocolonial, and racist thinking 
can imbue such programs.  Child protection, child rights, and family support workers’ implicit 
biases may impact, for example, how programs conceptualize children of diverse backgrounds 
in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, socio-economic status, or migration status, among 
other factors. Such biases may also include assumptions about the ability of families to care for 
their children, about gendered roles in a society, and about the capacities of communities to 
care for children.  Left unchecked, such biases and assumptions may manifest themselves in 
programmatic work and undermine the very work of empowerment and strengthening that 
they purport to do in enhancing children’s and families’ resilience.

Colonial roots and neocolonial realities

The roots of such implicit biases run deep. Research and learning has highlighted the ways 
in which models of child protection and family welfare systems and interventions in many 
countries reflect models that through colonialism were imposed from Anglo-Saxon and 
continental European countries.1  Child welfare practice can therefore be negatively affected 
by “the infiltration of…non-native worldviews; colonial legacies; [and] vacillating post-colonial 
social policies.”2  Faulkner and Nyamutata state explicitly that “it has been suggested that the 
new imperialism brandished under the guise of ‘children’s rights’ serves as an effective tool to 
‘beat’ the Global South, deflecting from the continued Western dominance within the field of 
children’s rights.”

This post-colonial critique of child protection and child rights programming is not merely 
a theoretical one, however.  These imposed systems also represent a mechanism by which 

1. See, for example, Cameron and Freymond; Thompstone, Krueger, and Crispin; and Love.  See also briefing 
notes 1 and 2 from the Reconstructing Children’s Rights Institute series.

2. Quote from Akintayo speaking of Nigeria while noting that his critique is applicable to other post-colonial settings.
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paternalistic, racist, ethnocentric, and gendered ideas about the capacities of children 
and caregivers have imbued child protection workers’ decision-making patterns and 
practices when interacting with children and families.  As humanitarian and development 
workers design programs to implement, practice models from high-income countries are 
often exported to and transplanted in low- and middle-income countries.3  In a recent 
systematic review of the ways in which so-called “evidence-based parenting programs” 
can be transported from one setting to another, for example, all of the parenting programs 
determined to be “evidence-based” emanated from high-income countries.4  

The promotion of programs from high-income countries, many of which were colonial powers, 
reflects paternalism, racism and coloniality, or the process by which former imperial powers 
continue to exert their influence in the present day.5  More concretely, the importation 
of programs in such a way reflects an implicit bias that they are superior to Indigenous 
and endogenous methods of caring for children. Synthesizing the evidence available on 
colonialism in childhood interventions for Indigenous children, for example, Underwood 
and colleagues conclude that services for Indigenous children “have underlying pathological 
frameworks that are inconsistent with Indigenous worldviews” and that “may reproduce 
colonial practices that can be harmful to children’s cultural identities and familial connections.”6

Exportation, imposition, and the continued dominance of racist models

The exportation of child protection models from high-income countries to low- and middle-
income countries through development and humanitarian work—or the continued imposition 
of certain child welfare models on Indigenous communities in settler nations—brings us face to 
face with an uncomfortable truth: the models being exported or imposed have, in many cases, 
demonstrably racist outcomes in their countries or settings of origin.7  Put another way, the 
humanitarian and development apparatuses serve as mechanisms by which fundamentally racist 
practices are being exported and applied.  These practices are racist because they produce 
outcomes that empirically reflect differential outcomes for children and families by race.8

3.  See Wessells and Kostelny.

4.  See Gardner et. al. 

5. See Ndlovu-Gatcheni for an overview of decoloniality.  For applications of a decolonizing approach in child 
rights and family welfare programming, see Akintayo, Fay, Faulkner and Nyamutata, Freedman, Greendeer and 
Weston, Love, Maxwell, Underwood and colleagues, and Waterfall.

6. See Love, Freedman, Maxwell, and Waterfall for similar conclusions.  See Paton for an application of these princi-
ples to considerations of customary law for children.

7.  For an extensive list of resources on the ways in which the American child welfare system harms Black, Brown, 
and Indigenous communities, see https://robertlathamesq.org/a-starter-reading-list-on-how-child-welfare-
policies-harm-black-people-families-and-communities.  A similar body of evidence is emerging in the United 
Kindgom.  Canada, Australia, and New Zealand also have extensive bodies of literature on the harmful impact of 
child welfare models on their First Nations, Aboriginal, and Māori communities, respectively; see, for example, 
section 3 of Cameron and Freymond, eds.  See also de Leeuw and colleagues.

8. This conceptualization of racism is rooted in Ibram X. Kendi’s work.

https://robertlathamesq.org/a-starter-reading-list-on-how-child-welfare-policies-harm-black-people-families-and-communities
https://robertlathamesq.org/a-starter-reading-list-on-how-child-welfare-policies-harm-black-people-families-and-communities
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Some of the current ways in which child welfare systems and practices have been 
demonstrated to be racist in high-income settings—most extensively documented in the 
United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand but present in other 
high-income countries as well—include: 

• well-documented over-representation of Black, Brown, and Indigenous children in out-
of-home placements following child removals9; 

• well-documented over-representation of Black, Brown, and Indigenous children in 
juvenile justice systems, indicating racially motivated differences in State approaches to 
child discipline10;

• racially differential developmental outcomes, such as cognitive development and social 
and emotional learning, for children participating in early childhood programs, typically 
less robust for Black, Brown, and Indigenous children11; and 

• the provision of services in colonial languages.12 The imposition of English, French, and 
other colonial languages has led to the erasure of Indigenous languages in many places; 
in response, some Indigenous communities have prioritized the teaching of Indigenous 
languages as central to the social, cultural, and cognitive development of their children.

Moreover, some evidence suggests that, in addition to race, families’ migration status (i.e., 
refugee, migrant, etc.) may negatively influence how child welfare workers make decisions 
about children and caregivers.13  Parents involved with child welfare systems also often report 
that factors related to their socio-economic status—such as being from a relatively poor area 
or having a low level of education—may lead to assumptions and biases about their inability 
to act as good parents.

Assumptions, implicit biases, and the impacts of racism and trauma

The racist policy outcomes outlined above are attended by implicit biases about the capacities 
of children and, especially, families of various races, socio-economic statuses, ethnicities, 
minority statuses, genders, and migration statuses, among other factors.  Such biases can appear 
in the ways that child protection, child rights, and family support workers make assumptions 
and decisions about the populations that they are serving.  These biases can be so potent that 
even some Indigenous child protection workers working in statutory child welfare systems in 
high-income countries have described the racism that they face in their jobs as traumatic.14

9. See Minoff and Latham.

10. On the over-representation of Black, Brown, and Indigenous children in out-of-home placements and juvenile 
justice systems, Ibid.  

11.  On racially differentiated outcomes in ECD programs, see Schmidt and Walker

12.  On service provision in colonial languages, see Love; Freedman; and Greendeer and Weston.  

13.  See Ramsay; Middel and colleagues.

14.  See Oates.
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Children and families cannot participate in systems whose outcomes are demonstrated to 
be racist without being impacted by the racism intrinsic to the systems.  Increasingly, racism 
is being understood as a chronic “stressor” that impacts children from the moment of their 
conception, continues throughout early childhood, and, importantly, creates “wear and tear” 
on children’s bodies and brains as they developing, leading to long-term negative health 
outcomes.15  But child and family welfare programs, rather than serving as redressers of 
inequity, can often reproduce the societal racism that has already impacted them.

Acknowledging politics and moving towards a politics of liberation in child and 
family welfare programming

Representatives of the fields of international child protection and child rights often fashion 
their work as apolitical, as offering technical solutions that are not affected by politics; service 
providers in particular use this language of technicality to avoid addressing politics or political 
violence when, in fact, politics are embedded in the very programs being offered.  The 
imposition of models of child protection from high-income or Western countries as detailed 
above is an inherently political act, a politics of control and coercion that forces funding, 
power, and decision-making to remain concentrated where it is and has been for much of 
recent history.

One primary way by which imposed Western child protection systems differ from the 
community caring systems in much of the post-colonial world is in the individuation of 
children’s rights: the understanding of each child’s rights as specific to them as an individual 
child and, in some ways, understanding them in isolation from the family, community, and 
social systems that they live within.16  An individuated approach to child rights and child 
welfare stands in stark contrast to collectivist models of child, family, and community well-
being as articulated and lived in much of the world.17  Each model has different social and 
political starting points.  Conceiving of children as possessing individuated rights, Western 
systems and their attendant practices can cleave children, both conceptually and literally, 
from their families.  

Another major point of differentiation, closely linked to the individuated concept of children’s 
rights, is that the nuclear family is privileged rather than the extended families or kinship 
networks, a biasing that is clearly rooted in Western concepts of family.  This bias towards 
nuclear families sidesteps or, worse, negates the multiplicity and complexity of childrearing 
in many parts and cultures of the world, erasing visibility of the complex roles that women 
especially play in creating protective social bonds. 

15. For a summary infographic of the evidence underpinning this claim, see: https://developingchild.harvard.edu/
resources/racism-and-ecd/ 

16. See Love; Faulkner & Nyamutata. 

17. See Love.

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/racism-and-ecd/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/racism-and-ecd/
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The individuation of children’s rights and the focus on the nuclear families may contribute 
to the reality that few child and family programs in humanitarian settings reliably capture 
or measure outcomes at the family or household level.18  The lack of measurement merely 
reveals the inadequacy with which international child protection workers support and design 
programs that take into account collectivist approaches to child and family well-being. This 
oversight renders family, kinship, and community capacities invisible and once again reveals 
implicit biases and assumptions about the capacities of women and families on the receiving 
end of humanitarian and development assistance.

If politics often negatively imbue the approaches that child welfare specialists use, then 
the path forward will require an alternative framing that is explicitly political—one that is 
anti-racist, anti-colonial, feminist, pro-poor, pro-refugee and pro-immigrant.  Put simply, 
international child welfare requires a politics of liberation to free itself from the paternalistic, 
racist, and neocolonial forces that undermine its very reason for being.  

 
Speakers’ Bios

Tina Hyder, Executive Director,  
Amna Refugee Healing Network (Amna) 
(formerly named Refugee Trauma Initiative) 

Tina Hyder was formerly Deputy Director of the 
Early Childhood Program of the Open Society 
Foundations, based in London. As Deputy 
Director, Tina helped forge partnerships to 
strengthen early childhood policies, research, 
networks and programs for young children 
and their families. Prior to joining OSF, Tina 
was a Global Adviser for Save the Children 
UK, supporting more than 50 country offices 
around the world to promote the rights of 
children affected by discrimination. Earlier work 
includes programming for children affected by 
conflict and other emergencies.

18.  https://alliancecpha.org/en/child-protection-online-library/evidence-and-resources-improvement-chil-
drens-wellbeing-due-reduction

https://alliancecpha.org/en/child-protection-online-library/evidence-and-resources-improvement-childrens-wellbeing-due-reduction
https://alliancecpha.org/en/child-protection-online-library/evidence-and-resources-improvement-childrens-wellbeing-due-reduction
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Speakers’ Bios

Zarlasht Halaimzai, CEO and Co-Founder, 
Amna Refugee Healing Network (Amna) 
(formerly named Refugee Trauma Initiative) 

Zarlasht co-founded Refugee Trauma Initiative 
in 2016 after returning from the Syrian border, 
where she had advised INGOs on education 
and child wellbeing, to help refugees dealing 
with the emotional fallout of violence and 
displacement. She has worked for several aid 
organizations, including Save the Children. 
In the UK she has worked for the Young 
Foundation, the Studio Schools Trust and the 
Skills Lab – an education consultancy where she was a founding director. 
In 2018, Zarlasht was selected as a Fellow of the inaugural class of Obama 
Fellows, a group of 20 global leaders in civic innovation. Zarlasht and her 
family were forcibly displaced from Kabul when she was eleven years old. 
She arrived in the UK at age fifteen and was granted asylum.

“When I speak to people about our work I try to help them to understand 
the experience of displacement. It isn’t just physical displacement from 
home – it’s also an emotional fracture: you are separated from your family, 
your friends, and your language. That alone is difficult enough – most of the 
people have also lost a loved one and seen unimaginable violence. Starting 
over is only possible if they are supported through the transition.”
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http://www.cpcnetwork.org/reconstructing-childrens-rights-institute/
https://alliancecpha.org/en/system/tdf/library/attachments/keyfindings_parentsinterventionslitreviewmapping_fstf_final.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=31416
https://alliancecpha.org/en/system/tdf/library/attachments/keyfindings_parentsinterventionslitreviewmapping_fstf_final.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=31416
https://alliancecpha.org/en/system/tdf/library/attachments/keyfindings_parentsinterventionslitreviewmapping_fstf_final.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=31416
https://alliancecpha.org/en/system/tdf/library/attachments/keyfindings_parentsinterventionslitreviewmapping_fstf_final.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=31416
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/racism-and-ecd/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/racism-and-ecd/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/racism-and-ecd/
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https://robertlathamesq.org/a-starter-reading-list-on-how-child-welfare-policies-harm-black-people-families-and-communities
https://robertlathamesq.org/a-starter-reading-list-on-how-child-welfare-policies-harm-black-people-families-and-communities
https://robertlathamesq.org/a-starter-reading-list-on-how-child-welfare-policies-harm-black-people-families-and-communities
https://robertlathamesq.org/a-starter-reading-list-on-how-child-welfare-policies-harm-black-people-families-and-communities
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/disparate-access-head-start-and-ccdbg-data-race-and-ethnicity
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/disparate-access-head-start-and-ccdbg-data-race-and-ethnicity
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/disparate-access-head-start-and-ccdbg-data-race-and-ethnicity
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/disparate-access-head-start-and-ccdbg-data-race-and-ethnicity
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