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Parental experiences of shame 
and humiliation in the child 
protection process
Findings from an observational study

Matthew Gibson

Aims

� To empathise with the experience of parents

� To outline the role shame and humiliation play

� To consider the implications for practice given 

some parents’ experiences

The Study

� 1 Local Authority

� 2 Safeguarding teams

� 17 social workers, 4 family support workers, & 2 

team managers

� 329 pages of documents

� 250 hours of observations

� 99 diary entries

� 33 assessments/reports

� 19 interviews
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The Looking Glass Self

Identity

� We can have identities that are:

– Person identities, i.e. that which makes us unique 

from others

– Role identities, i.e. that which identifies which 

societal role you perform

– Social identities, i.e. that which identifies which 

group you belong to (and those you do not)

� We have, therefore, multiple identities 

Identity Regulation

� A person’s identity meanings are not fixed 

� People are continuously engaged in forming, repairing, 

maintaining, strengthening or revising them (Alvesson and 

Willmott, 2002)

� The social context and the actions of others can have 

profound effects on how a person views themselves, how 

they feel, and ultimately who they become

� Identity regulation “encompasses the more or less 

intentional effects of social practices upon processes of 

identity construction and reconstruction” (Alvesson and 

Willmott, 2002, p.625)
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“the intensely painful feeling or experience of 

believing we are flawed and therefore 

unworthy of love and belonging” (Brown 2006)

Defenses Against Shame

Hartling, L., Rosen, W., Walker, M. and Jordan, J. (2000) Shame and humiliation: From isolation to relational transformation. 

Work in Progress No. 88. Wellesley, MA: The Stone Centre

� Move Away:

� Withdrawing, hiding, silencing 

ourselves and secret-keeping

� Move Toward:

� Attempt to earn connection 

by appeasing and pleasing

� Move Against: 

� Trying to gain power over 

others, using shame to fight 

shame and aggression

Shame-Proneness

� Shame-proneness linked to children’s experience of their 

parents as

� negative and rejecting

� authoritarian 

� providing low rates of positive feedback

� ignoring, indifferent 

� abandoning or rejecting

� Shame-proneness is linked to childhood sexual and physical 

abuse as well as a history of neglect 

Tangney, J.  and Dearing, R. (2004) Shame and guilt. New York: Guilford
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Shame-Proneness
� Shame-proneness correlated with:

– Poor interpersonal skills

– Increased feelings of anger and 

hostility

– Maladaptive strategies for 

managing anger

– Depression

– Anxiety

– Eating disorders

– Sub-clinical sociopathy

– Low self-esteem

– Substance use

Tangney, J.  and Dearing, R. (2004) Shame and guilt. New York: Guilford

Shame-Proneness
� Shame-proneness in adulthood associated with:

– Dysfunctional family environments

– Co-dependent relationships

– Parental put-downs

– Parental protection (over control) 

– Lack of parental care (towards children)

– Harsh and inconsistent parenting

– Parentification of children

– Emotional abusiveness

– Domestic violence (perpetrators of DV particularly shame-

prone)

– Borderline Personality Disorder

– Self-Inflicted Injury

Tangney, J.  and Dearing, R. (2004) Shame and guilt. New York: Guilford

“there were numerous occasions where interviewees 

variably described avoiding social situations which 

risked exposing their lack of resources; pretended that 

they were coping better than they were; making out 

they were working when they were in receipt of 

benefits; and not admitting to needing help because it 

would mean a loss of pride or face”

Chase and Walker, 2013, p.750
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The Referral

� “[Jane] read out the referral and the father said 

none of it was true and that the school had 

“decided that they are bad people”. The mother 

said that she feels the school are checking up on 

her and she looked upset and seemed to be 

fighting back the tears” (fieldnotes)

The Investigation

� “[Paula] told me that the mother had got upset 

when she had asked to see the child’s bedroom 

and look in the cupboards and fridge. She said the 

mother burst into tears and said “I can’t believe 

you’re doing this to me”... She told me the 

mother said it was really embarrassing” 

(fieldnotes)

The Investigation

� “The social worker never met me in her life. She only 
knew me from what she’d read on a bit of paper… So 

she’d draw up this big bad image of me already 
before she’s met me and it’s wrong”

Smithson, R. and Gibson, M. (2017) Less than human: a qualitative study into the experience of parents involved in the child 
protection system. Child & Family Social Work, 22:565-574.
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Direct Work

� “[Helen] asked the mother to help the children 

clean their rooms. The mother complained that 

they know how to do it and she is sick of doing it 

all the time. The mother sat slumped on the sofa 

looking away from [Helen] saying very little to 

[Helen]’s questions. [Helen] pushed the issue by 

saying she needs to see the rooms tidier than 

they are and that she should show the children 

“as their mother” how to do it” (fieldnotes)

The Assessment

The Assessment

� “I would say the children are living in an environment 

which is supervisory neglectful and lacks emotional 

warmth. Despite intensive support being implemented 

historically and currently via the Local Support Team, [the 

mother]’s willingness to take on board guidance offered 

and provide as safe an environment as possible to her 

children is not adequate. [The mother] is the children’s 

primary and only current caregiver and she is responsible 

for ensuring that her children are adequately supervised 

to prevent injury” (assessment document)
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The Meeting

� “The professionals discuss the history of neglect 

of the children when they lived with the mother 

before she went into prison. The mother says in 

the meeting she is ashamed of what she was like 

and how she treated the children and she has 

learnt now. She says she wants the children back 

with her” (fieldnotes)

The Meeting

� “The team manager starts the meeting by explaining the 

purpose of the child protection plan and says that a plan is 

not put in place lightly as it means people are worried 

about the safety and welfare of the child. He explains this 

will mean there will be unannounced visits, that the 

category for the plan is emotional abuse and that if she 

doesn’t “follow the plan then we would go to Court to get 

an Order which would give us the authority to remove 

your child”. The mother says “what do you mean?”, and 

starts to cry… The mother stops crying and the team 

manager says, “we need to spell this out”” (fieldnotes)

Humiliation

� Think of a time someone intentionally ridiculed you

� What did it feel like?

� What did you do/want to do?
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Humiliation

� Like shame humiliation is a threat to your identity

� In shame we accept there is some truth to the 

threat

� In humiliation we do not

– We therefore feel the threat is unjust or unfair

– And usually hostile and intentional

Humiliation in direct work

� “a service user came in to see me in the office, 

vulnerable, learning difficulties, and the social 

worker who I attended with at the time was very 

much, you know, stamping, sitting down, 

slamming stuff on tables, very direct and very 

aggressive in some respects to this vulnerable 

adult who actually turned around and said “are 

you gonna, am I in trouble?”, that authoritative 

parent style, you know, approach or a teacher 

who, you know, you’re on the naughty bench kind 

of thing” (interview)

Humiliation in the assessment

� “The social worker asserts that [the mother] loves 

her children and wants the best for them. I would 

question whether or not this is true as the 

parenting portrayed here is not that of a mother 

who wants the best for her son… [The child] is 

suffering from episodic punitive parenting and 

living in an environment that features high 

criticism and low warmth… [The child] receives 

inconsistent care and must be in a state of high 

arousal never knowing whether his mother is 

going to be kind or cruel” (assessment document)
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Humiliation in the meeting

� “the thought that I’d harm my son is disgusting. I 

haven’t slept for a week. I’m glad you lot can. All I 

want is what’s best for my son” (fieldnotes)

Humiliation in the meeting

� “the mother says that none of the social work 

report is backed up with evidence and says that 

she has no mental health problem, does not 

drink, has not abused her child, and so there is no 

concern and so should be able to see her child... 

The mother seems angry, speaking firmly and 

loudly, and says that the report is lazy and 

offensive and that she will be spending every 

penny she has on legal costs then walked out” 

(fieldnotes)

Degradation Ceremonies

� Harold Garfinkel (1956)

� Concerned with how societies define what it 

means to be part of the group and how groups 

remove those not seen to be one of us or force 

compliance to group norms

� Roles: Denouncer, perpetrator, and witness

� Denouncer and witness are in good standing 

within the community
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Degradation Ceremonies

� Denouncer tells the witness about the actions of the 

perpetrator in such a way that not only does it cause 

moral indignation but it claims this event represents the 

perpetrator’s true nature, as such actions could not simply 

be explained away by chance or accident

� The perpetrator is then seen by the witness, and 

therefore within the community as a whole, as someone 

who is, and has always been, a person who stands outside 

of the community’s norms, values, and laws, i.e. they are 

not one of ‘us’

Degradation Ceremonies

� Either the perpetrator is provided with limited access to 

the community or is ejected from the community 

altogether, e.g. prison

� Or the perpetrator can seek to prove they are worthy of 

being a community member to regain rights and privileges 

that come with full community member status

Degradation Ceremonies

� Removes identity of a person

� Provides a new degraded identity

� Courts

� Total institutions e.g. secure units, 

prisons

� Ejection from the military

� Initiation into the military 
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� “everyone … is bashing you down and … 

you’re sitting there thinking…over everything 

everyone has just said and you’re just so 

emotionally drained and you’re upset … 

because you know half of them are not true 

and then it’s like you just can’t be bothered. 

You just say, “Okay,” you just give in”

Smithson, R. and Gibson, M. (2017) Less than human: a qualitative study into the experience of parents involved in the child 
protection system. Child & Family Social Work, 22:565-574.

Feeling Shame / 

Being Shamed or 

Humiliated

Feeling Shame / 

Being Shamed or 

Humiliated

Feeling Pride / 
Being Praised

Identity Regulation

Successful Identity Regulation

� “I can think of other cases where I’ve ended child 

protection plans and they've gone, “I'm really 

glad you gave me a kick up the bum. I'm really 

glad you did that, actually. I might not have 

thought it at the time but you've been really 

supportive”” (interview)
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� “actually try seeing how we operate as a 

family before they start slapping restrictions 

here, there and everywhere. They should 

take into consideration how it’s going to affect 

my child … but social workers don’t”

Smithson, R. and Gibson, M. (2017) Less than human: a qualitative study into the experience of parents involved in the child 
protection system. Child & Family Social Work, 22:565-574.

Resisting Identity Regulation

Resisting Identity Regulation

� “The father challenges parts of the report and 

says, “how it is written is not how it happened”… 

As the father explains his side [the team 

manager] disagrees with him and she talks over 

him telling him he is wrong and what are written 

are facts. The father seems frustrated and takes a 

deep breath and says “can I speak please?”” 

(fieldnotes)

Shame-reducing practice

- Give people time to tell their 
story

- Understand who they are

- Understand their position (even 
if you don’t agree with it) 

- Understand how they feel

- Talk about how people feel

- Find a way to discuss concerns 
while still validating them as a 
person

- Develop a supportive network of 
family and friends around the 
individual
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� “to be quite honest to you…my previous 

social worker was here for like two or three 

weeks… she did more, she had a better 

relationship in the two times or three times 

she saw my child … than my current social 

worker’s had in months”

Smithson, R. and Gibson, M. (2017) Less than human: a qualitative study into the experience of parents involved in the child 
protection system. Child & Family Social Work, 22:565-574.

�To provide help and support?

�Therapeutic relationships, practical help, 

group work

�To perform social administration?

�Assess and refer

�To provide social policing?

�Prevent and protect vulnerable people from 

‘immoral’ acts

The Role of a Social Worker

m.j.gibson.1@bham.ac.uk

@imatthewgibson


