
The experiences of midwives working with removal of 

newborns for child protection concerns in NSW, 

Australia: Being in the headspace and heart space. 

Louise Everitt 

A thesis submitted as part of the requirements for the Master of Midwifery (Honours) degree 

Faculty of Health, University of Technology, Sydney 

June 2013 



i 

Certificate of Original Authorship 

I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for a degree nor has it 

been submitted as part of requirements for a degree except as fully acknowledged within the 

text. 

I also certify that the thesis has been written by me. Any help that I have received in my 

research work and the preparation of the thesis itself has been acknowledged. In addition, I 

certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated in the thesis. 

Signature of Student: 

 

Louise Everitt 

Date: 

  



ii 

Acknowledgements 

The journey of a thesis cannot occur without the support of many people. 

Thank you to Professor Caroline Homer, my principal supervisor, who is a wise woman and 

midwife. Caroline knew the importance of studying this topic and had a belief I was the person 

to explore it. As a supervisor, she journeyed with me providing expert research knowledge, 

combined with experience in complex clinical practice and an understanding of the challenges 

students face to complete a thesis. Caroline knew when to push, when to steer in a different 

direction and when to allow a ‘brief’ pause. This thesis would not have started, nor been 

completed, without the assistance of Caroline and importantly she will not rest until it is 

published! 

Thank you to Professor Jenny Fenwick my co-supervisor. Jenny’s guidance through her 

extensive knowledge of midwifery, qualitative research methods and academic writing 

encouraged me to grow and learn throughout the journey. Jenny challenged me to question 

my thinking and writing throughout the whole research process, encouraging my confidence in 

my ability and the development of the work. Her attention to detail and thorough critic 

provided an essential part to the completion of this work. 

Thank you to Dr Elizabeth Scott who for many years has guided me through the ups and downs 

of a chronic illness. This continuity of care enabled her to provide wise advice related to my 

disease and combined with her own academic experience enabled me to complete the journey 

in sound body and mind.  

Thank you, to my dear friends, Alison Moores, Jenny Bastian, Noreen Murray and Marisa 

Jackson. Each in their own unique way through their thoughts, prayers and practical assistance 

encouraged me to keep going and believe in myself, my ability to complete this thesis and the 

importance of this research topic.  

Thank you, to my name sake buddy, Louise Boughey for her thorough school teacher edit of 

the entire final draft. Whilst joining the journey half way through, her heartfelt support and 

encouragement to ‘finally’ finish was truly appreciated. 

Thank you to Jo Wills, Professor Lesley Barclay and Professor Michael Chapman who all 

allowed me to begin a journey of participating research and widening my understanding of the 

benefits of clinicians taking part with academics in research projects together. 



iii 

Thank you to my parents Shirley and James Date who have always loved and supported me 

throughout my life’s journey. 

Thank you also to the Australian College of Midwives, NSW Branch, Inc. who granted me a 

research scholarship to assist with the cost of advertising for recruitment and professional 

transcription of the interviews. 

Finally thank you to the ten midwives who bravely recounted their experiences. Each has my 

deep gratitude and I hope their stories expressed collectively will make a difference for 

newborns, women and midwives. 

 

This thesis is dedicated to Jazmin (Jaz), my beautiful passionate daughter who continually 

reminds me to never give up on your dreams. 

  



iv 

Table of Contents 

Certificate of Original Authorship ................................................................................................... i 

Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................................ ii 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................................... ix 

List of illustrations and tables ....................................................................................................... xi 

Chapter One – Introduction and Background ............................................................................... 1 

Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 1 

What is assumption of care? ................................................................................................. 2 

Question, Aims and Objectives ............................................................................................. 4 

Deciding to study this topic................................................................................................... 5 

Background ............................................................................................................................... 6 

Protecting and supporting children ...................................................................................... 6 

Child maltreatment and protection ...................................................................................... 8 

Specific issues for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children ....................................... 10 

Frequency of child protection reports in Australia ............................................................. 10 

The maternity care system in Australia .............................................................................. 12 

Australian College of Midwives (ACM) Philosophy for midwifery ...................................... 15 

Thesis Outline.......................................................................................................................... 16 

Chapter One - Introduction and Background...................................................................... 16 

Chapter Two - Literature Review ........................................................................................ 17 

Chapter Three - Methods .................................................................................................... 17 

Chapter Four and Five - The Findings ................................................................................. 17 



v 

Chapter Six - Discussion and Conclusion ............................................................................. 18 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 18 

Chapter Two – Literature Review ............................................................................................... 19 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 19 

Search strategy ................................................................................................................... 19 

Research examining midwives experience of assumption of care ..................................... 20 

Midwives’ experiences with child protection ..................................................................... 22 

Nurses’ experiences with child protection ......................................................................... 25 

Other health care professionals experiences with child protection ................................... 26 

Child protection workers experiences with child protection ............................................. 27 

Child protection and health care communication and collaboration ................................. 28 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 30 

Chapter Three – Research Design and Methods ........................................................................ 31 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 31 

Qualitative research ............................................................................................................ 31 

Research Design .................................................................................................................. 31 

Setting ................................................................................................................................. 33 

Participants ......................................................................................................................... 33 

Process of recruitment ........................................................................................................ 33 

Demographic details of participants ................................................................................... 35 

Data collection .................................................................................................................... 37 

Data analysis ....................................................................................................................... 40 



vi 

Trustworthiness .................................................................................................................. 42 

Being reflective through the process .................................................................................. 43 

Location of the researcher in the study .............................................................................. 43 

Data management and storage .......................................................................................... 44 

Ethical Considerations ............................................................................................................. 45 

Information sheets .............................................................................................................. 46 

Consent ............................................................................................................................... 46 

Potential risks ...................................................................................................................... 46 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 49 

Chapter Four –Findings Part 1 .................................................................................................... 50 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 50 

Being in the Headspace ............................................................................................................... 52 

An outsider in the relationship: Working with Community Services ...................................... 54 

Reporting: Taking the first step........................................................................................... 54 

Jumping through hoops ...................................................................................................... 56 

Pushing for streamlined communication ............................................................................ 57 

Developing management plans .......................................................................................... 59 

Crunch time: The decision making process ........................................................................ 60 

The challenge of non-disclosure: Being forced to keep secrets ......................................... 64 

The actual assumption of care ................................................................................................ 65 

Knowing the time frame when an assumption of care occurs ........................................... 66 

Creating a safe place for the removal ................................................................................. 67 



vii 

‘Serving the papers’ ............................................................................................................ 68 

Actually removing the baby from the mother .................................................................... 70 

Involving security staff and police ...................................................................................... 72 

Mother and baby as individuals: A dyad no longer ............................................................ 73 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 76 

Chapter Five: Findings Part 2 ...................................................................................................... 78 

Being in the heart space ............................................................................................................. 78 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 78 

Seeing it though the woman’s eyes: How the midwives perceived women feel ................... 79 

Acknowledging fear of disclosure ....................................................................................... 79 

Recognising women’s emotional turmoil ........................................................................... 80 

Understanding maternal grief and loss ............................................................................... 82 

Sharing the emotional roller coaster: How the midwives feel ............................................... 83 

Being challenged by a shift in focus: Being woman centred versus child focused ............. 84 

Midwives living the distress ................................................................................................ 85 

It’s like a stillbirth ................................................................................................................ 88 

Helping make a difference to the head and heart space ........................................................ 90 

Providing continuity of care. ............................................................................................... 91 

Ways of supporting midwives ............................................................................................. 93 

How do you prepare for taking a baby from their mother? ............................................... 95 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 97 

Chapter Six - Discussion and Conclusions ................................................................................... 99 



viii 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 99 

Being ‘with woman’ versus the child focus: Midwife muddle .......................................... 100 

Community Services: A powerful third person in the relationship .................................. 102 

Handling the actual removal of the baby.......................................................................... 104 

The emotional rollercoaster of the physical removal of a baby ....................................... 105 

When the baby is gone … It’s like a stillbirth .................................................................... 107 

Implications for clinical practice: Helping make a difference ............................................... 108 

Emotional support mechanisms ....................................................................................... 108 

Management plans and policy directives ......................................................................... 110 

Education on how to prepare for assumption of care ...................................................... 111 

Limitations and challenges of this study ............................................................................... 113 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................. 116 

Appendices ................................................................................................................................ 119 

Appendix 1 - List of conference presentations ..................................................................... 119 

Appendix 2 – Information sheet ........................................................................................... 121 

Appendix 3 - Consent form ................................................................................................... 122 

References List .......................................................................................................................... 123 

 

  



ix 

Abstract  

Title 

The experiences of midwives working with removal of newborns for child protection concerns 

in NSW, Australia: Being in the headspace and heart space. 

Background 

The aim of this study was to explore the experiences of midwives who had been involved in 

the assumption of care of a newborn baby at birth or the early postnatal period. An 

assumption of care occurs when, on reasonable suspicion, by NSW Community Services, a 

newborn is at risk of serious harm and it is not in the best interests of the infant to go home 

with their parent(s) or carer(s) and the child is removed into care. Assumption of care of a 

newborn is a challenging professional activity for all involved. This is particularly so, for 

midwives, who by the very nature of their role, work in partnership with the woman. There is 

no Australian and very limited international research to inform midwives in this area of 

practice. 

Method 

A qualitative descriptive approach was used to explore the experiences of ten midwives who 

had been involved with the assumption of care of a newborn. In-depth interviews were 

undertaken using semi-structured questions. Thematic analysis was undertaken to identify 

themes.  

Findings 

Three overarching themes were elicited. The first ‘Being in the Headspace’ represented the 

activities, tasks and/or processes the midwives had to engage in when involved in an 

assumption of care. Main themes included; An outsider in the relationship: Working with 

Community Services; and The actual assumption of care. The second overarching theme, ‘Being 

in the Heart space’ described the emotional impact on midwives, as well as their perceptions 

on how women were affected. Main themes included; Seeing it though the woman’s eyes: 

How the midwives perceived women feel; and, Sharing the emotional roller coaster: How the 

midwives feel. The final overarching theme, titled ‘Helping make a difference to the head and 

heart space’, described what midwives considered helped negotiate the actual processes and 

emotional impact of their involvement in an assumption of care.  



x 

Conclusions and Implications  

This research highlights the need to better prepare midwives for the complex and potentially 

traumatic experience of being involved in the assumption of care of a newborn. Midwives 

described feeling unprepared and unsupported, in both the processes involved, as well as the 

highly charged emotional impact of experiencing an assumption of care. Midwives were 

confronted by this profound emotional work and described experiencing professional grief, 

similar to that felt when caring for a woman having a stillbirth. Specifically designed ways of 

educating and improving support mechanisms for midwives around assumption of care need 

to be established and evaluated. 
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