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The idea for this seminar came out of discussions about the aims and objectives of the 

conference. The focus of the conference was the black child and a question was asked about the 

intergenerational effects on the children whose parents had experiences of being ‘left behind’. 

There was anecdotal evidence of parents sending their children ‘back home’ to be looked after by 

relatives because ‘the education system is better’, ‘concerns about discipline’ and ‘racism’ etc. 

These decisions were made, oblivious to the impact on their own children. 

 

As the majority of those attending the conference were professionals, I wondered whether their 

intervention with black children was also affected by their own experiences. Could they be 

replicating their experiences of separation and/or loss in their work with clients? I reflected on the 

behaviour of one senior social worker (a white woman) who seemingly formed close trusting 

relationships with students, but would always take annual leave unexpectedly the day they were 

due to finish and disregarded gifts she received from them. I remember a black female student’s 

expression of hurt by this experience. The black child in education, health and social care, and the 

criminal justice system could also be negatively affected in relationships with professionals who 

had not resolved these issues for themselves.  

 

bell hooks (1993) in her book Sisters of the Yam in an open conversation with black women 

discusses the various issues that cause conflict and distress. What I connected with was her 

observation that success for several black American professional women was not matched by 

success in their personal life, including her own.  

 

Tragically a few of the women she talked aboout took their own lives. She then reminds us of the 

need to look after our own wellbeing and the fact that our mothers and grandmothers developed 

support systems that were in danger of being forgotten due to the isolation of urban life. We are 

all increasingly experiencing frequent geographic mobility, insecure employment and serial 

relationships reflected in the rates of single parents and divorce. 

 

I was aware from my own experience that not all my peers who had been ‘left behind’ 

reported being negatively affected. The anecdotal evidence seemed to indicate that there was a 

correlation between the age separation and reunion took place and level of distress.  

 

I therefore suggested that the conference should provide the space for those who would attend 

to explore their experience of separation and loss and the impact it had on their intervention with 

‘clients’. What assumptions and feelings were invoked for them when dealing with this issue? I 

also hoped that in talking about their experiences we could identify interventions participants had 

had that were useful or not in their recovery. Thus the abstract for the seminar read “The aim of 

the workshop is to explore the participants’ experience of separation and/or loss, their causes 

and whether they are aware of any connections to their own parents’ experiences. If possible for 



them to also look at the help they received or identify the support that would have been useful for 

them.”  

 

There were reservations about the appropriateness of an experiential group in an academic 

conference. The risk existed that participants would share more than they intended and the 

conference or rather I could not provide the support that person would require. I planned to 

establish ground rules for the workshop to provide a structure that would clearly make sure 

participants were aware of the risks and give them the responsibility to share as much or as little 

as they felt able to. However my concerns remained until I experienced the process of the 

seminar.  

 

Sixteen participants attended the workshop from various professional fields: psychotherapist, 

teachers, social workers, counsellors and support workers. Reflecting the gender bias of the 

conference there was only one male (white British). The majority was black females from 

different Caribbean islands and Africa. Of the white participants one was not British and a couple 

were the children of immigrants.  

 

What took place in the seminar that lasted about 70 minutes amazed me as the facilitator. 

After introducing myself and giving a brief explanation of the aims of the workshop, I asked all 

to introduce themselves. The plan was then to establish the ground rules before we discussed 

individual experiences. However, without reservations, each participant after introducing 

themselves (name and profession) talked about their experience of separation and loss, how it had 

affected their life and where they were at the moment.  

 

Their experiences were of miscarriages, bereavement, divorce and being left behind. Fifty 

percent of participants’ experience of separation stemmed from being left behind while their 

parents migrated to the UK between the 1950s to the 1970s. One participant was left in the care 

of paid workers while her parents worked abroad. For another the experience was again being 

repeated as her parents return to the Caribbean.  

 

In reflecting on the impact on themselves many felt the pain of separation was not linked to 

their parents leaving, but to them leaving their significant carer (in most cases their grandmother) 

and family that raised them in the interim. The pain of this experience was often compounded by 

the difficulty they had in maintaining contact with the family they had left, for whatever reason. 

For the majority the main problem was the difficulty of reunion process with the family in the 

UK and forming attachments to the new family they met. It did not seem to matter whether the 

reunion was with one parent (in most cases their mother), both parents with or without unknown 

siblings, and a parent with steps and unknown siblings. Not surprisingly, the mitigating factors 

were the length of the separation, whether the experience was shared with other siblings, and 

their parents understanding of how difficult the process was for them.  

 

On thinking about their life since, several felt the difficulty they had in the reunion and 

forming new relationships affected their ability to form new attachments and relationships to this 

day. They also felt that subsequent life events such as divorce and depression were caused by 

these earlier experiences of separation and loss.  

 



One person had experienced the intergenerational effect of separation and loss. Prior to the 

conference she had no insight into this. She said with each speaker during the morning it became 

clear to her why her mother felt comfortable leaving her in the care of paid workers, while she 

followed her father who worked abroad. For years she tried to understand why she was not 

important enough for her mother to remain with her at home for a while, now she made the link 

between her mother’s early experiences of separation and loss for tragic reasons and her own 

experience.  

 

Those who described themselves as children of migrants expressed the strongest feelings 

about the ‘loss of identity and roots’. This often resulted where parents did not share information 

about their background. Whatever was the perceived motives of the parents, many felt in a ‘void’ 

without any sense of belonging to any group or country. Although they are British they did not 

feel this is their country, nor could they claim to be from their parents’ country of origin. 

Conclusion 

 

It was difficult to bring the seminar to a closure, as the group wanted to continue and did for a 

period. I did get the opportunity to reflect to the group my experience of it as being open and 

trusting, at a level that surprised me. Other participants shared this view. However the question 

still remains as to what extent professionals’ own experiences of separation and loss affect their 

relationships with clients. Regardless of training we all need to deal with such issues, as the pain 

of these experiences can last a lifetime. Failure to do so could lead to damaging behaviours for 

those we work with, if we are not aware of its impact on our practice and ourselves. 
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