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The Royal College of Midwives (RCM) is committed to addressing 
racial inequalities in healthcare. This includes advocating for 
decolonising practice in midwifery and supporting members  
in achieving this. 

Decolonising practice is where proactive measures are taken to address 
implicit and explicit colonial perspectives which persist within maternity 
services. The colonial legacy has been proven to contribute to poorer 
maternity outcomes as a result of discrimination and racial bias.

To deliver safer care and reduce existing health inequalities, maternity 
services must draw from a global evidence-base and develop culturally 
competent strategies to meet the specific needs of the communities 
they serve. Examples of these measures include staff awareness of how 
symptoms and conditions present differently in women, birthing people 
and infants with skin tone variation; providing maternity teams with 
culturally appropriate training; and ensuring independent interpreting 
services are available to non-English speakers throughout their care.

The colonial legacy has been proven to 
contribute to poorer maternity outcomes  
as a result of discrimination and racial bias.
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In 2023 the RCM worked with stakeholders (including midwives, 
student midwives, maternity support workers (MSWs), 
academics, the RCOG, NHS Race Health Observatory (RHO) 
and maternity service users) to publish its Decolonising midwifery 
education toolkit.1 The toolkit aims to empower midwifery educators 
to challenge the implicit and explicit legacies of colonial 
perspectives in all aspects of midwifery education  
when they are developing and improving their programmes.

This is an important first step in ensuring that future midwives can 
practise with cultural competence. However, for those already working in 
maternity services, practical support and guidance is required to remove 
the colonial lens and instead deliver safe care with an evidence-based 
global perspective. 

This position statement provides a brief overview of the evidence and 
points to what is required of governments, NHS Trust and Boards and 
individuals for real change. We also include links to existing resources.

The focus here is on practical changes that can be made in clinical 
practice to deliver culturally competent care. However, to address 
disparities robustly, the root causes which have been widely identified 
must also be tackled. This includes racism2 and microaggressions that 
exist ‘not just at an interpersonal level but also an institutional level’.3  
NHS staff are not immune to racism either and the RCM has produced  
a position statement on Racism in the Workplace.4

Practical support and guidance is required 
to remove the colonial lens and instead 
deliver safe care with an evidence-based 
global perspective. 
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Background and education

https://rcm.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/decolonising-midwifery-education-toolkit_digital_final.pdf
https://rcm.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/decolonising-midwifery-education-toolkit_digital_final.pdf
https://rcm.org.uk/position-statements/


A review of neonatal assessment and practice in newborns by the 
NHS RHO found that existing guidance is unsuitable for Black, Asian or 
minority ethnic babies.6 Assessing neonates using Apgar scores and 
the assessment of cyanosis and jaundice are specific areas of concern. 
These assessments have been developed using white European  
babies as the normative standard, which disregards their application  
to variations in skin tone.6

Record keeping systems are crucial to assessment yet often they are not 
designed to capture varying skin tones, particularly electronic systems 
which can be both restrictive and passive in terms of documenting 
clinical assessment. While there are examples of systems that do this, 
urgent scaling up is required. 

Evidence shows that communication plays a key part in addressing 
the disparities faced by global majority and racialised minority women, 
birthing people and families, regardless of their English language skills. 
MBRRACE-UK highlighted that the inadequate provision of independent 
interpreting services was a common theme in the care provided to Black 
and Asian women whose babies died.7 A wider lack of trust and active 
listening8 and lack of understanding of cultural variation also contributes 
to disparities in health outcomes. Improved access to interpretation 
services, clear and compassionate person-centred communication 
alongside decolonising practice is vital.9

Evidence shows that the lack of literature, education and training on 
the assessment of women and birthing people with varying skin tones 
exacerbates the health disparities Black and Asian women experience. 
Skin examination traditionally plays an important part in early recognition 
of maternal complications, such as sepsis. However skin changes such  
as mottling, rashes and cyanosis can be missed in people with varying  
skin tones, therefore the objective measurement of vital signs,  
including oxygen saturation, must be part of the assessment of women, 
birthing people and infants with varying skin tones.5

Decolonising practice in midwifery

Assessments have been developed using  
white European babies as the normative 
standard, which disregards their application  
to variations in skin tone.6



The RCM recommends

To governments

 ▶ Urgently establish a target and strategy for eliminating disparities 
in maternal health.

 ▶ Ring-fence investment for NHS interpreting and translating 
services and reflect this in workforce planning to support 
additional time for appointments.

 ▶ Invest in the codesign of accessible, user-friendly electronic 
interpreter tools to support an improved experience if unable  
to access face-to-face interpreter services during unscheduled  
or unplanned care attendance.

 ▶ Work with relevant stakeholders, including trade unions, 
professional bodies and service user groups, to identify  
good practice and how this can be scaled up across the NHS.

 ▶ As per RHO recommendations, create a national data bank 
of open access images of Black, Asian and racialised minority 
neonates to incorporate into training and education of healthcare 
professionals and healthcare students, as well as to aid diagnosis 
in practice, and as a resource for families.
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To NHS Trusts and Boards

 ▶ Include evidence on maternal health disparities and action 
planning to reduce the disparities as part of Public Sector  
Equality Duty Reporting.

 ▶ Work across local and regional health systems to identify and 
spread good practice. 

 ▶ Ensure maternal and infant ethnicity is captured in digital data 
collection and submissions and that this is used to inform learning 
from incidents and service improvements.
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 ▶ Implement the RHO recommendation that all staff should receive 
training on anti-racist practice to ensure care is compassionate 
and culturally safe. This needs to include development of active 
listening skills that meet the needs of our ethnically diverse 
society and training on delivering personalised care.

 ▶ Ensure organisational training materials and resources, including 
those used by outside providers, represent varying skin tones 
and educate on differences in techniques for clinical assessment 
that are not based on a white normative standard.

 ▶ Provide independent translation and interpretation services, 
and training for staff about how to use these, and systematically 
identify and record language needs.

 ▶ Consider provision of posters and signage in languages  
that are representative of the key population accessing  
maternity services.

 ▶ Ensure workforce plans reflect the protected learning time 
and additional appointment time required to ensure equitable 
care that meets the demographics of the population accessing 
maternity services.

 ▶ Proactively seek service user feedback from diverse ethnicities to 
inform local service improvements and resources such as patient 
information leaflets and videos.
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 ▶ Co-produce a communications guideline with services users, 
ensuring inclusion of diverse ethnicities.

 ▶ Update guidelines, policies and service user information  
to be inclusive of varying skin tones and cultures. For example,  
include advice for parents on how to detect jaundice and  
cyanosis in babies with varying skin tones.

 ▶ Update or implement electronic record keeping systems to ensure 
they enable accurate documentation of varying skin tones and 
are not based on a white normative standard, particularly for the 
assessment of neonates. 

 ▶ Utilise appropriate technology for non-invasive clinical 
assessment of maternal and newborn wellbeing both in hospital 
and the community setting. For example, pulse oximeters for 
oxygen saturation and transcutaneous bilirubinometry (TCBR) 
devices for jaundice screening.

 ▶ Implement routine pulse oximetry screening for newborns 
as per the British Association of Perinatal Medicine (BAPM) 
recommendation.

To midwives, maternity 
support workers and 
maternity care assistants

 ▶ Undertake education and training to ensure awareness  
of the implications of varying skin tone when making accurate 
clinical assessments.

 ▶ Understand how to record and report assessments which  
rely on skin tone as the normative assessment.

 ▶ Support women and birthing people to develop a personalised 
care plan to ensure their specific needs and wishes are holistically 
addressed and to identify any potential gaps in their care.

 ▶ Contribute to the collection of accurate ethnicity data when 
updating health records for women, birthing people and  
their infants.
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Resources

Always Ask template (Tommy's)

Decolonising the curriculum education hub (RCM)

Manchester University NHS Foundation Trust selected to review effective monitoring for 
jaundice in Black, Asian and ethnic minority newborns

Decolonising Midwifery Education Part Two: Neonatal assessment  
(Leicester University, All4Maternity) 

NHS Race Health Observatory

Routine pulse oximetry testing for newborn babies | British Association  
of Perinatal Medicine (bapm.org)

Six Steps to Advocating for Yourself in Pregnancy (FIVEXMORE)

When to Call the Midwife poster (Tommy's)

https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/health-professionals/free-pregnancy-resources/always-ask-template-raising-concerns
https://rcm.org.uk/decolonising-the-curriculum/
https://www.nhsrho.org/news/mft-selected-to-review-effective-monitoring-for-jaundice-in-black-asian-and-ethnic-minority-newborns/
https://www.nhsrho.org/news/mft-selected-to-review-effective-monitoring-for-jaundice-in-black-asian-and-ethnic-minority-newborns/
https://www.all4maternity.com/decolonising-midwifery-education-part-2-neonatal-assessment/
https://www.all4maternity.com/decolonising-midwifery-education-part-2-neonatal-assessment/
https://www.nhsrho.org
https://www.bapm.org/resources/routine-pulse-oximetry-testing-for-newborn-babies
https://www.bapm.org/resources/routine-pulse-oximetry-testing-for-newborn-babies
https://fivexmore.org/6steps
https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/health-professionals/free-pregnancy-resources/poster-when-call-midwife
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