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Abstract 

Aim: To develop a profile of the developmental, health, racial and demographic factors 

associated with risk that contribute to juvenile delinquency for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children and protective factors that ameliorate against it. 

 

Methods: A mixed methods study design was used involving two phases: 1) the qualitative phase  

involved timelines, photovoice and semi-structured interviews with 7 young Aboriginal people 

and 2) the qualitative findings informed the quantitative component using de-identified data of a 

Cohort of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children born in Western Australia from 1986 to 

1990 inclusive. Data was derived from the Western Australian Midwives’ Notification System, 

the Department of Corrective Services, the Department for Child Protection and Family Support 

and the Intellectual Disability Exploring Answers Database and linked by the WA Data Linkage 

Unit. These variables were grouped according to the study aims. Univariate logistic regression 

analysis was used to investigate the odds ratio (OR) (with 95% confidence intervals (CI)) between 

each independent variable and the outcome variable of contact with Juvenile Justice. Independent 

variables included maternal and birth factors, intellectual disability, investigated and substantiated 

child abuse and neglect notifications and a mothers’ contact with Adult Corrective Services. 

Multivariate regression analysis was then undertaken to estimate odds ratios to explore the 

relationship between the predictor variables and the outcome variable, and to estimate changes in 

the odds of each variable in comparison with the other predictor variables.  

 

Results: For phase 1 the key factor identified by youth participants was the complexity of family, 

including family strengths, the role of grandparents, dysfunctional and violent relationships and 

child neglect and abuse. For phase 2 multivariate regression analysis found a number of factors 

that were associated with an Aboriginal child’s risk of having contact with the Juvenile Justice 

System. Gender was found to be the strongest risk factor associated with contact with Juvenile 

Justice in this cohort with males being at greater risk than females (OR 3.00 CI 2.69-3.34), a 

substantiated child abuse or neglect notification (OR 2.52 CI 2.16-2.93), a mother’s contact with 

Adult Corrective Services (OR 2.45-CI 2.17-2.75), mother’s age <20 (OR 2.41 CI 1.68-3.45), and 

mother’s Aboriginality (OR 1.99 CI 1.66-2.40), when compared with Aboriginal children who 

did not have contact. 

 

Conclusion: The findings of this study highlights a strong trajectory from child protection services 

to Juvenile Justice for Aboriginal children. This thesis has identified various points along the 

developmental pathway where Aboriginal children are at greater risk providing opportunities to 

intervene to mediate progression to juvenile delinquency trajectories. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1 Overview 

A nation should not be judged by  

how it treats its highest citizens, 

 but its lowest ones 

Nelson Mandela 

Twenty five years ago Australia ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child and pledged 

to protect and promote the rights of the child. The Convention sets out four categories of rights: 

i) the right to life, survival and development; and the right to participate; ii) the right to the 

resources, skills and contributions necessary for the survival and full development of the child: 

the rights to adequate food, shelter, clean water, formal education, primary health care, leisure 

and recreation, cultural activities and information about their rights; iii) protection from all forms 

of child abuse, neglect, exploitation and cruelty, including the right to special protection in times 

of war and protection from abuse in the criminal justice system; iv) and entitled to the freedom to 

express opinions and to have a say in matters affecting their social, economic, religious, cultural 

and political life (United Nations, 1989).  

The future of many Aboriginal children in Australia is worrying. In 2013, the Australian Research 

Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY), Report Card: identified that Indigenous Australian 

children are significantly more likely than non-Indigenous Australian children to experience out 

of home care, youth detention, be in a jobless family and more likely to suicide (Australian 

Research Alliance for Children and Young people (ARACY), 2013). In 2015, despite Australia 

being a signatory to this convention. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children2 were severely 

disadvantaged when compared to non-Aboriginal children across numerous indicators including 

morbidity, education, contact with the justice system and child protection and employment.  

The 1991 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC) is important in 

understanding factors that contribute to Aboriginal children’s continuing disadvantage. 

According to the RCIADIC: 

The single significant contributing factor to incarceration is the disadvantaged and 

unequal position of Aboriginal people in society in every way whether, socially, 

economically or culturally (Johnson, 1991, p 15). 

                                                      
2 For the rest of this paper, when I speak of Aboriginal people I include those who identify as Aboriginal 

and/or Torres Strait Islander. 
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The Commission therefore concluded that imprisonment should be used as a last resort (Johnson, 

1991). However, in 2017 Aboriginal people continue to be imprisoned at a rate disproportionate 

to non-Aboriginal people. This results in a cycle of disadvantage and continuing marginalisation. 

Developmental criminology focuses on the association between biological, psychological and 

social factors and offending over the life course (France & Homel, 2005). During the 1990s 

developmental theorists expanded the risk and protective factors paradigm model historically 

used in the public health arena. This model was adopted into the field of criminology and adapted 

to identify risk factors connected to offending. To date, there have only been a few key 

longitudinal quantitative studies that have been utilised to map pathways to juvenile offending, 

with most of these coming from the United Kingdom.  

This PhD is part of a limited body of research by an Aboriginal woman nationally and 

internationally that uses qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection and analysis to 

examine risk and protective factors in juvenile offending. In this research justice, child protection 

and intellectual disability data sets based on the total population of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children born in Western Australia (WA) from 1986 to 1990 inclusive are linked. These 

data enabled the identification of risk and protective factors in the cohort of Aboriginal children 

from birth to eighteen years. It compares a WA Aboriginal cohort of young people who have had 

contact with Juvenile Justice with those who have not to determine why some children have 

contact with Juvenile Justice (offend) and others do not.  

Empirical evidence identifying factors which keep Aboriginal children out of the justice system 

facilitates understanding of the over-representation of Aboriginal children in contact with justice 

authorities. Identifying those risk factors that correlate with juvenile delinquency provides an 

evidence base from which to develop targeted intervention programs and prevention strategies for 

reducing Aboriginal delinquency. This is consistent with the Developmental Crime Prevention 

Consortium (1999) advice that:  

To uncover significant risk factors that are facilitating conditions for entry into a 

criminal career requires a life course perspective that views each potential young 

offender as someone who is developing over the life course and in specific social 

settings (p. 4). 

Hence the method used in this research. Over a decade later in 2011 a House of Representatives 

Inquiry noted key factors influencing an Aboriginal youth’s pathway into the Justice System 

included: family and community violence; intergenerational offending; negative relationships 

with authority figures; alcohol and other drug misuse; poor housing conditions; child 

maltreatment and neglect; lower school retention rates and, unemployment (House of 

Representative Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs, 

[HRSCATSIA], 2011). The Inquiry emphasised that the loss of cultural knowledge which has 
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devastated many Aboriginal communities, “has disrupted traditional values and norms of 

appropriate social behaviour from being transferred from one generation to the next” (p.7). 

Aboriginal communities here, includes those in rural and urban areas. 

Qualitative data collection and analysis is central to this research and it follows the 

recommendations of Sampson et al. (2005), who suggest that by listening to children and young 

people we gain a better understanding of the social processes and interactions with institutions 

that shape their pathways. This research engages Aboriginal youth by listening to their life 

accounts through photographs and documented life careers. The issues pertinent to Aboriginal 

youth were identified and explored, providing personal meaning and context to the quantitative 

data. The qualitative component complements the quantitative aspects of this research.  

1.2 Juvenile Justice 

Despite the findings of the 1991 RCIADC and the House of Representatives report the 2014 

Productivity Commission’s “Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage” report shows that 

Indigenous imprisonment rates more than doubled between 2004-2014 while rates of 

imprisonment for non-Indigenous Australians  remained relatively stable, resulting in a wider gap 

(Productivity Commission, 2014). In 2014 the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 

Justice Commissioner Mick Gooda described the number of Aboriginal people incarcerated as 

“one of the most urgent human rights issues facing Australia” (Gooda, 2014, p.10) 

It is well-documented that Aboriginal youth are overrepresented in Australia's criminal justice 

system, especially in the most serious processes and outcomes (Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare [AIHW], 2012; White 2009). Nationally, in 2015–16, Aboriginal young people aged 

10–17 were 17 times as likely as non-Aboriginal young people to be under supervision3 on 

an average day compared with non-Aboriginal young people, (for detention 25 times as likely 

and community-based supervision 15 times as likely) (AIHW, 2017). Aboriginal young 

people were also overrepresented in every Australian state and territory (AIHW, 2017). In 

Western Australia, Aboriginal young people constituted 6% of the State’s population aged 10–17  

but made up almost two-thirds (64%) of those aged 10–17 under supervision on an average day 

in 2014–15. This was higher than the national level (46%) (AIHW, 2016). This meant that 

Aboriginal young people aged 10–17 in Western Australia were 24 times as likely as non-

Indigenous young people to be under community-based supervision on an average day (compared 

with 14 times as likely nationally), and 40 times as likely to be in detention (24 times as likely 

nationally) (AIHW, 2016). 

                                                      
3 Supervision includes community based supervision and detention. 
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Rates of overrepresentation of Aboriginal youth in detention vary across jurisdictions. This has 

been attributed to different legislative practice, policy and demographic characteristics (Richards, 

2011). For example, Western Australia’s mandatory sentencing laws (the ‘three strikes and you’re 

out’ legislation) implemented in 1996 impacted disproportionately on the incarceration rates of 

Aboriginal Australians (Dodson, 2016), in particular, Aboriginal children and juveniles (Le 

Plastrier, 2005; Roche, 1999). Longer-term trends showed that the rates of Aboriginal youth in 

detention have been consistently higher than the national average in WA since the early 1990s 

when this legislation was introduced (Richards, 2011)  

1.2.1 Characteristics of Aboriginal youth involved with the criminal justice system 

Aboriginal youth tend to enter the criminal justice system at younger ages than non-Aboriginal 

youth and have higher levels of (more serious) contact (AIHW, 2014; Cunneen & White, 2011; 

Putt, Payne & Milner, 2005). Further, Aboriginal young people are treated more harshly than non-

Aboriginal people from the point of contact with the criminal justice system, with Aboriginal 

young women more likely than their non-Aboriginal counterparts to be apprehended by police 

and arrested (AIHW, 2013). The most common crimes committed by Aboriginal youth, in all 

Australian states and territories are acts related to intentional injury, burglary/stealing and 

unlawful entry with intent (AIHW, 2013). While it is the case that many adolescents who 

experience contact with the criminal justice system as juveniles will not go on to offend in 

adulthood, early contact with the justice system can increase the risk of becoming entrenched in 

the justice system as an adult (Bartels, 2010; NIDAC, 2013). This is still the case in 2017. 

1.2.2 The involvement of Aboriginal female youth in the justice system 

Supervision rates among Aboriginal male youth were four times higher than for young females. 

However, overrepresentation compared to non-Aboriginal youth was greater in females than in 

males for each age cohort (AIHW, 2013; NIDAC, 2013). Between 2006–07 and 2010–11, there 

was a decrease in the overrepresentation of all Aboriginal young people under supervision and an 

overall decrease in numbers in detention in general. However, this was not so for Aboriginal 

female youth. Young women in detention was the only group that increased over the two periods 

(AIHW, 2013). In comparison to non-Indigenous young women, during the 2010–11 period, on 

any one day, Aboriginal female youth were 15 times more likely than non-Aboriginal females to 

be under community-based supervision and an astounding 45 times more likely to be in detention 

(AIHW, 2013).  

1.3 Juvenile Justice System in Western Australia 

Juvenile Justice operations in Western Australia are primarily governed by the Young Offenders 

Act 1994, the Young Offenders Act 2004 (proclaimed on 1 January 2005), and the Young Offenders 

Amendment Regulations 1995 and the Children’s Court of Western Australia Act 1988, Bail Act 
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1982, Sentencing Act 1995 and Sentence Administration Act 2003. Juvenile Justice Services in 

Western Australia are covered under the Community and Juvenile Justice Division of the 

Department of Corrective Services (DCS). 4 In the context of this study Juvenile Justice includes 

Juvenile Justice Team referrals or convictions resulting in imprisonment/detention or a 

community based order, but excluding police cautions, warnings or any other conviction such as 

those resulting in fines or no punishment.  

Community Youth Justice Services 

Community Youth Justice Services have a community funding program that aims to reduce 

reoffending by funding local community agencies to provide preventative services and activities 

for juveniles up to 18 years old who have offended, or are at risk of offending. At any one time 

the DCS manages around 1200 juvenile offenders of which approximately 1000 are in a pre-court 

diversionary program or under a supervision order in the community. However, many more cycle 

through the Juvenile Justice System each year. 

Western Australia offers young people charged with minor offences alternatives to the criminal 

justice system by allowing them to engage in therapeutic services and mediation programs with 

victims and other relevant stakeholders.  

Killara Youth Support Service was a voluntary departmental program for at-risk juveniles and 

young people who may have just started offending. Killara operated in conjunction with WA 

Police and had links to the police cautioning system. Families could be referred to the service 

through various channels including the Western Australian Police, other government or non-

government agencies, or have contacted Killara directly. Killara offered counselling and support 

to young people and their families and provided assistance to resolve the problems contributing 

to offending behaviour such as early or minor offending; parent/child conflict; involvement in 

drug and alcohol use; issues at school such as truancy and running away from home. Killara was 

a short term intervention that may result in referral to an appropriate support agency if longer-

term support is required. An evaluation of Killara youth and family support services was 

completed by the Department of Corrective Services in October 2011. The review found that the 

Department had moved towards a broader strategy for youth diversion and that Killara services 

would be more effective if subsumed into that strategic direction. The review recommended that 

the Department consider co-locating the existing Killara staff with the metropolitan youth bail 

service to strengthen the early intervention and prevention services provided by both services. As 

                                                      
4 This structure was in place at the time of the writing of this thesis, the Youth Justice Services is now 

covered by the Department of Justice, Corrective Services Division (2018). 
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a result, the Department closed the existing Killara youth and family support services and 

amalgamated existing Killara staff into the metropolitan youth bail service on 27 April 2012. 

 Juvenile Justice Teams are underpinned by a restorative justice philosophy aimed at diverting 

young people away from the formal justice system. The model focuses on the young person 

making amends by working with the victim and family to reach a resolution. Juvenile Justice 

Teams divert minor offenders from the formal court system and focus on the young person taking 

responsibility for their actions. The Juvenile Justice teams operate using a multi-agency approach 

with professional membership including a Juvenile Justice staff member, a police officer, an 

education officer and, where appropriate, cultural and ethnic group representatives. These forums 

provide the opportunity for police, mediators, victims and parents/caregivers to be involved in 

determining an appropriate consequence in conjunction with the young person(s). Within the team 

process all those involved devise a contract known as an action plan for the young person. If the 

action plan is successfully completed no criminal record is recorded. If the young person does not 

comply with what has been agreed and has no acceptable reason, they will be referred back to the 

Children’s Court where the matter will be dealt with. Court conferencing is an additional function 

of the Juvenile Justice Teams. Court conferencing provides opportunity for victims with more 

serious offending backgrounds to engage in a restorative justice process before being sentenced.  

Regional Community Conferencing is carried out for minor or first time offenders and operates 

in regional and remote Aboriginal communities in Western Australia. Legislation requires that a 

Department of Corrective Services officer and a police officer are present at a Juvenile Justice 

Team meeting. In remote communities, this is often difficult to coordinate. Therefore, under a 

scheme introduced in 2005, approved Aboriginal elders or other significant community members 

can hold family group conferences based on the Juvenile Justice Team’s principles. This approach 

allows flexibility, and formalises the role of victims and families in developing an agreed 

approach to reparation. The Department monitors the outcomes to ensure this initiative is as 

successful as the Juvenile Justice Team model. The DCS provides training and ongoing support 

and assistance to ensure a quality process. 

1.4 Research Aim 

The primary aim of this thesis is to describe and identify the developmental, health, socio-

economic, ethnic and demographic factors that contribute to juvenile delinquency in Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander children in Western Australia and to make recommendations to achieve 

the project’s key aim. From this aim, the following secondary aims were developed to achieve 

the project’s key aim:  

1. Describe the pattern of contact by Aboriginal children with WA community youth justice and 

Juvenile Custodial Services; 
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2. Examine how family, maternal and birth characteristics influence the risk of an Aboriginal 

child in WA having contact with the Juvenile Justice System; 

3. Explore the risk and protective factors of Aboriginal children in WA with an intellectual 

disability and their contact with Juvenile Justice; 

4. Determine whether contact with child Protection Services through child abuse and neglect 

notifications and substantiated notifications, influences the risk for contact with Juvenile 

Justice for WA Aboriginal children; and  

5. Ascertain how maternal contact with the adult Justice System influences a child’s contact 

with Juvenile Justice. 

1.5 Outline of the Thesis 

Chapter 1 – Introduction: provides an overview of the issues facing Aboriginal children and 

sets out the research aims for this thesis. 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review: provides an overview and discussion of the relevant literature 

starting with a discussion of theories of juvenile delinquency. This is followed by a description of 

the risk and protective factors pertinent to this research including a review of literature that considers 

the relationship of these factors and juvenile delinquency. This thesis is limited to comparisons 

between Aboriginal children who have had contact with Juvenile Justice and those who have not. 

There is a lack of national and international research which specifically focuses on Aboriginal youth. 

Chapter 3 – Methods: this chapter presents a detailed explanation of the qualitative and 

quantitative methods used to conduct this research. The section on the qualitative component 

reports on the methods used to recruit participants. A session by session account of the Photovoice 

program used, followed by the steps used to document individual life stories is provided. A 

detailed outline of the methods used to analyse the qualitative data is presented: this includes, 

Lifelines, Photovoice and Colaizzi’s (1978) six step method. The quantitative section provides a 

description of the databases used for the quantitative analysis and outlines the variables used from 

each dataset. The statistical analysis undertaken is described in detail. 

Chapter 4 – Results: The results of the qualitative findings are presented in two parts. Part one, 

documents the life stories of each participant. Each young person is introduced using a 

pseudonym. It includes a personal profile detailing their age, family characteristics, school and 

employment history and a brief synopsis of their life career as told by them. In order to understand 

their pathways in life and transition points, significant turning points as identified by the 

participants are highlighted and discussed. Following each participant’s description of their life 

experiences is an analysis which is divided into key themes. A table outlining these themes is 

presented in the results section. Part two of Results presents the quantitative data analysis. The 

first component of this analysis describes the pattern of contact by this cohort of Aboriginal 

children with WA community Juvenile Justice Services and Juvenile Custodial Services. This 

analysis establishes the cohort of children who had contact with Juvenile Justice and those who 
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did not. Once established these two cohorts were used to describe the differences in the total 

cohort population, for maternal and birth characteristics, intellectual disability (ID), contact with 

child protection services and mothers’ contact with justice services. These results provide unique 

baseline data and have the potential to be used and developed in future research. 

Chapter 5 – Discussion: this chapter discusses the key results in relation to other relevant 

literature in the area and identifies the limitations and strengths of this research.  

Chapter 6 – Conclusion and Recommendations: this chapter provides a conclusion to the study 

aim and makes recommendations based on this research.  These recommendations should be 

considered in consultation with the relevant Aboriginal leaders and communities in WA. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

2.1 Preamble 

This study is the first in Australia to use de-identified linked data from a range of administrative 

datasets to examine risk factors associated with juvenile delinquency among Aboriginal children 

in Western Australia. A review of the national and international literature was conducted between 

2000 and 2016. The literature search covered bibliographic databases from health, criminology, 

sociology, psychology, anthropology, and Australian history. The literature review specifically 

addresses the involvement of Aboriginal male and female youth with the justice system. 

Developmental and life course theories and developmental health are discussed. An overview of 

the risk factor paradigm is presented followed by a review of the literature on the risk and 

protective factors that specifically pertain to this study.  

The term juvenile delinquency is used in this thesis in its legal meaning, to refer specifically to 

youth who are involved in the Juvenile Justice System through arrest, diversion, probation, 

detention or incarceration. It is not intended to be pejorative. 

2.2 Developmental and Life course Theories 

This section provides an overview of theories of juvenile delinquency including developmental 

and life course theories. 

Juvenile delinquency is the product of individual, familial and social environments. It focuses on 

causative risk and protective factors predating delinquency and on individual trajectories in 

offending behaviours over time. Previous research in Australia and elsewhere has demonstrated 

that poor family environment and individual behavioural and cognitive characteristics in 

childhood are important predictors of antisocial behaviour in adolescence and adulthood 

(Farrington, 1995; Juby & Farrington, 2001; Rowe & Farrington, 1997; Tremblay & Craig, 1995). 

This thesis agrees with a developmental life course approach to delinquency and echoes 

developmental theorists’ concern with the interaction of biological, psychological, and social 

factors simultaneously. 

Although theorists have proposed explanations for this phenomenon, there is no empirical 

research that identifies the developmental and sequential pathways leading to Aboriginal juvenile 

offending. Explanations for the differences in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal offending have 

tended to be based on deprivation (strain/stress theory), labelling (cultural or racial stereotypes), 

and conflict (different values) and synthesised theories of deviance (Broadhurst, 1997).   

Despite efforts over recent years, the apparent failure of current strategies to prevent the steady 

growth and recurrence of crime has challenged researchers and policy makers to focus efforts on 
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using a developmental approach and to appreciating the importance of developing programs with 

institutions and the community that are child focused (Australian Institute of Criminology [AIC], 

2003). The developmental approach provides an opportunity to consider prevention strategies 

within developmental processes that cater for the complexities of individuals’ lives as they 

progress in and out of acceptable and unacceptable patterns of activity over time and situations 

(Homel, 2005). This research agrees with Homel’s earlier conclusion. 

Sampson and Laub find Elder’s life course perspective useful for understanding what he describes 

as  “pathways through the age differentiated life span,’’ where age differentiation “ is manifested 

in expectations and options that impinge on decision processes and the course of events that give 

shape to life stages, transitions, and turning points” (Sampson & Laub, 1997, p. 142). Trajectories 

are long-term, age-graded patterns of development within social structures such as family, 

education, and employment. Transitions are life events or short-term changes within the 

trajectories and can avert the trajectory’s arc (Thornberry, 1997). There are three key dimensions 

to a trajectory: entrance, success and timing. Entrance refers to whether an individual enters a 

specific trajectory or not. For instance, not everyone gets married therefore they will not have a 

life course that reflects marriage. Success describes the achievement of success that an individual 

may accomplish on a trajectory they enter. For example, not everybody completes secondary 

school. Trajectories and transitions become interconnected and turning points or changes in the 

life course occur (Elder, 1985). Transitions and turning points can modify life trajectories and 

“redirect paths” (Laub & Sampson, 1993). Timing describes the age at which an individual either 

leaves or enters a trajectory (Thornberry, 1997). 

Developmental theories rely on dynamic rather than static processes. Farrington proposes that 

developmental criminology is concerned with three main issues: the development of offending 

and antisocial behaviour; risk factors at certain ages; and, the effects of life events on the course 

of development (Farrington, 2003). Developmental life course (DLC) theories aim to explain 

within-individual change as well as between-individual differences (Farrington, 2007).  

Farrington points out that: 

DLC theories usually assume that within-individual variations over age in measured 

offending reflect within-individual variations with age in an underlying theoretical 

construct such as antisocial potential or criminal propensity. They suggest that the 

frequency of offending at any age depends not only on the strength of the underlying 

construct but also on environmental factors such as opportunities and on cognitive 

(decision making) processes. Hence, desistance should be influenced by all of these 

factors (Farrington, 2007, p. 125-126). 

The following section provides an overview of the key DLC life course theories: Social 

Development Model (SDM), the Age-graded theory, Moffitt’s Developmental Taxonomy, 

Interactional Theory and the Interaction Cognitive Antisocial Potential Theory (ICAP). 
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2.2.1 Social Development Model 

Catalano and Hawkins’ (1996) SDM combines’ social control/bonding, social learning and 

differential association theory. The SDM is based on the concept of human behaviour that 

describes the origins and development of antisocial behaviour during childhood and adolescence. 

The SDM emphasises that children learn behaviour, either, antisocial or prosocial from their 

family, school, community and peers as part of the socialisation process across all these 

developmental domains. Further, Catalano and Hawkins put forward that demographic (race, sex, 

social status) and biological (cognitive ability and hyperactivity) factors influence the proficiency 

of the socialisation process. Thus, pre-existing risk factors may be strengthened or neutralised by 

socialisation and community-level risk factors and may make some children more predisposed to 

antisocial behaviours. Children are socialised through processes involving four factors: (a) 

perceived opportunities for involvement in activities and interactions with others; (b) the degree 

of involvement and interaction; (c) the skills to participate in these interactions; and, (d) the 

reinforcement they perceive as forthcoming from performance in activities and interactions 

(Catalano, Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004). Social bonds (commitment and attachment) are 

developed between socialisation agents and the individual. In order to control the risk of anti-

social behaviour a child must maintain pro-social bonds over the life course to prevent 

delinquency. It is important to note that some individuals may never be involved in antisocial 

behaviour regardless of exposure to high levels of risk factors. It is theorised that an individual’s 

behaviour whether it be pro-social or anti-social will depend on the social norms and values held 

by those individuals or institutions that the individual is bonded to.  

2.2.2 Age-graded Theory 

Sampson and Laub’s age-graded theory of informal social control and cumulative disadvantage 

emphasises the significance of informal social ties and bonds to society across all ages along the 

life course. The structural framework of the theory has three key themes: 1) structural context is 

mediated by informal family and school social controls; 2) there is a strong continuity in antisocial 

behaviour operating from childhood through adulthood across a variety of life course domains; 

and, 3) informal capital control in adulthood explains changes in offending behaviour over the 

life course.  

Sampson and Laub (1993) outline phases across the life course that relate to their theory and 

bracket age groups accordingly: up to age 10 years, ages 10 – 18 years, ages 17 – 25 years, ages 

25 – 32 years, and ages 32 – 45 years. On onset through childhood and adolescence (up to age 18 

years) structural factors (low family socioeconomic status, family size and family disruption, 

residential mobility, parents’ deviance, household overcrowding, being foreign born and mother’s 

employment) and individual differences such as difficult temperament, persistent tantrums and 

early conduct disorder can influence if an individual becomes delinquent and involved in crime. 
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In turn, social processes including: family factors (lack of parental supervision, threatening, 

erratic, or harsh discipline and parental rejection); school factors (weak attachment, poor 

performance); and, having a delinquent influence (sibling or peer) are all causal factors of juvenile 

delinquency. Cumulative continuity of disadvantage (18 – 25 years of age) describes processes 

by which negative consequences of delinquent behaviour can disrupt informal social bonds and 

contribute to delinquent behaviour over time. Career criminals (25 – 45 years of age) are 

established as they are unable to re-establish bonds to society. 

 

Figure 1 Sampson and Laub’s Age-Graded Theory 

Dynamic theoretical model of crime, deviance, and informal social control over the life course of 

1000 Glueck men, circa 1925 – 1975. 

According to Sampson and Laub (1993) it is the “social investment or social capital in the 

institutional relationship, whether it involves family, work or community setting, that dictates the 

salience of informal social control at the individual level” (p. 114). Sampson and Laub predict 

that those individuals with a greater investment in the community and social capital in adulthood 

(for instance strong marital bonds, quality relationships, and stable employment) will be more 

likely to desist from antisocial behaviour at certain turning points in life. Turning points in a 

delinquent career are important as individuals either “knife off” from a criminal career or intensify 

their offending career; important turning points are marriage and employment.  
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The age-graded theory draws on the key concept of interactional theory that “causal influences are 

bidirectional or reciprocal over the life course” and “delinquency may contribute to the weakening 

of social bonds and informal social control over time” (p. 245). Sampson and Laub postulate a 

sociological description of stability and change in offending and deviance over the life course. 

2.2.3 Moffitt’s Developmental Taxonomy 

Moffitt theorises that there are two distinct explanations of antisocial behaviour, life-course-

persistent and adolescent-limited offenders. Life-course-persistent offenders engage in antisocial 

behaviour and offending early in life and offend for a long period of time. Adolescent-limited 

offenders offend for a short period mainly during adolescence (Moffit, 1993).  

Life-course-persistent offenders’ antisocial behaviour starts early in life and is exacerbated by social 

environment and neuropsychological deficits. Neuropsychological deficits include hyperactivity, 

conduct disorder, and temperament. Environmental risk factors include socio-economic status, 

parental interaction and poor parental bonds and family adversity. The theory proposes that, 

“children with cognitive and temperamental disadvantages are not generally born into supportive 

environments, nor do they even get a fair chance of being randomly assigned to good or bad 

environments” (p. 681). She also points out that relationships between some traits shared by parents 

and their children and parents of children vulnerable to antisocial behaviour often unintentionally 

expose their children to “criminogenic” environments. Moffitt argues “the juxtaposition of a 

vulnerable and difficult infant with an adverse rearing context initiates risk for the life-course-

persistent pattern of antisocial behaviour” (p. 683). The difficulties of adjustment within family and 

school environments resulting from neuropsychological deficit accumulate increasing the risk of 

antisocial behaviours and decreasing opportunities to develop pro-social behaviours. Moffitt 

proposes two types of interaction to explain that once initiated the antisocial behaviour of life-

course-persistent individuals may stimulate its own continuity and pervasiveness. These interactions 

are reactive and proactive interactions: reactive interactions occur when individuals exposed to the 

same environment experience it, interpret it and react to it according to their individual 

characteristics; and, proactive interaction happens when individuals choose or create environments 

that support their characteristics and style (for example antisocial individuals may selectively 

associate with people who are antisocial).  

Adolescent-limited antisocial behaviour is considered temporary and confined to young 

adulthood and peaks in adolescence. In contrast to life-course-persistent offenders, they do not 

usually come from backgrounds with environmental and neuropsychological deficits and thus are 

not subjected to cumulative continuity. Their characteristics can be explained according to three 

categories: 1) their criminal careers are brief with “sporadic crime-free periods”; 2) their antisocial 

behaviour varies across situations; and, 3) they use antisocial behaviour only in “situations where 

it may serve an instrumental function” (p. 686). Moffitt theorises that “social mimicry” and 
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“maturity gap” explain the initiation of antisocial behaviours for adolescent limited offenders. 

The onset of antisocial behaviour in adolescent limited offenders starts with peer influences and 

social mimicry. They want the material goods as acquired by antisocial behaviour of life-course-

persistent individuals and to demonstrate personal independence. Once they reach adulthood they 

cease offending as they can achieve their desires legally and the benefits of a prosocial lifestyle 

outweighs the costs of crime.  

2.2.4 Interactional Theory of Delinquency 

The Interactional Theory of delinquency was developed by Thornberry et al. (1987) and extended 

by Thornberry and Kohn (2005). Interactional Theory proposes that the weakening of social 

bonds during adolescence, marked by the weakening of attachment to parents, responsibility to 

school and values of conventional society causes delinquent behaviour. These effects can be 

bidirectional, in that delinquency may contribute to the weakening of social bonds as well as being 

an outcome of weakened social bonds. The theory suggests that causes of antisocial behaviour 

differ for children who commence at different ages, rather than types of offenders. Three 

principles are fundamental to the interactional theory of delinquency and together can explain 

continuity and change in delinquent behaviour; these are: a life course perspective; bidirectional 

causality; and, the proportionality of cause and effect. 

 

Figure 2 The Interactional Theory of Delinquency 
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2.2.5 Farrington’s Integrated Cognitive Antisocial Potential 

Theory (ICAP) 

Farrington’s ICAP theory originated from research conducted as part of a Cambridge study of 

delinquent development, which followed the offending careers of 411 London boys born in 1953. 

The theory combines concepts from a range of other theories, including strain, control, labelling 

learning and rational choice approaches (Farrington, 2003). Antisocial potential presumes that 

“the translation of antisocial potential to antisocial behaviour depends on cognitive (thinking and 

decision-making) processes that consider opportunities and victims (Farrington, 2003, p. 231). 

Antisocial potential can be either short-term or long-term processes, with long-term persisting 

between-individual differences differentiated from short-term within-individual changes. For 

instance, long-term antisocial potential depends on impulsiveness, strain, modelling, socialisation 

processes and life events whereas short-term variations in antisocial potential depend on 

motivating and situational factors.  

 

Figure 3 The Integrated Cognitive Antisocial Potential (ICAP) Theory 

The theory suggests that antisocial potential is ordered along a continuum ranging from high to 

low antisocial potential, given that very few people experience high levels of antisocial potential, 
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the distribution of individuals with antisocial potential in the population at any age is greatly 

skewed. The model hypothesises a tendency for long-term antisocial potential individuals to 

commit various types of antisocial acts including different types of crime, hence offending and 

antisocial behaviour is viewed as versatile rather than specialised. Long-term antisocial potential 

increases are dependent on desires for material goods, status, excitement, and sexual satisfaction. 

Individuals such as those on low incomes, unemployed and those with a poor education, who find 

it difficult to satisfy their needs legitimately often use antisocial means. Long-term antisocial 

potential is reliant on attachment and socialisation processes. For instance, antisocial potential 

will be low if parents consistently reward positive behaviour and discipline bad behaviour 

(children suffering low anxiety are considered to be poorly socialised as they have fewer worries 

about parental punishment). Antisocial potential will be high if children are not attached to 

prosocial parents and disrupted families may weaken both attachment and socialisation processes. 

Long-term antisocial potential will be greater if individuals are exposed to or manipulated by 

antisocial examples such as criminal parents, delinquent siblings and peers. Impulsive people are 

prone to antisocial potential as they tend to act before considering consequences. Antisocial 

potential is affected by life events and it decreases if people get married or relocate from high risk 

areas, and increase after separation from a partner. The ICAP theory suggests that the commission 

of offences and antisocial acts depends on the interaction between an individual (and immediate 

level of antisocial potential) and the social environment (criminal opportunities and victims). 

Criminal opportunities for short-term antisocial potential is affected by within-individual 

variations according to short-term energizing factors such as being encouraged by male peers, 

boredom, anger and being frustrated. A short-term increase in antisocial potential could encourage 

a person to seek out criminal opportunities and victims. However, the possibility that an offence 

is committed given a certain level of antisocial potential is reliant upon: 1) cognitive processes, 

including an assessment of the subjective benefits (i.e. materials stolen) and costs (parental or 

female partner dissatisfaction, being caught by authorities); and, 2) the individual’s stored 

behavioural repertoire or scripts based on past experiences. Through learning processes the 

consequences of offending lead to changes in long-term antisocial potential and for future 

decision-making processes. This is highly likely if consequences are reinforcing (i.e. obtaining 

goods or peer endorsement) or punishing (legal penalties or parental disapproval). Further, if the 

outcome results in labelling or stigmatising the offender, it may be more difficult for the offender 

to achieve his aims legally and lead to an increase in antisocial potential.  

Farrington’s ICAP theory goes a long way in identifying short-term and long-term risk factors 

that could influence antisocial and offending behaviour. However, this theory has drawn some 

criticism for concentrating on risk factors pertaining to the individual, family factors (parenting 

style) and delinquent peers, while overlooking broader issues such as the role of the 

community/neighbourhood (Webster, MacDonald & Simpson 2006). Furthermore, it is important 



 

 17 

to note that this theory was developed on research of a small sample of white males from working-

class backgrounds.  

After a review of Developmental and life-course theories Farrington (2003) concluded that to 

advance knowledge about DLC theories prospective longitudinal studies were necessary. These 

studies required: a combination of self-reporting and official accounts of offending behaviour; 

conducting more randomized experiments to test for within-individual changes in risk factors 

with within-changes in offending in relation to causal processes intervening between risk factors 

and offending; conducting longitudinal studies that follow up people past 30 years of age and with 

emphasis on desistance; examining protective factors, and biological, peer, school and 

neighbourhood risk factors and comparing life events of males and females and different ethnic 

groups.  

2.3 Developmental Health 

The study of human development is greatly influenced by systems theories, with the ecological 

framework of Bronfenbrenner being the most prominent (Brofenbrenner, 1979). Bronfenbrenner 

described development as “the person’s evolving conception of the ecological environment, and 

relation to it, as well as the person’s capacity to discover, sustain, or alter its properties” (p. 9). 

Bronfenbrenner conceptualised a series of inter-connected environments, some which were 

proximal and others distal to the child but having impacts on the child as they develop and grow. 

Bronfenbrenner conceived of development as occurring within nested settings: the microsystem, 

the mesosystem, the exosystem and the macrosystem. The microsystems are described as those  

most proximal to the child, (e.g, where they dwell, their families, where they live, child care 

centres and school environments). The mesosystems are the interactions amongst two or more 

settings in which the child (developing person) actively participates, thus connecting various parts 

of the microsystem; for example, connecting a child and their family with their school and 

teachers. The exosystem includes one or more settings (other people or places) which interact 

with some parts of the child’s microsystem but does not include the child for example might 

include the work place of the child’s parents. The final level is the macrosystem which is the most 

distal and largest environment encompassing the wider society and cultural systems and 

recognises differences between cultural belief systems and values and assumes differences within 

and across countries. Bronfenbrenner’s theory of development is useful in this research for 

understanding the consequences of limited relationship between Aboriginal children and their 

teachers or sporting groups and contact with Juvenile Justice. 

2.4 Causal Pathways 

Although not tested, a “causal pathways” model has been proposed for following the life course 

leading to crime and violence and suicidal behaviours (Zubrick & Robson, 2003). The model 
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illustrates the cumulative effect, complexity and interaction of risk factors along the pathway. 

Given the complexity of the causal pathways, Zubrick and Robson suggest that attention should 

be given to any factor that modifies (rather than being associated with) the risk of the development 

of offending (e.g. parenting skills, violence) rather than those which operate at a distance from 

the outcome of interest (e.g. exposure to market deregulation, regional levels of poverty, or high 

rates of family reformation). The risk pathways have been differentiated into proximal factors that 

have a direct effect on the individual and family including family conflict, alcohol abuse, poor 

birth outcomes. Brown and Putt (1996) suggest that a greater focus is needed on maternal risk 

factors such as prematurity, low birth weight, and pre-natal brain damage as well as further 

evidence on parental factors to include psychiatric disorders, including post-natal depression and 

drug and alcohol misuse. This current research by analysing Aboriginal mothers’ variables related 

to the pre-natal and perinatal period of the mother and certain exposures of the child includes data 

which will add another dimension to this framework of risk and protective factors.  This is 

consistent with a life course approach that is concerned with intergenerational influences on 

developmental outcomes.  

 

Figure 4 Pathways to offending (Zubrick and Robson, 2003, p.4) 

In 2015, Telethon Kids Institute commenced a project that aims to screen young people in juvenile 

detention for Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) (Passmore, Giglia, Watkins, Mutch, 

Marriott, et al., 2016). The project proposed to develop appropriate management strategies for 

young people assessed as having FASD and develop a FASD screening tool appropriate for young 

people entering the Juvenile Justice System. Young people will be interviewed by the project 

research assistant and assessed by a paediatrician, psychologist, occupational therapist and speech 

pathologist to provide information that may identify FASD or other conditions or impairments. A 



 

 19 

report for each young person detailing results from the assessment, a provisional diagnosis if one 

has been identified, their individual strengths and difficulties, recommendations for managing any 

difficulties will be documented and referrals for further investigation or treatment if needed will 

be made. The findings will be discussed with the young person and their parent/guardian/ carers. 

Preliminary findings identified that alcohol affected one in three children in detention; the 

community await further results5.  

2.5 The Risk Factor Paradigm 

The Risk Factor Paradigm (RFP) was initiated by medical and public health services in England 

and other Western countries including Australia. It has been successfully used to address illness 

and disease in relation to heart disease and cancer. Criminologists, particularly developmental 

theorists, have incorporated the health model of the RFP into their field to better understand 

delinquency and its causes (Farrington, 2000). Hawkins and Catalano (1996) were the first to 

introduce the paradigm into the area of criminology, when they developed a risk focused model 

that identifies sources of risk and protection for problem behaviours.  

Farrington discusses its use in prevention. He explains for instance, if risk factors were identified 

such as smoking, diet and lack of exercise, the public health response would be to encourage 

cessation of smoking, increasing exercise and modifying diet (Farrington, 2000). This model 

facilitates practitioners to identify the key risk factors for offending and tool prevention methods 

designed to “counteract them” (p. 1).  

Researchers have used longitudinal studies to document risk factors associated with delinquency. 

Initially, researchers emphasised individual, family, peer, school and socioeconomic factors, until 

the 1990’s when they broadened their focus to include neighbourhood and community factors 

(Farrington, 2000). Risk factors have a cumulative effect on behaviour: the more risk factors that 

an individual experiences the greater the risk of antisocial and criminal behaviour (National Crime 

Prevention, 1999). This is consistent with the findings of this research. 

Hawkins and Catalano based the RFP on the premise that investigation of risk factors is crucial 

to the development of prevention programs aimed at modifying or mediating behaviour to reduce 

the potential for delinquent behaviour (Hawkins & Catalano, 1996). This shift in methods 

according to Piquero, Farrington and Blumstein (2003) represents “a significant advance in 

criminology and has fostered links between explanation and prevention, fundamental and applied 

research, and scholars, policy makers and practitioners” (p. 469).  

                                                      
5 https://www.telethonkids.org.au/news--events/news-and-events-nav/2017/march/1-in-3-young-people/ 
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2.5.1 Definition of a Risk Factor  

This section discusses risk factors within the context of criminology. According to Kazdin et al., 

(1997) risk factors are prior factors that increase the risk of occurrence of the onset, frequency, 

persistence or duration of offending. The Australian National Crime Consortium defined risk 

factors as “those factors that increase the likelihood of an offence occurring or being repeated” 

(1999, p. 48). It is important to note that some risk factors, including ethnicity and sex are “static” 

because they cannot be changed. The research recognises however, that there are an increasing 

number of transgendered young people in WA. 

Farrington (1996) notes that it is the combination of risk factors and interaction with particular 

groups of young people that explains tendencies for criminal behaviour in young people: 

In explaining the development of offending, a major problem is that most risk factors 

tend to coincide and be interrelated. For example, adolescents living in physically 

deteriorated and socially disorganised neighbourhoods disproportionately tend also 

to come from families with poor parental supervision and erratic parental discipline 

and tend also to have high impulsivity and low intelligence. The concentration and 

co-occurrence of these kinds of adversities make it difficult to establish their 

independent, interactive, and sequential influences on offending and anti-social 

behaviour (p. 105). 

Criminologists use risk factors to predict future outcomes expressed in terms of probability. 

Farrington asserts that the term ‘risk factor’ is not used consistently and often refers to an extreme 

category of an explanatory variable (Farrington, 2000, p. 3). For example, if parental supervision 

is the risk factor it may well be classified as poor or good. On other occasions a risk factor refers 

to a continuous explanatory variable, such as the scale of parental supervision. A more consistent 

definition would enable researchers to link the operational definition of the measured risk factor 

to the underlying theoretical construct (Farrington, 2000). Farrington reported that it is usual to 

separate the risk factor and the outcome and measure the strength of the relationship using an 

odds ratio and that a doubling of an odds ratio indicates a relatively strong effect. The use of an 

odds ratio in measuring level of risk is well utilised by criminologists as adopting the RFP, the 

use of an “odds ratio encourages a more optimistic view about the predication, explanation, and 

prevention of offending” (Farrington, 2000, p.4). 

The Risk Factor Paradigm is not without its critics. Case cautions against “stigmatising, 

marginalising and criminalising people through risk-based targeting” (Case, 2006, p. 173). He 

argues that the new managerial technology of measurement, performance indicators and risk 

assessment tools “de-professsionalises and neuters practitioners, robbing them of their ability to 

use discretion, and experience when assessing risk and targeting interventions” (Case, 2007, p. 

99). O’Mahoney concludes that “because of its intrinsic, deterministic and consequentialist bias, 

the Risk Factor Prevention Paradigm gives virtually no consideration to key issues of values like 
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justice, equality, criminal responsibility, human agency, moral development, human rights and 

restrictions on the state’s power over the individual” and “is capable of opening the door to even 

more dubious forms of social control and social engineering” (O’Mahoney, 2009, p. 112).  

2.5.2 Risk Factors Associated with Juvenile Delinquency: Key 

Australian and International Prospective Longitudinal 

Studies of Offending  

The majority of research on risk factors underlying juvenile delinquency using longitudinal data 

has been conducted in the UK and United States of America principally on white males. In the 

Australian context, data from the Mater University of Queensland Study of Pregnancy (MUSP) 

is adding to the field. The analysis conducted in this research aims to identify risk factors 

associated with Juvenile Justice Contact in Western Australia in a cohort of Aboriginal children. 

Any risk factors found in this research are not causal but individuals experiencing them had a 

greater probability of being associated with the outcome variable of Juvenile Justice Contact. This 

is consistent with research findings that there is no single pathway to delinquency. Rather there 

are a range of risk factors that increase the chance of offending in adolescence. It is also possible 

that a child with multiple risk factors may never display antisocial behaviour or commit offences 

(Shader, 2003). 

There are multiple studies that identify risk factors associated with or that ‘predict’ delinquency. 

In his review of the findings from the Cambridge study, Farrington developed a methodical 

outline of six domains of predictors at age 8-10 years for delinquency: 

1. Antisocial child behaviour including troublesomeness in school, dishonesty and 

aggressiveness; 

2. Hyperactivity-impulsivity-attention deficit, including poor concentration, restlessness, daring 

and psychomotor impulsivity; 

3. Low intelligence and poor school attainment; 

4. Family criminality, including convicted parents, delinquent older siblings, and siblings with 

behaviour problems; 

5. Family poverty, including low family income, large family size and poor housing; 

6. Poor parental child-rearing behaviour, including harsh and authoritarian discipline, poor 

supervision, parental conflict and separation from parents (Farrington, 2005). 

 

In Australia the National Crime Prevention Consortium reviewed key longitudinal studies and 

compiled a comprehensive list of the risk and protective factors associated with juvenile 

delinquency including unique factors that apply to the Australian context. The list is organised 

according to the following domains: child level factors, family level factors, school context, life 

events and community and cultural factors (Table 1). 
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Homel, Lincoln and Herd (1999) undertook to compile a culturally specific list of risk and 

protective factors that may apply to Aboriginal people to be incorporated into the standard list 

drawn up by the National Crime Prevention Consortium. The researchers conducted a review of 

existing literature and interviews with Aboriginal health workers working in urban areas and data 

from the Queensland Sibling Study. The researchers reinforced that developmental theory is 

concerned with the individual characteristics and people and the social context is multi-layered 

incorporating the family and the supports available to the family and the local community. 

Therefore, a developmental approach to prevention should include the individual, family and their 

social environment.  

Table 1 Risk factors associated with antisocial and criminal behaviour: National 

Crime Prevention Pathways to Prevention (National Crime Prevention, 1999, 

p. 136) 

 

Homel et al. proposed that, for the Aboriginal community, additional factors arise from unique 

aspects of Aboriginal history, culture and social structure and suggest that, to fully understand the 

impact on developmental pathways from an Aboriginal perspective, further empirical research 

needs to be undertaken. The researchers found some risk factors shared with the non-Aboriginal 

community and Aboriginal specific risk factors. Shared risk factors were child abuse, school 

failure and supportive family environments.  Aboriginal specific risk factors included forced 

removals from family, dependence on the State due to loss of control of their lives, 
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institutionalized racism, cultural factors which bring Aboriginal people to the attention of the 

police (congregating in public places in large groups, fighting and swearing) and alcohol abuse. 

For Indigenous young people, specific risk factors may include racism, group powerlessness and 

the conflicting demands of different cultures.  Protective factors identified for Aboriginal people 

included cultural resilience, personal controls, and family controls.  

Homel et al. concluded, that for the Aboriginal community, additional factors arise from the 

unique aspects of Aboriginal history, culture and social structure and suggest that further 

empirical research is needed to explore the connections between these risk factors and that 

protective factors need to be better understood. They recommend that this research should be done 

in the context of prevention programs, which should be controlled and developed by the 

Aboriginal community and Aboriginal researchers.  

Unfortunately only a few of these studies are relevant to the Australian setting. Furthermore, none 

of them pay any attention to individual or group differences in pathways or how relevant risk and 

protective factors may vary from group to group and across life phases. This is significant because 

for Indigenous or minority ethnic groups, the character, meaning and impact over the life course 

of risk and protective factors may be quite different from the mainstream. This is also because the 

developmental course of behaviours, such as aggression, appears to be different for males and 

females (National Crime Prevention, 1999).  

The MUSP study is a key Australian longitudinal study located in Queensland, and commenced 

in 1981 and is a prospective study of child health and development. Access to the MUSP study 

data provides a unique opportunity for Australian researchers to report on factors associated with 

adolescent antisocial behaviour relevant to the Australian setting (Bor, McGee & Fagan, 2004). 

The study population includes 8556 women: 8458 women participated in interviews at their initial 

clinic visit, and 7661 women delivered a live singleton baby and completed postnatal surveys. 

Data used in the study were collected from maternal reports, medical reports and child 

assessments to measure for a range of risk factors associated with delinquency that may have their 

origins early in life. In this study, to test for adolescent antisocial behaviour the researchers used 

the Child Behaviour Checklist and sub scales, which was completed by mothers at the 14 year 

follow-up. This checklist has been validated for external validity, cross-cultural validity and 

reliability.  

Independent variables were categorised into five domains: child characteristics, pre/perinatal, 

maternal/familial, maternal pre/postnatal, substance abuse and parenting practices. These 

domains amassed over 40 variables to test for correlations with adolescent antisocial behaviour. 

This study found that all of the maternal and family characteristics including maternal substance 

use, smoking and drinking during and shortly after pregnancy were associated with adolescent 

antisocial behaviour. The strongest reported predictors were high levels of aggression and 
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attention problems/restlessness, which double the likelihood of adolescent antisocial behaviour. 

Bor et al. point out that perinatal factors were not identified as having a direct negative influence 

on adolescents’ antisocial behaviour as highlighted in other literature (Kandel & Mednick, 1991; 

Sanson, Oberklaid, Pedlow & Prior, 1991; Tibbetts & Piquero, 1999). They suggest that this could 

be a case of cross-national difference or that the perinatal influences were diluted over the life 

course with other influences becoming more important. As noted by Bor et al. the relationship 

between distal, medial and proximal factors is likely to be complex involving interactive effects 

(Bor, McGee & Fagan, 2004).  

A WA data linkage study conducted by Ferrante (2013) identified risk factors associated with 

offending and examined the role of sex and ethnicity between risk factors and delinquency. De-

identified linked data were used of all children born 1980-1995 and followed through the system 

until December 2005. Data from a range of administrative data bases were sourced, including: the 

Midwives’ notifications, birth registrations, death registrations, hospital morbidity system, mental 

health data, child protection data, education data and Juvenile Justice data. Ferrante developed a 

control study with controls drawn from the remainder of the population of children born in the 

same period, and five controls were matched to one case and labelled non-offenders. Groups were 

made up of 18098 “offenders” and 94950 “non-offenders”. Univariate analysis was conducted for 

demographic variables and other explanatory variables for both offenders and non-offenders. 

Comparisons were made between the two groups using means and t-tests. Logistic regression 

analysis was used to estimate the independent effects of these factors on the likelihood of 

becoming an offender. 

Ferrante explored the commonalities and differences in risk factors for offending between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cases. Common risk factors identified were sex, assault 

victimization, drug and alcohol use, and being a teen parent. The family domain, produced a raft 

of non-Aboriginal specific risk factors, these were parent assault victimization, sibling assault 

victimization, family mobility, parent death, sibling sexual abuse, parent drug and alcohol use, 

parental mental illness, parent self-harm, large family size, sibling physical abuse and sibling 

illness. Ferrante found that the correlation between delinquency and family-based factors operate 

differently across ethnic groups. The majority of family factors were correlated with non-

Aboriginal offending. Aboriginal specific family factors included many older siblings and sibling 

mental illness. Interestingly, in the community domain socioeconomic disadvantage at birth was 

found to be a non-Aboriginal specific risk factor, and not correlated with Aboriginal offending 

participation (Ferrante, 2013).  
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Table 2 Summary of common and different risk factors associated with 

participation in offending – by Aboriginal status (Ferrante, 2013, p. 227) 

Domain 

Aboriginal only risk 

factor 

Common  

risk factors 

Non-Aboriginal only  

risk factors 

Individual Obstetric 

complications_2 
Sex (N>I) 

Assault victimisation (N>>I) 

Drug and alcohol use (N>I) 

Self-harm (N>>I) 

Being a teen parent (N>>I) 

Born to young mother 

Mental illness 

Serious illness 

Obstetric 

complications_1 

Home  In out-of-home-care 

Maltreatment in adolescence 

Physical abuse at home 

Family 

factors 

Many older siblings 

Sibling mental illness 

Sibling criminality 

Mother illness 

Father illness 

Parent assault 

victimisation 

Sibling assault 

victimisation 

Family mobility 

Parent death 

Sibling sexual abuse 

Parent drug and alcohol 

use 

Parental mental illness 

Parent self-harm 

Large family size 

Sibling physical abuse 

Sibling illness 

School School absenteeism 

 (Yr 5) 

 

Low school achievement in 

middle school (Yr 9) (I>>N) 

Low school achievement in 

middle school (Yr 7) 

Low school achievement in 

mid-primary (Yr 5) (N>I) 

Low school achievement 

in early primary (Yr 3) 

School absenteeism   

(Yr 7) 

School absenteeism (Yr 

9) 

 

Community   Socio-economic 

disadvantage (at birth) 

Note: Bold italics indicates ORs were greater than 2.0; N>>I indicates that Non-Aboriginal OR greatly 
exceeds Aboriginal OR; I>>N indicates that Aboriginal OR greatly exceeds Non-Aboriginal OR; N>I 
indicates that Non-Aboriginal OR exceeds Aboriginal OR; I>N indicates that Aboriginal OR exceeds Non-
Aboriginal OR 

2.6 Individual Level Risk Factors 

2.6.1 Biological Factors 

As presented earlier in (Table 1) there are numerous risk factors that relate to the individual 

domain. When studying individual risk factors biological factors must be included. The link 
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between neuropsychological defects, antisocial behaviour and offending has been well researched 

and recognised (Moffit, 1990).  

Raine (2002) conducted a review of 39 empirical studies to unearth what is known about the 

effects of biosocial interaction in relation to antisocial and violent behaviour. His review included 

areas such as genetics, psychophysiology, obstetrics, brain imaging, neuropsychology, neurology, 

hormones, neurotransmitters and environmental toxins. Raine promotes a simple heuristic 

biosocial model of violence that emphasises the interaction of genetic and environmental 

processes in determining social and biological risk factors that in turn interact individually, and 

interactively predispose to antisocial behaviour.  

 

Figure 5 Heuristic biosocial model of violence (Raine, 2002, p.312) 

From his review Raine found two key themes: 1) when biological and social factors are grouping 

variables and when antisocial behaviour is the outcome, the presence of both risk factors rapidly 

increases the rates of antisocial behavior; and, 2) when social and antisocial variables are grouping 

variables and biological functioning is the outcome, then the social variable invariably moderates 

the anti-social-biology relationship such that these relationships are strongest in those from benign 

home backgrounds. When understood using a biosocial model the development of antisocial 

behaviour involves a complex interaction of intrinsic and environmental factors. Intrinsic factors 
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include a number of variables from neurological deficits and cognitive processing bias to 

temperamental factors and poor regulation.  

While the findings of his review about the biological/genetic factors associated with delinquency 

contribute greatly to a growing area of development Raine concludes that future “biological 

research needs to go beyond simple interaction effects and research the fundamental mechanisms 

and processes underlying the interactions” (p.322). 

2.6.2 Sex Differences  

Sex has been identified as the strongest correlate of juvenile delinquency and crime with boys 

consistently reporting higher offending rates than girls. An ongoing debate in the literature 

addressing crime and sex focuses on the applicability of criminological theories traditionally 

developed from studies on boys to girls (Johansson & Kempf-Leonard, 2009). Belknap and 

Holsinger (2006) assert that ‘malestream’ criminological theories have questionable applicability 

to girls’ offending largely because they were developed to understand boys’ delinquency and even 

then, almost always fail to explain the role of sex in boys’ lives (e.g. masculinity). For 

developmental theorists male and females are exposed to common risk factors for delinquency 

but, females are less exposed to these risk factors than males (Moffitt & Campsi, 2001).  

Mounting evidence supports the opinion that the causes of female delinquency are different to 

that for males (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006; Odgers, Moretti, Burnette, Chauhan, Waite, & 

Reppucci, 2007). Belknap and Holsinger surveyed 444 incarcerated youth (163 girls and 281 

boys) in Ohio about their family, school and peers, victimisation and mental health histories to 

investigate if and how risk factors were based on sex. Four areas potentially influenced by sex 

and delinquency were highlighted: abuse victimisation, family, self-esteem/mental health and 

school experiences. Sex comparisons were made using bivariate analysis (chi-square test), 

multivariate regression analysis was also used controlling for race, age and sexual identity to 

ascertain if sex differences were ‘direct’ or unchanged.  

For self-reported abuse victimisation across all abuse variables girls experienced a significantly 

greater amount of abuse than boys (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006). Participants were asked if their 

experiences of abuse influenced their offending, over half the girls and 40% of the boys agreed 

that it had. Almost 60% of girls experienced sexual abuse compared with 18% of boys. When 

controlling for race, age and sexual identity only physical abuse by family remained significant 

for sex (p≤.0.54). White participants were more likely than ‘coloured’ participants to report 

experiencing family verbal abuse, family physical abuse and witnessing family verbal abuse. 

Belknap and Holsinger note the importance of improved interventions to be available for abused 

children (both males and females) to deter offending and abuse treatment programs available to 

children in detention institutions.  
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Relationships with parents and family were found to be important: 10% of the sample experienced 

the death of one parent; two thirds reported that at least one parent had been incarcerated; and, 

7% reported a parent institutionalised in a mental facility, no sex differences were identified. 

However, girls (56%) were significantly more likely than boys to experience abandonment or 

desertion by a parent (x2 =11.33, p≤.0.001) and were twice as likely as boys to report that they 

would rather be in a detention facility than at home. When asked about their relationship with 

their fathers one quarter of both girls and boys reported that the relationship with their father was 

‘great’. Boys (59%) were more likely to describe their relationship with their mother as being 

‘great’ compared to girls (41%), (x2 =12.55 p≤.0.001) (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006, p. 58-60).  

Across all mental health measures: purposely harmed self, cut or burned self, thought about 

suicide and tried suicide, girls reported a significantly higher likelihood of mental health issues. 

Girls (52%) were more likely than boys (28.5%) to experience thinking about committing suicide 

and more than twice as likely as boys to report they tried to commit suicide (girls 46% vs boys 

19%) (x2 =31.19 p≤.00.1). Also important was self-esteem, with females reporting low self-

esteem across five of the nine measures compared to boys (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006, p. 61-

62).  

Few sex differences were self-reported for school experiences and no differences reported for 

peer experiences. Overall, educational experience was reported as positive, 54% of the sample 

reported school experience as ‘good’ and 34% as ‘adequate’; the remaining 12% reported their 

experience as ‘poor’. Similarly, there were no sex differences in self-reported peer experiences, 

93% reporting having friends who use alcohol and or drugs, 84% had friends involved in crime 

67% reported friends who stay out of trouble and 24% reported currently belonging to a gang. 

Girls (41%) were significantly more likely than boys (31%) to report dropping out of or quitting 

school (x2 =4.35. p≤.0.5). Further, girls were more likely than boys to report they dropped out or 

quit school because they ‘could not keep up’ (42% of girls and 91% boys, x2 =9.32 p≤.00.1) and 

because they had ‘left home’ (45% of girls and 23% of boys, x2 =11.80 p≤.00.1). Without 

accounting for sex differences the key four reasons youth reported dropping out of school were 

‘trouble with the law’ (67%), ‘I left home’ (33%), ‘I could not keep up with school’ (29%) and 

‘conflict’ with teachers (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006, p. 62-65). 

Research supporting shared and sex specific risk factors is emerging. Wong, Slotboom and 

Bijeveld (2010) conducted a systematic literature review on adolescent and young adult female 

delinquency in Europe. The authors proposed that females’ risk factors identified in US studies 

were not transferrable to the European setting due to differences in gun laws, gang involvement 

and economic inequality and poverty. The review identified risk factors common to males and 

females and sex specific factors. Thirty articles were reviewed and risk factors were categorised 

according to four domains: individual factors (birth complications, negative life events, 
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personality, moral development, attitudes towards delinquency and problem behaviour); family 

factors (parenting, family relationships and family situation); school factors (school achievement, 

attachment and commitment) and peer factors (delinquent friends, number of friends and quality 

of relationship with peer). 

The analysis focused on bivariate results with results from multivariate analysis used only when 

a regression analysis was performed. To consider the differences between risk factors and 

delinquency for males and females, the results were compared according to the p=value. In 

relation to the individual domain there were a number of shared risk factors including 

victimisation, low self-esteem and positive attitude towards delinquency. Differences were; 

females had risk factors related to internalising problems; and males only experienced birth 

complications. Several differences between male and females, over numerous studies, were 

identified in relation to the family domain. In relation to female delinquency the mother, with 

factors including low parental trust, low-quality mother-child relationship and low child 

disclosure, played a key role. Unique to males was high parental knowledge about friends, a 

convicted mother and single parenthood. Shared factors included parental monitoring, conflicts 

with family, low-quality father-child relationship, convicted father, low involvement of family in 

school and inadequate parenting (father or both parents). 

In regards to school factors for males, all studies showed low school achievement was associated 

with delinquency and for females, low-quality relationship with teachers. Low school 

commitment was a shared risk factor. Peer risk factors related to male and female delinquency, 

were: having delinquent friends, many activities with friends, problematic youth group 

membership and having a romantic partner.  

This review found a range of similarities between males and females as well as identifying distinct 

differences. For example females were affected by social factors such as negative life events and 

physical abuse by parents and were more likely to internalise problems. Good relationships with 

mothers were highlighted as being protective, whereas, poor relationships put females at risk of 

delinquency. School factors appeared to affect the relationship between males and delinquency 

rather than females. The review concluded that females are likely to have several unique risk 

factors supporting their delinquency (Table 3). 
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Table 3 Outline of unique and shared risk factors from European studies on female 

delinquency (derived from Figures 1, 2, 3, and 4 in the review by  

 Wong et al., 2010, p. 274-279) 

Domain Unique female factors Shared risk factors Unique male factors 

Individual High number of live 

events 

Disobedience 

High self-esteem 

Depression 

Suicidal behaviour 

Victimisation 

Being harassed by an adult 

Low self-esteem 

Aggression 

Low IQ 

Low self-esteem 

Being ashamed towards 

parents, friends and 

teachers 

Positive attitude towards 

delinquency 

Substance abuse 

Birth complications 

Psychological well-being 

Family 

factors 

Maternal parenting style 

 

Low child disclosure 

Being seldom at home 

Physical abuse by parents 

Low parental trust 

Low maternal support 

Low quality mother-child 

relationship 

 

Inadequate parenting 

(father or both parents) 

Paternal parenting style 

Overall parental 

monitoring 

Decreasing parental 

monitoring 

Low involvement of 

parents in school 

Small number of rules at 

home 

Harsh discipline 

Low parental warmth 

Conflicts within family 

Low-quality father-child 

relationship 

Convicted father 

Delinquent sibling 

Living in disadvantaged 

neighbourhood 

High parental knowledge 

about friends 

Convicted mother 

Single parenthood 

Peers Extent of delinquency of 

friends 

Having delinquent friends 

Having negative friends 

Problematic youth group 

membership 

Having a romantic partner 

Many activities with 

friends 

Having friends disliked by 

parents 

 

School 

factors 

Low-quality relationship 

with teachers 

Low school commitment Low school achievement 

 

Ferrante (2013) fitted separate logistic models to males and females to measure the similarities 

and differences in risk factors between males and females and offending (Table 4). When 
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compared with the review by Wong and colleagues, Ferrante reported substance abuse, 

victimisation and delinquent siblings, as shared risk factors for males and females. Accordingly, 

physical abuse was found to be a common female only risk factor between both the studies. Wong 

et al. found obstetric complications and low school achievement to be male only risk factor, 

whereas Ferrante found obstetric complications to be a female only risk factor and low school 

achievement to be a male only risk factor.  

Table 4 Summary of risk factors associated with participation in offending – general 

population (Ferrante, 2013, p. 119) 

Domain 

Male only  

risk factor 

Shared  

risk factors 

Female only  

risk factors 

Individual  Aboriginal status 

Assault victimisation (M>F) 

Drug and alcohol use (F>>M) 

Being a teen parent (M>>F) 

Self-harm (F>>M) 

Born to young mother 

Mental illness 

Serious illness 

Obstetric complication_1 

Home  In out-of-home-care (F>>M) 

Maltreatment in adolescence 

Physical abuse at home 

Family 

factors 

Family morbidity 

Parent self-harm 

Parent alcohol and drug 

abuse 

Sibling mental health 

Father illness 

Sibling criminality 

Parent death 

Mother illness 

Parent mental illness 

Large family size 

Family structure – first 

born 

School Low/school achievement 

in early primary (Yr 3) 

School absenteeism (Yr 

5) 

School absenteeism (Yr 

7) 

 

Low school achievement in 

middle school (Yr 9) (F>M) 

Low school achievement in 

mid-primary (Yr 5) 

Low school achievement in 

middle school (Yr 7) 

 

Community  Socio-economic disadvantage 

(at birth) 

 

Note: Bold italics indicates ORs greater than 2.0; M>F indicates that male OR for this factor exceeds 
female OR; F>F indicates that females OR for this factors exceeds male OR; M>>F indicates that male OR 
for this factor greatly exceeds female OR; F>>M indicates that female OR for this factor greatly exceeds 
female OR 

2.6.3 Intellectual Disability 

Intellectual Disability Exploring Answers (IDEA) database 

As described later in the methods section, the intellectual disability data for this current research 

was extracted from the Intellectual Disability Exploring Answers (IDEA) database held at the 

Kids Telethon Institute. The Western Australian Disability Services Commission (DSC) 
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comprises an important collection of information for people with disabilities including intellectual 

disability (Glasson, Sullivan, Hussain & Bittles, 2005). The database was established in 1952 and 

collects referrals from a range of sources such as health services, the education system and family 

members. Glasson and colleagues used the DSC database to investigate and document the 

characteristics of Aboriginal people presenting for disability services.  

The Heber (Heber 1961) system of classification is used to determine the level of disability6. 

Aboriginality status is collected as indicated by the client. Additional and updated information on 

health status for all people listed with an intellectual disability in the dataset up until 31st 

December 2000 were linked electronically to the Hospital Morbidity Data System and the Death 

Registry. This included updating Aboriginality status and death related information which was 

also cross referenced with the National Death Index. There were 9925 registered clients on the 

DSC register, 330 were Aboriginal, after linkage this number increased to 734, comprising 423 

(57.6%) males and 311 (42.4 females). At that time, Aboriginal people made up 3.4% of the WA 

population and represented 7.5% of clients registered at DSC (Leonard, Petterson, De Klerk, 

Zubrick, Glasson, Sanders & Bower, 2005). The study was not specific to young people but, as 

noted by the authors, the majority of clients were registered by DCS before their early school 

years. The mean age for registration for Aboriginal cases was later than other children at 7.8 years 

and the majority were registered in their early school years. The study has enabled the DSC 

database to be updated with relevant information to ensure that Aboriginal people with an 

intellectual disability get access to adequate services and planning around health and well-being.  

Prevalence of Intellectual Disability in WA 

Overall, there is a scarcity of information reporting on the causes and prevalence of intellectual 

disability in the Aboriginal community. However, it has been noted that the rate of intellectual 

disability in Aboriginal populations is at least twice than expected (Glasson et al., 2005; Leonard, 

Petterson, Bowers & Sanders, 2003). Leonard et al. reported a prevalence of intellectual disability 

as 14.3 per 1000 for all children born in WA from 1983 to 1992, the prevalence for Aboriginal 

children was 30.8 per 1000 with a prevalence rate 2.3 times that of non-Aboriginal children and 

prevalence was greater in males with a prevalence ratio of 1.6 (Leonard et al., 2003). 

A more recent study of the same database reports an increase in the prevalence of intellectual 

disability of 39 per 1000 or 3.9% for Aboriginal people (Bourke, deKlerk, Smith, & Leonard, 

2016). Another WA study reported that children born to Aboriginal mothers were 2.85 (CI, 2.52-

3.18) times more likely to have a mild to moderate intellectual disability compared with non-

Aboriginal mothers and 1.67 (1.03-2.71) times more likely to have a child with a severe 

intellectual disability (Glasson et al., 2005). 

                                                      
6 Severity of disability is determined by clinical assessment of IQ and is categorised as borderline (IQ 85-

70), mild (IQ 69-55), moderate (IQ 54-40), severe (IQ 39-25) or profound (IQ<25). 
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Prevalence of Intellectual Disability in the Juvenile Justice System 

The Royal Commission into Aboriginal deaths in custody highlighted the most significant factor 

contributing to the over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in custody is 

their disadvantaged and unequal position in Australian society, socially, economically, and culturally, 

and it may well be difficult to separate intellectual disability from those problems (RCIADIC, 1986). 

The majority of research on the prevalence of Aboriginal youth with an intellectual disability and 

contact with the Juvenile Justice System has occurred in New South Wales (NSW). 

The NSW Survey of Young Offenders on Community Orders surveyed 800 juveniles serving 

community-based supervision orders with the NSW Department of Juvenile Justice during the 

study period, October 2003 to December 2005 across 22 Juvenile Justice Offices. Supervision 

orders included supervised good behaviour bonds and probation orders, community service work 

orders, parole orders and suspended sentences. The aim of the survey was to better understand 

juvenile offending and offending trajectories and to describe health profiles and substance abuse 

patterns for young people with the aim to develop effective policies and practices to reduce 

recidivism, improve health and create prosocial alternatives for young Australians at risk of a 

criminal career (Kenny & Nelson, 2008).  

The mean age of the cohort was 17 years (22% were younger than 16 years); 85% were young 

men; 66% were from English speaking backgrounds, 19% were Aboriginal and 15% were from 

culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. To assess cognitive disability (IQ) the Wechsler 

Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence (WASI)7 was used (Kenny et al., 2011). Adaptive functioning 

was measured using the Wechsler Individual Achievement Test-II-Abbreviated (WIAT-II-A) 

Composite Standard Score, which is an estimate of overall academic achievement in reading, 

spelling and mathematics. The average IQ score for the sample was 83. The survey found that 

15% (n=119) of young offenders on community orders assessed with the WASI Full Scale IQ 

scores fell into the range consistent with intellectual disability (i.e. <70). Eighty seven (11%) 

scored less than 70 on both the WASI Full-Scale IQ and the WIAT-II-A Composite Standard 

Score revealing that 11% of those on community orders had an intellectual disability. An 

additional 27% had Full Scale IQs in the range 70-79 (borderline) (Kenny et al., 2011). These 

results indicated that 42% of young people on community orders in the cohort (Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal) were functioning in the borderline range of intellectual functioning or lower. The 

pattern of scores was similar for the custody sample, although there were more young offenders 

                                                      
7 The Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence (WASI) 57 is a 15-30 minute test that reliably assesses 

cognitive functioning, and yields verbal, performance and full scale IQ scores for those aged 6 – 89 years. 

Four subtests in the Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence (WASI) combine to provide the Full 

Scale IQ Score (FSIQ-4). The subtests are: Vocabulary; Block Design; Similarities and Matrix 

Reasoning. 
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in custody who scored in the range of intellectual disability. Twelve percent (12%) had a culture- 

fair IQ8 that fell in the range of intellectual disability. Eight percent had scores on both WASI and 

WIAT tests that fell within this range (Kenny & Nelson, 2008).  

The 2009 NSW Young People in Custody Health Survey (YPICHS) conducted by the NSW 

Department of Juvenile Justice is the most significant analysis of the health of a juvenile offender 

population (Indig et al., 2011). This survey followed on from the initial survey conducted in 2003. 

The primary aim of the 2009 survey was to document the health status of young people in all nine 

detention centres across NSW, as well as examining the trend in health status and risk factors 

between 2003 and 2009. The survey consisted of three components: 

1. Collection of baseline data, through a questionnaire, physical health examination including 

blood and urine tests, dental examination, criminal behaviour and psychological assessment; 

2. Follow-up surveys 3, 6 and 9 months; 

3. Data linkage over five years for key health and offending data collections.  

Three hundred and sixty one young people, representing 80% of all young people in custody in 

NSW, participated in the survey. The average age of participants was 17 years and 88% of the 

cohort were young men and 48% were identified as Aboriginal. The Weschsler scale-IV was used 

to assess for intellectual disability, 295 participants were assessed. Results found that 14% of 

participants obtained a Full Scale IQ (FSIQ) score in the extremely low range (< 70); this score 

suggests a possible intellectual disability. In regards to sex, a larger proportion of males had an 

extremely low FSIQ when compared with females (15% of males compared to 5% for females). 

A higher proportion of Aboriginal than non-Aboriginal youth had a low FSIQ (20% Aboriginal 

compared to 7% non-Aboriginal), this difference was statistically significant. Aboriginal young 

people were also significantly more likely to have a low average or lower FSIQ score than non-

Aboriginal young people (89% vs 65%) (Indig et al., 2011).  

Further tests using composite indices which measure specific intellectual abilities, verbal 

comprehensions, perceptual reasoning, working memory and processing speed were conducted 

(Indig et al., 2011). The results from these additional assessments provided further evidence that the 

majority of the Juvenile Justice custodial population were functioning well below that of their peers 

of the same age in the community. Overall, 32% of participants were assessed as having IQ scores 

in the borderline range between 70 and 79 and 31.5% of participants scored in the low average 

intelligence range or below IQ of 80-89. The survey notes that the majority (77%) of the young 

people assessed for intellectual disability scored in the low-average range of intellectual functioning 

                                                      
8 A culture-fair test is a test designed to be free of cultural bias, as far as possible, so that no one culture 

has an advantage over another. The test is designed to not be influenced by verbal ability, cultural 

climate, or educational level. 
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or below, with only four participants scoring in the high average range. The results showed a 

markedly skewed distribution to the lowest end of intellectual functioning (Indig et al., 2011). 

Additional analysis of the above cohort in 2014 by Indig, Frewen and Moore found that 

participants with borderline intellectual functioning were significantly more likely to have a 

previous incarceration, three or more previous incarcerations and to have been incarcerated before 

fourteen years of age.  

Data were used from the NSW 2009 Youth Offender Health Survey to describe the prevalence of 

possible intellectual disability and borderline intellectual functioning and any possible association 

between intellectual disability and Aboriginality after adjusting for the inequalities in social 

disadvantage (Haysom, Indig, Moore & Gaskin, 2014). Baseline data were collected at the onset 

of the 2009 survey and a follow-up survey was conducted at 18 months. As discussed above 361 

young people participated in the survey, of these 82% completed the cognitive and psychological 

screening (50% were Aboriginal). The Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale Fourth Edition (WAIS-

IV)9 Australian and New Zealand Language Adaptation was used for young people aged 17 years 

and over. For those young people under 16 years of age the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 

children was used. Participants who were 16 years were able to complete either test. Risk factors 

included Aboriginal status and postcode of residence which was used as a proxy measure based 

on the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Index of Disadvantage (Australian Bureau Statistics 

[ABS], 2013). Psychological testing included, lifetime psychological disorder, major depressive 

episode, and anxiety disorders, psychotic and conduct disorders and attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder. Self-reported information on self-harm and suicide attempts, out-of-home care 

placements, suspension of expulsion from school and parental incarceration was collected 

(Haysom, et al., 2014). 

The study by Haysom et al. (2014) was a first in exploring the association between intellectual 

disabilities, mental health and social disadvantage and offending behaviour in a cohort of 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal youth. Results showed that youth in this study were at least 10 

times more likely to have an intellectual disability than the general Australian population and 

three times the rate in the Aboriginal population. The Aboriginal youth in this study were more 

disadvantaged than their peers with a higher risk for being in out-of-home care, history of mental 

health, leaving school early, and parental incarceration. When these risk factors were accounted 

for in an adjusted analysis between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal youth, Aboriginal youth were 

no more likely than non-Aboriginal youth to have an intellectual disability. In addition, 

researchers found that there was a discrete group of Aboriginal youth who were at a greater risk 

                                                      
9 The WISC-IV and WAIS-IV intelligence scores were categorised as ‘Extremely Low’ (Full Scale 

Intellectual Quotient, FSIQ<70), ‘Borderline’ (FSIQ 70-79), ‘Low Average’ (FSIQ 80-89), ‘Average” 

(FSIQ 90-109), ‘High Average/Superior’ (FSIQ≥110). Possible ID was categorised as FSIQ <70, and 

possible BIF was IQ 70-79. 
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for intellectual disability compared with the remainder of the Aboriginal group. This group, whose 

first incarceration was from a younger age (before fourteen years of age), were at almost 10 times 

the risk compared with those Aboriginal youth incarcerated at an older age (Haysom et al., 2014). 

The study concluded that the inequalities in the criminal justice system between Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal youth may contribute to the intellectual impairment of those Aboriginal youth 

who are incarcerated at an earlier age. The authors also highlighted that Aboriginal youth with 

psychosis are at high risk of cognitive impairments which suggest a co-morbid intellectual 

disability in which case they should be diverted at court for a formal assessment instead of being 

incarcerated (Haysom et al., 2014). 

International research also reports a high prevalence of juvenile offenders with intellectual 

disability in the justice system. In the UK, Kroll et al. (2002) assessed the mental health, social, 

and educational needs of a group of young people in a prospective, longitudinal study. The study 

recruited 97 boys aged 12-17 years who were admitted to secure care due to serious or persistent 

offending. Assessment of their needs was conducted at the time of admission and 3 months later 

using a standardised interview schedule and psychometric tests. To measure intellectual disability 

the Weschler Intelligence Scale for Children, 3rd edition (WISC-III) and the Weschler objective 

reading test (WORD) were completed. Results showed that 27% of these children had an 

intellectual disability and 43% had a borderline IQ (Kroll, Rothwell, Bradley, Shah, & Bailey 

2002). 

A more recent UK study found a 20% prevalence of juvenile offenders with an IQ <70. 

Chitsabesan et al. (2006) conducted a study in the UK to evaluate mental health and psychosocial 

needs of a cohort of 301 juvenile offenders. A cross-sectional survey was conducted in six 

representative geographical locations across England and Wales, the sample population were 

young people aged 13-18 years of age consisting of a representative sample including females 

and youth from ethnic backgrounds. Demographic information, data relating to mental health and 

social needs and data from psychometric assessments were gathered. The Wechsler Abbreviated 

Scale of Intelligence (WASI) was used to assess the IQ levels of participants. The results found 

that 20% (n=60) of juvenile offenders in the cohort had an IQ <70 meeting the criteria for a 

learning disability and 31% had an IQ 70-79 indicating a borderline learning disability 

(Chitsabesan, Kroll, Bailey, Kenning, Sneider, MacDonald & Heodosiou, 2006).  

The reasons for the over-representation of Aboriginal young people with intellectual disabilities 

being incarcerated have been investigated. Skaret and Wilgosh (1989) conducted a review of the 

literature on learning disabilities and juvenile delinquency and proposed five dominant 

hypotheses to explain the overrepresentation of young people with intellectual disabilities and 

juvenile delinquency: 
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1. The school failure hypothesis maintains that learning disabilities lead to academic failure 

causing a child to engage in delinquent behaviours; 

2. The susceptibility hypothesis states that children are more susceptible to delinquent behaviour 

because of personality attributes they possess, including impulsivity, emotional lability to 

conceptualise causal relationships, and poor reception of social cues; 

3. The differential treatment hypothesis asserts that if children with learning disabilities engage 

in the same level of delinquent behaviour as a child with no learning disability they are more 

likely to be: (a) arrested by police, (b) be adjudicated by the courts, and (c) be more severely 

dealt with by the system; 

4. The sociodemographic characteristics hypothesis argues that a causal relationship exists 

between a learning disability and juvenile delinquency due to differences in parents’ ethnicity 

and their financial and educational status; 

5. The response bias hypothesis proposes that learning disability and non-learning disability 

children and youth engage in delinquent behaviour to the same level and seriousness, but the 

learning disability group appear more delinquent because of an inability to conceal their 

behaviour when being questioned. 

The 2008 Australian Human Rights Commission investigation into Aboriginal youth with 

intellectual disabilities/mental health issues in the criminal justice system provide a 

comprehensive list of their findings which can be used as a guide to inform policy and programs 

and this is relevant to the aims of this thesis:  

 Indigenous conceptions of cognitive disability and mental health illness are different from 

Western definitions and depend more on relationships with others and cultural explanations; 

 Disability issues are always secondary to cultural identity. This means that many Indigenous 

people are uncomfortable with mainstream disability and mental health services and 

substantial changes must be made to ensure accessibility; 

 The high incidence of mental health illness and cognitive disabilities in Indigenous young 

people relates to the social determinants of health, including social, economic and cultural 

factors; 

 The education system is failing indigenous young people, especially those with a cognitive 

disability or mental health issues; 

 There are a range of explanations for the over-representation of young people with cognitive 

disability or mental health issues in the criminal justice system. These relate to school failure, 

susceptibility of involvement with the criminal justice system, differential treatment and lack 

of services in the criminal justice system, that these young people are more likely to be caught 

and that they face significant socio-demographic disadvantage; 
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 Substance use is an intervening factor in the offending of many Indigenous young people with 

cognitive disabilities or mental health problems but can also be the cause of the actual 

disability or mental illness as well; 

 There are no specific early intervention or diversion programs that target Indigenous young 

people with cognitive disabilities or mental health problems (Australian Human Rights 

Commission, 2008). 

The lack of consistent and comparable prevalence rates of intellectual disability across 

populations is compounded by the fact that in Australia there is no regular collection system that 

routinely records those people with intellectual disabilities who come into contact with the justice 

system. The NSW Law Reform Commission notes this and suggests that collection and analysis 

of data for young people with an intellectual disability would enable tracking changes in 

prevalence and monitor their contact across various stages of the justice system, allowing for 

evaluation of court and diversionary outcomes and inform policy and program development (New 

South Wales, Law Commission Report, p. 135, 2012).  

2.7 Family Factors 

This section on family factors starts with a discussion describing the Aboriginal kinship system 

and characteristics that shape Aboriginal families in the context of this thesis. This is followed by 

a review of the literature in regard to family structure, family size, teenage mothers, and child 

abuse and neglect. Researchers in the area have reported the scarcity of literature on Aboriginal 

parenting and child rearing practices (Muir & Bohr, 2014; Kruske, Belton, Wardaguga, & Narjic, 

2012; Cheah & Chirkov, 2008). Family has been highlighted as the cornerstone of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander culture, spirituality and identity (Secretariat of National Aboriginal and 

Islander Child Care [SNAICC], 2010) and family structures consist of complex and extensive 

relationships established by kinship systems and other members of the community with whom 

the child is in contact (Lohoar, Butera & Kennedy, 2014; AIHW, 2012; Guilfoyle et al., 2010, p. 

69 citing the Warrki Jarrinkaku ACRS Project Team 2002). Further, it has been recognised that 

Aboriginal family structures consist of complex and extensive relationships that differ from non-

Aboriginal Australians (AIHW, 2012). 

As highlighted by Atkinson and Swain (1999) Aboriginal society lived a hunter-gatherer lifestyle 

with a strong spiritual connection to their land within a strong kinship system. These structures 

determined the course of family life, with clear “lines of rights and obligations to others within 

the family, clan and ultimately linguistic group” (p. 220). This complex model of extended family 

prescribed relationships gave children access to “multiple mothers as all the sisters of their 

biological mothers recognised as their mothers”, this notion was the same for the fathers 

(Atkinson & Swain, 1999, p. 220). If a woman in such a community is childless she still has an 

active mothering role in relation to her sister’s children (as classified within the kinship system). 
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She may also take on a primary role in growing-up a particular child or children (Ralph, cited in 

Yeo, 2003). In Australian Aboriginal culture child rearing practices are central to families and the 

whole community not the sole responsibility of the parents (Yeo, 2003). Siblings and extended 

family also had a designated role in raising the child (Nelson & Allison, 2000). Aboriginal 

Australians’ relationships were akin to the Navajo culture where maternal grandmothers, aunts 

and other family members were very involved with young children (Hossain et al., 1999 cited in 

Muir & Bohr, 2014). Atkinson and Swain (1999) assert that the extended family model has 

endured and is current as a highly supportive network within urban Aboriginal communities: 

“despite all the dislocation following colonisation, traditional patterns of mothering continue to 

structure motherhood in the contemporary Koorie community” (p. 224). 

In their study of childhood health and development and rearing practices in two remote 

communities in Northern Australia researchers documented how all members of the family were 

‘introduced’ to the infant as important in their development within the kinship system and found 

that each child “is independent…capable of communicating their needs from birth...and the entire 

family group is responsible to responding” (Kruse et al., 2012, p. 783). Kruse et al. also found 

that “Aboriginal children were highly prized and valued members of a large family network” and 

were raised in accordance with Aboriginal cultural protocols and beliefs (p. 779). Children’s early 

social learning is supported “within a supportive and sharing environment based on traditional 

laws regarding the correct way to live and behave” (p. 777).  

The colonial history of Aboriginal Australia is one of systematic disempowerment and dislocation 

of land and culture from the time of European contact (Johnson, 1991). Atkinson (2002) describes 

this ongoing legacy as trans-generational trauma. The devastation of colonialisation on Aboriginal 

culture, families and land, spirituality, language and belief systems has been well documented. 

Further, the disruption to the roles of family has impacted through generations with disastrous 

consequences. The 1997 National Inquiry Bringing Them Home Report into the Separation of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families found that the forced removal 

of Aboriginal children disrupted the cultural kinships system affecting parental attachment, 

parental deprivation and loss of parenting skills (Human Rights Equal Opportunity Commission 

[HREOC], 1997). Similarly, Atkinson and Swain also maintained that the generational separation 

and removal of Koori children from their community and families has “denied normal childhood 

development, the opportunity to bond with parents to experience love and acceptance and the 

skills and confidence to parent” (Atkinson & Swain, 1999).  

An ethnographic study of contemporary Aboriginal child rearing, demonstrates that traditional 

child rearing values and practices have not been destroyed by the traumatic events following 

colonisation, but, at a fundamental level, have, in some environments, survived and adapted to 

contemporary urban life (Malin, Campbell & Agius’s, 1996). Likewise, in their review of 
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traditional Aboriginal child rearing practices in contemporary settings Kruse et al. also concluded 

that despite the impact of historical events, traditional values and the practices that support them 

are still evident in some more traditional Aboriginal communities today (Kruse et al., 2012). 

While Ryan notes that “the traumatic and ongoing effects of colonialisation have placed 

constraints on the ability of Aboriginal people to maintain their traditional ways of caring for their 

children” (Ryan, 2011, p. 184). 

Not much is known about the role of Aboriginal fathers and the contribution they make to the 

lives of their children and families. Traditionally Aboriginal men were protectors and providers 

of the family. However, through the effects of colonialisation this role has changed (SNAICC, 

2010). According to Atkinson and Swain “men were emasculated, robbed of the authority and 

position they held in traditional society without being able to find a parallel status in the new 

order” (Atkinson & Swain, 1999, p. 223).  

The role of Aboriginal fathers has also been overlooked in the literature. For instance, in two 

urban studies of Nunga and Korrie child rearing and mothering, the voices of Aboriginal men are 

absent (Malin et al., 1996; Atkinson & Swain, 1999). In a study of the first year of 15 Aboriginal 

babies in two Northern Australian communities, Kruse et al. reported that at this stage the father 

was responsible for ‘ensuring’ that the mother could do her job in caring for the baby (Kruse et 

al., 2012). Aboriginal fathers incarcerated in Queensland prisons reported that they saw 

themselves as role models in their children’s lives with responsibility for transferring cultural 

knowledge including traditional education and knowledge, teaching them how to respect 

community Elders and teaching them about corroboree and dance, hunting and collecting bush 

tucker and other traditional cultural practices. They also want to encourage their children to make 

better life choices and decisions than they had (Dennison, Smallbone, Stewart, Freiberg, & 

Teague, 2014). 

Arabena (2006) suggests that adolescents in modern times are subject to Western ideals of women 

being the main caregivers, who supply the most appropriate nurturing, whereas nurturing in 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures is seen as a shared responsibility between men and 

women and there are clear and specific roles and responsibilities for the ‘growing up’ of the next 

generation (p. 87-88). However, some mainstream studies show that under certain circumstances 

living with a father may not be of benefit to the child. For instance, a New Zealand study of young 

fathers found that it was not in the interests of the child to be in touch with the biological father 

if he was a drug-user, engaged in crime or was himself living out the consequences of a troubled 

childhood (Jaffee, Caspi, Moffitt, Taylor, & Dickson, 2001). 
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2.7.1 Family structure and Juvenile Delinquency 

References in this section date back to 1983. While it is desirable to have contemporary literature 

there is little recent research to support the arguments made in this section. 

Australian family structure is changing, of all families in 2012-13 with resident children aged 0 

to 17 years (2.8 million), 81% were couple families and 19% were one parent families (ABS, 

2015) an increase of single parent families from 10.6% in 2011 (ABS, 2013). Key Australian 

surveys have reported that a high percentage of Aboriginal families are single parent families. 

The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey reported that among all young 

parents in 2008, 59% were living with a partner and 41% were single parents and, overall, rates 

of single parenting were higher among young parents than parents aged 25 years and over (41% 

vs 30%). (ABS, 2011). The Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey (WAACHS) 

described households across WA: almost four in ten households were classified as two original 

parent families (38%) or sole parent families (38%); two parent step/blended families comprised 

16% of all households; with other household types (such as aunts/uncles and grandparents) 

accounting for the remaining 8% (Silburn, Zubrick, De Maio, Shepherd, Griffin, Mitrou, Dalby, 

Hayward, & Pearson, 2006). 

Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber (1986) conducted a meta-analysis of concurrent and longitudinal 

studies to identify factors associated with juvenile delinquency. The meta-analysis reviewed 15 

studies which included 40 pieces of analysis of structural relationships. The review found that a 

range of socialisation variables such as lack of parental supervision, parental rejection and parent-

child involvement were strong predictors of juvenile conduct problems and delinquency. Parents’ 

marital status and parents with a criminal record were identified as medium strength predictors. 

Lack of parental discipline, parental health and parental absence were weak predictors. They 

reported that in concurrent and predictive studies family variables and child conduct 

problems/delinquency were consistently related to each other.  

In order to address the causal relationships between family variables and juvenile conduct 

problems, information was ordered according to four ‘heuristic paradigms’ or sets of hypotheses. 

These were the neglect paradigm, the neglect of children by the parents; the conflict paradigm, 

unusual levels of conflict between children and parents; the deviant behaviours and attitudes 

paradigm, the influence of parents’ deviant behaviour and attitudes on children; and the disruption 

paradigm, disruptions to family functioning such as death, illness, or divorce. The paradigms were 

used as heuristic tools to organise the data, not as causal models to establish causality (Loeber & 

Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986, p. 31).  

The meta-analysis found that the neglect paradigm had the strongest correlation with conduct 

disorders or juvenile delinquency and least association was revealed for the disruption paradigm. 



 

 42 

The presence of a sibling with delinquency, aggression or covert conduct disorder increased the 

probability of this behaviour in other children in the family. Interestingly, this review found no 

differences between boys and girls and highlighted the scarcity of studies of family processes in 

black and other minority groups. Loeber et al. noted that this was surprising given the relatively 

high rates of juvenile delinquency in these groups. In conclusion, the results indicate that 

delinquency and conduct problems are all positively associated with all paradigms. Distinctly 

different processes contribute to the same outcomes and ‘multiple causes and various 

developmental paths’ may explain the relationship between family factors and criminality.  

Wells and Rankin (1991) highlighted the need to conduct a small scale review so that a more 

detailed analysis of specific family issues could be conducted in contrast to the broader review 

described above by Loeber and Stouthamer-Loeber (1986). Wells and Rankins’ meta-analysis 

research on ‘broken homes’ reviewed methodological variations in 50 studies on family structure. 

Across 44 studies most of the studies reported that ‘broken homes’ (or family structure) has a 

‘consistent and reliable association with juvenile delinquency’, revealing a higher prevalence of 

10-15% for delinquency in ‘broken homes’ than for ‘intact homes’ (Wells & Rankin, 1991, p. 

79). Wells and Rankins’ review also revealed that the correlation between ‘broken homes’ and 

juvenile delinquency is stronger for minor forms of juvenile misconduct (status offences, drug 

use) and weakest for serious forms of criminal behaviour (such as theft and interpersonal 

violence). These findings correspond with other research (Wilkinson, 1980; Rankin, 1983).  

Six of the studies reviewed by Wells and Rankin reported racial comparisons; three found no 

differences between black and white, two reported stronger effects for white youth; and one study 

reported a stronger effect for ‘broken homes’ for black youth; this led to the conclusion that 

ethnicity was found to be insignificant. Sex differences were slightly stronger among boys than 

girls which indicates no consistent difference in effect. Of significance Wells and Rankin reported 

that the use of official records to measure delinquency results inflated correlation between broken 

homes and delinquency compared to self-reported data.  

In their review Wells and Rankin found that the association with delinquency was stronger for 

families ‘broken’ by divorce or separation than by the death of a parent.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

However, there is some contention over the terminology ‘broken homes’ and ‘intact homes’. Heck 

and Walsh (2000) assert: 

How a home was broken may be more important in the explanation of delinquency 

than is the brute fact that it is broken. A home broken by divorce reveals a certain 

amount of familial discord prior to the fracture but possibly less than a home broken 

by desertion. On the other hand a home broken by death reveals nothing about prior 

family dynamics (p.180). 



 

 43 

Likewise Juby and Farrington (2001) point out that the family structure variable commonly used 

does not reflect the most relevant aspects of family functioning: 

A dichotomous variable (broken vs intact; two-parent vs lone-parent) ignores many 

important pre-disruption (e.g. reasons for disruption, timing of disruption, Sex of the 

lost parent, and level of conflict) and post-disruption (e.g. Sex of the custodial parent, 

subsequent family reconstitution) characteristics of complex family disruption 

processes. As a result, families with very different experiences, many of which may 

perhaps cancel out in statistical analysis are classified together (p. 23). 

Wright and Wright (1994) assert that the definitions ‘broken’ and ‘intact’ to describe family 

structure are ‘value-laden’. They explain the word ‘broken’ “possesses a negative connotation 

…it seems inappropriate to use a negative word for single parenthood” (p. 20).  

A re-examination of the data from the Cambridge study was conducted in Juby and Farrington 

(2001) to test the overall hypothesis that delinquency is more common among boys from 

permanently disrupted families (broken homes) in general than boys from intact families. Juby 

and Farrington (2001) maintain that there are three major theories that explain the relationship 

between disrupted families and delinquency: trauma theories, life course theories, and selection 

theories. The trauma theories suggest that the loss of a parent has a damaging effect on children, 

most commonly because of the effect on attachment to the parent. Life course theories focus on 

separation as a long drawn out process rather than a discrete event, and on the effects of multiple 

stressors typically associated with separation. Selection theories argue that disrupted families are 

associated with delinquency because of pre-existing differences in family income or child rearing 

methods, for example (Juby & Farrington, 2001). 

Four hypotheses were proposed to test life course theories: how does the boy’s age at the time of 

family disruption affect his risk of delinquency? Are delinquency rates different according to 

whether the boy remains with the mother or father after the separation? Are boys who remain 

with lone mothers less delinquent than boys with mothers and stepfathers and how does the post-

disruption family trajectory influence delinquent development? Previous historical research on 

disrupted families using the Cambridge study by West and Farrington (1973) found that twenty 

one percent of 28 boys from homes broken by parental death were convicted, compared with 

thirty eight percent of 48 boys from homes broken for other reasons, and eighteen percent of 335 

boys not from broken homes. Juby and Farrington follow on from these results to analyse the 

concept of broken homes and disrupted families in more depth.  

Original case notes were used to recode all disrupted family variables for this analysis, 334 boys 

were allocated to intact families and 75 boys allocated to the disrupted family group. Descriptive 

analysis found that boys from disrupted families were 1.9 times more likely (CI 1.1-3.3) to have 

a conviction when compared to boys from intact families. Likewise boys from disrupted families 
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were 2.1 times more likely to be self-reported delinquents and 1.8 times more likely to be 

convicted as adults. High family conflict was also found to increase the likelihood of offending 

(OR=2.8, CI 1.2-3.7).  

Interestingly, there was no difference in delinquency rates between boys from intact, low 

conflictual families and boys from disrupted families who stayed with their mothers. In contrast 

boys who were not with their mothers had high delinquency rates. Juby and Farrington attribute 

this to the absence of the mother which, in their view, often leads to family instability and many 

parental transitions.  

Other key results showed that disruptions caused by parental disharmony were more damaging than 

disruption caused by death and that the loss of a mother was more harmful than the loss of the father 

in fostering high delinquency rates; this concurs with Bowlby’s theory (Bowlby, 1951). Juby and 

Farrington’s results confirm that generally disrupted families are correlated with high delinquency 

rates. However, none of these studies were conducted with Australian Aboriginal communities.    

Some studies investigated how the effect of family structure (single parent family vs two-parent 

family) may vary according to sex and ethnicity. 

McCluskey and Tovar (2003) examined the associations between family processes and 

delinquency using two waves of data from the 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 

(NLSY) which consisted of a multiethnic sample. The sample consisted of White, African 

American and Latino youth only if they were interviewed in both waves. A total of 3603 youth 

were included in the study: White (54%), African American (25%) and Latino (25%), and of these 

fifty two percent were males and forty eight percent females.  

The measures used for analysis were allocated into three categories, delinquency, family 

processes and control variables. For delinquency a range of delinquent acts were used to assess 

involvement in property crime, violent crime and drug sales and the number of times they 

committed a delinquent act. The family process category consisted of attachment to parents, 

parental supervision and family involvement scales which were conducted in the NLSY 1997 

study as well as surveys where participants were asked to describe their relationship with both 

parent figures. Control variables included demographic data such as sex and age with a measure 

of family structure (family structure indicated living in a single parent household or with both 

parents). 

Initial descriptive analysis found that Whites were significantly more likely than either African 

or Latinos to live in a two-parent household (81% compared to 56% and 72%) and African 

Americans were least likely to live in a two-parent household. African Americans reported fifty 

five percent prior delinquency acts compared to forty six percent of Whites and Latinos forty-one 
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percent. Further, they found that family structure living with two parents reduced delinquent 

behaviour in the Latino and White groups but not in the African American group.  

Bivariate analysis was used to examine if family processes had an effect on delinquency. When 

comparing family process measures across all groups, analysis found that associations were 

negative and statistically significant, suggesting that higher levels of attachment, supervision and 

involvement were associated with lower levels of delinquency. Attachment and supervision were 

the strongest correlated measures across all ethnic groups.  

Multivariate analysis was performed to investigate if the bivariate relationship between 

delinquency and family processes held after demographic and family background variables were 

added. Living in a two-parent household significantly decreased delinquent involvement for 

Whites and Latinos but not for African Americans compared to living in a single parent family. 

Living in a two-parent family predicted lower delinquency compared to a single parent family for 

females but not among males (McCluskey & Tovar, 2003).  

Studies have found that family processes are important factors to be taken into account when 

explaining the relationship with delinquency as evidenced by Demuth and Brown (2004). 

Demuth and Brown (2004) used 1995 Add Health survey data to compare delinquency among 

adolescents across five different scenarios: two-biological parent married families; single-mother 

families; single-father families; mother-stepfather families; and, father-stepmother families. 

Demuth and Brown found that adolescents in single-parent families and stepfamilies were 

significantly more likely to engage in delinquency when compared with adolescents in two-

biological parent married families. When accounting for other family processes such as parent 

involvement, parent supervision, parent monitoring, and parent closeness, the significant 

relationship between family structures became insignificant. Another key finding was that a 

stronger relationship exists between indirect social controls (closeness) and delinquency 

compared to direct social controls and delinquency. Therefore family processes are more likely 

to promote delinquency than family structure.  

As mentioned earlier, all the literature reviewed in this Family Factors section relates to 

mainstream constructs of family which, traditionally, have involved children living with and 

being brought up by a mother and father. Aboriginal constructs and customs around family 

structure comprise very different processes and arrangements so the responsibility for children 

does not rest with the biological parents but with all members of the family. 

2.7.2 Family Size 

As with the Family Structure, no published literature relating to Australian Aboriginal children 

and delinquency has been found for the factor family size. In their review of the literature Loeber 
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& Stouthamer-Loeber (1986) outlined studies that found that family size was either predictive or 

correlated with conduct problems and delinquency. The authors hypothesise several reasons for 

these correlations: parents of large families find it difficult to discipline and supervise their 

children compared to parents of small families; often parents of large families delegate child 

rearing roles to older children, who may not be experienced enough to effectively take on this 

role; large families tend to be exposed to illegitimacy, overcrowding and poverty and parents in 

these types of families find it difficult to rear large numbers of children; and, finally delinquency 

may be fostered through exposure to delinquent siblings.  

Brownfield and Sorenson (1994) used data from the Seattle Youth Study which was collected to 

measure the adequacy of self-reported measures of delinquent behaviour. Brownfield and 

Sorenson used these data to examine the relationship between family size and delinquency with 

a focus on social control theory and social learning theory. The data selected for inclusion were 

for 846 white male and 272 white female subjects. The measure of delinquency used was based 

on a standard index of items originally developed by Hirschi (1969). The index was based on 

replies from the following six items: 

1. Have you even taken things (worth less than $2) that did not belong to you? 

2. Have you ever taken things of some value (between $2 and $50) that did not belong to you? 

3. Have you ever taken things of large value (worth over $50) that did not belong to you? 

4. Have you ever banged up something that did not belong to you on purpose? 

5. Not counting fights with a brother or sister, have you ever beaten up on anyone or hurt anyone 

on purpose? 

6. Have you ever taken a car belonging to someone you didn’t know for a ride without the 

owner’s permission?  

The data included two measures of family size, the first was the number of brothers and sisters 

who live at home and the second measure, which is more clearly associated with delinquency, is 

the total number of brothers and sisters regardless of whether they live at home or not. Analysis 

found that female self-reported delinquency was unrelated to sibship size; however, a significant 

small positive correlation (r=.11) between sibship size and delinquency (females were excluded) 

was found. To test the social control theory, measures including parental attachment (identify 

with father, maternal communication and maternal supervision) and educational performance 

were used. Results found that school grades and maternal supervision were positively strongly 

associated with delinquency, but not correlated significantly with either self-reported delinquency 

or sibship size. After regressing self-reported delinquency on sibship size and the control theory 

variables, results showed that sibship size remained significantly positively correlated with 

delinquency, holding constant the control theory measures. In summary, measures of attachment 
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to parents, parental supervision and educational experience do not account for the correlation 

between sibship size and self-reported delinquency. 

To test the social learning theory researchers hypothesised that sibling delinquent behaviour may 

account for the effects of family size on self-reported delinquency. Results found that sibling 

delinquency is relatively strongly correlated with both sibship size (r =.32) and with self-reported 

delinquency (r = .27). These findings support social learning theory, adolescents living in large 

families are at a greater risk of having a delinquent sibling, and large families had more antisocial 

role models.  

Data from the Canadian National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY) was used 

to examine the effect of parenting on children’s self-control considering family size and parental 

composition (Phythian, Keane & Krull, 2008). The NLSCY is a long-term study of Canadian 

children that follows their development and well-being from birth to early adulthood; the 

collection began in 1994 surveying 13,439 households. This study uses self-reported data 

collected at wave three from children aged 10-15 years, a sample consisting of 3,927 children. 

These data were collected four years after the initial survey. The hypothesis relating to family size 

was hypothesis 3 (p. 76) which stated that factors previously determined to be significantly related 

to delinquent or deviant behaviour (such as family type, family size, and socio-economic status) 

should have a negligible impact on self-control when controlling for parental effectiveness. 

Family size was measured according to the survey question which asked about the number of 

children aged 0 to 17 years in the household; this number was capped at four due to the small 

number of response categories. Forty per cent of children came from households with two 

children, thirty eight per cent were an only child, fifteen per cent had three children and those 

households with four or more children accounted for seven per cent. The study found the number 

of children in the household, the person most knowledgeable (about the child) education and the 

parents socioeconomic status did not significantly impact on self-control (Phythian, Keane & 

Krull, 2008). 

2.7.3 Teenage Mothers 

Globally, policy makers and politicians have viewed teenage pregnancy as a social and public 

health issue that needs to be addressed (United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund 

[UNICEF], 2001). The UNICEF reported that in comparison to other industrialised countries 

Australia’s rate of teenage pregnancy was in the higher category, but considered of ‘minor’ 

concern and no need for intervention. A review of adolescent motherhood in an Australian context 

suggests that many of the negative outcomes associated with teenage mothers has less to do with 

age and more to do with social disadvantage (Sheeran, Jones, Farnell & Rowe, 2016).  It is well 

established that the children of teenage mothers are at great risk of delinquency. The United 

Nations reported that a child of a teenage mother is “more likely to live in poverty, to grow up 



 

 48 

without a father, to become a victim of abuse or neglect, to do less well at school, to become 

involved in crime, to abuse drugs and alcohol and eventually to become a teenage parent and 

begin the cycle again” (UNICEF, 2001, p. 3). Studies in the area typically define “young” or 

“early” childbearing as that which occurs before the mother had reached age 20 or 21 years 

(Pogarsky, Thornberry & Lizotte, 2003). Teenage pregnancy has been shown to be a risk factor 

for delinquency in several studies. However, no published studies involving Australian 

Aboriginal children have been found. There are various ways in which age at childbearing could 

be associated with a child’s delinquency.  

Morash and Rucker (1989) used data from four surveys in the United States and England to 

explore the relationship between a mother’s age and the birth of her first child and the child’s 

involvement in pro-delinquent and delinquent behaviour. Data were collected from: the London 

(Cambridge) Longitudinal Survey (LLS); the Philadelphia cohort Study; The National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY); and, the National Survey of Children (NSC). 

Morash and Rucker organised the analysis according to three groups of variables: i) biological, 

ii) family structure, and iii) social class and community context. 

The London Longitudinal Survey reported that before age 10 years boys with early bearing 

mothers more often experience a broken home and separation from a parent and are living with a 

relative other than a parent by age 16 years. Further, during their early childhood they experienced 

physical neglect, poor parental supervision, erratic father discipline and neglectful mother 

parenting. Mothers were likely to have a background of parent death or desertion.  

The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth allowed for a comparison between white, blacks and 

Hispanic mothers, finding that early childbearing mothers of all groups had lower income, and 

less education. The survey found that children of young childbearing mothers had more siblings, 

parents had poor education, and the biological father was less likely to be present in the home. 

For the black and Hispanic mothers, number of siblings and parent education differentiate, as 

weak predictors of delinquency. Furthermore, for black and Hispanic mothers there was little 

difference in economics for older and younger childbearing mothers who were alone, though older 

childbearing was related to more parent education and smaller family size. In the overall sample, 

youth with early child bearing mothers were more likely to be delinquent and entered the justice 

system. Those youth with the least contact with the justice system lived with both biological 

parents at age 14 years, irrespective of the mother’s age.  

The National Survey of Children found that within every category of family, black mothers were 

worse off economically when compared with the white group. There was no significant difference 

in delinquency between youth with early and late childbearing mothers.  
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Across these entire studies biological disadvantage was not linked to early childbearing. What the 

analysis found was that teenage mothers were correlated with low-income families, reliant on 

welfare support, with absent biological fathers. However, these factors were not strong predictors 

of delinquency. The presence of the biological father during the child’s adolescence appeared to 

be a protective factor and moderated many of these adverse factors. Moreover, a number of other 

factors characterised these families, poor child rearing practices such as harsh and neglectful 

parenting, and poor education achievements of mother and/or father. A key limitation to this study 

was that mother’s age at first birth was not separated from the age of the study child. Early 

childbearing fixes the mother and all her children in a poorer social status. Morash and Ruckers 

(1989) justified their emphasis on maternal age at first birth stating that it is “the major influence 

on the social status of a mother and her children” (p. 50).   

Nagin, Pogarsky and Farrington (1997) embarked on a study to examine the connection between 

the mother’s age and her children’s criminality using the interpretive value of both maternal and 

paternal birth ages. The study used the data from the Cambridge Study, a prospective longitudinal 

survey of 411 males (mostly all Caucasian) from a working class area in London. The analysis 

was conducted in two stages. The first stage investigated the correlation of criminality of subjects 

using the two relevant measures of maternal age (age of the mother at first birth and age of the 

mother at the birth of the study subject). The second component was conducted after identifying 

the association between maternal childbearing age and children’s criminality.  

The three explanations for why children of adolescent mothers might be a risk factor for 

criminality were: 1) the life course-immaturity account which presumes that adolescents lack the 

capacity to be an effective parent; 2) the persistent poor parenting-role model account considers 

that the criminality of children of adolescent mothers is attributable to ineffective or poor 

parenting and assumes that ineffective parenting is a time-stable feature of the parents’ behaviour; 

and, 3) the diminished resources account focuses on the consequences of a lack of resources 

making the children more disposed to crime due to poverty. (Pogarsky, Thornberry & Lizotte, 

2006, p.1256) 

This study did not support the life course-immaturity explanation; therefore long term behaviours 

of the children were not associated with the mother’s age. However, it did find that children from 

large families born to early childbearing mothers were at greater risk of criminality and this 

association was explained by a combination of factors from poor parenting (physical neglect and 

poor parenting) to diminished resources (inadequate income and parental separation). In 

summary, the children of young mothers were more disposed to crime as they lacked human 

resources as well as economic resources.  

Data were used from the 1986 Rochester Youth Development Study (RYDS) to examine the 

relationship between a mother’s age at first childbirth and delinquency of her children. The RYDS 
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is a multi-wave panel study of adolescent development. Participants were drawn from 1,000 

seventh and eighth grade students enrolled in Rochester public school during 1987-1988. 

Participants included 68% African American, 15% White and 17% Hispanic children. Interviews 

occurred with the children and caregivers at six month intervals from 1988-1992 then annually 

from 1994-1997. Age at commencement of the study was 13.5 years and 22 years at the last 

interview (Wave 12) (Pogarsky, Lizotte & Thornberry, 2003).  

The RYDS sought to investigate the social, psychological and developmental markers for 

delinquency, violence and drug use. Pogarsky et al. drew on previous studies by Nagin et al. and 

others to seek further evidence to explain the ‘early first-birth effect’. Previous research has found 

that the “early first-birth effect” is attributable to a single theory or mechanism. Pogarsky et al. 

assert that is it necessary to explore the “early first-birth effect” using contemporary longitudinal 

data from the United States as previous studies have reported on data from Montreal, London and 

Dunedin. This study set out to examine the association between a mother’s age at childbearing 

and the self-reported and official records concerning delinquency of her children and to consider 

if the effects of being born to a teenage mother vary by the child’s sex and ethnicity.  

The authors used three categories of mediating factors that underlie the association between a 

mother’s age at childbirth and her children’s delinquency. These are: financial disadvantages 

(impoverishment and unemployment); family dynamics (separation from one or more biological 

parents and large family size); and, poor family management and parenting. The key hypothesis 

of the study by Pogarsky et al. was that children in the youngest maternal childbearing age group 

will have a higher risk of delinquency than children of mothers who delayed childbearing. Unlike 

other studies Pogarsky et al. used two measures for delinquency, self-reported delinquency (at 

each interview participants reported acts of delinquency) and self-reported violence delinquency 

(the violence index included attacking somebody with a weapon, gang involvement and using a 

weapon or force to obtain property). Official records for arrests were obtained from the Rochester 

Police Department and the New York State Division of Criminal and Justice Services.  

A series of negative binomial regressions were performed to test the effects of maternal age at 

onset of childbearing on the above three categories of offending. Testing for the early first-birth 

effect, the results showed that children born to mothers whose childbearing was in their pre-adult 

years (19-20 years) were disproportionately disposed to general delinquency but not necessarily 

to more serious delinquency, thus sharing a ‘mild’ early first-birth effect. However, children born 

to mothers who began their childbearing during their school aged years (<19 years) appeared to 

be at risk of a range of criminal involvement from minor to serious, a “strong” early first-birth 

effect (Pogarsky et al., 2003).  

When examining the moderating effects of sex, a substantial early first birth effect was found for 

males for both general and violent self-reported offending. The pattern differs for arrests. Both 
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male and female subjects in the youngest childbearing group (<19 years) were arrested 

significantly more often than those in the other two groups (19-20, >20 years). The early first 

birth effect increased involvement in delinquent outcomes for boys, but not for girls.  

When testing the early first-birth effect and ethnicity the early first-birth effect was substantially 

larger for white and Hispanic male children than for African-American children. Twenty seven 

percent of African-American mothers had their first child by age 16 years and 70% by 19 years 

and for white mothers 7% and 40%. Pogarsky et al. were unable to investigate this further but 

suggest that this is because of the role grandmothers have in raising children in minority groups 

and it was common for minority groups to have children as adolescents. They concluded that all 

three mediating factors had some effect, with family structure, especially the number of family 

transitions, having the biggest mediating effect. They attributed this to movement around the 

biological mother’s changing relationship between husbands, partners, and boyfriends and other 

relatives moving in and out of the household. These results are consistent with a life course 

approach when explaining delinquency in which early parenthood has real consequences for later 

development and the development of the person’s children. 

Researchers have examined factors that may mediate the connection between young mothers and 

child delinquency. Data were used from the Dunedin study10 in New Zealand, a 20-year 

longitudinal study to examine whether children born to teenage mothers are at significant risk 

when making their transition to adulthood (Jaffee, Caspi, Moffitt, Belsky, & Silva, 2001). This 

study explores the difference between children born to teenage mothers and children born to older 

mothers using four key adult outcomes: early school leaving, long-term employment, early 

parenthood and, violent offending. The study identified two possible hypotheses why children 

born to teenage mothers are at risk for adverse outcomes. The first hypothesis is that there are 

strong social-influence effects resulting from teen childbearing (in which the circumstances of 

becoming a teen mother may also bring harm to her children, apart from any characteristics of her 

own). The second hypothesis is that there are strong social-selection effects into teen childbearing 

(in which the woman’s characteristics that make her an inadequate parent also make her likely to 

bear children in her teens).  

The study found that children born to teenage mothers were 2-3 times as likely to suffer adverse 

outcomes in all four adult outcome areas. Furthermore, the study found support for both the social-

selection and social-influence hypothesis. The social-selection hypotheses, supported by family 

circumstances, accounted for 12-32% of the teenage child bearing effects on children outcomes. 

The social-influence hypothesis was supported by three outcomes. A mother’s age at first birth 

significantly predicated her child’s adult outcomes whether or not she was still a teenager when 

                                                      
10 The Dunedin Multidisciplinary Health and Development Study is a longitudinal study of the health, 

development, and behaviour of a cohort of children born between April 1, 1972, and March 31, 1973 in 

Dunedin New Zealand.  



 

 52 

she bore or raised the child, suggesting that the timing of the first birth indicates the precarious 

characteristics a teenage mother may transfer to her children. Secondly, maternal characteristics 

explained 14-21% of the teenage childbearing effect on offspring outcomes. Thirdly, maternal 

characteristics accounted for around one third to over one half of the ability of family 

characteristics to account for the effect of teenage childbearing on children outcomes. The study 

concluded that the link between teenage mothers and violent children was mediated by maternal 

characteristics and family factors. The scope of data for this study did not allow for analysis of 

the mother’s background or differences in outcomes based on ethnicity (Jaffe et al., 2001).  

A Queensland longitudinal cohort study found that the 14 year old children of mothers aged 18 

years and under compared to children of older mothers were more likely to have disturbed 

psychological behaviour, poorer school performance and poor reading skills and more likely to 

be in contact with the criminal justice system (Shaw, Lawlor, & Najman 2006). Shaw et al. 

concluded that not all teenage mothers and their children have adverse outcomes: for example in 

their study 13.9% of children of teenage mothers were delinquent leaving 86.1% of the children 

of teenage mothers who were not delinquent. 

2.7.4 Child Abuse and Neglect 

This section provides a summary of the historical impacts of colonialisation and how these factors 

may contribute to Australian Aboriginal children being over represented in data from statutory 

protection authorities. Relevant international and Australian literature relating to child neglect 

and abuse and delinquency is reviewed. 

White settlement of Australia has impacted on the social, cultural and economic disadvantage of 

Aboriginal people and their communities. The 1997 National Inquiry Bringing Them Home report 

examined how past policy and practice of child welfare and forced removal of Aboriginal children 

has affected Aboriginal communities. Psychological and emotional trauma, mental health 

problems and on-going grief issues were reported by the Inquiry as intergenerational effects of 

forced removal, and further effects included parental attachment, parental deprivation and loss of 

parenting skills (HREOC, 2007).  

Cunneen and Libesman (2000) noted of the Report that: 

There are a range of social, cultural and economic reasons which make Indigenous 

children and young people more susceptible to both child protection intervention and 

criminalization by the Juvenile Justice System. These include high levels of 

unemployment, poverty, ill-health, homelessness and poor educational outcomes (p. 102). 

More recently, evidence of the intergenerational impact of the removal of children from their 

family has been documented in the WAACHS (2004).  The WAACHS is a comprehensive survey 

of the health and well-being of 5,289 WA Aboriginal children aged 0-17 years and their carers. 
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The WAACHS reported systematic evidence of the intergenerational effects of past child removal 

policies on today’s Aboriginal children and their carers. The survey found that 12.3% of primary 

carers and a similar proportion for secondary carers reported that they had been separated from 

their families. Carers were asked if either of their parents had been forcibly removed from their 

natural family. Results showed that 20.3% of the mothers of the primary carers (grandmothers of 

the children surveyed) and 12.6% of the fathers of primary carers (grandfathers of the children 

surveyed) had been forcibly removed (Zubrick, Lawrence, Silburn, Blair, Milroy, Wilkes, Eades, 

D'Antoine, Read, & Ishiguchi, 2004). 

Australian colonialisation and the forced removal of Aboriginal children has left remnants of 

intergenerational trauma, mental health issues, substance misuse and poor parenting skills 

(Zubrick, Silburn, Lawrence, Mitrou, Dalby, Blair, Griffin, Milroy, DeMaio & Cox, 2005). The 

WAACHS also found that 35.5% of all Aboriginal children in WA were living in households 

where a carer or a carer’s parent had been forcibly removed by a government agency. It was found 

that carers who had been forcibly separated from their natural families (compared with carers of 

Aboriginal children who had not) had: 

 1.9 greater odds (95% CI 1.4-2.6) to have been arrested or charged with an offence; 

 1.6 greater odds (95%CI 1.1-2.3) times more likely to report the overuse of alcohol caused 

problems in the household; 

 2.1 greater odds (95%CI 1.2-3.5) to report that betting or gambling caused problems in the 

household; and, 

 1.5 times greater odds (95%CI: 1.1–1.9) to have had contact with Mental Health Services. 

In addition, Aboriginal children whose primary carer had been forcibly separated from their 

natural family were 2.3 greater odds (CI 1.27-4.32) to be at high risk of emotional or behavioural 

difficulties than children whose carers were not forcibly removed (Zubrick et al., 2005).  

In WA in 2002, the ‘Gordon Inquiry’ was prompted by the coronial inquiry into the death of a 

young Noongar girl who had endured a life of violence and sexual abuse. The Inquiry was tasked 

with examining family violence and child protection in Aboriginal communities throughout WA. 

Aims of the Inquiry were to: 

1. Examine the way that government agencies dealt with violence and child sexual abuse at the 

Swan Valley Nyoongar community. 

2. Examine how State Government agencies respond to evidence of family violence and sexual 

abuse that may be occurring in Aboriginal communities generally. 

3. Report with recommendations on practical solutions for addressing incidents of sexual abuse 

in Aboriginal communities, including any necessary legislative and administrative measures. 
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The Inquiry reported high levels of violence and child abuse within Aboriginal communities in 

WA and concluded that child abuse and child sexual abuse are under-reported. The reported 

statistics on Aboriginal children indicate that they are much more likely to suffer abuse than non-

Aboriginal children. In particular, the rate of child sexual abuse of Aboriginal children is 

significantly greater than non-Aboriginal children. Overall the Inquiry handed down 197 

recommendations. These included the need for more sexual assault services, expansion of 

specialist services dealing with child abuse and increased understanding of child abuse and the 

employment and training of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal staff. In December 2003 the WA 

government established the Putting People First taskforce to respond to these recommendations. 

The aim of the taskforce was to develop the action plan for the future direction of Government 

responses to addressing family violence and child abuse in Indigenous communities in Western 

Australia (Gordon, Hallahan & Henry, 2002).  

 

Despite this inquiry, Aboriginal children continue to be significantly overrepresented in child 

protection systems.  Nationally, in 2014-15, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were 

7 times as likely as non-Indigenous children to be receiving child protection services (146.4 per 

1,000 children compared with 20.5 for non-Indigenous children) (AIHW, 2016). Similarly, for 

the same period 11,675 (39.8 per 1,000) of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were 

the subject of a child protection substantiation—almost 7 times the rate of non-Indigenous 

children (5.9 per 1,000) (AIHW, 2016). Overall, neglect was the most common type of 

substantiation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children comprising 40% compared to 

25% for non-Aboriginal children, and Aboriginal children were more likely to have a 

substantiated neglect allegation than any other type of abuse.  

Bilson et al analysed child maltreatment notifications, including frequency and type for a cohort 

of WA children born in 1990 and 1991. They reported high levels of surveillance of all children. 

They found increasing numbers of Aboriginal children coming to the attention of child protection 

authorities however, the lower levels of substantiations was low (Bilson, Cant, Harries, & Thorpe, 

2013). This is consistent with a WA retrospective population linked study of births between 1990 

and 2005. The cohort consisted of 397,354 births and compared the characteristics of Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal children and families with substantiated child maltreatment notifications. Of 

these children 22345 were identified as Aboriginal, 12.5% received a child maltreatment 

notification and 7.2% had a substantiated notification. This compared to 2.9% of non-Aboriginal 

children receiving a child maltreatment notification and 1.3% with a substantiated notification 

(O’Donnell, Nassar, Leonard, Jacoby, Mathews, Patterson & Stanley, 2010). 

The over-representation of Indigenous populations and minority groups in child welfare statistics 

has been observed in the United States for children of African-American descent, in first-nation 

populations in Canada and in New Zealand Maori and Pacific-Islander populations (Tilbury 
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&Thoburn, 2009). Tilbury and Thoburn argue that this over-representation in child welfare 

services “reflects the disadvantaged position of black, Indigenous and ethnic minority groups” (p 

11). 

The reasons for over-representation of Aboriginal children compared to non-Aboriginal children 

in child protection and out-of-home care services are multifaceted. According to the HREOC, 

past government policies such as forced removals, the effects of lower socio-economic status, 

differences in child rearing practices and intergenerational trauma contribute to this over-

representation. Furthermore, the historical and ongoing dispossessions, marginalisation and 

racism experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have led to high levels of 

unsolved trauma and grief (HREOC, 1997). This has changed for many Aboriginal families 

particularily those who have employment, stable housing, access to education and health care.  

In 2006 Scott argued that child protection systems in Australia are unsustainable and potentially 

harmful (Scott, 2006). Bromfield et al. (2010) suggested that in Australia, “the majority of 

families involved with child protection were socially excluded” (p. 13) and “living with this level 

of social exclusion such families will face the increased stress associated with involvement with 

child protection authorities” (Bilson et al., 2013, p.17). More resources are needed to support 

families and the community to keep them out of the child protection system. 

Child abuse and neglect and delinquency 

Two key international studies have examined the link between child maltreatment and subsequent 

offending by comparing maltreated children with non-maltreated children. Longitudinal studies 

have the benefit of identifying the dimensions and timing of child maltreatment and contact with 

Juvenile Justice over several years. 

Widom conducted a series of studies, the first of which she did alone, and the following two with 

colleagues that examined the delinquent and offending behaviour of a cohort of maltreated 

children and non-maltreated children. Widom’s initial study was a prospective cohort study using 

official court reports to identify 908 children who had been abused or neglected before 11 years 

of age and compared them with a control group of 667 children. The controls were matched 

according to sex, race, age and approximate family socioeconomic status (Widom, 1989). 

Maltreatment records were used for cases reported before 11 years of age and offending juvenile 

and adult records were obtained for all subjects in the cohort. Preliminary results were gathered 

in 1988 when the average age of subjects was 26 years. Initial bivariate analysis found that of the 

total cohort 28.6% of the abused and neglected group had an adult criminal record compared with 

21.1% for the control group.  

Overall, a higher proportion of males (38.1%) had an adult criminal record compared to females 

13.1% and, within sex, a history of abuse or neglect significantly increased the likelihood of having 
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an adult criminal record. Both males and females who were abused or neglected were more likely 

to have been arrested and have a record in comparison to the control group. Of the cohort 33.2% of 

blacks had an adult criminal history versus 21.1% for the white group. Logistic regression analysis 

(model using age, sex, race and abuse/neglect) found that those in the maltreated group were 1.72 

times more likely to have an adult criminal record compared with the control group. The highest 

risk offending group was older, black and abused and neglected males. 

Widom found that early childhood victimisation has apparent long-term effects for adult criminal 

behaviour. Overall findings show that the maltreated group had significantly higher rates of 

having a criminal record than the control group and a higher number of arrests. In summary, 

results found that childhood abuse and neglect increased the odds of future delinquency and adult 

criminality overall by 29%. One of the emerging themes from this research was that a significant 

portion of the abused and/or neglected children did not appear to manifest negative outcomes; 

even though abused or neglected children were at increased risk, not all became delinquent or 

violent criminals.  

To tackle methodological limitations identified in other studies Smith and Thornberry (1995) 

conducted a study to examine the relationship between child maltreatment and delinquency using 

official and self-report data from the Rochester Youth Development Study. The Rochester Youth 

Development Study followed a sample of 1,000 urban youth in Rochester in which youth and 

their caregivers participated in interviews every six months over four and a half years. Official 

data were obtained from the Rochester public schools, Police Department, Department of Social 

Services and other relevant agencies. This was a representative community sample not preselected 

based on child maltreatment or delinquency. Using bivariate analysis, a significant relationship 

was found between maltreatment and the likelihood of official delinquency. Forty-five percent of 

the maltreated students had an arrest record compared with 31.7% of the non-maltreated subjects. 

This relationship remained significant even when controlled for sex, ethnicity, underclass status, 

family structure and mobility.  

When self-report data were examined a similar result was found, that is, there was a significant 

relationship between delinquencies and self-report of maltreatment. However, when controls were 

held constant only two of the relationships of the self-report scales remained significant, these 

were moderate and violent delinquency. These results suggest that overall maltreatment appears 

to be a risk factor for the more serious forms of delinquency but not for the less serious forms of 

delinquency. An association was found between maltreatment and number of contacts with 

Juvenile Justice. For instance, maltreated participants had an average of 1.4 contacts compared 

with 0.8 for non-maltreated participants; this difference was significant when held constant for 

the control variables. While these results show an association between maltreatment and 
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delinquency they also show that overall the majority of maltreated children are not arrested and 

do not report involvement in serious delinquency. 

Using Wisdom’s earlier data from 1967 to 1971, Widom and Maxwell (2001) proceeded to 

compare the arrest records of neglected and abused children with the arrest records of non-abused 

or non-neglected children. Subjects included 908 substantiated cases of childhood abuse or 

neglect processed by the courts from 1967-71 who were matched by sex, age, race, and family 

socioeconomic status with 667 children officially deemed not abused or neglected. Initial results 

were gathered in 1988, when the average age of subjects was 26 years. The original study relied 

on arrest records to measure delinquency and criminality, initially checked in 1998; updated 

records were collected in 1994 and presented here. The overarching research question was “would 

arrest histories of those who had been abused or neglected be worse than those with no reported 

abuse”? Key findings were: 

 If a subject was abused or neglected as a child the likelihood of arrest as a juvenile was 

increased by 59 percent; 

 For maltreated children, they were younger at the time of their first arrest, committed almost 

twice as many offences and were arrested more frequently; 

 Physically abused and neglected children compared to sexually abused children were the most 

likely to be arrested for a violent crime; 

 Females who were abused and neglected were also at increased risk of arrest for violence as 

juveniles and adults; and  

 Racial differences were noted in the long term effect of abuse on violence. Black abused and 

neglected children showed significantly increased rates of violent arrests compared with black 

children who were not maltreated. There was no difference between the white groups. 

The earlier study (Widom, 1989) claimed that the majority of abused and neglected children did not 

become offenders; however, this study reported that almost half of the abused and neglected sample 

had an arrest for a non-traffic offence. To summarise, victims of childhood violence are significantly 

more likely to become violent adults than the non-abused children. Widom and Maxwell (2001) 

concluded that “childhood victimization represents a widespread, serious social problem” (p. 7). 

Widom and Maxwell proposed three important messages to Juvenile Justice and child protection 

authorities: i) intervene early as the later the intervention the more difficult the change becomes and 

provide attention to children with early behaviour problems; ii) recognise the high risks of neglect, 

as well as of physical abuse as both forms of maltreatment seriously threaten the healthy 

development of children; and, iii) that out-of-home policies need to be examined. 
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Australian studies 

Stewart et al. (2001) conducted a longitudinal study of 41,700 children born in Queensland in 

1983 of varying ages. The aims of the study were to investigate the relationship between child 

maltreatment and juvenile offending and examine children’s experiences with maltreatment in 

relation to those factors predictive of subsequent offending. The study reported that 10% or 4656 

of these children had come into contact with the Department of Families because of a child 

protection issue (Stewart, Dennison, & Waterson, 2002). The cohort of 4656 children accounted 

for 9811 notifications (over a 17 year period) and 5053 substantiated notifications, 53% were 

female and 14% were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander children (15% of notifications). When 

compared with Juvenile Justice Data 14% (n=647) of children had come into contact with both 

systems and 474 of these children had a substantiated child maltreatment notification. In 

summary, 3978 (61%) had a child protection record; 647 (10%) had a child protection record and 

offending record. Fifty per cent of notifications were not substantiated but over 60% had at least 

one substantiated notification and over one quarter had substantiated and unsubstantiated 

notifications. Thirty four per cent of maltreated children had numerous maltreatment 

notifications. Of the 1983 birth cohort there were 7491 finalised court appearances with 6992 

confirmed offences committed by 2593 children (5% of the Queensland equivalent population) 

of these 22% were Indigenous and accounted for 38% of all appearances.  

A logistic regression model was used to test the data using the following predictor variables: sex, 

Indigenous status, age at first maltreatment incident, age at final maltreatment incident, number 

of notifications, number of maltreatment incidents, substantiated incidents (emotional, physical, 

sexual abuse and neglect) and, out of home placement. Overall 17% of the maltreated children 

went on to offend. Twenty five per cent of male maltreated children offended compared to 11% 

of females. Maltreated Indigenous children (42%) were four times more likely to offend than 

maltreated non-Indigenous children (14%) and were more likely to have experienced 

maltreatment and experienced more maltreatment over a longer duration. 

Children who offended were older at the final maltreatment incident than children who did not 

offend. Indigenous children were more likely to be in the persistent maltreatment group than non-

Indigenous children. For maltreated children involvement for child protection issues with the 

Department was predictive of later offending behaviour.  

The type of maltreatment was predictive of the likelihood of the child offending (23% physically 

abused opposed to 15% maltreated but not physically abused – 23% maltreated neglect compared 

to 14% of maltreated children who were not neglected) while sexual abuse and emotional abuse 

were not predictive. Thus, neglect and physical abuse more often led to offending than sexual and 

emotional abuse. Placement of the child out of home influenced the likelihood of a child offending 

(26% of maltreated children compared with 13% never placed out of the home). Of maltreated 
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children 37% (n=1083) were placed out of the home; Indigenous children (50%) were more likely 

to be placed out of the home than non-Indigenous children (35%). Stewart et al. (2002) suggest that 

the social inequalities suffered by many Indigenous families may increase the number of 

maltreatment notifications due to the increased attention by child protection authorities rather than 

higher maltreatment notifications, and call for further research. The study found that the more 

frequent and extreme the maltreatment, the greater the likelihood of subsequent criminal offending.  

Maternal survey data from the MUSP (Keeping et al., 1989), a prospective longitudinal cohort 

study of 7223 children, were used to investigate whether the over-representation of Aboriginal 

young people in youth detention can be explained by a history of child abuse, neglect and family 

disadvantage. Data were linked to social services data (child maltreatment and youth justice) to 

determine whether a history of social disadvantage and/or child abuse and neglect explains the 

over-representation of Indigenous children in youth detention. The Mater data used was from a 

questionnaire completed at the first clinic visit pertaining to social, demographic and drug use and 

administrative data from the child protection system and contact data from the youth justice 

system (Doolan, Najman, Mills, Cherney, & Strathearn, 2013). 

The notified children were allocated to three groups: young people with a recorded notification 

of child maltreatment; young people where the notification was substantiated; and young people 

who were recorded as having had contact with the youth justice service. Maternal data were 

grouped by maternal age at first clinic visit, maternal marital status, mean family income, maternal 

alcohol intake, smoking or cannabis use during pregnancy and parental problems with the law. 

Multivariate logistic regression analysis was used. Maternal information was tested to identify 

significant differences between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mothers and non-Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander mothers. 

Results found that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mothers were more likely to be younger, 

single, have a mean income of $10,399 or less per year. They were also more likely to report 

heavy alcohol misuse, using cigarettes or smoking cannabis during pregnancy. Odds ratio analysis 

reported that children of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mothers were 1.8 greater odds (CI 

1.4-2.3) than non-Aboriginal mothers to have been reported to child protection agencies for child 

maltreatment. After further analysis adjusting for socio-demographic variables these differences 

were not significant suggesting that differences between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and 

non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander may be due to socioeconomic factors.  

Similarly, children of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parents were 1.7 times more likely 

(CI 1.3-2.4) to have substantiation but when adjusted for social background the differences 

became non-significant. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were 3.0 greater odds (CI 

2.1-4.3) to have a record with youth justice and, when adjusted for social disadvantage factors, 

the odds for involvement with youth justice was 2.5 greater odds (CI 1.7-3.6) when compared to 
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non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. Further analysis showed that when adjusted 

for social disadvantage and substantiated maltreatment, the odds of having involvement with the 

youth justice system remained an odds ratio of 2.4 (CI 1.6-3.6). 

The researchers concluded that the over-representation in the youth justice system of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander young people is only partially explained by social disadvantage and 

substantiated maltreatment, either separately or together. They suggest factors such as system 

discrimination, level of parental monitoring, and imposing more severe penalties influence this 

over-representation. This study was of an urban area. I suggest that it is important to note 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in non-urban areas may have different 

experiences because they often face higher levels of disadvantage in education and health access 

to services. 

Australian studies have highlighted the over-representation of Aboriginal child abuse and neglect 

and contact with the youth justice system when compared to non-Aboriginal children (Doolan et 

al., 2013; Stewart et al., 2005; Stewart et al., 2002). These studies provide further scientific 

evidence that child maltreatment is strongly associated with juvenile offending in an Australian 

context, which aligns with the international literature. Several studies map the pathway from child 

abuse and neglect to juvenile delinquency.  

Weatherburn and Lind (1997) explored the relationship between socio-economic stress and 

delinquency to determine if this relationship is mediated by neglect or abuse. Data were used from 

the NSW Department of Community Services pertaining to reports of child abuse or neglect for 

the period of 1 July 1986 to 30 June 1991 regardless of outcome. The measures of participation 

in youth crime were based on appearances before the Children’s Court for cases finalised 1 July 

1990 to 30 June 1995. Socioeconomic data were obtained from the Community Profile, a set of 

tabulations of 1991 reported by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. The two measures of economic 

stress used were extremely low household income (indicator of poverty) and unemployment. The 

selected measures of social stress were single parent families, instability and crowded dwellings. 

Analysis showed that juvenile participation in crime is positively correlated with the social and 

economic stress measures as listed above. Neglect and abuse rates were also found to correlate 

with the measures of social and economic stress, suggesting that the rates of juvenile participation 

in crime are generally higher in areas with higher rates of child abuse and neglect. Importantly, 

juvenile participation in crime is correlated with both neglect and abuse. Based on postcodes, 

those postcode areas with a high level of social and economic stress were significantly correlated 

with neglect, abuse and juvenile participation in crime.  

Weatherburn and Lind used regression analysis to examine which combination of the social and 

economic measures could explain participation in crime. They used two test models: model 1 

included all the socioeconomic measures of predictors of juvenile participation in crime; model 2 
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included poverty, single parent families and crowded dwellings as predictors. Model 2 showed 

that 56 percent of the variation in the rates of juvenile participation in crime across postcodes is 

accounted for by the levels of poverty, single parent families and crowded dwellings. Using a 

linear regression model with neglect as the only predictor of crime they found that 57% of 

variation in participation in crime across postcodes was due to neglect.  

The regression analysis showed that although neglect accounted for most of the variation in juvenile 

participation in crime, some measures of social and economic stress remained significant predictors 

after taking account of neglect. A path analysis was therefore conducted to assess neglect as a cause 

of juvenile participation in crime. The analysis included social and economic stress variables 

(poverty, single parent families and crowded dwellings) as well as neglect and abuse. Results found 

that neglect was by far the most important causal influence on juvenile participation in crime. The 

key finding overall indicated that poverty, single parent families and crowded dwellings affect the 

level of juvenile participation in crime mainly by increasing the rate of child neglect.  

Child Abuse and Neglect and Timing of Delinquency 

The importance of the timing of child maltreatment and later offending has been highlighted in 

recent studies in the UK and Australia. Findings have been consistent highlighting that children 

suffering child abuse and neglect that occurs in early childhood and continues into adolescence 

or commences in adolescence are more likely to have contact with the justice system than children 

who are maltreated in childhood only. 

Using data from the Rochester Youth Development Study, Thornberry et al. (2001) reexamined 

the link between timing of childhood maltreatment on a diverse range of adolescent outcomes 

(Thornberry, Ireland & Smith 2001). The analysis examined how maltreatment affects 

delinquency, drug and alcohol use, teenage pregnancy, school achievement, internalizing 

problems and depression and multiple problems. Data on maltreatment were obtained from the 

child protection service records from the Montrose County Department of Social Services. 

Participants were allocated into one of the following four developmental categories, in which the 

groups were aligned with the participants’ age at the time of the maltreatment: 1) early childhood-

only maltreatment (0-5 years of age, n=35); 2) late childhood-only maltreatment (6-10 years of 

age, n=61); late childhood-only maltreatment (12-17 years of age, n=78); and 4) persistent child 

maltreatment during childhood and adolescent n=28). A final category for no substantiated 

maltreatment was allocated (n=787). After a process of sampling and stratification 1000 students 

were selected for the study.  

To replicate previous research, the first segment of the analysis was to examine if there was a 

relationship between substantiated maltreatment prior to 18 years of age and negative outcomes 

in early and late adolescence. Results from early adolescent outcomes showed that maltreatment 
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before 18 years of age increases the risk for general delinquency, drug and alcohol problems, 

depressive symptoms (OR 1.4), internalising and externalising (OR 2.4) behaviours and multiple 

negative outcomes. For late adolescent outcomes, analysis found that experiencing maltreatment 

sometime during the first 18 years of life significantly increases the risk of general delinquency, 

internalising and externalising behaviours and multiple problem outcomes. These results were 

consistent with other research that has connected maltreatment as a risk factor for a range of 

developmental problems in early and late adolescence.  

Using logistic regression researchers found no difference between those maltreated in childhood 

only and those with no record of maltreatment to commit a delinquent act.  

To examine the relationship between the timing and type of maltreatment and early adolescent 

outcomes, researchers combined the early and late childhood-only maltreated groups into one 

group (childhood-only) and the adolescent-only and persistent groups into a second group (any 

adolescent maltreatment). Results found that in the childhood-only category physical abuse and 

neglect increases the risk of general delinquency by nearly three times in adolescence. Children 

in the early childhood-only category who experienced physical abuse and neglect were not 

significantly more at risk of delinquency in late adolescence than those who were not maltreated 

while for physical abuse in the adolescent category the risk of general delinquency was 15 times. 

Further, the general impact of childhood-only maltreatment on early adolescent outcomes is 

produced by neglect, rather than childhood physical abuse.  

The researchers concluded that, “it is maltreatment that occurs in adolescence that is most 

developmentally problematic for adolescent outcomes” (Thornberry et al., 2001, p. 970). Overall, 

children who were maltreated in adolescence were at more risk of detrimental adolescent 

outcomes that those in the childhood-only group. A key limitation to this study was consideration 

of service delivery information, since if interventions were delivered after maltreatment in 

childhood it is important to assess if they could have made a difference to adolescent outcomes 

(Thornberry et al., 2001).  

Stewart et al. (2008) conducted a study of all 5,849 children born in Queensland in 1983 or 1984 

who had contact with the child protection system. They examined the impact that timing and 

chronicity of child maltreatment had on juvenile offending. They extracted administrative data 

from Queensland’s Child Protection Department and Juvenile Justice System in 2001. To be 

included in the study children had to have at least one maltreatment event. Females represented 

53% of the maltreated children and Indigenous youth were overrepresented in the sample and 

represented over 13% of the maltreated children. Two research questions were posed: 1) how 

many distinctive child maltreatment trajectories can be identified? And, 2) is there a relationship 

between these trajectories and offending as a juvenile? After assessment of notifications by 

departmental officers those notifications that were assessed as ‘substantiated harm’ or 
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‘substantiated risk of harm’ were included and those ‘unsubstantiated’ were excluded. 

Departmental officers at the time of assessment also recorded the most serious nature of the 

maltreatment of neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse or emotional abuse.  

The researchers used Nagin and Land’s (1993) Semi Parametric Group-Based Methodology 

(SPGM) to identify distinctive child maltreatment trajectories according to the timing and 

occurrence of the maltreatment. The six trajectory groups identified were: (1) early childhood 

limited (acute victimisation); (2) primary school transition (chronic victimisation); (3) primary 

school transition (low victimisation); (4) secondary school transition (chronic victimisation); (5) 

secondary school transition (low victimisation); (6) adolescent limited (acute victimisation).  

The dependent variable for this study was being processed (from age 10 to 16 years) for a formal 

police caution or found guilty of an offence. Males and females showed no significant differences 

in regards to the number of maltreatment episodes. Indigenous children had significantly more 

maltreatment episodes compared to non-Indigenous children. There were no differences between 

Indigenous children who were over-represented across all transition groups, and children in the 

two chronically victimised groups were more likely to offend than children in the other groups.  

The study investigated school transitions either when a child commences school or when they 

transfer from primary to secondary school. In four of the six maltreatment trajectories 

maltreatment peaked around school transitions: transitions into primary school and, from primary 

school to secondary school. Thus, school transitions were times when children were more likely 

to experience maltreatment. The results emphasised the significance of a child’s transitions in 

relation to child maltreatment and likelihood of offending. Stewart et al. support the views from 

the Developmental Crime Prevention Consortium (1999) that before or at the time of the transition 

the stress on the family and child increases. These episodes of maltreatment will affect the child’s 

ability to negotiate the transition positively. Further, children who find the transition from primary 

school to secondary school difficult are more likely to struggle with school performance and peer 

relationships increasing the likelihood of bullying and failure. 

In conclusion, these results found that both maltreatment that is notified in childhood and 

continues into adolescence and maltreatment that is first identified in adolescence are related to 

coming to the attention of the Juvenile Justice System. 

2.7.5 Mother’s Contact with Justice Services 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are overrepresented among female prisoners. 

Despite making up only 2% of the adult female population in Australia, they comprise 35% of 

the female prisoner population nationally (ABS, 2015). Aboriginal women’s imprisonment 

jumped by 20% in contrast to a 3% increase in the non-Aboriginal female prisoner population 

(Baldry & Cunneen, 2014). Incarcerated mothers are the fastest growing group within the prison 
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population, and it has been estimated that 80% of females incarcerated are biological mothers 

(Bartels, 2010). Not only are women the fastest growing prison population they also suffer a 

greater health burden compared to the community. Incarcerated women in Australia, as in the 

United States and Europe, are characterised by high rates of mental ill-health, including 

depression and anxiety disorders (Byrne & Howells, 2002). A majority of women in Australian 

prisons (as elsewhere) are substance users, and/or have substance dependency problems (Indig et 

al., 2009). In line with international studies, Australian studies of women in prison (Johnson, 

2004) have found a high prevalence of childhood and adult abuse histories, and links between 

these histories of suffering abuse and ongoing trauma, drug abuse and crime. Johnson asserts that 

the Drug User Career of Offenders study provided strong evidence that: 

 Drug abuse in the family of origin and early behavioural problems are related to drug 

dependency and persistent violent and property offending; 

 Mental health conditions are associated with higher levels of drug dependency [and] violent 

offending; 

 Abuse as a child or an adult is related to drug dependency; and 

 Physical abuse in childhood is significantly higher among violent offenders (p. 82). 

Aboriginal women experience poorer physical and mental health while imprisoned (Bartels, 

2010) and after being released from prison are at the highest risk of social exclusion, 

homelessness, domestic violence victimisation and re‐incarceration (Baldry, McDonnell, 

Maplestone, & Peeters, 2006). The intergenerational transfer of a mother’s incarceration to her 

children is unclear as the majority of research has been conducted exploring the relationship 

between a father’s criminality and the offending of his sons. Mostly this research has been 

conducted in the UK and US with little research coming from Australia.  

Farrington et al. (2001) proposes six possible explanations (which are not mutually exclusive) for 

concentration of offending in families and intergenerational offending:  

1. The presence of intergenerational connections in exposure to multiple risk factors through 

consecutive generations being entrapped in poverty, disrupted family lives, teenage and single 

parenting, living in disadvantaged communities. Harsh and inconsistent parenting being 

passed to the next generation. The intergenerational transmission of offending is part of a 

larger cycle of deprivation and anti-social behaviour; 

2. Assortative mating; female offenders tend to get married or cohabit with male offenders. 

There are two explanations for this: ‘social harmony’, convicted people tend to choose each 

other as mates based on social or physical proximity to each other and ‘phenotypic 
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assortment’, people examine their personalities and select partners with similar 

characteristics;  

3. The third explanation focuses on mutual and direct influences of family members on each 

other; 

4. The effect of a criminal parent on a child’s offending is mediated by environmental factors;  

5. The effect of a criminal parent on a child’s offending is mediated by genetic factors. For 

example research has shown that the offending of adopted parents is significantly associated 

with the offending of their biological parents; and 

6. Criminal parents tend to have delinquent children due to official bias against criminal families 

who become known to the authorities for other social problems.  

Farrington et al. suggest that to further explore these explanations longitudinal research is needed 

to inform policy and practice in order to develop interventions to tackle family transmission of 

criminality. 

The most prominent international research conducted to investigate the concentration of crime in 

families was carried out in the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (CSDD). The CSDD 

was a prospective survey that examined the development of delinquency and antisocial behaviour 

in 411 South London boys born in 1953. They were followed up by interviews from age 8 to 32 

years. The initial aim of the study was to describe the development of delinquent and criminal 

behaviour in inner city males and to investigate how far it could be predicted and explain why 

juvenile delinquency began (Farrington, 1995).  

Farrington et al. (1996) examined the convictions of the subjects in the CSDD and convictions of 

their biological fathers and mothers, full brothers and sisters and wives. Results found that 601 of 

the 2203 birth family members had a conviction. When examining relationships, males with a 

convicted father had an OR=3.9 (chi-squared = 34.5, p < .0001) compared with study males with 

a father with no conviction. Where the male had a mother without convictions, 77 (61%) with 

convicted fathers were themselves convicted. In reverse, where the male had a convicted mother, 

33 (67%) with convicted fathers were themselves convicted, compared with 21 (52%) of fathers 

without convictions (OR = 1.8). The strong association between convicted males and convicted 

fathers held where the male had a mother without convictions, but weaker where the male had a 

convicted mother. Farrington et al found that convictions of fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters and 

wives were all independently related to convictions of the male subjects. Logistic regression 

analysis was used to investigate independence of effect. The strongest predictor was the 

conviction of a father, and though a convicted mother predicted independently of a convicted 

father, no significant interaction effect was found.  

In both generations almost three quarters of convicted mothers and convicted fathers had a 

convicted child and 10% of families in the CSDD were responsible for 64% of all delinquent acts. 
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A key limitation of this study was the temporal relationship between the birth of the male child 

and date of the conviction of the family members. The study could not establish if the parents or 

other family member’s conviction was before the conviction of the child and therefore who 

influences who was uncertain in the Cambridge study. Farrington et al. recognise the importance 

for future research involving this cohort to examine the environmental links in the chain between 

criminal parents and criminal children. 

To my knowledge the only Australian study to explore intergenerational incarceration was the 

Tasmanian study by Goodwin and Davis (2011). This study examined the intergenerational 

transfer of criminal behaviour of both parents to their children in six known criminal families. 

The aim of the study was to investigate parental sex and offending and the transmission of 

criminality to the next generation. Data were collected from a range of state government agencies 

to develop a profile of six extended families with offending histories across generations. Overall 

714 family members were identified for inclusion. Information relating to court appearances that 

resulted in a conviction was collected; this included traffic offences and the most serious offence. 

These data were then coded as either: no criminal record, a criminal record for non-serious 

offences or a criminal record for serious offences. Data analysis was conducted using two steps: 

1. An exploratory descriptive analysis was undertaken to explore the dataset; and 

2. A modelling and analysis phase to investigate the causal relationships and statistical 

significance. 

The exploratory phase resulted in the deletion of 257 cases; where there was no criminal record 

information for the father or mother, followed by a further 144 cases for children under the age 

of criminal responsibility. The study sample consisted of 313 cases 160 (51.1%) were males and 

153 (48.9%) females. According to family groups: family one included 51 cases (16.3%); family 

two 21 cases (6.7%); family three consisted of 114 cases (36.4%); family four 48 cases (15.3%); 

family five 57 cases (18.2%); and, family six 22 cases (7%). 

The exploratory data analysis identified that 120 cases (38.3%) had no criminal conviction, 34 

cases (10.9%) had a minor offence recorded and 159 individuals (50.8%) had records for a serious 

offence. Males were more likely to have a criminal record for a serious offence. Probability was 

used for the second phase of data analysis (logit/probit). Overall for both sexes the trend was 

similar, the more serious the parent’s criminal record the greater probability of their children also 

offending. For male children, if neither parent had a criminal record there was a 75.6% probability 

that their sons would not have a criminal history but there was an 18.7% probability that the male 

offspring would have a serious criminal offence recorded against them. If the father had a criminal 

record, but not the mother, the probability of the son having a criminal record for a serious offence 

increased to 48.5%. If the father had no criminal record but the mother did the probability of the 

son having a record for a serious offence was 33%. If both parents had a criminal record the 
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probability of the son having a serious record was almost 67%. Similar trends were found for 

females although the probabilities were lower for each parental category. 

 In summary, the analysis conducted by Goodwin and Davis (2011) showed that a father with a 

criminal history and a mother with no record are more likely to have an adverse influence on their 

offspring than families where the father has no record and the mother has offended. Goodwin and 

Davis’s study did not identify the ethnicity of the families therefore it is difficult to ascertain if 

these findings are relevant to Aboriginal families.  
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Chapter 3 Methods 

3.1 Outline and Overview of Methods  

Chapter 2 reviewed the available literature on risk factors associated with contact with Juvenile 

Justice and introduced the theoretical frameworks that guided and informed the research described 

in this thesis.  This chapter provides an overview of the methods utilised in the two phases of the 

current research; i) the qualitative and ii) quantitative components. Integral to this is a discussion 

of the strategies utilised to ensure quality control and the ethical considerations associated with 

the project, including the safeguards employed to protect the privacy of participants, maintain 

confidentiality and ensure the wellbeing of all participants. 

Qualitative Component Aim: 

1. Document the lived experiences of a cohort of seven Aboriginal youth and identify significant 

life events and supports. 

Quantitative Component Aims: 

Using whole-population data linkage:   

1. Examine which family maternal and birth characteristics are associated with the risk of an 

Aboriginal child in WA having contact with the Juvenile Justice System; 

2. Describe the pattern of contact by Aboriginal children with WA Community Youth Justice 

Services and Juvenile Custodial Services; 

3. Explore the risk and protective factors of Aboriginal children in WA with an intellectual 

disability and their contact with Juvenile Justice; 

4. Determine whether contact with child protection services based on child abuse and neglect 

notifications and substantiated notifications, influences the risk for contact with  Juvenile 

Justice for WA Aboriginal children; and  

5. Ascertain if maternal contact with the Adult Justice System influences a child’s contact with 

Juvenile Justice. 

3.2 General Approaches for Qualitative and Quantitative 

Methods  

The overall paradigm within which this research is located is informed by ‘Indigenous 

methodology’ which is described by Denzin et al. (2008) as: 

Research by and for Indigenous peoples, using techniques and methods drawn from 

the traditions and knowledge’s of [Indigenous] peoples”. “It is about developing 

methodologies and approaches to research that privilege Indigenous knowledge’s, 

voices and experiences” (p32). 
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The qualitative component of this project used data from individual Lifelines, Photovoice (Wang, 

Burris, & Ping, 1996) and semi-structured interviews to describe the life experiences of a group of 

Aboriginal youth.  These data were analysed to identify risk and protective factors for these young 

people. Photovoice was used to encourage discussion of sensitive issues when participants found it 

difficult to talk about their experiences, for example women experiencing violence or child abuse. 

The Armadale Aboriginal Youth Photovoice Project (AAYPP) was developed by the author to 

inform the qualitative component of this research project. The AAYPP recorded the life 

experiences of a group of Aboriginal youth using photos as the communication medium. 

Individual life stories were constructed from the Lifelines mapped out visually (through their 

photos) by the young people, photo stories and contextual information collected during the semi-

structured interviews. From the individual narratives, participants highlighted significant life 

events and turning points that have influenced their pathways along the life course.   

A quantitative research method was used to describe the demographic and other relevant 

characteristics of the study population. The study population included Aboriginal children born 

from 1986-1990 in WA to mothers who identified as being Aboriginal, and children whose mother 

identified as non-Aboriginal but whose father identified as Aboriginal. Data from a range of 

statutory Western Australian population-based administrative databases were linked through the 

WA Data Linkage System (WADLS). Specific data collections linked were from the Department 

of Health WA (DOHWA), Telethon Kids Institute formerly the Telethon Institute for Child 

Health Research, Intellectual Disability Exploring Answers Database (IDEA), Department for 

Child Protection and Family Support (DCP&FS) formerly known as the Department for Child 

Protection, and Department of Corrective Services (DCS) Youth Community Justice Services and 

Juvenile Custodial Services using a cross-sectorial  linkage model described by Kelman et al. 

(2000). The analysis of these data was governed by formal rules of procedure and verification and 

standardized statistical formats based on probability theory to enable prediction and 

generalization outcomes. Data included in these databases were extracted and analysed to identify 

the antecedents to, and the risk and protective factors for, an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

child’s contact with the Juvenile Justice System.   

This research was undertaken in two phases: Phase one used qualitative methods and Phase two, 

quantitative methods. In addition to enabling Aboriginal youth to have their stories heard, Phase 

one provided a context within which to inform the components of the Phase two data analysis. 

The specific methods for each phase are described separately in Sections 3.3 and 3.8. 

3.3 Ethical Aspects of the Research 

This research project was subject to a rigorous ethics assessment process with ethical clearance 

obtained from the following institutions: The University of Western Australia (UWA) Human 
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Ethics Research Committee, the Western Australian Aboriginal Health Ethics Committee 

(WAAHEC), the DOHWA Human Ethics Research Committee and the DCS Research 

Applications and Review Committee.  

The National Health and Medical Research Council’s Values and Ethics: Guidelines for Ethical 

Research in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Research provided the overall ethical 

framework for the development of this project. In the development of this research project, 

extensive community consultation with the target group (Aboriginal youth), relevant community 

organisations and Aboriginal researchers was undertaken to elicit their views and obtain their 

involvement to ensure that all possible ethical issues were considered and addressed.  

3.3.1 Referral Counsellors for the Qualitative Phase 

The methods used in this project were designed to be empowering and positive through the use 

of Photovoice based on action participatory research.  However, concerns were raised by the 

Aboriginal reference group (see p. 73) about the potential impact on participants’ emotional 

wellbeing as a result of discussing their life experiences. Given the sensitive nature of this 

research and potential for the storytelling and focus groups to cause distress to the participants, a 

referral process was established. Counselling services from Yorgum, an Aboriginal community 

controlled service, were engaged in anticipation of such need. Yorgum provides counselling and 

referral services for Aboriginal individuals and their families experiencing emotional distress. 

Importantly, Yorgum operates within an Aboriginal Terms of Reference framework that supports 

the spiritual, physical, emotional and mental health needs of Aboriginal clients.  

3.3.2 Incentives to Participate in the Research 

In considering a reasonable incentive/remuneration for participation in this project, the researcher 

compared this project to similar research projects in terms of participants’ time, effort, and 

inconvenience being conducted at another Western Australian research institute, the Telethon Kids 

Institute. Importantly, it was determined that the incentive should not be large enough to constitute 

an inducement to participate in the project. The Aboriginal community reference group approved 

the proposed incentives. The incentives consisted of a weekly draw of a $25 dollar Target voucher 

for participants who attended two sessions per week and, at the conclusion of the project, 

participants received a $100 Target voucher. The end-loaded incentive aimed at encouraging 

completion of the project. The incentive used was approved by the various ethics committees. 

3.3.3  Privacy and Security Issues Associated with the Research 

This research project was part of a larger Australian Research Council grant entitled; 

Developmental pathways to health, education and delinquency outcomes in WA children: a 

holistic approach to inform early intervention strategies. Memoranda of Understanding (MOU) 
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that were based on the research methodology, and intellectual property and confidentiality 

agreements were signed by the UWA, the Telethon Kids Institute and individual government 

agencies whose data were to be accessed. These MOUs outlined the terms of agreement for access 

to data, and the linkage process to be completed by the Data Linkage Branch (DLB) at the 

(DOHWA) as part of the ARC “Developmental Pathways in Western Australian Children” 

Project. All identified or potentially identifiable data were stored in accordance with the 

Commonwealth Government Information Privacy Principles of the Privacy Act 1988 (National 

Health and Medical Research Council [NHMR], 1977) and privacy protocols were adhered to at 

all times11. A principle of the MOU was that all analyses were only undertaken on de-identified 

data. All data used in the current study were de-identified by the DLB prior to analysis and at no 

time did researchers have access to name-identifying information.  

All data were stored on a computer that was password protected. The network to which the 

computer belonged was protected by multiple firewalls to restrict outside, unauthorised access. 

Only aggregated data were produced in hard copy. All output from the statistical analyses was 

kept in a ‘restricted-access’ fireproof safe, in a lockable office. At all times storage facilities were 

locked when not in use.  

3.4 Phase 1: Qualitative Study 

3.4.1 Study Design  

Photovoice is a participatory action research method that equips people “who seldom have access 

to those who make decisions over their lives” (Wang et al., 1996, p. 1391). The Photovoice project 

was developed in close consultation with representatives from the study group of young 

Aboriginal males and females, aged between 16 and 25 years living in the Perth south east 

metropolitan area. Initial meetings were held with members of the Aboriginal reference group 

and supervisors to: 

 Identify the age groups to be included; 

 Consider some associated issues with young people having contact with the justice system; 

 Discuss possible methods to use for example Photovoice, arts based enquiry, and semi- 

structured interviews or a combination of these methods; 

 Develop an example of a profile of life experiences to demonstrate to participants how it can 

be used to highlight major life events and transitions along the life-course; and  

 Trial an example with the participants to determine the impact and efficacy of this method. 

After careful consideration all the information gathered from these discussions was integrated 

into the development of the study design. These representatives attended regular meetings to 

                                                      
11 http://www.privacy.gov.au/publications/ipps.html 

http://www.privacy.gov.au/publications/ipps.html


 

 73 

refine the research design and methods and pilot processes. Consultation also occurred with a 

number of Aboriginal youth and their suggestions and comments were incorporated.  For 

example, a personal narrative was constructed to identify an optimal method to approach the 

lifeline exercise.  

3.4.2 Aboriginal Reference Group 

An Aboriginal community reference group representative of the local community was established 

to advise on and monitor components of this project. Members of this group were selected based 

on their expertise in the youth/justice area and/or their ability to represent community or a 

government department. Membership also included an Aboriginal youth advisor. Members were 

invited to participate through personal communication with the Investigator Jocelyn Jones. All 

those approached agreed to be involved. 

3.4.3 Community Consultation  

Extensive community consultation was conducted with the City of Armadale Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Advisory Committee (AATSIAC), relevant community organisations and 

government departments in the local area to seek support to promote the project and for assistance 

with recruitment of potential participants.  A presentation was given to the AATSIAC to inform 

them about the research and gain their input. They agreed to act as the local reference point for 

feedback and dissemination of findings to the local Aboriginal community.  Map 2 shows the area 

the project was conducted. 

 

Map 2 Project area for qualitative research 
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3.4.4 Recruitment of Participants for Photovoice 

Following the community consultation phase support was gained from the AATSIAC who 

suggested local organisations that might assist with the project and recruitment of participants. A 

youth centre in Armadale was identified as a suitable organisation through which to conduct the 

project and recruit participants. After consultation, the centre’s manager agreed to support the 

project and assist with the recruitment of participants. The project was advertised through the 

centre and the information sheet was made available for distribution (Appendix A).   

3.5 Study Population 

Seven Aboriginal youth aged 16 to 24 years of age, residing in the local government areas of 

Armadale, Gosnells and Cannington were recruited by the project investigator and the two 

Aboriginal research assistants to participate in the project.  The study population included male 

and female Aboriginal youth who had been in contact with the Juvenile Justice System and those 

who had not. Due to the nature of the project and the complex life experiences of the young people 

it was decided that it was preferable to use two smaller groups of participants to conduct the 

research. Two groups were formed and the Photovoice program was conducted consecutively.  

Group 1 Group 2 

Age (yrs) Sex Suburb Age (yrs) Sex Suburb 

16 Male Victoria-Park 19 Female Armadale 

18 Male Forrestfield 19 Female Gosnells 

18 Female Armadale 21 Female Huntingdale 

24 Female Victoria-Park    

 

3.5.1 Participant Information Sheet  

The participant information sheet was developed in conjunction with the Aboriginal youth 

research assistants to ensure that it was suitable for the target group. The information sheet aimed 

to provide clear, transparent and informative information so that the participants were fully 

informed about the project and its intent. It clearly outlined issues in regard to the protection of 

data, how the data would be used and the option for them to withdraw from the project at any time 

without prejudice.  It was reviewed and endorsed by the Aboriginal youth research assistants.   

3.5.2 Consent  

Fully informed consent was obtained from each participant who took part in the Photovoice 

activities. Consent is a person or group’s agreement, based on adequate knowledge and 

understanding of relevant material, to participate (NHMRC, 2007). In the first session, consent 

was obtained after a presentation that comprehensively described the AAYPP project. Consent 
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covered the use of the participants’ photos and stories (Appendix B).  Participants were also 

required to obtain consent from subjects to be photographed and for the use of these materials in 

displays and publications. 

3.6 Aboriginal Youth Research Assistants (AYRAs) 

Two Aboriginal youth research assistants representative of similar age to the participants were 

employed, one for each of the two groups. Their key responsibility was to act as a mentor to 

members of the participant group. In order that the assistants would be able to create and support 

a comfortable ‘safe’ environment to facilitate robust group interaction, the job description 

included the requirement that AYRAs have demonstrated good communication and interpersonal 

skills. Other assistant tasks included assisting with the recruitment process, assisting the facilitator 

establish and conduct Photovoice sessions, facilitating relationships between the researcher and 

participants to create a safe and supportive environment for participants to share their personal 

stories. Most importantly, the assistants had the task of supporting youth in writing and reflecting 

on their past life experiences, whilst ensuring that they did not ‘lead’ the participants in the 

recording of their experiences.  That is, the words recorded by the participants were ‘their’ words. 

Importantly, the AYRAs were the ‘eyes and ears’ in case any of the participants became troubled 

as a result of the sensitive discussions. Due to shared experiences and understanding, the assistants 

were able to develop a series of appropriate prompts to assist the free-flow of discussions during 

group activities. 

3.7 Data Collection 

Three methods were used to collect data for the qualitative phase of this study, which were: 

1. Lifelines/turning points; 

2. Photovoice; and, 

3. Semi-structured interviews. 

3.7.1          Introduction to Lifelines 

Lifelines are visual depictions of an individual’s life events in chronological order and may 

include interpretations of the events depicted noting the importance, or meaning, of events 

(Gramling & Carr, 2004, p. 208). For example, an anthropologist Frank (1984) used the lifeline 

method to examine the life of Diane a congenital amputee. Diane created a lifeline listing life 

events which she then rated as positive, neutral or negative (Frank, 1984). Similarly, Woodhouse 

(1992) used Lifelines in her study to document the lives and experiences of women who were 

substance users. The women reflected on their individual patterns of substance abuse and in 

discussion with other participants drew on similarities and differences. The use of Lifelines in this 

project allowed the young participants to reflect on significant life events and to highlight key 
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turning points. As discussed in the literature review turning points is a common concept used in 

the area of developmental life course research.  

3.7.2         Introduction to Photovoice  

The aims of Photovoice are to: 1) Enable individuals to record and reflect on their community’s 

strengths and problems through photographs; 2) Provide an opportunity for dialogue about the 

photographs through group discussions; and 3) Engage policy-makers to make changes based on 

community ideas (Wang & Burris, 1997). 

The theoretical framework for Photovoice reflects Brazilian educator Paulo Freire’s approach to 

education for critical consciousness (Freire, 1973). This theory promotes individual change, 

increases the community’s quality of life and policy changes aimed at achieving social equity (Wang 

et al., 1996). Wang and associates founded Photovoice as a method to empower women in rural 

China to record and reflect on their lives and health needs from their own point of view and to 

inform policymakers and society about health and community issues that are of greatest concern to 

them. According to Wang, Photovoice operates on the principle that, “What experts think is 

important may not match what people at the grassroots think is important” (www.photovoice.com). 

Furthermore, sharing the same view as Freire, Wang encouraged community ownership of the 

research and respected the views of participants in relation to problem solving and what resources 

were necessary for improvements.  

Wang and Burris (1997) used three key sources to develop the concept of Photovoice: (1) the 

theoretical literature on education for critical consciousness, feminist theory and documentary 

photography; (2) the efforts of community photographers and participatory educators to challenge 

assumptions about representation and documentary authorship; and (3) experiences gained from 

the Yunnan Women’s Reproductive Health and Development Program in rural China (Wang & 

Burris, 1997).  

Since its conception, Photovoice has been widely used as a research method with disadvantaged 

groups, including studies involving youth, ‘at risk’ youth, youth violence prevention, teenage 

motherhood and homeless youth.  The ‘after-school’ youth project in Baltimore concluded that the 

use of Photovoice was successful for engaging young people in shaping and improving their social 

and physical environments (Strack, Magill & McDonagh, 2004). In the US the Flint Photovoice 

targeted community collaboration with representation from youth, adults, policy makers and 

community leaders to describe community violence and build community capacity for problem 

solving.  As a result, strategies were initiated to improve safety of the elderly and reduce violence 

perpetuated by and against young people (Wang, Morrel-Samuels, Hutchison, Bell, & Pestronk, 

2004). In Los Angeles, the Teen Photovoice Project targeted impoverished young people to take 

pictures highlighting health issues that were of concern to them (Necheles et al., 2007). This resulted 
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in a series of health promotional posters. The posters targeted unhealthy eating, stress, its causes 

and treatment and raising awareness about stress among school staff and students.  

More recently, Photovoice has been widely used in research and policy development in 

Aboriginal communities. The Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation 

and the Marie Stopes Photovoice project on the sexual health of Aboriginal youth identified 

several key issues including: substance abuse, teenage pregnancy, sexual abuse, boredom, human 

immunodeficiency virus infection and acquired immune deficiency syndrome, sexually 

transmissible infections, and condom and health service accessibility. In Carnarvon Western 

Australia, Photovoice was used to engage young Aboriginal people in public health issues and, 

through the photo exhibition, provided an opportunity to the wider community to look, listen and 

learn from young people (Larsen, Mitchell & Gilles, 2001). 

In utilising Photovoice for needs analysis, Wang and Burris (2004) emphasised the importance of 

involving participants in the three-stage process to lay the foundation for analysis: 

1. Selecting those photos that most accurately reflect the young persons’ experiences;  

2. Contextualising telling stories about what the photographs mean using Wallenstein’s 

SHOWED acronym (Wallenstein & Bernstein, 1988); and 

3. Codifying and identifying issues, themes or theories that emerge.  

These stages clearly establish the participatory approach used in the Photovoice project through 

continual engagement and participation of individuals to ensure the individual voice is heard.  

3.7.3         Photovoice Program of Activities  

This project was designed to be undertaken over four weeks, consisting of two three-hour sessions 

per week. The Aboriginal research assistant in each group had a key role in talking to potential 

participants, explaining the project and handing out information sheets; therefore a specific 

orientation session was not necessary. A description of the activities undertaken in the two groups 

follows. 

Week 1  

Session 1:  

As the facilitator of the program it was important for me to provide an introduction that related 

information about my background, my family connections and why I was interested in conducting 

this research. Developing a rapport and trust with participants was necessary to ensure positive 

outcomes and participation in the program. It was also imperative to explain how the outcomes 

of the research based on their experiences would benefit the Aboriginal community. Participants 

then introduced themselves to the group before doing an icebreaker exercise. As the facilitator, a 
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Power point presentation about the AAYPP which outlined the concept of Photovoice was 

provided to participants by me. Examples of photos and stories from other Photovoice projects 

were included in the presentation. On completion of the presentation, participants were given an 

opportunity to ask any questions about the project or to identify any concerns. Once this was 

completed, the facilitator and AYRAs assisted the participants to fill in the consent forms if they 

wished to continue participation in the project. Rules of conduct for group processes were drawn 

up and agreed to by all participants. This process set out as to what was expected of all participants 

in the group including issues of confidentiality, respect for other group members, punctuality, and 

attendance and listening to others.  

This session included a facilitated focus group discussion about “What matters to me” to encourage 

participants to reflect individually on WHERE their life was at that point, and HOW they lived, and 

WHO cared/looked after them. After individual reflection, participants discussed this amongst the 

group and then listed five things/issues (on butchers’ paper) that the group considered important 

issues for Aboriginal youth today. The purpose of this exercise was fourfold: (1) engage participants 

in group activity; (2) raise self-esteem and confidence; (3) empower participants about the 

importance of their views; and, (4) provide a forum where they could see how their issues were 

shared or similar to others in their age group. The key themes extracted from this process have been 

collated to influence and guide analysis of the quantitative data.  

The next exercise involved each participant constructing an individual Lifeline to reflect their 

lives and highlight significant life events that had occurred (Appendix C). All participants 

received a piece of butchers’ paper and markers. 

Although participants were asked to sit alone (either at a table or on the floor) for this exercise, 

this did not last. They often moved to collaborate and discuss issues amongst themselves as well 

as co-opt assistance from the assistants and myself as facilitator. One participant had poor writing 

skills so at different times both the assistants and facilitator were on hand to assist with the 

Lifeline. This activity was about documenting a lifeline of milestones and important life events 

that had occurred in their lives and placing these events within context. Using a similar method 

to that used by Woodhouse (1992) to create a ‘lifeline’ participants drew a line across the paper, 

started with their birth, and then added significant life events chronologically detailing memories, 

roles and relationships in their lives. Participants used a range of techniques to develop their 

Lifelines including, dates to mark significant events, names and relationships of family and 

friends. The female participants used coloured pencils to illustrate events and decorate their work. 

Participants defined what had occurred in their lives over the prescribed time period. They were 

asked to identify how these events had affected them and to identify significant ‘turning points’ 

in their lives that had influenced their life’s trajectory, including events that might have changed 

their pathway. They were asked to describe the significance of such diversions or ‘turning point’ 
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events. Importantly, they were asked to identify the presence of any support persons or systems 

over these times.  

They were asked to consider specific issues such as who cared for them, to describe their living 

environment, experiences during their school years, their relationships and friends, their drug and 

alcohol use, and their contact with police and the Juvenile Justice System. Participants considered 

both positive and negative life experiences. Participants also reflected on their short or long term 

life goals. It was suggested to the participants that they could find this exercise traumatic or 

stressful and were advised that counselling was available through Yorgum if issues arose during 

the process. 

At the end of this session, an outline of each participant’s life was emerging. Further information 

was added during future sessions with ongoing prompting and assistance. Using the Lifeline as a 

starting point, additional questions were asked throughout the course of the project in order that 

participants could build on the lifeline. This iterative process enabled maximum information to 

be obtained for each participant so that each individual life story was richly documented. The 

Lifelines were put aside and refined through the use of semi structured interviews to develop a 

narrative ‘life story’ for each participant. 

At the conclusion of this session each participant received a file containing information about the 

project, the Photovoice processes and tips on photo taking. Importantly participants were given 

journals, and were encouraged to record information about what pictures they wanted to take and 

make notes about how it related to their lives. This became an interactive process as some 

participants chose to return to their Lifeline and add further information over the course of the 

Photovoice program.  

Session 2: 

The second session entailed group conversations and role-play on how to use Wang’s ethics of 

Photovoice, which were used to develop this section. This included discussion about issues such 

as privacy, permission and confidentiality (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001). Participants engaged 

in role-play to practice approaching subjects, informing them about the project and seeking 

permission to take their photographs (participants were given a handout outlining the dialogue 

between them and potential subjects as a guide) (Appendix D). Additional coaching about 

appropriate representation of their subjects in their photos and stories was given. As noted by 

Wang, cameras are not a shield and participants must be aware of their surroundings and potential 

dangers at all times, in addition to obtaining the subject’s permission prior to taking the picture 

(Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001). 

At the end of this session, participants in group one received disposable cameras and those in 

group two digital cameras. Digital was a cheaper and more effective option as participants were 
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able to take as many photos as they needed and could readily delete poor quality photos.  In depth 

training in using cameras was not necessary as all participants had some previous experience. 

During this session, participants practiced taking photos. As a group, participants reflected on the 

information in their Lifelines and the research questions to think about relevant issues in their 

lives to represent through photos.  

Participants were introduced to Wallenstein’s’ mnemonic “SHOWED” question which was used 

to describe/analyse each photo in later sessions.  

 S: What do you See here?  

 H: What is really Happening?  

 O: How does this relate to Our lives?  

 W: Why does this problem or strength exist?  

 E: How can we become Empowered about this issue? 

 D: What can we Do about it?  

This method has been validated by other Photovoice projects (Wang et al., 2004). 

Week 2  

Session 3:  

In the third session, participants returned their cameras for film developing and in the case of the 

digital cameras, for downloading onto a laptop.  In accord with the method described by Wang 

(1999), each group of participants was trained as a collective and discussed together their 

photographs and meanings (Wang, 1999). At this session, each participant gave individual 

feedback to the group about the context and meaning of his or her photographs.  

This session also provided an opportunity for participants to share their experiences with others 

and collectively solve any problems that might have arisen during the photographing phase either 

with subjects or equipment. Two participants were given replacement disposable cameras as one 

participant lost the camera and a family member of the other participant had used their camera to 

take photographs. There was no limit on the number of disposable cameras available allowing 

participants to take as many photos as necessary to tell their story. 

The facilitator and research assistant reinforced the importance of obtaining signed consent forms 

from any of the subjects of their photography and the importance of providing clear explanations 

about the project. As facilitator I ensured that consent forms had been signed as appropriate for 

each photograph that was contributed to the collection. Each participant did an audit of the photos 

that they had taken prior to identifying if they needed supplementary photographs in order to ‘tell 

their story’. 
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Session 4:  

Following on from the previous session, if gaps in their photographs were identified, this session 

was set aside for the research assistant to assist participants to finish off taking the remaining 

shots. The research assistant was able to provide transport so that participants could get to the 

various people or locations.  

Week 3 – Week 4 

Sessions 5 to 8:  

During the last two weeks and remaining four sessions, participants received their developed 

photographs. Participants reviewed their photographs and then selected four that they felt best 

illustrated the issue or point they wanted to express about their life experiences (Wang et al., 2004). 

The SHOWED analysis was used by the participants when they created their stories and captions. 

This process enabled participants to think critically about each image, discuss how it affected 

them and enable problem solving. These themes were used to guide the planning of analysis for 

the quantitative component of this research. 

3.7.4        Semi-structured Interviews 

Participants completed individual Lifelines during the Photovoice program; these data became 

the foundation for individual life stories and a guide for identifying what issues or events they 

wanted to express in their photographs. Each lifeline was interrogated and examined closely. A 

list of questions for each participant was generated to clarify events, ask for more information or 

fill in gaps. These provided a guide for further discussion in the process of documenting the life 

stories of participants.    
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Figure 6 Outline of the process undertaken to establish and conduct the photovoice 

  program 
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3.7.5         Data Analysis 

Colaizzi (1978) stated that life experiences are shaped by the individual’s interaction with other 

persons and/or the environment. To better understand Aboriginal youth we need to record and 

analyse their life experiences. This method while dated was useful for this study because the steps 

Colaizzi used in his analysis corresponded to my desire to ensure that it was young people’s 

experiences that were recorded. This is appropriate as little is known about issues affecting this 

group from their perspective.  By using this method this study has been able to explore the life 

experiences of Aboriginal youth and investigate how they interrelate with family, friends and the 

wider community. 

Interviews were transcribed verbatim by a professional stenographer. These data were then 

analysed using Colaizzi’s (1978) six step method for analysing phenomenological data.  

 Step 1: “Read and re-read participants ‘protocols’ in order to gain a feeling for and to make 

sense of the data”.  

o The author and facilitator personally conducted all interviews which allowed me 

to gain an insight into the life experiences of each participant. The audio tapes were 

initially listened to twice, then twice again in conjunction with reading the 

transcripts. This process allowed me to contextualize expressions in relation to 

reading the transcripts. 

 Step 2:  Return to each protocol and extract phrases or sentences that directly pertain to the 

phenomenon being investigated, a process referred to as “extracting significant statements”. 

o Transcripts were read and reread to highlight significant phrases and statements 

that related to the life experiences of Aboriginal youth that in turn related to the 

research questions. 

 Step 3: Taking each significant statement the researcher formulated a meaning, a process that 

takes what the participant said to determine what they actually meant.  

o From each significant statement identified meaning was given by the researcher. 

As noted by Colaizzi care was taken to maintain connection with the original 

protocol. Thus as stated by Colaizzi creative insight means to leap from what the 

participants say to what they mean, such that the formulations discovered and 

illuminated the hidden meanings behind what the participants said. 

 Step 4: The formulated meanings were organised into clusters of themes.  

o These clusters of themes were referred back to the original ‘protocols’ transcripts; 

this process involved checking the themes with transcripts in order to validate them 

or make note of any discrepancies.   
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 Step 5: Compile an exhaustive description of the phenomenon or life experiences of 

Aboriginal youth. 

 Step 6: Return to each participant to validate “how do my descriptive results compare with 

your experiences?” 

Once the life stories narratives were produced for each participant they were presented back to 

participants to validate. 

3.8         Phase 2: Quantitative Study 

3.8.1       Study Design and Sample 

This study was a retrospective longitudinal cohort study including all children identified as 

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander born in WA between 1986 and 1990, inclusive. Population-

level WA data from a range of administrative databases were linked and the data were analysed 

to investigate the antecedents, and the risk and protective factors associated with an Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander child’s contact with the Juvenile Justice System. Data were obtained 

from: the DOHWA Midwives’ Notification System (MNS), DCP&FS, DCS including 

Community and Juvenile Justice (Figure 7).  

 

Figure 7 Outline of datasets used and number of children represented from each 

database in the analysis for the quantitative study 
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Aboriginality was determined by the Data Linkage Branch (DLB) using the following criteria: 

 Mother identified as Aboriginal on Midwives’ Notification in either the Ethnicity field or the 

INDIGST field (which comes from the mother’s hospital admission at time of birth); or, 

 Mother and/or father identified as Aboriginal on the Birth Registration form; or, 

 Child admitted to hospital was identified as Aboriginal and with a country of birth of 1100 or 

0905 (WA) up to the date of extraction (mid 2009). 

The aim of the data analysis was to consider the differing patterns and trends of the relevant 

variables associated with those Aboriginal children who had had contact with the Juvenile Justice 

System and those who had not. The data included factors associated with, and antecedents to, 

contact with Juvenile Justice. The main outcome variable was contact with the Juvenile Justice 

System and the possible predictor/explanatory variables such as sociodemographic characteristics 

(e.g. age, sex, and residential remoteness), mother and child birth characteristics, contact with 

DCP and DCS were sourced from the linked data. Particular variables of interest were those which 

might guide policies aimed at preventing contact with the Juvenile Justice System by gaining a 

greater understanding of the pathways in the life course of Aboriginal youth. These pathways are 

complex and involve distal and medial factors as well as those more proximal to the stage at which 

contact might occur. As noted earlier (p. 76), information gained during the qualitative phase of 

the study by listening to the voices of Aboriginal youth was also used to inform the quantitative 

analysis.  

The data included in the study cohort were generated by the DLB and given unique identifiers. 

These linkage keys were then supplied to the DCS to extract the relevant information. The DCS 

identified a cohort of Aboriginal children who had had contact with the Juvenile Justice System 

between 1996 and 2007 inclusive. This included all children in the study birth cohort from when 

they were aged 10 years to their 18th birthday.  These data were then provided by secure means to 

the DLB for linking. This 12-year period was determined based on the advice of the DCS data 

custodians as data quality and reliability had improved considerably from 1996. 

3.8.2         WA Data Linkage System  

The WA Data Linkage System (WADLS) was established in 1995 to connect available health, 

vital statistics and related information collected within the WA population. This information is 

used for ethically approved research, planning and evaluation projects which aim to improve the 

health of Western Australians (Department of Health, 2012) (http://www.datalinkage-

wa.org.au/accessed 8.5.12). 

The WADLS combines core health and welfare databases: birth records, midwives’ notifications, 

cancer registrations, inpatient hospital morbidity, inpatient and public outpatient mental health 

http://www.datalinkage-wa.org.au/accessed%208.5.12
http://www.datalinkage-wa.org.au/accessed%208.5.12
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services, death records and electoral registrations, variously dating back as far as the 1960s to the 

present (Holman et al., 1999). The System is continuously updated and includes working links 

with more than 30 special-purpose health service and research databases held externally. The 

quality of WADLS has been rigorously assessed by comparison with clerical investigation and 

both the proportions of invalid links (false-positives) and missed links (false-negatives) are 

estimated to be only 0.11%. (Preen, Holman, Lawrence, Baynham & Semmens, 2003). The 

recently established Family Connections Linkage Facility of the WADLS uses the demographic 

information in these validated data sets to identify relatives. The WADLS is one of only two such 

linkage systems operating in Australia and therefore constitutes a formidable tool for population-

based research on health outcomes, while overcoming limiting issues relating to sample size and 

accurate exposure and outcome ascertainment. Data contained within the WADLS have been 

widely used for health services research and public health/epidemiological investigations 

published both internationally and nationally and have supported over 500 distinct studies 

resulting in more than 900 published outputs (Preen et al., 2003; Stanley et al., 1994; Semmens, 

Lawrence–Brown, Fletcher, Rouse, & Holman, 1998). 

Precedents exist for linking WA health and offender data. Notably, Jablensky et al. (2004) used 

the WADLS to examine psychiatric inpatient and outpatient data for three birth cohorts, and to 

study the incidence of offending in individuals with schizophrenia (Jablensky, Morgan, Morgan, 

Valuri, & Ferrante, 2004). Hobbs et al. used data linkage to examine the morbidity and mortality 

in offenders post release from prison (Hobbs, Krazlan, Ridout, Mai, Knuiman, & Chapman, 

2006). More recently Ferrante used linked data to study juvenile offenders in regard to health, 

education, child protection and disability (Ferrante, 2013).  

Thus, WA is in a unique position to efficiently undertake world-class research due to the existence 

of comprehensive and regularly audited linked health and offender databases together with best-

practice protocols to enable secure, cross-jurisdictional record linkages (Kelman et al., 2002). 

3.8.3         Data Linkage 

Data linkage is defined as “the bringing together from two or more different sources, data that 

relates to the same individual, family, place or event” (Holman, 2006, p. TC1-1). The first data 

linkage project to occur in WA was conducted in the early 1980’s by Professor Fiona Stanley and 

researchers from the Telethon Kids Institute. This linkage created the WA Maternal and Child 

Health Research Database, which consisted of information from the MNS, hospital morbidity 

records, birth registry and death registry (Stanley et al., 1997). 

Data linkage as described by Holman consists of five practical steps: step one involves data 

preparation; this process involves searching for and correcting invalid values in the data fields; 

frequency listing and cross-checking; recoding and transforming data into a standard format; 
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production of phonetic codes from names using name compression algorithms; and, file explosion 

to take account of alternative surnames and given names (Holman, 2006). 

The second step is blocking. Files or records are ordered or blocked in particular ways to increase 

the efficiency of searching for matches. The DLU blocks on unit medical record number, surname, 

first given name and initial, date of birth, sex and address. The blocking strategies for each pass 

should be independent to the extent possible. Fields best suited for blocking are those with the 

most number of values possible and highest reliability.  

The process for step three is where potentially linkable pairs of records are systematically 

compared against all other ‘candidate’ records to determine whether or not they relate to the same 

person. In a probabilistic matching process each matching field provides some information and 

taken together the fields determine the status of the pair being examined. In the process for 

probabilistic matching, a system of weights is used to reflect the value of the comparison in each 

field, which results in a file of accepted links between the data sources. 

Phase four relates to storage, where the file of links arising from completion of the matching phase 

is stored for later retrieval for use in future data extraction and merging. The final step is merging; 

the linkage data sets may be brought together using the links arising directly from or stored after 

completion of the matching phase. The data from different sources are assembled in a way that 

they can be analysed as a set of composite records for each individual family, place or event. 

Validation checks, error detection and correction of linkage errors may also occur during this step.  

The linkage process is based on best practice processes and protocols now accepted as best 

practice internationally: 

 Linkage staff create linkage keys using confidential personal demographic information;  

 Linkage staff extract, then encrypt linkage keys for each particular project;   

 Encrypted linkage keys are provided to data custodians so they can add them to their clinical 

or service details for that particular project;  

 Researchers receive clinical or service details from each data custodian and use the encrypted 

keys to connect the details needed for their analyses. 

These ‘linkage keys’ are separated from personal demographic information and used to enable 

linkage of health related records for approved research projects. This process ensures that the only 

people who have access to identifying data are the expert linkage team and data custodians.  At 

no time throughout this process will the researcher have any access to identifying information. 

The following figure outlines the data linkage process used by the WADLS. 
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Figure 8 Western Australian data linkage system process 

http://www.datalinkage-wa.org.au/data-linkage/linkage-process 

Advantages of data linkage 

A key advantage of data linkage is the ability to conduct longitudinal, population level research. 

The longitudinal nature of this research allowed us to follow a cohort of 7756 children for 20 

years and identify factors at the child, family and community level that were associated with 

Aboriginal youths’ contact with Juvenile Justice. Systematic population-level data linkage allows 

researchers access across a variety of administrative data sets to answer a wide range of 

epidemiological research objectives without accessing identifying information (Trutwein, 

Holman, & Rosman, 2006). Privacy concerns have been raised about access to linked health data 

by the community. However, Trutwein et al. reported that researchers’ request for name-identified 

data decreased and requests for de-identified linked data increased suggesting that the use of 

linked data is more likely to protect privacy. Data linkage provides researchers the opportunity to 

investigate complex pathways and associations between variables and sub-populations. 

Compared to traditional cohort studies, the use of routinely collected de-identified data avoids 

reliance on self-reported data (which are prone to recall and ascertainment biases).  

3.8.4          Overview of Databases   

The following section identifies the data collections and variables used for analysis in this study.  

Department of Health: Midwives’ Notification System (MNS) 

The MNS was introduced into WA in 1974. The collection contains information about every child 

born in WA since 1980 and is routinely linked under statutory requirement on a monthly basis. It 

is a requirement under the Health Act 1911 (S. 335) that the midwife in attendance at any birth 

completes and submits a Notification of Case Attended (NCA) form 2. The objectives of the MNS 

are to: 
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 Provide notification and summary of all births in the state to the Commissioner of Health; 

 Monitor maternal and neonatal events; 

 Facilitate the provision of postnatal and child health services; 

 Assist the planning of obstetric and neonatal services; 

 Assist with ongoing research in the areas of obstetric and maternity services; 

 Provide a continuing source of information for ongoing education in clinical practice; and, 

 Provide WA perinatal data for inclusion in national perinatal statistical reports12. 

In 2012, there were 33393 women who gave birth in Western Australia, of whom Aboriginal 

women represented 4.9%; this collection relates to births greater than 20-weeks’ gestation or more 

than 400 grams in weight (Hutchinson, 2015). Demographic information is collected as well as 

data relating to perinatal, maternal obstetric history and delivery details. This information comes 

from the Midwives’ Notification Form 2. The midwife present at the delivery is responsible for 

collecting and entering this data. The Midwives’ Notification Form 2 is forwarded to the DOHWA 

within 48 hours of the birth.  

Study Birth Cohort 

For the purpose of this study the birth cohort for the years 1986 – 1990 were extracted from the 

MNS; this cohort consisted of 8051 births. Of the 8051 births, n=142 (1.8%) were coded as 

stillborn. These cases were excluded from any further analysis as this study was concerned with 

liveborn babies. This file was then merged with death registrations to ascertain the number of 

children who had died before 10 years of age. If they had died before the age of 10 years they did 

not reach the age to be included in the outcome variable, which is the legislated age to be in 

contact with the Juvenile Justice System in WA (Urbas, 2000). This process identified 153 cases 

which were also excluded from the cohort. When this total of 295 cases were excluded from the 

analysis, the remaining 7756 children comprised the cohort for quantitative analysis. 

The information describing contact with Juvenile Justice was extracted from the WA DCS, 

Interim Field System and Total Offender Management System (TOMS) system database and 

linked to the birth cohort. They were further allocated into separate categories and were followed 

up to their 18th birthday to ascertain which children had contact with Juvenile Justice. Category 

1: n= 2514 – those children who had contact with the Juvenile Justice System from 10 years to 

their 18th birthday and category 2: n= 5242 – those children who were not in contact with the 

Juvenile Justice System during this age span. The following figure outlines the exclusion process 

and mapping of the cohort into two categories detailing numbers and sex (Figure 9). 

                                                      
12 Guidelines for Completion of Care Attended Health Act (Notification by Midwife) Regulations Form 

No.2  
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Figure 9 The study cohort:  WA Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander birth cohort 

from 1986-1990 and contact with the Juvenile Justice System 

This linkage identified a total of 5464 mothers. It is important to note that these data pertain only 

to children born to the same mother during this five year birth cohort. The mothers may have had 

more children before and or/after this time period. The unit of analysis is the child and no account 

was taken of sibships in analysis of the data. 

The main dataset was divided into two datasets: i) data relating to the mother which included 

selected maternal demographic information; and ii) data relating to the pregnancy and birth of the 

infant. Maternal data considered in the analysis included ethnicity, geographical location of 

residence at time of the birth, mother’s marital status, age and parity at birth of the index child. 

Pregnancy and infant data included sex, birthweight, complications of pregnancy, complications 

of labour, final method of delivery, and gestational age at delivery (Table 5).  

The specific variables from the MNS data that were extracted for the current project are included 

in Table 5. 

Table 5 List and description of variables extracted from the Midwives’ Notification 

System database used for the quantitative data analysis 

Variable Description of variable 

Date of birth (mmyyyy) Mother’s date of birth 

Postcode of residence Postcode of residence of mother at birth of baby 

Maternal age at birth Mother’s age at birth of baby 

Marital Status  Mother’s marital status at time of birth 
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Variable Description of variable 

Ethnicity Mother’s ethnicity  

Complications of pregnancy  Complications of pregnancy  

Complications of labour Complications of labour 

Number of previous 

pregnancies 

Number of previous pregnancies 

Mode of delivery Final method of delivery 

Gestational Age Estimated gestational age of baby at birth 

Baby Sex Sex of baby 

Birth Weight Weight of birth of baby at delivery 

Baby’s date of birth 

(mmyyyy) 

Baby’s date of birth 

 

Telethon Kids Institute  

The Western Australian Intellectual Disability Database – IDEA (Intellectual Disability 

Exploring Answers) contains demographic and medical information about people with 

intellectual disability.  Data have been collected since 1953 from the Disability Services 

Commission (DSC) and two snapshots of data from educational sources were collected in 1999 

and 2002. Extensive efforts are currently being made to encourage clinicians to report to the 

registry those cases with intellectual disability that they have not referred to DSC, to ensure the 

population representativeness of the database. 

Disability Services Commission data for the IDEA database are currently sourced, in the main, 

from a number of databases including the main client database, the referrals database and a 

medical component database. The purpose of the medical database is to attempt to assign 

etiological coding to provide information about the cause of the intellectual disability. The clients’ 

database contains demographic information whilst the referrals database, only initiated in 1993, 

also contains more detailed information about the reason for referral. Aboriginality has been 

shown to be poorly recorded in these data sources. 

There are over 12890 cases and, over the last decade approximately 350 new cases per year have 

been included on the database.  Data are derived from referrals to the DSC and include those 

registered at DSC who have an intelligent quotient (IQ) <70.  Where IQ level is not available, 

adaptive behaviour scores may be considered to determine eligibility. Cases referred through the 

Department of Education are accepted as eligible for IDEA according to Education Department 

criteria. Since 2002, a team from the Telethon Kids Institute has managed IDEA and considerable 

work has been undertaken through case review to improve the information about IQ level.  

The specific variables from the IDEA data that were extracted for the current project are included 

in Table 6 below. 
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Table 6 List and description of variables extracted from the Intellectual Disability 

Exploring Answers database used for the quantitative data analysis 

Variable Description of variable 

Sex Sex of child with an intellectual disability 

Level of ID Level of disability as registered on the IDEA database   

Source  Source of identification of intellectual disability         

 

Department of the Attorney General (Registrar of Births, Deaths and Marriages) 

Death Registrations 

The registration of a death is compulsory by law in WA. The Department of the Attorney General 

Births, Deaths and Marriages Registration Act requires a person, usually a funeral director, 

following the funeral, to notify the details of a death to the Registry of Births, Deaths and 

Marriages within 14 days from the date of death. The doctor responsible for the medical care of 

a person before their death or who examines the body after death, must complete and sign a 

medical certificate of cause of death. This certificate must be issued within 48 hours after the 

person's death and given to the funeral director. The doctor is not required to give notice of the 

cause of death of a person in circumstances in which the death is reportable to the Coroner. The 

Coroner will determine the cause of death, age at death and place of death. These data are then 

forwarded to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), where they are coded according to the 

International Classification of Disease (ICD). Specific variables extracted from the mortality data 

collection for this research included date of death and primary cause of death.   

Department for Child Protection and Family Support 

Client and Community Services System: The Department’s networked information database, the 

Client and Community Services System (CCSS), provides the facility across the state to intake 

all child protection concerns creating client, referral, and period of contact, assessment, and 

investigation and intervention details in a predominately coded format.  The data are recorded by 

the duty or crisis response officer or case worker who receives the information and is managing 

the case. The system has been in general use since 1994, while child protection and other data 

within it (incorporated and archived) dates back to the early 1980s.  

In addition, the CCSS provides: case allocation and history, periods of care, locations and 

planning forums for children in care; management of foster carer assessment and registration; 

approval of case management costs and generation of purchase orders; reconciliation of 

expenditure with the department’s financial system; alerts about clients, child’s status and, 

operational real time reports. CCSS operates primarily as a tool to summarise critical aspects of 

casework to support both service delivery and reporting.  Files are not contained within it, though 

there is the capacity to record some notes. 
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All of the data in CCSS are held in an information warehouse.  Some operational reports are 

available from this warehouse through the Management Information System (MIS). Monthly 

snapshots of the warehouse are used for executive, annual, national and ad hoc reporting using a 

specialised query tool. 

Notifications, investigations and substantiations 

Following a review of DCP’s case management system the intake and assessment process was 

upgraded. This led to a reclassification of child abuse and neglect notifications and introduction 

of the child concern report13. Child protection notifications were then assessed to determine 

whether an investigation is required; if referral to support services is more appropriate; or if no 

further protective action is necessary. The aim of an investigation is to obtain more detailed 

information about a child who is the subject of a notification and to determine whether the 

notification is “substantiated” or “not substantiated”. A substantiation indicates there is sufficient 

reason (after an investigation) to believe the child has been, is being, or is likely to be, abused, 

neglected or otherwise harmed. The relevant Department will then attempt to ensure the safety of 

the child or children through an appropriate level of continued involvement, including the 

provision of support services to the child and family (AIHW, 2017). 

Definitions of child abuse and neglect used by the Department are: 

 Physical abuse describes significant physical harm or injury experienced by a child as the 

result of severe and/ or persistent actions or inactions on the part of the child’s care-giver; 

 Emotional maltreatment describes significant impairment of a child’s social, emotional, 

cognitive, intellectual development and/or disturbance of the child’s behaviour; 

 Sexual maltreatment occurs when a child has been exposed or subjected to sexual behaviour 

which are exploitative and/or inappropriate to his or her age or developmental level and,  

 Neglect is experienced by a child when he or she does not receive adequate food, shelter, 

medical attention or supervision, to such a severe and / or persistent extent that his or her 

development is or is likely to be significantly damaged or injury occurs, or is likely to occur; 

this definition also includes emotional and educational neglect as well as failure to thrive. 

A detailed outline of variables used in the analysis of the DCP data is displayed in Table 7.   

                                                      
13 CMAs were differentiated into CCRs and CMAs from June 1995. The definition of CCRs was: 

This classification is assigned to referrals regarding concerns about a child’s welfare related to the quality 

of his or her home environment or the standard of care he or she received, and where the precise nature of 

the issue or problem is unclear and requires further investigation.  This reason for contact is not a reason 

for ongoing contact. It functions as a temporary classification which is currently only while an assessment 

is being conducted to determine the nature of the concern and what services if any are required and/or 

wanted. The definition of CMA was: where an agency, authority or individual makes contact with the 

department to advice that a child is believed to be maltreated either physically, sexually, emotionally 

and/or neglected. 
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Table 7 List and description of variables extracted from the Department for Child 

Protection and Family Support database used for quantitative data analysis 

Variable Description of variable 

Allegation date Date of allegation received  

Sex Sex of child 

Age Age of child at time of the allegation 

Marital Status  Mothers’ marital status at the time of the allegation 

Family structure Family structure that the child was living in at the time of allegation  

Outcome Outcome of allegation after investigation (substantiated or unsubstantiated) 

Abuse nature 1  Primary type of maltreatment as alleged 

Result Type of maltreatment confirmed after investigation (neglect, physical 

abuse, sexual abuse, or emotional abuse) 

Source of allegation Description of individual or agency that reported the maltreatment  

PBR1_Relationship The relationship of the person believed responsible for the maltreatment to 

the child 

Harm injury  Injury/harm sustained as a result of maltreatment  

 

Department of Corrective Services 

Youth Community Services 

Interim Field System (IFS): Juvenile Court database mostly used by Community Youth Justice 

Services (Juvenile Justice Officers), detailing all the information surrounding and including 

young people’s court appearances and includes information relating to charges and community-

based orders.  This database only contains information of juveniles aged 10 years to 17 years who 

have been charged and subsequently convicted and receive a community based sanction, not those 

who have been cautioned (cautions are held in the Western Australian Police data system). 

However, it does include all juveniles who have been referred to Juvenile Justice Teams (a form 

of division introduced in 1995). The database also contains all reviews completed during the life 

of the community-based order, the personnel involved in the supervision and the location of the 

supervising Community Corrections office. Table 8 shows the variables extracted for this thesis. 

Table 8 List and description of variables extracted from the Department of 

Corrective Services, youth community services database for analysis of the 

child’s contact with community justice 

Variable Description of variable 

Age  Age at contact with youth community services   

Sex Sex specified male/female/unknown 

Postcode Postcode at service start date 

Start date Commencement date of order 

Effective end date Date of finalisation of order 

Service type description Description of community order issued (Juvenile Justice 

Team, court order, prevention or community based order) 



 

 95 

Youth Custodial Services 

The Total Offender Management System (TOMS) data collection commenced in 1995 and 

provides a comprehensive record of each detainee.  A range of information is collected, which 

includes demographic information, ethnicity (considered to be accurate), complete detail of 

custodial history and convictions, incident reports specific to incidents while detained and any 

security alerts.  At the commencement of this study all juvenile case files data were held in paper 

files in the liaison unit at Rangeview Remand Centre and in the Case Planning unit at Banksia 

Hill Detention Centre. This database only contains information of those juveniles admitted to 

either Rangeview or Banksia. The following Table 9 provides a description of the variables used 

for analysis. 

Table 9 List and description of variables extracted from the Department of 

Corrective Services, Total Offender Management System for analysis of the 

child’s contact with Juvenile Custodial Services 

Variable Description of variable 

Age  Age at contact with Juvenile Custodial Services   

Sex Sex specified male/female/unknown 

Postcode Postcode of residence at time of reception 

Reception date Date of reception into juvenile custodial facility 

Discharge date Date of completion of custodial sentence 

ANCO Classification of offence convicted for according to the 

Australian National Classification of Offence 

 

Adult Community and Custodial Services 

The data relating to the mother’s contact with Community Corrections were extracted from the 

Community-Business Information System (CBIS). Some clients are referenced to the CBIS 

system but community orders are never issued against them. Information relating to custodial 

services was obtained from TOMS. 

Currently, there are two offence classifications that are used in Australia, the Australian National 

Classification of Offences (ANCO) and the Australian Standard Offence Classification (ASOC) 

(ABS, 2008). The ASOC is used by the ABS for national data collections to which the DCS 

contributes; however, for the purpose of local reporting the DCS uses ANCO which was the 

coding system employed for the current study. Table 10 shows the variables used in this thesis. 
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Table 10 List and description of variables extracted from the Department of 

Corrective Services, Total Offender Management System for analysis of 

mother’s contact with adult custodial services 

Variable Description of variable 

Age  Age at contact with adult custodial services   

Postcode Postcode of residence at time of reception 

Reception date Date of reception into adult custodial facility 

Discharge date Date of completion of custodial sentence 

ANCO Classification of offence convicted for according to the 

Australian National Classification of Offence 

 

3.8.5        Statistical Analyses  

A descriptive analysis of the linked total population birth cohort was performed using Statistical 

Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 17 and 19 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, Illinois). Children 

were followed up from birth to their 18th birthday. Statistical analysis was conducted in 4 sections 

according to the research aims of the study (p. 6). The analysis was guided by results from the 

qualitative aspects of the research, by community knowledge and concern, by the lack of research 

in this area and by the availability of specific variables which may be associated with contact with 

juvenile justice. For example, the young people emphasised the importance of family structure, 

the community is concerned about child protection, and there appears to be no published literature 

investigating the wide range of possible predictor variables now available in WA through data 

linkage for a specific Aboriginal cohort.  

The variables obtained from the DLU were grouped according to the aims of the study. Possible 

predictor variables included those from several of the datasets which had been linked. Initial 

frequencies were calculated for all predictor variables. Univariate logistic regression analysis was 

then used to investigate the odds ratio (with 95% confidence intervals) between each independent 

variable and the outcome variable of contact with juvenile justice. Multivariate logistic regression 

was then used to estimate odds ratios with 95% confidence intervals to explore the relationship 

between the predictor variables and the outcome variable, Juvenile Justice System contact, and to 

estimate changes in the odds of each variable in comparison with the other possible predictor 

variables. 

The first section of analysis included variables related to maternal characteristics of the mothers; 

these were Aboriginality, geographical location at birth of child, marital status, maternal age and 

parity at birth of child. This analysis was followed by univariate analysis of pregnancy and birth 

characteristics; these were Sex, birth weight and gestational age of child, complications of 

pregnancy and complications of labour, method of delivery. Following univariate analysis, 

forward stepwise multivariate models were built for maternal characteristics and pregnancy and 
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birth characteristics where each variable was adjusted for all others in the model. Due to the 

descriptive and exploratory nature of this research, all variables were retained in the model. 

The next component of analysis was for intellectual disability. Building on this model ID was 

added into the multivariate analysis, this model was then further updated to include contact with 

child protection, and finally the mother’s contact with corrective services was added. 

The complexity and interpretation of these linked data are such that further, more sophisticated 

analyses are not appropriate at this time. The results of this research need to be first communicated 

to and discussed with Aboriginal communities so that their feedback after considered deliberation 

can inform and guide the next phase of this novel research area.  

 





 

 99 

Chapter 4 Results 

Part 1 - Qualitative Analysis 

The purpose of Part 1 is to document the lived experiences of a cohort of seven Aboriginal youth 

and identify significant life events and supports.  It honours the voices of Aboriginal youth who 

participated, and describes their life experiences. The intent was twofold: first to identify the 

issues that were important and pertinent to them; and, second for these issues to guide the 

quantitative phase of this study through exploration of relevant issues through data. The stories 

and quotes of these young people remind us as researchers that behind every number that is 

analysed is a story of adversity, achievement or hope. 

This research used Lifelines and Photovoice in conjunction with semi structured interviews to 

assist young people tell their life stories based around the research questions. The young people 

were encouraged to describe their life experiences and what these experiences meant to them as 

well as identify significant turning points in their lives. They were asked to reflect on these turning 

points and to report whether their perceptions and views may have changed as a result. 

A range of storylines emerged that described the participants’ everyday lives.  The participants 

shared experiences about their culture, families and relationships and how they responded to life 

events. All their stories were rich in detail with anecdotes of their childhoods and current day life 

experiences. Each story informed this study. 

This research correlates data and life experiences and therefore draws on information gathered from 

the Lifelines, the Photovoice project, and semi structured interviews. This is followed by data 

analysis conducted according to Colaizzi’s (1978) seven step method for analysing 

phenomenological data. I have attempted to connect with the essence of young people’s experiences 

of family and its significance in their lives. In order to respect their perspective, I have used their 

own descriptions and images of their experiences, verbatim. Pseudonyms have been used to protect 

each participant’s true identity, and other identifying information has also been reviewed. 

In Part 1 I introduce each of the young people who shared their stories for the purpose of my 

research. Firstly, I introduce Emma who played a vital role in this research as a participant and as 

a research assistant. She assisted in many aspects of the project from the development of the 

qualitative component to agreeing to tell her story by trialling the suitability of using a timeline 

and Photovoice as data collection tools. Emma provided input and expertise in the development 

of the information sheet and consent forms and recruitment. Her input was invaluable and 

enriched all aspects of this research. 
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4.1          Lifestories 

In this section I report participants’ accounts of their lives; their life story is followed after a brief 

introduction. The life story includes information taken from their personal timelines, accounts of 

their Photovoice data, and personal interviews. It raises issues including family, teenage 

pregnancy, alcohol and drug use and contact with authority figures. The accounts allow the 

quantitative data to be understood from a personal perspective. The young people’s accounts are 

presented in italics. The photos included in the text were taken by the young people to express 

issues in their lives. These photos were selected by the participants who gave permission for them 

to be included. 

Emma 

Emma is a 25 year old female and has two siblings, an older sister and younger brother. Both her 

parents are Aboriginal and well educated with university degrees and in continuous employment. 

Her parents separated when she was 15 years old and Emma resided with her mother. Emma had 

a satisfactory primary school education and left school at year 10. Emma was pregnant at 15 years 

of age and lost the baby preterm, and by the time she was nineteen she had had four pregnancies 

to three different men. Both her key relationships were abusive and her second partner had 

significant mental health issues. Emma’s first contact with Juvenile Justice was at age 17 years 

when she was charged with three counts of aggravated burglary. Child Protection Services were 

involved at this stage and her infant was placed in foster care as she was being held at Bandyup 

women’s prison. Mostly she lived a transient lifestyle and, at the time of this report, had just 

secured her own accommodation with her current partner and children. 

I have an older sister and a younger brother mum also had a baby who was stillborn, Mum and 

dad are both Aboriginal and have good jobs.  

Just didn’t like school – I lived in Perth with my parents until grade three, then we moved 

interstate for five years where I went to a private girls school. When we moved back to WA, mum 

got a job in the country and so we moved there. I went to the public school where there were a lot 

of other Aboriginal kids. The teachers didn’t like us or nothing; they still had all the old teachers 

there. I didn’t learn anything new I just learnt the things that I got taught at the other school. So 

didn’t really bother because they were way behind. Didn’t like school. I started to muck around 

at school with the other Aboriginal kids and we used to mess around using drugs. 

Mum and dad split when I was 15 years old and I wasn’t getting any attention from them. I don’t 

know, it was amazing dad was doing his own thing, amazing. 

I started to drink heavily, and use drugs. To support these habits I started to steal, just broke in 

and got money and handbags and stuff like that, just to get money for the next turn.  I was going 
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between the country and Perth. I was by myself most of the time, just rode around by myself 

without my friends or family. I used to catch a taxi most of the time and go from town to town. 

 

Pregnant at sixteen but the baby died – at 15 years of age I got into a relationship with a 19 year 

old boy he was the same as me and the stealing got worse. He was looking after his two younger 

brothers they were 10 and 11 years old, because the father [alleged] had killed their mother and 

he [father] didn’t want the boys. It was alleged that the younger kids were in the car when she 

was pushed out. We had his sisters 2 daughters who were two and three years old as well. She 

[his sister] didn’t want her own kids and asked us to look after them. 

I got pregnant at 16 but the baby died, this was because of my alcohol and drug abuse. I moved 

to the country with my boyfriend and the children. This was a difficult time for me it was hard 

trying to get over each day a day at a time. We weren’t getting Centrelink payments so we started 

to steal to get money to feed the kids. It wasn’t fair because the welfare knew that we had the kids 

but they didn’t offer us any support. Dad used to help me a bit at this time. I was back and forth 

and ringing up dad all the time, he used to pay my trip away from them. Eventually my boyfriend 

got charged for stealing and sent to jail so I had to look after the kids all by myself. 

Partying, Drugs & Alcohol 

   

People have choices when you are young all you want to do is party. Alcohol was 

a major part of my teenage life drugs were always there when alcohol was 

supplied. This picture is of alcohol and a bong. Many teenagers’ lives are 

surrounded by drink and drugs you have a choice whether you want it to be part 

of your life. Many kids drink and smoke but don’t consider the consequences it 

leads to later. When I was in my teens I was always partying, drinking and taking 

drugs. Teenagers sometimes think that what others say and do they need to follow. 

Peer pressure is the main cause of drug and alcohol abuse. Be empowered and 

don’t give into peer pressure, educate people on drug and alcohol abuse then the 

decision is theirs. 
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Prison scared me – I started to drink more and take drugs and was consistently out of it. I had a 

bench warrant14 issued for my arrest for three counts of aggravated burglary I didn’t go to court. 

I was in Perth when I decided to ring up my mentor/family friend and she took me in. They told 

me they wasn’t going to send me to Bandyup [female maximum security prison] but I was there 

for the week-end. I was getting constantly watched. You can’t do nothing that you want to do 

yourself. Dad said that he was going to come to court with me but he rang Lucy the night before 

and said he couldn’t make it. This really upset me. Lucy was there for court on Monday. Being in 

prison scared me, pulled me up, and never going back there again. I wanted to go home, I cried 

every night. I was only just 18 years old. I got a two year suspended sentence I had to attend 

school, on a curfew of 8pm each night plus report to police three times a week. I stayed with Lucy 

for most of the time I was on the suspended order. 

Chased me around Port Kennedy with a butchers knife – my relationship was violent and I was 

always walking around with bruises and I wanted to get out. On a trip to Perth we started to argue 

he chased me all around Port Kennedy with a butcher’s knife. This is when I left him and didn’t go 

back. I was sick of the violence and at the time I was in Perth I had my sister’s support to help me. 

Although he was violent towards me he was never violent to the children, he was really good with 

them. At this time I had little support from my parents although my mother lived in the same town. 

                                                      
14 A bench warrant “authorises any police officer to apprehend the defendant and to bring them to the 

next available court to be dealt with” 

(http://www.dotag.wa.gov.au/_apps/Glossary/Result.aspx?mode=word&termID=) 

Court Papers 

 

These are my court papers most Aboriginal kids go through court these are just 

some of mine that have passed through my life. During my life I have been in 

and out of court and jail. During my teenage life I rebelled against my family and 

all I did was make things difficult for myself. Empower others to stay out of the 

court system especially if you are a teenager it’s not a good life. Stay out of 

trouble now and tell kids about the life though the court system. 
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One night stand – in 2005 I got pregnant as a result of a one night stand I didn’t tell the father 

at the time. I had the baby a little girl. Then I got into another relationship my boyfriend suffers 

from a mental health illness. This relationship was also violent. Once he had a psychotic attack 

he tried to hit me but I was nursing the baby and he hit her. I was frightened about what he might 

do so I rang 000 the police came. The police called welfare and spoke to mum about what was 

happening, after that welfare took my baby into care who was only 2 months old. I rang Lucy and 

she rang welfare and told them that she would care for her [baby] until the situation was sorted 

out. I had to do urinalysis to make sure I was off the drugs and able to look after my baby. After 

six months I got her back. 

Then I got pregnant to my current partner and had another girl in 2007 and another girl in 2009. 

I’m pregnant now, then I’ll go get my tubes tied I think. 

He’s just starting to get back into it – my father know where he’s been at the moment I don’t 

know, he’s still trying to squeeze his way back into our lives. Mum was there with us sometimes, 

but she was flat out working on the mines, she didn’t have anything to do with us, I provide my 

own care for myself, I do my own thing, care for me and my kids, that’s it. 

Aboriginal culture - I just started talking to my aunty again all dad’s mob, we weren’t talking for 

a while, before we used to go away to the country all the time and go out bush we don’t do it no 

more. Dad used to be the only one to take us away everywhere until he went interstate and we 

haven’t been away in the last five years, only once when he came back for a holiday and we all 

went away to the country. 

My House and Car 

 

This is a picture of my house and car these are a major part of my life now. After 

being kicked out of home when I was young and after having kids I realised these 

were the main essentials I needed to survive for me and my kids. Me and my kids 

were in and out of refuges before we found this house to move into then I saved 

to buy transport for my family to get around. Thin  gs are this way because of the 

decisions I made in my life. You can’t survive in life without the main essentials, 

you need a house to get through life. Need to help more young kids find housing. 
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Natasha 

Natasha is a 19 year old female with no children. She was living with her mother and her partner. 

Her grandparents had a significant role in caring for her when her mother moved interstate. 

Natasha was the third eldest of her siblings and shared a special bond with her older sister. 

Although she had completed year ten, as for her family and many of her friends, employment had 

eluded her. She was enjoying the course New Opportunities for Women she was currently 

enrolled in at the local technical college. At 15 years of age she had her first contact with the 

justice system as a result of assaulting a public officer and in her interview, she reflected on the 

shame she believed she caused her family as a result. 

I like him when he’s sober – my brother John is the eldest, he’s really cool and funny. I can’t hang 

around him long because I get annoyed at him acting like a kid brain. I like him when he’s sober. 

We like playing pool together at the pub. We went shopping the other week together, to the city, 

that’s spending time with me, him and my little brother, Steve.  We, like we go shopping or 

sometimes go to the movies. I have an older sister Mary, I like that she is independent and has her 

own family. I hate it when she makes me do all her housework when I go and visit her in the country. 

Me and her are really close because she’s the only sister that I have on my mum’s side. She looks 

after me when I want to get away from everyone down in Perth I go to her house and visit her and 

the boys. I like to spend time with my nephews, they’re all getting taller and bigger. My sister’s got 

the rod [contraceptive implant] in her arm so that’s good. No more babies for three years. That’s 

all we have, on my mum’s side, my mum’s got all boys as grandchildren, no girls yet. 

I have a little brother Steve he is really good at football and lots of other sports. He’s really good 

towards me sometimes, and I think he can be a little shit but he’s okay. When we have fights for 

what we want he always wins. Mum’s good. She treats me like a friend so that’s cool. It’s not that 

strict. She knows I’m a big girl and she knows I can look after myself. She’s doesn’t really, worry 

if I’m say I’m going out to this place.  She just wants to know, if I’m going to be home, spending 

the night at home. I like my mum sleeping or sober or cleaning my room. If we argue, I just give 

her the silent treatment. Then we just start talking again after we’ve had a couple days break and 

after we, realise that we miss each other and we just start talking again. When she tries to act 

younger when she is drunk it makes me ‘shame’. My Nan and pop’s really cool. Well, I grew up, 

most of my childhood with my Nan and pop when my mum was in Melbourne because I didn’t like 

it over there. My Nan and pop, they’re like my second mum and dad. Well, they are, they still 

think that I’m one of their children. Yeah, they’re really good if I want to ask them something or 

if I want advice, I just go to them. My nan still does my washing and, like, I can go to pop for 

some money, like, lend some money off him or if I need something they’ll go get it for me and 

they’ll lend me stuff. 
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I got into trouble for assaulting a transit officer - I didn’t like school that much and then I was 

turning into a bad girl. When I was 15 years old I got into trouble for assaulting a transit officer. 

I was going out but it was really late, just shouldn’t have went out. We were drinking and I just 

didn’t like the way they [transit officers on the trains] were talking to my other cousin because 

she got into trouble before, so I took it up for her. Then I ended up in more trouble than her for 

taking it up for her. I shouldn’t have took it up for her. Get that. I was out drinking, underage 

drinking, got into an argument and then I started swinging. Then I ended up having to go to court. 

I was lucky that I got let off because it was my first offence. Mum, nan and pop were angry at first 

but– it was serious but if I’d had any other offences then I would have gone to jail so they weren’t 

really that worried but they were like really downing me and really upset and disappointed but, 

yeah, they ended up supporting me I was scared to go to court. That was the scariest because they 

[family] kept telling, like, you’re going to jail. They said that I’m going to find a woman [lesbian 

relationship] so I got scared. They really like drummed it right into me and I was like really – I 

was freaking out but I was trying not to show it. 

When I first walked in there and seen the judge, that really scared me. I had to bow. That was the 

first time I ever walked into a courtroom and seen court and everything else I didn’t know what 

was there, plus your name is up on the board which other people can read your name. It was kind 

of putting the family name to shame because like pop, he had a profile like my uncle, like really 

rated pretty high by people. They’re well known so it kind of downed the family name a bit. It was  

My Family 

 

You will see in this photo me with my sisters new born baby son welcoming him 

into the family. This was taken when I went to the country to see my sister and 

her family. Family is the closest people that you can have in your life, being with 

them makes happy memories. Our family like to keep in contact with each other 

like most Aboriginal families like to be with each other. This image could educate 

people that the photo is caring and how important family is. Keep taking pictures 

to show images and the meaning. 
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my first time, I was scared, I did cry a little bit. It was a really serious offence and I didn’t want 

to go to jail that’s the thing that stopped me [getting into trouble again]. They [magistrate] let 

me off they said “they don’t want to see me in court again so they made me do anger 

management”. I felt bad I didn’t like what I did. I don’t have any family that’s in jail, because 

our family is normally good. 

New Opportunities for Women – I went to TAFE for my business 1 certificate. I would work in 

something I did feel comfortable I would rather work for an Aboriginal organisation or work 

place. I feel more comfortable around Aboriginal people, yeah. Now I’m, like, doing something 

at Swan TAFE and trying to build my confidence up. Otherwise, I’ll just sit there and be quiet if 

I’m around people I don’t feel comfortable with. I’m doing the NOW course, New Opportunities 

for Women, its three days a week, Monday, Tuesdays and Wednesdays. We’re doing like a lot of 

study and then we have to do research on, like, black Indigenous women that have accomplished 

things and have a name for themselves. We’re doing a presentation on that.  My research is on 

Narelda Jacobs, an Aboriginal news reporter. Most of the girls in the course are my cousins but 

there’s like two of my friends that do it too. 

  

They tell us cultural things – when we go and visit like my Nan’s hometown or we’re going to 

other places pop, says all the Nyoongar names for them and, tells us the history of wherever we 

go, around Perth too. Most of us all know about everything anyway in the family and all the 

cultural stuff. Me and a couple of other grandchildren have read his book about our family Yagan 

and the Swan River. 

Black and White 

 

The eyes can see white boy singing with a black girl, the story behind this I think 

is that black and white can mix. It can show that there is no place for racism or 

hatred. Things are this way because every future has a past and you have to get 

over the bad past to have a good future. This image shows harmony, peace, 

friendship and reconciliation. I can pass the message on or turn into a hippy. 



 

 107 

It’s been like a tradition – Negative thing in my life is alcohol because I see a lot of family 

members doing it if we did not do it we would not fit in the family love drinking. It’s like – it’s 

been like a tradition. Like, everyone drinks and seems to have a good time with a guitar around 

a fire. That’s the good side. Then there’s break-outs, like arguments, you know get snappy at each 

other or too loud and rowdy and fighting. There’s like the good side and the bad side. If I wanted 

to I would drink with them all the time but some days I’m just, like, no and other days, if I’m not 

doing anything – like, because I’m doing TAFE now so that stops me at least three days a week 

from drinking. 

Now I drink if I go out to the casino or like nightclubbing with my older girl cousins because 

everyone has to be over 18 to get into legal places, to go out and drink. I don’t hang around that 

girl that I got in trouble with that much. I don’t like going out at night without anyone driving or 

there’s a car. I don’t go out that much on trains anymore. 

 

Independence and freedom - An event in my life was when I was 17 years of age and I got my P 

plates, it was major event in my life because I got a bit of independence and freedom and it was 

faster to get to places. I used to have a little white car and drive all the girls around back then.  

Yeah, it was good because I got it straight up [license]. 

Girlfriends 

 

A group of girlfriends, it shows me and my friends going out and being sociable. 

It is showing that Aboriginal girls are pretty and can go out with not acting 

uncivilized. Most people think that Aboriginal girls aren’t pretty or lady like 

that’s the kind of reputation that we have. When we went out we got 

complimented that we were very beautiful from the other mans from different 

cultural backgrounds. This shows the public that we can be civilised people and 

sociable. 
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Positive in the community for Aboriginal people is Derbarl Yerrigan Health clinic in Maddington, 

it helps us because we don’t have to travel all the way into the city. They have flyers up telling 

when Aboriginal sports carnivals, funerals, local karaoke’s and all events in the black community. 

I don’t want a hairy ass man – I have a boyfriend now he’s 18, I don’t want a hairy ass man. 

I’ve been seeing him a couple of months now he doesn’t work not any more but I’m going to get 

him working again because I need stuff, I need a car. He’s one of sisters’ man’s cousins. He’s all 

right. I don’t want a baby, I’m going to go and get the rod [Contraceptive implant] 

Jason 

Jason is a 21 year old male who was living in rented accommodation with his girlfriend. He was 

fostered by his aunt and raised by his grandmother and aunt. Over the years he maintained a 

relationship with his mother and subsequently went to live with her when he was seventeen years 

of age. He dropped out of school when he was fourteen and failed to obtain his general education 

certificate and never secured employment. Jason came into contact with the Juvenile Justice 

System when he was aged twelve and has been incarcerated in juvenile detention. He never had 

a relationship with his father during his childhood and his father was in prison at the time of the 

interview. 

My family was all women – I was fostered by my aunty, I think mum was too young and she 

couldn’t cope or something. So it was just me and aunty and Nan [great Nan] that was living in 

[Scarborough]. I think aunty went to court or something and got custody of me not sure what 

happened and I haven’t bothered to ask. Then mum kicked up so a couple of years later, I came 

back to her for a while. 

I’m back living with mum for a while she is only letting me stay because I’m going to jail. 

Absolutely, she knows I’m going to jail so that’s why she’s letting me stay for a while. Well, every 

time at parties and all my birthday parties she’d just give me everything. At Christmas she’d give 

me everything. All the time, she just looked after me, told me what to do. 

I have no relationship with dad “I know who he is, I don’t like talking to him”. He’s in jail and 

on drugs that’s why I don’t hang around him. Because he’ll get me – onto the heroin he’s onto 

the heroin. 

Mum flogged me so bad – I was about year 7 me and me mate we got caught rolling a mini minor, 

mum flogged me so bad. Some boy on a bike grabbed us and took us to this house then this old 

woman she kept us there and rang the police. They came, quick as that. I got flogged about 10 

minutes that day, Aunty Frances was there I tried to get Aunty Sarah to help me she wouldn’t help 

me. That taught me not to get caught. “Well if you’re going to get caught, you’re going to get 

flogged, like that’s what I thought so now my motto is don’t get caught”. 
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The Brotherhood – Been in my gang for about a year now, about a year, year and a half. It’s 

only me and a couple of boys. Just like another family, but brothers, just all brothers. You look 

after each other, help each other drink, have a smoke, go out, go to the tattoo shops, go out in 

Perth do stuff while we’re there. 

Not doing much now with my members only see a couple of my mates. They come around just to 

go out to the footy or something, have a drink. I’ve been just sitting back here quiet trying to stay 

out of trouble. 

 

Robbery with intent to kill – When I was about fourteen or fifteen I got charged with possession 

of drugs I got let off  that one with a good behaviour bond. 

Robbery with intent to kill and robbery with intent to harm were my first big charges. My ex-

girlfriend, my cousin and I were in town. My cousin she walked up and said, “I want money for 

a taxi”.  I said, no I’ve only got enough for smokes and a couple of other things, I’m catching a 

bus. She said “no come with me, give me a taxi fare”. Well that’s when me and my ex went with 

her in the taxi. Well we got just around the corner from the house and she tried to be like, oh, oh, 

cuz I lost the money, I’m like no.  Well actually about two minutes later I seen the taxi driver 

chasing my ex-girlfriend and my cousin out and that’s when he like hit me with one of those long 

torches. Then he jumped in the car whilst I was walking off, then he pulled up again with his 

pepper spray.  Well I grabbed his money that little coin thing. Well I grabbed that coin thing and 

just started hitting him with it.  That’s when he pepper sprayed me.  So I grabbed a brick and 

threw it at him. 

My Tattoos 

 

These are my tattoos they are about my nickname is ‘xxxxxx’ and my gang the 

‘xxxxxx’, my friends they all got the same tattoo. These tattoos are about my life 

and who I am, educate people about gangs, these tattoos are on my body for life 

now. 
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They come and got me that night. They got me for attempt to kill and robbery I think it was, 

robbery with violence as well. My lawyer, said, I would get off she said it was my first big charge. 

So, I went to court drunk, stoned, looping as soon as I heard the judge, I got hit with 15 months. 

I think about that woman often, I was thinking I could kill you, you dog. I was just 17 years old. 

 

Banksia was like a camp – but the only thing wrong with Banksia is they moved the girls out 

before I got there. So there was no girls. That’s the only thing wrong about Banksia. They were 

good there, you could go to the gym, or play sports, you had like everything. I would sleep, wake 

up and go to school. They wanted me to do mechanics, but I said no, I don’t like fixing cars, so 

I’ll just go back to school. School, that was easy because you just sit down at the computers 

writing stuff.  I said “this is better than working on a car”. Yep and I’ve got qualifications from 

TAFE got everything, yep. I had all my cousins in there, well they’re in there all the time, most of 

my cousins are from my dad’s side, they’re all in. Mum didn’t even visit and when I got out I had 

to pay for petrol to get home, I just went oh no. 

Deprivation of liberty – I got a charge of deprivation of liberty charge against my ex- girlfriend 

to face now. Because I left her, because I didn’t want to be with her no more. She said I slapped 

her around with a cricket bat but I didn’t. She even sat out the front for one full night and that 

was until about nine o’clock that morning. When I woke up, she was still sitting out the front of 

the window.  I was like what are you doing there. She was like can you let me in and I was like 

no, go along before I flog you again. I’m getting the cricket bat out. As soon as I went to grab the 

cricket bat, I went back to the window, but she was gone. That afternoon my aunty came around 

and took her to back to her family. Then the police came charged me for deprivation of liberty. 

Police 

 

This is a picture of a police station people who break the law get sent to this place. 

Me and my family have been there plenty of times. When times are rough they 

start on us and are racist. Stay away from police and be smart not to get caught. 

What can I do about it become the Police ‘Commissioner’? 
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My aunt and uncle are going to get me in jail, they are. It’s just her say over my say. They believed 

her over me. That’s what’s stressed me out. No, that’s okay. I still love them. They’re my family. 

They should know that she needed it. They do anyway, but I shouldn’t have done it. Now I know 

I can’t I’m going to go to jail. 

This time I go to the man’s prison. That’s okay because there’s a lot of people in there I know. I’ve 

got my cousins, my uncle – I got my mum’s boyfriend he went in there last week, he’s doing about 

three years. I hope they got dope in there. I need that for stress. The main thing I’ll be missing out 

on is my freedom that I can just walk out on the street, walk down to the shops or something. 

 

I don’t hit girls, like she needed it – I haven’t really been in many relationships. That was the 

first girl I was with for that long.  Never again.  Never again. She would always argue. I would 

try to sit down and just relax. She would just be arguing, and I’d be like shut up. She wouldn’t 

shut up, I’d give her a chance, I’d walk away from it but she would come up to me closer, I told 

her go along, stay away from me. 

Alcohol never made a difference because I’d give her a couple of chances to go away. When 

people provoke you, they provoke. You can’t help it.  As soon as you get provoked and you try to 

walk away from it and you can’t. Then you try to make them go away, they won’t. So what are 

you going to do? I could have walked, could have just walked and left a long time ago. 

If that was my mate I’d have killed them. I’d get the baseball bat – not a cricket bat. A baseball 

bat, I would have broken their legs. She’s lucky I only slapped her. She put more stress on me and 

her family put even more stress on us. So I said I’m getting out of it.  Then my family put even 

more stress on. 

 

 

I see greenery and it is a good herbal smoke. This happens on everyday of my 

life, I smoke the greenery everyday and addicted to it. I’ve been smoking for a 

long time been brought up with it. Educate people on the way that it looks and 

affects people. 
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Good things – Well, I went overseas, that was pretty good. I went to Phuket, Thailand and Kuala 

Lumpur. It was for my birthday I was about 13 or 14 years old, I went with my aunt and her 

husband. I was lucky, because she offered it to me if I wanted to go with her. I said yes, mum paid 

for it anyway, she had to pay her off. Then we went over there and it was just seeing the same 

things that was here. You know there was an underwater world we went there. The place smelt 

pretty bad. We went to that Penang Hill and seen the monkeys. 

Bad things – Drugs, that’s pretty bad in my life.  I dropped out of school, that’s pretty bad. I 

should have stayed at school. I reckon I’m going to jail for my 21st, that’s pretty bad too.  My 18th 

was in Banksia and my 21st will be in jail. 

Nothing positive – at the moment in my life. I’m trying to quit alcohol, quit drinking, that’s pretty 

positive. I’m trying to get fit and I’m doing my boxing training, now I’m into boxing courses. 

Louise 

Louise is 19 years old and is living in Perth with her mother and her mother’s partner. Both her 

parents are Aboriginal. Louise grew up not knowing her father and was raised by her mother and 

grandparents in a small country town where she completed her primary and high school education. 

Louise had a positive school experience, even though she suffered racism. She spoke about the 

benefits of attending a school with other Aboriginal children and the strategies implemented to 

support their learning. She started smoking cigarettes and experimenting with cannabis at 13 years 

of age. At seventeen years old she was employed and living with her boyfriend. She was in this 

relationship for four years and only recently separated. At 18 years old she experienced her first 

contact with police after fighting with a group of girls whilst intoxicated. She successfully 

completed a community service order and participated in an anger management course. 

My whole family cares for me – mainly my mummy she always worries about me. I think it’s 

because I’m always going out and she likes to know where I am, what I’m doing, who I’m hanging 

around with. I hang around with bad people. She always wants to know if I’m alive. If I’m away 

for a couple of days she’s like I didn’t get a phone call from you. Then I’ll be like well I don’t 

have the money to ring you. She’s like well you’ve got money to drink, you’ve got money to smoke, 

and you’ve got no money to ring me. And I’ll be like oh okay. She’s always worried about me I 

think because Skye and Mark don’t really go out as much, and I’m always on the go. 

On my mum’s side I have a brother and sister. They’re both younger than me; I’m the oldest on 

my mum’s side. Skye was born in 1991– she’s pregnant. Mark goes to work, college, whatever he 

does. We have a good relationship. We fight all the time but we get over it the next day. 
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On my dad’s side I’ve got an older brother. There are about 10 of us, but I’ve only met about four 

I think. They’re good. Every time I see them, they want to say hello. I have a good relationship 

with my family, on my mum’s side and my dad’s side. 

My parents split up when mum was pregnant with Skye, and Skye’s two years younger than me 

so I must have been one or two when they split up. Skye’s my little sister she has a boyfriend Luke 

we sometimes get along Skye acts like she is older she’s a great sister. 

I always knew me and Skye had different dads, because when my mum started dating Shane I 

always knew that he wasn’t my dad. So, I just started asking questions like mum, who’s my dad 

and she told me, then she was like do you want to go meet him? I was unsure, but I was like okay. 

I just got in contact with him because my cousin that I went to school with, her brother was going 

with my dad’s sister, and then my auntie. Then I was like oh okay. I started meeting her, and then 

she’s telling me stuff about my dad and my family. I was like oh okay. 

A while went by, and I found out that my dad’s sister lived over in the next town. So I went over 

there, visited them. Then I just got a phone call every now and again, when funerals were coming 

up on my dad’s side of the family. I didn’t see him for a while, until say I was about 12 [years 

old], that’s when I saw my dad. 

But the last time I actually saw my dad was about two months ago. He was living down in Perth 

and he came to see how me and Skye were. It’s a good relationship when I see him. I get money 

off him all the time, he asks how we are, and making sure we’re looking after mum alright. I’d 

say it’s a good relationship, but I just don’t want anything to do with him to be honest. 

My relationship with mum’s boyfriend is good. Sometimes we have a bit of an argument but – we 

always argue but we get over it the next day. He’ll come home and say why aren’t the towels 

done, and I’m like because I was busy. And he’s like what were you doing all day? You were home 

all day and the house isn’t even clean. And I’ll be like okay Shane, whatever. And he’s like right; 

I’m taking the Foxtel card out. Then the next day I’ll be like okay I don’t want to lose Foxtel so 

I’ve got to clean up. I clean up and he comes back and he’s all happy. Nah, he’s really good. He 

makes my mum happy, and I like seeing her happy. 

I really love my grandmother – I grew up in a small country town where I lived on a farm with 

my mum, then, when I went to high school I moved into town to live with my grandparents. I lived 

with her during high school because I didn’t want to live on the farm. It was too far for me to 

travel into town. The bus would have come out and picked me up on the farm, then I would have 

woken up early and I didn’t want that. No, she was good because she would always wake me up 

early, make me breakfast, be like come on, get ready for school. She always gave me money every 

time she got paid. She always knew how to make you feel good when you felt down. She’d be like 



 

 114 

what’s wrong? You can talk to me. She was always good to talk too. And my pop, he was always 

good to talk too. 

They were good. They were really good. They always made sure when I came home – do your 

homework. They always said be back before it gets dark. I was like okay. I think I got away with 

a lot, living with them. 

Only a couple of times when I walked to the bus stop and if there weren’t any Nyoongar girls at 

the bus stop. And I’d be like nah; I’m not going to school. So I just used to go back home and sit 

in the shed all day. Then when school finished I used to walk back into the house, say I came back 

from school. They’d be like hi, how was your day, and I’d be like yeah it was good. I’d walk in 

and be like I can’t do this [lie to my grandparents]. I’d walk back out there and say I never went 

to school. Why didn’t you go to school? Because they [other Nyoongar girls] never went to school. 

And they used to be like are they going to hold your hand when you get older? Are they? From 

now on, you start going to school, even if the other [Nyoongar] girls don’t go. I’m like okay. But 

every time when they haven’t rocked up I used to ditch, used to go and stay at my auntie’s house 

or something. 

Life without God – I would be lost I’m so happy my family is Christian, church is a positive thing 

in my life. 

I hang around with bad people – Well people who do drugs, because I used to do it but I don’t 

anymore. I hang around with them, but when they do that around me that is when I just walk 

away, stick to the drink. Because they’ll be drinking and doing it, [drugs] but I just stick to the 

drink. 

That was a racist school – No Aboriginals lived in that town. There was my auntie, but they were 

fair. There was another family too there, but they were fair Aboriginals. And it was a really racist 

school. I got along with the [white] girls from there. They were all nice. It only went to year 10 

and all us girls were year eights. They used to call us names, but we didn’t care. We just got over 

it I had a fight with one of my white mates at school there. Well she wasn’t really a mate. We had 

a fight we used to flog them [white girls]. But, after our little fight I said sorry to her. And from 

now on, like when I saw her when I went back there a couple of years ago, she was working 

behind the cash register. I was like hey, how are you? It was all good. We didn’t even worry about 

it. I was like oh that’s good. All those girls, they were really nice. It was just the boys. But I’ve 

seen the boys now, and they’re older. I went back there, I’m like do you remember me? They were 

like yeah I remember you. Have you got anything to say now? [Laughs] They’d be like nah, nah. 

I’d be like oh okay, that’s cool then. Just asked how they were going, if they’ve got kids or 

anything. But nah, it was good. 
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I didn’t really pay much attention in school. Didn’t even go to year 10, I went halfway through 

year 10, I just had fun I suppose. I’m not really smart but you just look over one of the girls’ notes 

there, look at their work. Yeah, it was good but I didn’t really learn much because I was young 

and stupid and just had fun. I used to play with the boys. I used to be a tomboy actually. Used to 

play football with them, used to umpire for them. I used to tackle them, I used to swear at them. 

But it was all fun. Used to play basketball with them, used to play marbles with them, used to do 

everything with them. The girls would always sit on the sideline and watch me play with the boys. 

I’d be like why don’t you girls play, and they were like no that’s shame. I’m like I’m not ashamed. 

Primary school was good. We had an Aboriginal Education officer she was always there to help 

us. We had homework classes I think twice a week, and she used to help us with our homework. 

The teachers used to come down – like one teacher would come down and help us with our 

homework. So that was good. And the teachers were always nice. But homework classes have 

been there for years. I remember my older cousins – I’d be like why aren’t they home from school, 

and nana would be like they’re at homework class. What’s homework class? And I started going 

to them. I’m like this is good, because we have a feed first, then we go in a room and do our 

homework. We sit there for an hour in the library. You can read a book. Then after you finish 

your homework, if everyone’s done you play games, which was good. We used to have awards 

that was good. They had a lot of good teachers there too. We just all got along, us kids at that 

school, I reckon. 

In 2006, got my first job at the abattoirs and lived with my boyfriend on a local farm. My mother 

and her boyfriend both work, don’t know about my dad. 

You’re gonna be a woman – A major situation that has occurred in my life was when I turned 18 

years of age I cried the night before because everybody was saying that you’re gonna be a woman 

and at the time I didn’t want to be a woman and grow up. But as I now realise “its life”. After a 

while I started noticing I could do a lot of stuff I thought I couldn’t, like night clubbing, drink and 

be my own boss can go out late with no curfew. I’m so happy that I am a woman. 

I was blue drunk – In 2007, had my first contact with the police, I was blue and had a fight with 

two girls. Well my cousin came around with his woman and my sister and her man. They’re like 

oh let’s go for a ride. I’m like okay, where are we going? It was a Thursday night. Oh we’re going 

to go town I was like okay. Then we started drinking and I think my cousin’s woman said 

something about this girl talking about me. I said okay, she’s talking about me. Good enough, she 

walked past the car with four girls. I was like is that her there? I was drunk. And Skye was like 

Louise, that’s her. Skye was like don’t get out of the car, you’re not going anywhere. Then I’m 

like nup, I’m going to flog her right now. Then Luke’s like Louise you won’t flog her, you won’t 

get out of this car. And I’m like you don’t think I’ll get out of this car? I will. Anyway, I got the 

bottle [Jim beam] off them, sculled that and I’m like give me a jumper. I chucked the jumper on, 
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hid the bottle up my sleeve. They go are you going to hop out of the car then? Go on you big shot. 

I’m like okay then. I jumped out of the car, and there were four girls walking up there. I got out 

of the car, starting running forward there behind them. Then one girl looked and goes oh Louise, 

what are you doing? I pulled the bottle out of my sleeve and just hit her, the next thing you know, 

swung it this way. Then I started arguing with this girl, and me and her were fighting. They were 

like Louise why are you fighting? I’m like because you slept with my man. She’s like I never slept 

with your man. I’m like don’t lie, don’t lie. Then we started arguing. That’s when they rocked up 

in the car, and they were like Louise what’s going on. I asked her to fight me again but she was 

ducking behind everyone. You little dog, I said. Anyway, when I swung the bottle I hit this other 

girl and she’s like why’d you hit me for? I’m like oh whatever, shut up. I was angry at her. Then 

she came up to me and we started having a fight. And the next thing I know – I had the best of her 

and then my cousin comes along, pulls me off her and goes get in the car, we’re going home now. 

Okay then. Then the whole time I was in the car I’m like no, I want to go back there. Round two, 

round two, I was thinking. Then when I got home I had all scratch marks here, here and here 

[pointing all over her body]. Just cleaned myself up, went to sleep. Then I woke up and realised 

what I’d done. Because they were minors; they were younger than me. I was 18. I was older than 

them. That’s when monarch [police] came, picked me up and said we have to take you in because 

these two girls put a restraining order on you and assault charges. I was like oh okay. I went 

down to the police station and they showed me the photos of the damage I did. I was shocked. 

One girl – I can’t believe I did that. I was like oh my god; I can’t believe I did that. 

Common assault and bodily harm – I did 60-something community hours and I went to anger 

management classes for that. I saw one of the girls, and I was a bit stung up [drunk] you know. 

Just walked up to her and said I just want to say I’m sorry. I’m taking anger management classes. 

And she’s like no Louise, get away from me; I don’t want nothing to do with you. I’m like hey, I 

came over here to apologise to you; the least you can do is accept my apology. Then she started 

being cheeky, and I was about to hit her again, and Sue stepped in and goes Louise, don’t hit her 

again, sit down. I was like okay Sue, okay. She’s like just let them go. You flogged them, they 

charged you, you did your community hours, and you’ve gone to anger management classes, just 

leave them alone now. I’m like okay, but I just tried to apologise. She’s like just don’t worry about 

them. I was like oh okay. I haven’t seen those girls since the incident. When I know they’re going 

to be somewhere, hanging out, I try not to go to those places. 

Mum was disappointed in me – But, I learnt from my mistakes and I won’t do it again. Plus, the 

judge said if I’m caught fighting again I’m going to go to Bandyland [nickname for Bandyup 

maximum security female prison WA] so that’s why I don’t fight anymore. 

Main thing that worries me is alcohol and Gunja – maybe my new year’s resolution will be to 

quit them and settle down. I drink, like I love my drink, but I’ll get to a certain point where I’ll 
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stop. Because too many times I’ve woken up in the morning with hangovers. When they smoke 

around me, I go and sit in the next room and wait till they finish, then go back in there and start 

drinking with them again. Yeah, that’s for socialising [drinking alcohol]. Always drink to have 

fun. Like when I drink I always like to play cards, have a yarn with everybody. I’m like a happy 

drunk. I like to get drunk sometimes with the girls and they look for trouble, start fights. I don’t 

like to do that now. I just like to drink and have fun, have some laughs and everything. 

 

I was 14 when I started to smoke gunja [cannabis]. I used to be addicted to it. I used to have it 

breakfast, lunch and tea. I’d probably have to say as long as I had one or two cones every day. I 

was really bad, I reckon. If I didn’t have it, I would have mood swings where I’d get angry and 

start smashing stuff up. I only took it because it made me more funny. I smoked with all the girls 

and we used to sit there getting cramps, laughing at each other. Laughing over any little thing. 

Then when I started getting like I had to have it every single day, I just couldn’t be bothered doing 

it. Because I was looking around at everybody going all you girls dress up. Look at me, look what 

my money goes on this stupid drug. I always shout you and you never shout me. I’m thinking no, 

I need to quit, because I want to look as good as you girls. 

But I’ve been clean for three months, so that’s good. At the start of this year I didn’t want to 

smoke anymore, but every time I did smoke it I didn’t smoke it full on. I just had a cone every now 

and again. Now I find it disgusting. It’s not good for you. 

Think Before You Drink!! 

 

Four boys posing with drinks in their hands, they are drinking in the backyard of 

my aunties house posing. Drink with people or family you know you have more 

fun (drink safe). You don’t know how other people react when you’re under the 

influence of alcohol. 
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Sally 

Sally is a 20 year old mother with a four year old son. She was in a stable relationship with her 

partner and they all lived with her partner’s parents. At 16 years of age she was pregnant with her 

first baby and was in a stable relationship, her partner was employed and supporting the family. 

Sally finished year 10 and was awarded a scholarship to study performing arts. She shared a close 

relationship with her mother and eight siblings and had recently rekindled a relationship with her 

father. Sally spoke of her aspirations for her future and the future for her family 

Rely on each other – I have seven brothers who are younger than me and one sister who is older 

than me and another sister who is younger than me. I’m close with my brothers and sisters. We 

all live close to mum one brother is in Melbourne the rest are here and I’m the only one that 

doesn’t live with Mum. 

I’m around Mum every day and so are my brothers and sisters too apart from when they want to 

go and socialise and stuff. Sometimes we spend too much time with one another and we start 

getting on each other’s nerves which leads to cat fights and arguments we just keep going until 

one of us gets the last say. 

My mum cares for me also and all my family too. Mostly because she’s straight out with people. 

If you do something, wrong she’ll snap you into pieces but she’s loving and caring, always 

True Love 

 

This picture is a young girl with her face bashed from her boyfriend standing in 

the background. The boy in the photo just beat his girlfriend up he drinks, smokes 

and is violent. He is feeling guilty and is hurting inside. Violence no one should 

put up with it its bad you could really hurt someone. As a child he grew up with 

violence his mother would always get beaten up by his father and he’s in a gang, 

always fighting getting violent. Educate about preventing family and domestic 

violence. Tell young people that violence is a crime and it’s not right. 
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accepting people all the time so it’s easy to be around her because she knows us the best so it 

makes it easy. I’m the second eldest but I think I’m most probably the one that’s more mature 

than all my other brothers and sisters and we understand each other. 

We’re all basically together all the time, they’re [my family] fun to be around, they are always 

doing different stuff all the time. We have barbeques and go down to the basketball courts and 

play basketball when it’s not raining and hang out together. 

The good thing about my family is that we can rely on each other for anything whenever I need 

something I know that my family will help me out and do whatever they can. I do the same for 

them as well. We always share everything sometimes it’s not good but most of the time it’s good 

to share. We share everything, the TV, like when we’re watching TV if they [another family 

member] want to watch something different we just wait until they finish watching their show then 

have our turn watching our show. Sometimes when you share with them too much they think that 

they have a right to do whatever with your stuff whenever they want. But just as long as you get 

permission from my brothers and sisters to use their stuff it’s okay. 

We see a lot of dad now so that’s pretty good, but before we didn’t really see each other that much 

and that didn’t really bother me or anything but it’s better now the way things are now when we 

get to see him. I think that it was just accidental I bumped into him at the shops. He [dad] always 

made an effort to try and keep in touch with us but I guess it was the distance and now he lives 

nearby, so it’s like we see each other all the time everywhere. My mum doesn’t work because she 

still raising my youngest brother but her partner does and so does mine. 

My partner and my son are really positive. The person who cares for me the most is my partner, 

I can tell him anything and he is always there for me and our son. I have a good relationship with 

my partner who works and supports us and we tell each other everything. It was rocky in the 

beginning but then things smoothed out.  After Jake was born things started smoothing out 

straight away. We don’t have conflict that much to be honest we’re not like everybody else that I 

know. We don’t have conflict because we trust each other we trust each other for everything. 

Whenever we need time out, we have time out. I mean not in like a bad way time out. Like if I need 

a break he’ll take Jake or whatever just everything works. My partner and my son are really 

positive to me they make me happy and I appreciate them a lot. The thing that scares me the most 

is the thought of losing loved ones. 

Just being around them [partner and son] is being happy I guess. When it’s me and Jake alone 

we have fun together but then when it’s us three together it’s even more fun because we don’t 

really get to see Chris during the day. We see each other at night when he’s finished work and 

when it’s time to go to bed.  So whenever we get to spend like family time together on the weekends 
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it’s good. We like taking Jake to the park to feed the ducks or just to go for a car ride and interact 

with both sides of our family; his side and my side together. 

You have to be happy around the people that you’re with or it just doesn’t work at all. You have 

to have that – I guess a bond really, a bond and happiness and love and trust and all of that, 

otherwise it doesn’t work and you just end up going different ways. 

I didn’t really understand any of that stuff until I was pregnant really because when I was 

pregnant I was just thinking about things all the time, constantly thinking about things all the time 

and that’s sort of when I got my maturity and started thinking about all those types of things and 

adulthood and all of that. So yeah, becoming a mum was scary so I was thinking about all those 

things all the time. I coped because I had my family supporting me, all of my family. It was a bit 

scary and hard sometimes but I always pulled through. 

Right now I live with my in-laws Yeah, they’re good people, very quiet people which is why I come 

here [mothers place] because I like being around noise. It’s true. But it’s only temporary because 

having my own home is the biggest thing I want for me and my son. My partner has taken on the 

role of a father. He was always working, even when we first met and but since Jake has been born 

he’s just putting more effort into everything. Just to be more positive and for Jake to understand 

what it’s like when he gets older. 

 

Abusive Relationships 

 

This is a photo of someone who looks sad. She has been depressed because her man 

belted her, this happens all the time everywhere. Men don’t know how to handle 

aggression and taking their anger out on the nearest person. Maybe it can help people 

to understand what some women go through. Raise awareness by putting images on 

the internet, on public transport services and out in public areas. 
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Very over protective – Jake is a little bit too close with me, he’s like my shadow, has to be with 

me wherever I go. It’s an issue because he’s getting older now and he’s supposed to be going to 

school so I need to try and snap him out of that. 

I’ve already taken him to enrol for school next year and I’ve taken him to day care and he seems to 

like the look of day care and what he gets to do. So that’s the first step the next step is just getting him 

to go. I will spend time with him at day care so he gets used to it and then pull away slowly. 

 

A major event in my life was when I fell pregnant at 16 years of age and I didn’t think that I would 

be able to cope with being a mother at such a young age but when I gave birth to my son it came 

naturally I had lots of support from family and friends. It made me mature, it made me become 

an adult pretty young. I think of all the stuff that I’d most probably be doing if I didn’t have Jake 

and it doesn’t really seem too good so yeah, he’s been a positive influence on me really. 

I went to an antenatal mothers group for Aboriginal mothers who were young and it was good 

fun. It was good because at that time I was pregnant my sister was pregnant and so was our 

cousin so we were all there together. Most of the stuff I already knew because I had all my brothers 

and sisters, most of them are younger than me. But it was good for the health-wise things and 

internal things plus it was good to interact with others for the adults and the children. I would 

encourage other young Aboriginal mothers to go because there are some things in those classes 

you can learn from other mums that you don’t really learn from books. I learnt to trust your 

instincts and be yourself, and do things the way you want to do it and not listen to everything 

other people tell you to do when it comes to being a mum. 

If I could give some advice to other young girls, I would say it’s not that bad to be a mum. Some 

people say things like you shouldn’t get pregnant young or whatever, but sometimes it’s for the 

better.  I’m actually a better person it made me a better person. 

Knowing the Future 

 

This is a baby playing, he is happy now and maybe he will be playing football when 

he is older. We don’t know where we will be in 20 years but being pushed in the right 

direction will help. Get to know your children’s likes and dislikes when they are young 

and it will help them when they are older. 
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Job that I can enjoy – I start a computing course next week with some of my cousins and friends. 

I’m not really good with computers and things like that so I just want to do as many things as I can 

to get certificates. Then build up some qualifications until I actually find a job that I want to do and 

that I like. Hopefully, it will get me somewhere good. My partner is supportive and he wants the 

things I want in the future for us. After my son begins school I will start looking for a job that I can 

enjoy. I will just wait and see where things lead to I wouldn’t mind working around children that 

seems pretty good because I have a child. The only things I have done is work experience and two 

TAFE courses which were fun and can’t wait to get into doing things like this again. 

Head of the family – My Nan and pop have a lot of influence in our lives. Yeah, they do, they’re like 

the head of the family so we have to listen to what they say all the time and always agree with them. 

Pretty scary – The most negative thing in my life is alcohol because I used to drink a lot but 

haven’t since falling pregnant in 2005. But now it’s just a matter of teaching my son what’s right 

and wrong and to make sure that he grows up not being around it so he isn’t influenced by it when 

he gets older. I didn’t really like full on drinking or anything, it was just like trying alcohol. I 

guess most of it was based on what I seen with other people and their experiences drinking and 

sometimes you would see people out fighting and people hitting other person with bottles and 

things on the streets, and that wasn’t good to see. It was pretty scary, so I didn’t like the thought 

of that happening to me so I just sort of like stayed away from people who done it and people who 

interact with other people who do it as well. 

 

Willing to Learn 

 

This is a picture of a young person learning and willing to learn. It’s a young Indigenous 

girl taking time to learn more things. Not many young people make it all the way through 

school and chances are that we all know someone who hasn’t. I dropped out and now wish 

I didn’t. Some people think they have better and more fun things to do outside of school 

and give up. Maybe the image will make younger people want to give themselves a 

challenge and try to learn more things. I can talk to friends and family members to see how 

they feel about joining me to learn new things at TAFE or courses for Aboriginal students. 
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I think that I am pretty healthy and so are my family because my mum is always cooking I haven’t 

been in trouble with the law but one of my brothers has been in trouble and went to detention. 

The reason that I stayed out of trouble was most probably being pregnant with Jake I had to 

become mature – before that I was able to break any rules.  

My group of friends were pretty good girls, we were pretty good, didn’t get into much trouble or 

anything. Mum would have been aggressive if we got into too much trouble. 

Jenny 

Jenny is a 22 year old female.  She was born in the country, but grew up in the metropolitan area. 

Jenny is the eldest child of a family of three and she has two brothers, youngest of whom is 

deceased. Jenny did not grow up knowing her biological father, but was raised by her step father 

with whom she shared a satisfactory relationship. She was cared for mostly by her mother and 

had a special bond with an uncle who she often sought advice from. She dropped out of school 

when she was in year 9 and formed her first relationship with a 19 year old male who was abusive. 

She was introduced to cannabis by her boyfriend and the drug is now a problem for her. She is 

living in shared accommodation with two male friends and was unemployed. 

Growing up with family members – I was born in the country and have four brothers (2 stepbrothers), 

when I was eighteen my youngest brother passed away in a car accident, that was in 2005. 

 

My Brother 

 

This is a photo of me and my youngest brother in 2005. I wanted to write about this photo 

because in 2005 my little brother passed away in a car accident. Reality. I just want to let 

people know that life is too short. In 2005 I never knew that I was going to lose my brother. 

But now I realise that you should appreciate life itself every day and don’t do things you 

would regret because before we know it things we love most are gone. Sometimes you can’t 

get them back. Now I take every day as it comes and I am just grateful for being alive. 
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I’ve always gotten along with my grandparents good. I used to live in the country with them and 

helped them out quite a bit I enjoyed living up there. My relationship with my mum is a weird one, 

we’re just so much alike, and she sees things I’m doing now that are probably wrong and she’s 

done it herself in the past and doesn’t want me, choosing the same pathway as her. But she doesn’t 

realise as well that problem’s there, it’s not going to change, so therefore I do need help and 

instead of just saying you’ve got to change, or you got to do this, it’s like well help me. 

I’m really close to all my cousins and my brother and we get along really good. Yes, they’re pretty 

much like my friends, that I hang around with like all day every day. Like as well as a few other 

people, but it’s mainly family members that I hang out with and we get along really good. I’m 

close to one of my uncles he’s helped me along the way a bit and spoke to me here and then when 

I needed it. Told me a few things, what to do and what not to do. 

Resolved as an addiction: I started to use Marijuana and then that slowly progressed to doing a 

bit of rock and drinking alcohol just after I stopped going to high school. I started going out with 

Peter, one of my boyfriends from primary school and I went out with him until I was about 18 and 

started doing all that stuff. I started smoking dope and cigarettes when I was fourteen, I am now 

21 and still smoking, this is not helping my health. It has now resolved as an addiction, to me it 

helps me when I’m depressed or just feeling down. 

 

Mum knows I’ve got a drug problem instead of just saying “you got to stop smoking that shit” 

help me. I wanted go into rehab but she doesn’t want me to and said “ that’s not good”, she won’t 

My Addiction 

 

This photo recognises the drug/substance that I have been addicted to for some 

time now.  I am slowly coming to terms with my addiction that life is too short 

and it’s not worth destroying my lungs and sleeping in all the time and not 

attending my workplace tasks. This is what marijuana is making me become very 

lazy, drained and just no energy at all. 
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support what I want but how does she know it won’t work for me, it might help me. She sees 

herself in my shoes instead of actually stopping and remembering it’s me. 

I spoke to mum about that about a week ago and she just goes, “oh well, yes, we’ll do something 

about it”, or “we’ll talk” that was the end of it really, just didn’t really talk much about it. I need 

mum to give me support to get off the drugs and get my life back on track. 

Just wagged and missed days – when I started going out with Peter from then on I pretty much 

didn’t go to school or didn’t really want to go to school to learn so didn’t get a good education. 

I regret it now its hard now for the age I am I should know a lot more about things in life and how 

things work, but I don’t. So therefore, I’ve got to ask for a bit of help, which I don’t do much of 

either. I want to go back to school but I would have to start at the basics but I need to break away 

from a few people first. But at that point in time I was influenced by a lot of different people, 

friends and family. 

I want to go back to learn but I’d have to go back to the basics I just got to break away from a 

few people so I can make the first step. 

I had some nice friends at school and fitted in really well. But it goes back to the point when I 

first met Peter, I just sort of chose him over all them and that’s why I haven’t got many girlfriends 

now, because, I sort of left all them behind at school, and chose a different lifestyle, then the one 

I could have had I suppose if I did stick with them. 

 

Family 

 

This is a photo of some of my family and friends. Having family and friends is a 

lot that people don’t realise they have sometimes. I was a lot like these people too. 

I also chose paths of being influenced whether it was crime, drug addictions or just 

not realising that friends and family are here for us unless we break that trust. Life 

isn’t as bad as we make it out to be and it takes time to build up trust again. 
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Maybe if I stuck with my friends back in school, I might have friends to socialise with or play 

netball, but now they are all just a bunch of dickheads, they want to sit around, do drugs, and 

drink all day, you know. Not all of them, like it’s not like what they want to do all day every day, 

but that’s just the sort of friends I’ve got now. 

Not close, close, like we used to be – Well, when I was younger growing up with Wayne’s dad 

(my stepdad) we were close back then, but as I’ve gotten older, I’ve grown away from him.  I 

don’t see him as my father anymore I don’t have that connection with him anymore as what I used 

to have when I was younger. When I go to visit, we just don’t talk as much, because his partner 

is always there I can barely sit down and talk to him by himself. He gives support in his own way 

he’s more into you living your own life, you do what you want sort of thing, learn by your own 

mistakes if you want advice he’ll give it to you. 

Hanging with the wrong crowd – I only got one like caution sort of when I was 15. I was just 

hanging with the wrong crowd, doing the wrong thing. I’ve never really been in trouble with the 

police or been to court or anything. When I got the caution, it sort of shocked me a little bit. I 

didn’t really want to get into trouble with the law after that. My family hasn’t been in trouble with 

the police only one of my brothers went to jail for a short while for unpaid fines. 

Tony 

Tony is a 16 year old male. He was raised in an abusive household until he and his brother were 

removed by DCP&FS when he was ten years old. They were fostered by their father’s parents.  

Tony had a special relationship with his grandfather and when he died Tony was devastated. He 

gained a limited education due to extensive behavioural and learning problems and was placed in 

various schools for children with special needs in his later school years. He suffered from bullying 

at school and bullied others. Tony was in contact with the Juvenile Justice System early and at 

the time of the interview he was on a supervision order. He took to smoking cannabis at 13 years 

of age and joined a gang which he considered his ‘family’. 

I was born 1992, my dad is a Torres Strait Islander and my mum a Nynoogar, I identify with being 

Aboriginal, I have four sisters, one brother and one step brother. I grew up around alcohol, 

domestic violence and stealing. 

I still kind of don’t know how to read – school, I never used to like it. I used to get bullied. I 

remember I had a little compass and when we would sit down on the mat, like you know how you 

listen to the teacher and have your arms folded, I had it in my pocket there because I was 

pretending to shoot people with it. Well that morning this kid started hitting me, hitting me in the 

arm, this one’s going to get it, I ended up stabbing him in the neck, then the kneecap, so I was 

kicked out. Another time this kid used to bully me every recess, punch me here in the gut, made 

me get breathless on the ground, he used to dack me, that wasn’t good. So I started one time with 
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me and my cousins we mobbed him, wasn’t that funny [for him]. After I stabbed that guy in the 

neck [with a compass], they took me to mental health place, thinking I’m crazy. They put me on 

medication. I always had violent outbursts in primary school after I grew big people respected 

me and people used to try to fight me, I grab them like this, I used to put them against the wall, I 

used to lift them, boot them in the nuts and when somebody runs at you I would stick my leg out. 

I remember one time I was going to the toilet, I came back and she was laughing [teacher] at me 

in front of all these kids. I got a desk they were chucking out, it was kind of [wooden] and broken, 

I just chucked it through the window. 

Nan let me pick the school my cousin, were at this school as well we all got chucked in a special 

class. Kids at school used to bully each other and be bad and we never used to work or nothing, 

we sort of refused to work. So they chucked us is in the classroom with all the principals and 

made us work.  I ended up punching one. 

I didn’t get much of an education in primary school and I was always getting into fights, when I 

was in year 8 I went to a special school in Midland so that I could catch up. In 2007 I went to a 

Hip Hop school in Joondalup which was teaching you how to work and we did fun activities such 

as snorkelling. 

No food, that’s the bad thing about it – I started shoplifting and breaking into houses for food 

when I was about eight years old, we never had food in the house and I felt responsible for feeding 

my brothers and sisters. I usually stole fish fingers for my sisters because we had a microwave 

and we could easily cook them. This was my life, I sold dope, did anything to get money, doing 

cars, doing houses. 

Before entering a house, we used to look at the house for days, like we’d come here every day 

looking at the house and we’d knock, if we didn’t think nobody’s home, knock on the door. If 

nobody answers we knock, knock, knock go around the back, put a torch in, look through the 

window and rip off the sliding window or just bust it, and then load up the goods. I think I was 

about eleven years old my parents didn’t know this was what I was doing and I didn’t get caught. 

My mate Jason and I were out breaking into cars at night, we’d chuck stones at a car window 

and it would just go, poof, doesn’t make much noise, like doesn’t go bang, or shatter, it just 

doesn’t – you don’t hear much of a noise and that’s when you walk up, punch the window or push 

the window in, we tried to open the door, go in and look in the car take anything valuable. It’s 

that easy. One night I was out all night until morning.  I got out of that years ago. Yeah, my sisters 

are getting into mischief now, they are 17, fourteen and four. 

Heaps like floggings – Floggings and getting hit. My dad would spend his money on alcohol, I’d 

have nothing. I used to get regular ‘floggings’ from my father when he was drunk mum was also 
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getting bashed so she couldn’t protect us kids. My mum never drank, mum would sit back getting 

bashed up by my dad, getting her teeth knocked out. Dad would sit around drinking at home then 

go out, fucking other woman anywhere, that’s what mum reckons. We wouldn’t see him for days, 

sometimes months, then he would come back and start his shit again, take all our rent money and 

it starts over again. 

Got king hit by my dad – I tried to protect myself and my older brother who has a disability from 

the physical abuse dished out by our dad. My brother he got king hit by my dad and knocked 

unconscious he shook on the ground, his eyes were rolling back in his head, he must have had a 

fit because he wasn’t always like that. I reckon this incident caused my brothers disability. That’s 

the incident and because I’d got these bruises and they were asking me this and that and I said 

mum and dad, because I was only little back then. After this incident in 2002, we were both taken 

into care by the welfare they rocked up, shoved us in a van I was ten years old this happened 2 

days before my eleventh birthday. They should have gone home and left us; ever since I moved 

here [to nans] everything’s just been fucked up. 

I used to play football with my dad and go see Fremantle Dockers play. Even though I spent time 

with my dad, welfare had to follow me around and they wouldn’t let me go near my dad much 

without them. 

He’s my best friend – My brother yeah anybody touch him or anybody kill him they’ll be 

murdered by me anyway, like America shit. So it is, if you kill a family member then you’ve got to 

kill them, payback. I tease him I call him camel like when he goes off, and then he yells like a 

camel. He yells, sounds too strong you can’t hear what you’re saying. He’s smarter than you 

think. Just the way he walks, people think he is dumb in the head. He learnt how to read when he 

was like two or three years old, this kid did.  

Reckons he’s a bad dad – My Nan looks after us both now, the rest of our family lives in 

Queensland. I don’t see my parents but keep in regular contact through phones calls. I think that 

dad regrets his behaviour because he’s always crying on the phone when he realised how he 

treated us, he reckons he’s a bad dad but I said just don’t worry about it, you’re our fucking 

parents, who cares, forget about it. Yeah, I’ve got to live my life, I can’t live mad all day, all my 

life, I’ve got to do something, got to get out of here out of all these gangs….start fresh with no 

tattoos, no nothing. 

I’d give my right ear to see him again – My pop he was nice, he used to sing, he used to surprise 

us. Yeah, I can remember that. One time he brought me into the back yard, he said, close your 

eyes, made me stick my hands out there, and gave me chocolate that was when I was like four, 

five or six. Mmm… shame he’s dead. 
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You can’t be nobody’s role model – You can’t be a role model you’ve got to be yourself, anyway. 

I just like choose music and I like my dad, you’ve got to be yourself. But my brother’s trying to 

act like me by smoking dope and doing this and doing that, smoking cigarettes, I’m saying you 

don’t have to do it, be yourself nobody’s going to be like me when I [grow up], hey? 

 

You have to smoke pounds of weed, and give yourself a smiley – If you want to belong to a Gang 

I joined the South Suburban Brotherhood. I’ve tattooed over the smiley now. The Gangs would all 

meet in town and we all just have a smash then we cruise, you know like peace. All your mates are 

in it and you go out, like when you first don’t see your mates for like about a year or two and then 

when you first come back with them, we thought of getting a gang. We got smoking dope all drunk 

and then they know I was one of the gang members and that’s how I was when I got this tattoo. 

They’re buggered up but I shouldn’t have gone all on my hands, I would have gone like up here 

[pointing to his upper arm area] or something I was blue drunk, you know? I have to get these 

tattoos removed now, I haven’t had anything more to do with them since I have been in trouble and 

on a curfew. I can’t go into Perth anymore because I’ll get that there [bashed] because of the gangs. 

Gunja it relaxes me – I have been drinking for ages, started when I was about ten years old and 

smoking since I was about nine years old. Now I also smoke gunja  I used to have one every now 

and then, now like every day, but I only use it slowly, like I have about four cones a day just to relax 

me, it relaxes me and doesn’t make me angry and doesn’t make me feel like smashing up the house. 

My Role Model 

 

This is a poster  of  Tupac, he’s my role  model  I  like  his  music.  His music 

“tells us shit about life the nasty side” what he’s been through and what we can 

go through with drugs. He got gunned down like a dog. Been listening  to  him  

since I was little he tells me about life, I can relate to his  experience  it’s  how  it  

is  in my life, he got kicked out of home by  his  mum,  he  rolls  with  thugs, they 

are his best mates. 
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Put the handcuffs on me – When my Nan got mugged I chased some guy down the street, down 

the shopping centre with an axe.  I got no charge for that they gave me a warning. 

One time I stole my nan’s car with my mates they wanted to go to the shops I was having fun too 

I was like chucking it neutral, revving it, like just putting my foot on the accelerator and just 

pushing it back in and out. We drove over towards Victoria Park, where that new bridge is comes 

over the train tracks, I turned that way and a paddy wagon was coming the other way. I drove on 

I was stealing the car. Yeah, I chucked a U-y, the police paddy wagon, so I went off, reversed 

back, drove into like one of those plastic bins. Oh you’d be amazed what type of damage that 

[driving into a plastic bin] can do to you at full speed. Dented all the car there, like the front.  We 

kept cruising you know where the oval is way over that way, the Demon’s oval? I got picked up 

there [at the oval], I was driving around everywhere. Gone past my enemies in the car, we went 

to the oval there and dropped it in reverse, we were just mucking around with it. People were 

sitting on the bonnet and I was driving, getting in gravel, pressing on the accelerator. My Nan 

had a Toyota it wouldn’t spin, it would do burnouts, so I done it in gravel. 

Yeah, they [police] ended up coming, I got out the car, they slammed me into the ground, put the 

handcuffs on me. Handcuffs where too tight and they never took it off me, me and my mate chucked 

in the back of a paddy wagon. That was the best day of my life, but, you know, well it was until 

the police came and I started getting all nervous. I was lucky I didn’t get charged for this Nan 

dropped the charge. 

In 2008, I was drunk in a park and I got in a fight with a man walking past him in the park. The 

man had a bag with 6 cans of Jim Beam I took these and drunk them. I got picked up by the police 

later that night. I was charged for assault and stealing, I got chucked on a curfew until I got to 

court. 
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I would never hit her, never – Nan she’s ringing up the family saying I’m a bad boy and I swear 

at her for nothing, this and that. I don’t swear at her that - not like that, it’s more like a warning, 

like fuck off with all her nagging, you know? I don’t want to smash nothing or hit her, you know?  

I would never hit her, never.  That’s why I say fuck off and that’s when I hit my stuff, go in my 

room, hit my stuff around, have a couple of cones and see if I can relax. I see she hasn’t got any 

love for me by the look in her eyes. She’s got more love for my brother, but not for me. 

4.2 Turning Points 

Participants identified turning points from their lifelines and narratives. The turning points 

included milestone events such as finishing school, getting a driver’s license or having a baby, 

experiences and epiphanies. These turning points were analysed according to a framework that 

highlights their main meanings and focus on: belonging: giving meaning in their lives; doing: 

(achievement or accomplishment): people derive meaning from engagement in activities, such 

as paid work, volunteer work, caring for others, hobbies or sports; or understanding the self or 

the world: the most important aspect of living is self-understanding or a new set of beliefs or 

values that guide how one lives (King et al., 2003).  

Emma 

Emma experienced a caring and supportive childhood with her parents. At age fifteen her parents 

separated, creating her most significant turning point to date. This transition point Understanding 

the self or the world, was a realisation that her life had changed considerably and she felt rejected: 

My Nan 

 

This is a picture of my Nan (she adopted my dad as a baby and married my dad’s/dad). 

“She doesn’t look that hard but she is” she will give anybody a ‘flogging’ because she 

cares about people, kinda strict too and nags. I smoke cones so I am happy and don’t 

care what she says, she raised me. This is because of DCP “I hate those dogs.” I don’t 

know how many times I have graffitied those places because they took me, I took off 

in a DCP car too. Nan looks after me and I look after her, nobody won’t touch   her 

when I’m, there. I got out to get away from it. 
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“Mum and dad split when I was 15 years old and I wasn’t getting any attention from 

them. I don’t know it was amazing dad was doing his own thing, amazing”. 

For Emma her world fell apart impacting on her emotional state, she started to drink heavily and 

take drugs. The breakdown of her parent’s relationship set her on a new life course. 

Emma’s next turning point deals with Understanding the self or the world, because it involves 

Emma deciding that she couldn’t continue in her violent relationship: 

“On a trip to Perth we started to argue he chased me all around Port Kennedy with a 

butcher’s knife. This is when I left him and didn’t go back. I was sick of the violence 

and at the time I was in Perth I had my sister’s support to help me”. 

Getting out of this violent relationship was a big step for Emma, but it wasn’t long before she 

became involved in a similar relationship. 

Emma’s next turning point also Understanding the self or the world involved child protection 

authorities removing her baby from her care because of violence from her second relationship: 

“Once he had a psychotic attack he tried to hit me but I was nursing the baby and he 

hit her. I was frightened about what he might do so I rang 000 the police came. The 

police called welfare and spoke to mum about what was happening after that welfare 

took my baby”. 

This incident challenged her self-understanding of being a mother, nurturer and protector and 

self-realisation that she was responsible for her baby. Emma felt guilt and was remorseful. Again 

she knew that she needed to make changes to her life to demonstrate to child protection authorities 

that she was a capable and protective mother. 

Natasha 

Natasha’s life story portrayed a young woman who had lived a fairly protected life until fifteen 

years of age, when she experienced her first major turning point. This turning point involved 

being charged with assaulting a transit guard. 

“We were drinking and I just didn’t like the way they [transit guards on the trains] 

were talking to my other cousin because she got into trouble before, so I took it up 

for her”.  

This turning point represented understanding the self or the world. Natasha regretted her 

behaviour as she faced court, the realisation that this incident was serious occurred to her: 

“It was my first time, I was scared, I did cry a little bit. It was a really serious offence 

and I didn’t want to go to jail, that’s the thing that stopped me getting into trouble 

again”. 
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She reflected on the range of emotions she experienced, guilt, remorse and embarrassment, but 

most of all she recognised the shame she could bring to her family’s reputation, who had good 

standing in the community. 

Natasha was now 19 years of age and since completing year 10 high school she never had a job 

or undertook any further training. Her next important turning point was doing: 

“I’m doing the NOW course, the New Opportunities for Women, its three days a 

week…We’re doing a lot of study and then we have to research black Indigenous 

women that have accomplished things and have a name for themselves”. 

Natasha was satisfied with her decision to return to study, displaying a positive attitude and sense 

of pride. 

Jason 

Jason describes his first turning point as the death of his Nan: 

“She [my Nan] was a role model to the Aboriginal community and her family. She 

looked after me most of the time and done everything for me. When she died the 

family went their own way and fell to pieces”. 

This turning point at age fourteen was understanding the self or the world, for Jason the death of 

his Nan led to him dropping out of school and the breakdown of his family. He reflected about 

her with admiration, about how she cared for him and the legacy she left in the community. 

Jason’s second turning point was getting charged with possession of drugs. He was given a good 

behaviour bond and displayed little insight into his behaviour and consequences. A few years later 

this was followed by a charge of intent to kill and robbery with intent to harm. Serving time in 

juvenile detention for serious offences and perpetrating violence against his girlfriend were not 

considered of significance to him. Regardless of major incidents in his life these events were not 

turning points for him.  

Louise 

Louise presented as an independent and confident young woman with a positive outlook on life 

which was portrayed throughout her life story. She talked about her life in a very matter of fact 

way. Her resilience was apparent; whenever she experienced an adverse incident she always 

managed to “bounce” back. 

Louise’s first turning point was getting a job and living with her boyfriend. This turning point 

deals with doing. Louise had no hesitation in getting a job which to her was the natural transition 

after leaving school. 
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The second turning point and most significant was turning 18 years of age. The meaning of this 

turning point is understanding the self or the world. For Louise her becoming of age signified her 

becoming a woman. Being eighteen gave her the ‘key to the door’, legal age to access adult 

entertainment venues and legally consume alcohol. This turning point highlights the realisation 

that her life was evolving from an adolescent into adulthood: 

“A major situation that has occurred in my life was when I turned 18 years of age I 

cried the night before because everybody was saying that you’re gonna be a woman 

and at the time I didn’t want to be a woman and grow up. But as I now realise its 

life”. After a while I started noticing I could do a lot of stuff I thought I couldn’t, like 

night clubbing, drink and be my own boss can go out late with no curfew. I’m so 

happy that I am a woman”. 

Louise’s turning point signified a new beginning although she mourned her adolescence, she was 

eagerly embracing the new experiences that awaited her as an adult. 

Getting in a fight and being charged with assault was the third most important turning point 

Understanding the self or the world. A negative turning point that had positive outcomes: 

“I was blue drunk, in 2007, had my first contact with the police, I was blue and had 

a fight with 2 girls. Common assault and bodily harm, I did 60-something community 

hours and I went to anger management classes for that. I saw one of the girls, and I 

was a bit stung up [drunk] you know. Just walked up to her and said I just want to 

say I’m sorry. I’m taking anger management classes. And she’s like no Louise, get 

away from me; I don’t want nothing to do with you”. 

This incident challenged Louise to reflect on her behaviour and accept the consequences of her 

actions especially within the Christian values within which she was raised. Louise was shocked 

at the injuries sustained by her victim and was very remorseful, vowing never to get in trouble 

with the authorities again. 

Sally 

Sally’s account of her life experiences is not uncommon to that experienced by other young 

Aboriginal women her age. Sally identified four turning points in her life-story: leaving high 

school; becoming pregnant at sixteen years of age; becoming a mother; and enrolling in a training 

course. 

At each of these turning points she displayed a mature understanding of the outcomes and how 

this event gave meaning and context to her life. Sally described the effect of each turning point 

portraying it as negative or positive. Sally’s educational experience at primary school and early 

secondary was positive. At primary school she was voted faction captain and head girl and 

awarded an arts scholarship in secondary school. In spite of a positive educational experience, 

after year 10 she dropped out because her ‘sista girls’ did. According to Sally this was her first 
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significant turning point. The main meaning for this turning point was belonging. Sally’s strong 

relationships with her ‘sista girls’ meant that it was difficult for her to continue her schooling 

without them. The sense of belonging and connection to this group at this time in her life was 

more important that furthering her education. 

Sixteen and pregnant Sally identified this time as the second turning point in her life. For Sally 

this turning point was positive and it saved her from a culture of drinking and other high risk 

behaviours. Finding out she was pregnant was a moment of realisation, on reflection it defined 

what was important to her in the future: 

“The most negative thing in my life is alcohol because I used to drink a lot but 

haven’t since falling pregnant in 2005. But now it’s just a matter of teaching my son 

what’s right and wrong and to make sure that he grows up not being around it so he 

isn’t influenced by it when he gets older”. 

According to Sally becoming pregnant young was not negative and in her case made her a better 

person and gave her a new outlook on life. 

The third turning point was becoming a mother; the meaning of this turning point was 

understanding the self or the world. Sally described motherhood as the most significant event in 

her life and redefined her as a new person which set her on a new life course. Sally beamed with 

pride and joy when she talked about her son and her partner acknowledging that motherhood was 

positive and rewarding but was aware of the hardships that they faced as young parents: 

“A major event in my life was when I fell pregnant at 16 years of age and I didn’t 

think that I would be able to cope with being a mother at such a young age but when 

I gave birth to my son it came naturally and had lots of support from family and 

friends. It made me mature, it made me become an adult pretty young”. 

Motherhood gave Sally a sense of pride and responsibility which she embraced with self-

confidence. She saw this as an opportunity to work towards achieving the goals she set for her 

family. 

The fourth turning point for Sally was to enroll in a computing course; this meaning was 

understanding the self or the world. 

“I start a computing course next week with some of my cousins and friends. I’m not 

really good with computers and things like that so I just want to do as many things 

as I can to get certificates. Then build up some qualifications until I actually find a 

job that I want to do and that I like. Hopefully, it will get me somewhere good. My 

partner is supportive and he wants the things I want in the future for us. After my 

son begins school I will start looking for a job that I can enjoy”. 
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To Sally the decision to enrol in tertiary education was so that her and partner could build a better 

future for themselves and their son. It would also give her independence and prospects for 

employment when her son commenced school. 

Tony 

Although Tony was only 16 years of age when he participated in this project his life experiences 

had greatly overshadowed his age. His chaotic and dysfunctional family environment had denied 

him his childhood. Tony recalled recognising the needs of his family when he was eight years old 

by fending for them. The meaning of this early turning point was doing (achievement or 

accomplishment). 

“No food, that’s the bad thing about it I started shoplifting and breaking into houses 

for food when I was about eight years old, we never had food in the house and I felt 

responsible for feeding my brothers and sisters”. 

Tony was extremely proud and displayed a sense of accomplishment at adopting the role of carer 

for his younger sisters and brother who has a disability. As he grew older this responsibility 

extended to his mother whom he tried to protect from his father’s abuse. Although Tony presented 

as being awfully immature for his age he considered himself to be very capable and the ‘man’ of 

the house. 

Tony described being taken away from his family by welfare as the most significant turning point 

in his life; the meaning of this event was Understanding the self or the world: 

“They rocked up, shoved us in a van, I was ten years old when this happened, two 

days before my eleventh birthday. They should have gone home and left us; ever 

since I moved here [at nans] everything’s just been fucked up”. 

His self-understanding of this event has shaped a new set of beliefs about how this has impacted 

on the outcomes of his life. 

Joining a gang was a meaningful turning point for Tony’s joining the gang gave him a sense of 

belonging. This sense of belonging was strong, prompting him to engage in the initiation process 

to become a gang member, “you have to smoke pounds of weed, and give yourself a smiley”. 

Initially, Tony enjoyed being part of a gang experiencing the brotherhood but being a member 

came with responsibilities to fight other gangs something Tony wanted to avoid. 

4.3         Data Analysis 

The final data analysis in this research used was Colaizzi’s (1978) seven step method for analysing 

phenomenological data to analyse the participant’s life stories. A table outlining the findings of 

the qualitative analyse according to Colaizzi’s method using main themes and sub-themes is 

presented below in Table 11. The main themes that portrayed the Aboriginal youths’ lived 
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experience were: 1) complexity of family; 2) power of alcohol and drugs; 3) criminal behaviour; 

4) education system disengagement; 5) promising futures; and 6) health awareness. As described 

in the section on methodology (p.84) the main themes from this analysis inform and assist to 

enhance the interpretation of the quantitative data analysis. 

Table 11 Main Themes and sub themes from the analysis of photovoice and the 

individual narratives using Colaizzi’s method of phenomenological analysis 

Main Themes Sub-Themes 

1. Complexity of Family 1.1 – Strength in family bonds 

1.2 – Reconnecting with family 

1.3 – The value of trust, respect and love 

1.4 – Dysfunctional and violent relationships 

1.5 – The role and love of grandparents 

1.6 – Cherished childhood memories 

1.7 – Gangs a substitute for family 

1.8 – Neglect and abuse 

2. Power of Alcohol and Drugs 2.1 – Cause and effect 

2.2 – Support and treatment 

2.3 – Negative impacts and violence 

2.4 – Socialisation and expectations 

3. Criminal Behaviour 3.1 – First contact with police 

3.2 – Feelings of remorse 

3.3 – Lessons learnt 

3.4 – Family support and shame 

4. Education System Disengagement 4.1 – Wagging, regret and dropping out 

4.2 – The culture of bullying 

4.3 – Frustration and violent outbursts 

4.4 – Educational strategies that work 

4.5 – Culturally insecure 

5. Promising Futures 5.1 – Dreams and aspirations 

6. Health Awareness 6.1 – Positive health outcomes 

6.2 – Importance of health education 
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Part 2 - Quantitative Analysis 

The purpose of Part 2 is to present the results of the quantitative data analysis using linked 

administrative data. This section is organised into the five research aims: 

1. Examine which family, maternal and birth characteristics influence the risk of an Aboriginal 

child in WA having contact with the Juvenile Justice System; 

2. Describe the pattern of contact by Aboriginal children with WA Community Juvenile Justice 

Services and Juvenile Custodial Services; 

3. Explore the risk and protective factors of Aboriginal children with an intellectual disability 

and their contact with Juvenile Justice; 

4. Determine whether contact with child protection services through child abuse and neglect 

notifications and substantiated notifications, influences the risk for contact with Juvenile 

Justice for WA Aboriginal children; and 

5. Ascertain how maternal contact with the Adult Justice System influences a child’s contact 

with juvenile justice. 

Study cohort: 

The study population included all Aboriginal live births in WA between 1st January 1986 and 31st 

December 1990 recorded in the Western Australian MNS. A total of 5464 mothers gave birth to 

the 7756 children in the cohort (Table 13). Of these, 3583 (65.6%) had one child only while 1504 

(27.6%) had two children and 377 (6.8%) had three or more children during the study period. 

Table 12 The study cohort; WA Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander birth cohort 

from 1986-1990 mapped to their mothers 

Children 

per Mother 

Number of 

children 

Mothers 

n (%) 

1 5464 3583 (65.6) 

2 1881 1504 (27.5) 

3+   411   377 (6.9) 

Total 7756 5464 (100.0) 
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4.4 AIM 1: Examine which Family, Maternal and Birth 

Characteristics are associated with the Risk of an 

Aboriginal child in WA having contact with the Juvenile 

Justice System 

Of those mothers in the cohort, 6767 (87.2%) were identified as Aboriginal. Children of 

Aboriginal mothers had an increased (OR 2.36. 95%CI 1.99 -2.80) odds of having contact with 

Juvenile Justice compared with children of non-Aboriginal mothers. 

Overall, the majority of births (n=3453, 44.5%) were to mothers whose permanent address at the 

time of birth was living being in a remote area, compared to 2296 (29.6%) in the metropolitan 

area and 2007 (25.9%) in a rural location (Table 13). Children born to mothers living in remote 

locations had a significantly lower odds of contact with Juvenile Justice when compared with the 

metropolitan group (OR 0.59, 95% CI 0.52-0.66). 

At the time of giving birth, 3059 (39.4%) mothers were recorded as being single (includes never 

married, widowed, divorced and separated). Children born to ‘single’ mothers had 59% greater 

odds of contact with the Juvenile Justice System (OR 1.59, 95%CI 1.45-1.76) than those born to 

mothers with partners Table 13. 

The younger the mother at the child’s birth, the higher odds that child had of being involved with 

Juvenile Justice. Children born to mothers in the <20 year age group were 90% higher odds of 

contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 1.90, 95% CI 1.39-2.60) when compared with the over 34-year 

group. Likewise, children born to mothers in the age group 20-24 years were 60% greater odds to 

have justice system contact (OR 1.62, 95%CI 1.19-2.21). As maternal age at time of the infant’s 

birth increased, the risk of contact with Juvenile Justice decreased (Table 13). 

Of the total cohort of mothers, 2328 (30%) were giving birth for the first time. Children of mothers 

with three or more previous children were significantly at greater odds to have contact with 

Juvenile Justice (OR 1.29, 95%CI 1.14-1.47). 

The direction of the associations in Table 13 were similar for univariate and multivariate analysis 

for most predictors. After multivariate analysis, odds ratios associated with younger maternal age 

and higher parity were increased across all age groups and parity suggesting significant 

interactions between these variables. These relationships were further analysed in Table 14 which 

shows the numbers and percentages of children with and without juvenile justice contact 

according to the parity and maternal age of their mothers at the child’s birth. 
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Table 13 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children born in WA from 1986 – 1990 inclusive: maternal characteristics and contact with Juvenile 

Justice from age 10 years to 18th birthday 

Maternal  

Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis ¥ 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

 (%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

 (%) 

Mother's Aboriginality         

Aboriginal** 2334 (34.5) 4433 (65.5) 6767 (100.0) 2.36 (1.99 -2.80) 2.26 (1.89-2.69) 

Non-Aboriginal 180 (18.2) 809 (81.8) 989 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Geographical location         

Metropolitan 859 (37.4) 1437 (62.6) 2296 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Rural 755 (37.6) 1252 (62.4) 2007 (100.0) 1.00 (0.89-1.14) 1.02  (0.90-1.16) 

Remote 900 (26.1) 2553 (73.9) 3453 (100.0) 0.59 (0.52-0.66) 0.55  (0.49-0.63) 

Marital status         

Single*** 1184 (38.7) 1875 (61.3) 3059 (100.0) 1.59  (1.45-1.76) 1.41  (1.27-1.57) 

Married/de facto 1330 (28.3) 3367 (71.7) 4697 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Maternal age at birth (Yrs)         

<20 835 (37.1) 1416 (62.9) 2251 (100.0) 1.90  (1.39-2.60) 2.68  (1.91-3.78) 

20-24 933 (33.5) 1856 (66.5) 2789 (100.0) 1.62  (1.19-2.21) 1.91  (1.37-2.64) 

25-29 473 (27.9) 1224 (72.1) 1697 (100.0) 1.24  (0.90-1.71) 1.27  (0.92-1.77) 

30-34 217 (27.7) 565 (72.3) 782 (100.0) 1.24  (0.88-1.74) 1.18  (0.84-1.68) 

>34 56 (23.6) 181 (76.4) 237 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 
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Maternal  

Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis ¥ 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

 (%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

 (%) 

Parity****         

0 698 (30.0) 1630 (70.0) 2328 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

1-2 1096 (32.1) 2315 (67.9) 3411 (100.0) 1.10  (0.98-1.23) 1.51  (1.32-1.72) 

3+ 720 (35.7) 1297 (64.3) 2017 (100.0) 1.29  (1.14-1.47) 2.39  (2.01-2.84) 

*OR: Odds ratios, (95% CI) 95% confidence intervals **If mother identified as Aboriginal on Midwives’ Notification in either the Ethnicity field or the INDIGST field (which comes from 

the mother’s hospital admission at time of birth), or Mother as Aboriginal on infant’s birth registration; ***Single includes never married, widowed, divorced and separated; ****Parity 
calculated by adding previous living children, previous children who have died and stillborn infants; ¥Multivariate analysis adjusted for all other variables shown in the Table 
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First born children were significantly less likely to be in contact with Juvenile Justice than those 

born as second or higher order children independent of the mother’s age at the time of birth (Table 

14). Although the numbers were small, children born to teenage mothers who had three or more 

previous children were at four-times the odds of contact with Juvenile Justice compared with 

those born to teenage mothers with no previous children (OR 4.30, 95%, CI 1.10-16.72). 

Likewise, despite small numbers in the parity 0 group, there is a strong relationship for mothers 

in the 30-34 year age group with three or more children for their children to be at significantly 

higher odds (OR 7.33, 95%, CI 2.61-20.52) compared with parity 0 to have contact with Juvenile 

Justice (Table 14). 

Table 14 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children born in WA from 1986-1990 

inclusive: maternal age and parity and contact with Juvenile Justice from 

age 10 to 18th birthday 

Maternal 

Age 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

 

Total 

OR (95%CI) n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Parity  

<20yrs 

       

0 519 (35.1) 958 (64.9) 1477 (100.0) Ref group 

1-2 309 (40.4) 455 (59.6) 764 (100.0) 1.25  1.04-1.50 

3+ 7 (70.0) 3 (30.0) 10 (100.0) 4.30  1.10-16.72 

Sub-total 835 (37.1) 1416 (62.9) 2251 (100.0)  

Parity  

20-24yrs 

       

0 147 (24.6) 450 (75.4) 597 (100.0) Ref group 

1-2 571 (33.8) 1118 (66.2) 1689 (100.0) 1.56  1.26-1.93 

3+ 215 (42.7) 288 (57.3) 503 (100.0) 2.28  1.76-2.95 

Sub-total 933 (33.5) 1856 (66.5) 2789 (100.0)  

Parity  

25-29yrs 

       

0 26 (15.0) 147 (85.0) 173 (100.0) Ref group 

1-2 162 (23.8) 518 (76.2) 680 (100.0) 1.76  1.12-2.78 

3 285 (33.8) 559 (66.2) 844 (100.0) 2.88  1.85-4.47 

Sub-total  473 (27.9) 1224 (72.1) 1697 (100.0)  

Parity  

30-34yrs 

       

0 4 (6.3) 59 (93.7) 63 (100.0) Ref group 

1-2 45 (21.1) 168 (78.9) 213 (100.0) 3.95  1.36-11.45 

3 168 (33.2) 338 (66.8) 506 (100.0) 7.33  2.61-20.52 

Sub-total 217 (27.7) 565 (72.3) 782 (100.0)  
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Maternal 

Age 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

 

Total 

OR (95%CI) n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Parity 

 >34yrs 

       

0 2 (11.1) 16 (88.9) 18 (100.0) Ref group 

1-2 9 (13.8) 56 (86.2) 65 (100.0) 1.28  0.25-6.56 

3 45 (29.2) 109 (70.8) 154 (100.0) 3.30  0.72-14.95 

Sub-total 56 (23.6) 181 (76.4) 237 (100.0)  

Total 2514 (32.4) 5242 (67.6) 7756 (100.0)  

 

Aboriginal mothers were significantly more likely to be of higher parity than non-Aboriginal 

mothers at the birth of the index child (Table 15). Aboriginal mothers with children in the birth 

cohort were more than twice as likely as non-Aboriginal mothers to have had at least three 

previous children when their index child was born (OR 2.15, 95% CI 1.75-2.63). 

Table 15 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children born in WA from 1986 – 1990 

inclusive: mothers’ Aboriginality, parity and contact with Juvenile Justice 

from age 10 years to 18th birthday 

Parity 

Aboriginal 

Mother 

Non-Aboriginal 

Mother 

 

Total 

OR (95%CI) 

n=6767 

n 

(87.2%) 

(%) 

n=989 

n 

(12.8%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

0 1983 (29.3) 345 (34.9) 2328 (30.0) Ref group 

1-2 2918 (43.1) 493 (49.8) 3411 (44.0) 1.03 

(0.88-1.19) 

3+ 1866 (27.6) 151 (15.3) 2017 (26.0) 2.15 

(1.75-2.63) 

Total 6767 (100.0) 989 (100.0) 7756 (100.0)  

 

Birth characteristics (sex, birth weight, complications of pregnancy and labour, gestation and 

mode of delivery) were added to maternal characteristics in Table 16 for the birth cohort of 

Aboriginal children. Of the males in the cohort (n=3934), 1664 (42.3%) had contact with Juvenile 

Justice compared with (n=3822), 850 (22.2%) females. The following results relate to initial 

univariate analysis. Males had greater odds of having contact with the Justice System than females 

(OR 2.56, 95%CI 2.32-2.83).  Children who were born with low birth weights (<2500g) were 

20% lower odds of having contact with Juvenile Justice than those children of normal birth 

weights (≥ 2500g), (OR 0.83, 95%CI 0.70-0.98) (Table 16). 
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Over 40% of the mothers of the total cohort experienced a complication of pregnancy with no 

significant difference between the groups of children who had contact with the Juvenile Justice 

System and the children who had no contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 1.00, 95%CI 0.91-1.10). 

Complications of labour were reported for 54.6% of the mothers of the total cohort (OR 1.10, 

95%CI 1.00-1.21) showing a slight increase in odds of Juvenile Justice contact for the children 

whose mothers had problems during labour (Table 16). 

The majority (n=6975) (90%) of babies were born at 37 or more weeks of gestation. Those 

children born at less than 32 weeks were at 20% less odds to have contact with the justice system 

(OR 0.80, 95%CI 0.56-1.14) than those born at 37 weeks or more (Table 16). Children born at 

33-36 weeks gestation were also at less odds (OR 0.94, 95%CI 0.79-1.12) to have contact with 

Juvenile Justice than the reference group. These differences were not statistically significant. 

The main method of delivery for the total cohort was spontaneous vaginal birth for 5652 births 

(73%), followed by emergency Caesarean section at 9.8%. Those children who were born by 

breech delivery were at 40% less odds of having contact with the Justice System (OR 0.61, 95%CI 

0.39-0.97) when compared to other methods of delivery; this was statistically significant. 

Table 16 also shows the results of the multivariate logistic regression analysis of the demographic, 

pregnancy and birth characteristic variables. After statistical adjustment few differences in 

associations were seen from the unadjusted models for the majority of predictors. However, young 

maternal age and higher parity increased with significance as risks for Juvenile Justice contact 

and low birth weight and method of delivery became non-significant. 
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Table 16 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children born in WA from 1986 – 1990 inclusive: maternal characteristics of mother and birth 

characteristics of child and contact with Juvenile Justice from age 10 years to 18th birthday 

Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis ** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

100.0%) 

(%) 

Mother's Aboriginality         

Aboriginal 2334 (34.5) 4433 (65.5) 6767 (100.0) 2.36  (1.99-2.80) 2.24  (1.87-2.69) 

Non-Aboriginal 180 (18.2) 809 (81.8) 989 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Geographical location         

Metropolitan 859 (37.4) 1437 (62.6) 2296 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Rural 755 (37.6) 1252 (62.4) 2007 (100.0) 1.00   (0.89-1.14) 1.03   (0.91-1.18) 

Remote 900 (26.1) 2553 (73.9) 3453 (100.0) 0.59   (0.52-0.66) 0.54   (0.47-0.61) 

Marital status         

Single 1184 (38.7) 1875 (61.3) 3059 (100.0) 1.59  (1.45-1.76) 1.47  (1.31-1.64) 

Married/de facto 1330 (28.3) 3367 (71.7) 4697 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Maternal age          

<20 835 (37.1) 1416 (62.9) 2251 (100.0) 1.90  (1.39-2.60) 3.05  (2.15-4.34) 

20-24 933 (33.5) 1856 (66.5) 2789 (100.0) 1.62  (1.19-2.21) 2.09  (1.49-2.92) 

25-29 473 (27.9) 1224 (72.1) 1697 (100.0) 1.24  (0.90-1.71) 1.37  (0.98-1.92) 

30-34 217 (27.7) 565 (72.3) 782 (100.0) 1.24  (0.88-1.74) 1.28  (0.90-1.83) 

>34 56 (23.6) 181 (76.4) 237 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 
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Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis ** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

100.0%) 

(%) 

Parity         

0 698 (30.0) 1630 (70.0) 2328 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

1-2 1096 (32.1) 2315 (67.9) 3411 (100.0) 1.10  (0.98-1.23) 1.59  (1.38-1.83) 

3+ 720 (35.7) 1297 (64.3) 2017 (100.0) 1.29  (1.14-1.47) 2.57  (2.14-3.08) 

Sex         

Male 1664 (42.3) 2270 (57.7) 3934 (100.0) 2.56  (2.32-2.83) 2.72  (2.45-3.01) 

Female 850 (22.2) 2972 (77.8) 3822 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Birth Weight         

<2500gms 220 (28.9) 540 (71.1) 760 (100.0) 0.83  (0.70-0.98) 0.92  (0.74-1.15) 

≥2500gms 2294 (32.8) 4702 (67.2) 6996 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Complications of pregnancy         

Complications 1032 (32.4) 2149 (67.6) 3181 (100.0) 1.00  (0.91-1.10) 0.99  (0.89-1.10) 

No Complications 1482 (32.4) 3093 (67.6) 4575 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Complications of labour          

Complications 1414 (33.4) 2820 (66.6) 4234 (100.0) 1.10  (1.00-1.21) 1.14  (1.02-1.28) 

No complications  1100 (31.2) 2422 (68.8) 3522 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Gestation (completed weeks)         

<32 weeks 44 (28.0) 113 (72.0) 157 (100.0) 0.80  (0.56-1.14)  0.81  (0.53-1.25) 

33-36 weeks 194 (31.3) 425 (68.7) 619 (100.0) 0.94  (0.79-1.12)  1.01  (0.81-1.25) 

≥37 weeks 2274 (32.6) 4701 (67.4) 6975 (100.0) Ref group  Ref group 
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Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis ** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

100.0%) 

(%) 

Method of delivery         

Spontaneous vaginal 1865 (33.0) 3787 (67.0) 5652 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Emergency caesarean 257 (33.9) 500 (66.1) 757 (100.0) 1.04   (0.88-1.22) 1.07  (0.89-1.28) 

Instrumental 210 (30.1) 487 (69.9) 697 (100.0) 0.87   (0.73-1.03) 0.96  (0.79-1.16)      

Elective caesarean 157 (28.9) 386 (71.1) 543 (100.0) 0.82   (0.68-1.00) 0.82  (0.66-1.01)      

Breech 25 (23.4) 82 (76.6) 107 (100.0) 0.61   (0.39-0.97) 0.66  (0.41-1.06) 

N.B: 5 cases with unknown gestation; *OR: Odds ratios, (95% CI) 95% confidence intervals; **Multivariate analysis adjusted for all other variables shown in Table 
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4.5 AIM 2: Describe the Pattern of Contact by Aboriginal 

Children with WA Community Youth Justice Services and 

Youth Custodial Services. 

Department of Corrective Services 

This section contains the breakdown of the cohort into contact groups, those children who had 

contact with Community Youth Justice Services (CYJS), Youth Custodial Services (YCS) or 

both. The pathways of children in the cohort through these systems are detailed in Figure 10.  

Community Youth Justice Services 

The Department of Corrective Services extracted data from the IFS according to the linkage keys 

derived from the Midwives’ data collection system supplied by the DLU for the five years 1986-1990 

inclusive. This cohort consisted of 7756 individuals. Of these, 2514 (32.4%) children were identified 

as having had contact with the CYJS, YCS or both CYJS and YCS between the years 1996 to 2010. 

However, full information was not available for all the 2514 children. 

Figure 10 outlines the pathway of the cohort of the 7756 children grouped by sex according to 

their contact with Juvenile Justice and progress though the Youth Justice Service (YJS) contact. 

Of the 2514 children, 2497 children were identified as having contact with CYJS; however, 214 

records did not contain any data. According to the data custodians when the DCS system was 

updated and merged it was possible that the information in these fields was lost, not transferred 

across to the new system or deleted. These cases have been left in as it is accurate to say that they 

have had contact with the justice system and are included in the contact graph, but have been 

excluded from further analysis of the CYJS data. 

The results of the analysis will reflect the 228315 children where information was available in their 

record. A contact is a record of a CYJS, Juvenile Justice Team referral or an attempt at prevention 

such as enrolment in a program or intervention. Of these individuals 1559 were identified as 

having had contact with CYJS only, 938 had contact with CYJS and YCS, and a further 17 had 

contact with YCS only (Figure 10) 

                                                      
15 The total of n= 2283  represents, those children n= 1559 in only CYJS, plus those children n= 938 in 

both community and custodial services, minus n=214 cases which contained no descriptive data for 

analysis 
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Figure 10 Aboriginal and Torres Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth cohort; 

chart showing contact with Community Youth Justice Services and Youth 

Custodial services from 1996-2010 

n=2514 represents all children recorded as having contact with CYJS only, both CYJS and YCS note: 
missing data for 214 cases. 

 

The following reports demographic information for two groups of children who had contact with 

the Juvenile Justice System. The first group described is based on the children who had YJS 

contact (less those where no information was available). The second category described includes 

the 955 children who had CYJS and YCS contact or only YCS. 

Demographic Information 

Sex and Age 

First contact with community youth services for boys commenced at age 10 years (4.9%) and 

peaked at age 14-15 years (16.5% and 16.8% respectively) (Table 17). The pattern of contact for 

females differed and peaked at age 16 years (19.2%). 
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Table 17 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: first contact with Community Youth Justice Services (number of 

children and percentage according to sex and age) between 1996 and 2010 

Age at First Contact 

Male Female Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

10 75 (4.9) 16 (2.1) 91  (4.0) 

11 131 (8.6) 32 (4.2) 163  (7.1) 

12 199 (13.1) 63 (8.2) 262 (11.5) 

13 209 (13.8) 130 (16.9) 339 (14.9) 

14 249 (16.5) 140 (18.2) 389 (17.0) 

15 254 (16.8) 130 (16.9) 384 (16.8) 

16 239 (15.8) 148 (19.2) 387 (16.9) 

17+ 157 (10.5) 111 (14.3) 268 (11.8) 

Total 1513 (100.0) 770 (100.0) 2283 (100.0) 

N.B: There were 10 children identified as being 9 years of age (9 males 1 female) these were added to the 
10year old group. 

The median age of first contact for males was 13.9 years and 14.4 years for females. Overall, over 

half (54.5%) of the contacts were for children aged 14 years and under at the time of their first 

contact with CYJS.  Males were more likely to have first contact across all ages compared to 

females. This disparity was most pronounced at ages 14 and under with proportions of first contact 

for females increasing as they became older whereas those for males decreased (Figure 11). 

Figure 11 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth 

cohort inclusive: according to sex in each age group at first contact with 

Community Youth Justice Services between 1996 and 2010 
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Geographical Location at First Contact 

Geographical location data is presented in two tables (Table 18 and Table 19). Table 18 shows 

the distribution of males and females within geographical locations and Table 19 shows the 

distribution of males and females separately throughout all locations.  

Overall 66.3% of first contacts were males compared to 33.7% of females. Postcodes were 

missing for 9 males and 4 females. Of the 848 first contacts recorded for the metropolitan area, 

61.7% were males and 38.3% females (Table 18). Amongst males, the greatest difference 

compared to females was in the remote areas. 

Table 18 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort according to sex and geographical location of the juvenile at start of 

order of first contact with Community Youth Justice Services between 1996 

and 2010 (shows row percentages) 

Geographical Location* 

Male Female Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Metropolitan 523 (61.7) 325 (38.3) 848 (100.0) 

Rural 386 (66.0) 199 (34.0) 585 (100.0) 

Remote 575 (71.2) 232 (28.8) 807 (100.0) 

Interstate 20 (66.7) 10 (33.3) 30 (100.0) 

Total** 1504    (100.0) 766    (100.0) 2270   (100.0) 

*The geographical locations are based on the classification of postcodes, as used by the ABS. 

**n=13 missing postcodes; # recorded at the time of the start of the order for first contact 

Table 19 shows the percentages of the residential location of all children by sex at the start date 

of order. Similar proportions of males and females were in rural locations but females were more 

likely than males to be in the metropolitan area and, males more likely to be in remote locations. 

Table 19 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort; sex and geographical location of the juvenile at start of order of first 

contact with Community Youth Justice Services between 1996 and 2010 

(shows column percentages) 

Geographical Location* 

Male Female Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Metropolitan 523 (34.8) 325 (42.5) 848 (37.5) 

Rural 386 (25.6) 199 (25.9) 585 (25.7) 

Remote 575 (38.2) 232 (30.3) 807 (35.5) 

Interstate 20 (1.4) 10 (1.3) 30  (1.3) 

Total** 1504 (100.0) 766 (100.0) 2270 (100.0) 

*The geographical locations are based on the classification of postcodes, as used by the ABS. 
**n=13 missing postcodes; # recorded at the time of the start of the order for first contact 
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Contacts with Community Youth Justice Services per Child 

The following figure outlines the number of contacts per child with CYJS: 803 children (32.2%) 

had one contact only, 822 (32.9%) had 2-5 contacts, 347 (13.9%) had 6-10 contacts, 138 (5.5%) 

had 11-14 contacts and 387 (15.5%) had more than 14 contacts (Figure 12). 

Figure 12 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort:  number of contacts per child with Community Youth Justice 

Services between 1996 and 2010. 

 

Across all contact groups the proportion of contact with Community Youth Justice Services was 

highest for males. The overall patterns where those of increasing contacts among young men and 

decreasing contacts with young women. Indeed, in the over 14 contacts with Community Youth 

Justice Services, 82% of contact occurred in young men versus 18% in young women. Generally, 

as the number of contacts increased, the proportion of females decreased (Figure 13). For one 

contact only males accounted for 55.9% compared to 44.1% females. The greatest difference was 

in the >14 group where 82.2% of contacts were for males compared to 17.8% for females (Figure 

13). 
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Figure 13 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: Sex according to contacts per child with Community Youth Justice 

Services between 1996 and 2010. 

 
*note that the contacts add to n=2497. As discussed at the beginning of this section, the n=2497were 
matched but data unavailable for 214 records. 

Type of Contact at First Event 

For the total cohort almost three quarters n=1681, (73.6%) of first contacts were with the Juvenile 

Justice Teams. Of those 1681 first contacts, (67%) were by males and (33%) by females (Table 

20). 

Table 20 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: Sex and reason for contact with Youth Community Justice Services 

between 1996 and 2010 (row percentages) 

Reason for contact 

Male Female Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Prevention 68 (53.5) 59 (46.5) 127  (5.6) 

Community based orders 78 (63.4) 45 (36.6) 123 (5.4) 

Court orders 241 (68.5) 111 (31.5) 352 (15.4) 

Juvenile Justice Team 1126 (67.0) 555 (33.0) 1681 (73.6) 

Total 1513 (66.3) 770 (33.7) 2283 (100.0) 

 

Offence Classifications 

Australian National Classification of Offences 

Offence codes were recorded for 1414 (62%) of the 2283 cases. Reasons for missing offence 

codes are related to reports and referrals. Reports and referrals may or may not have offences 

recorded because a client could have a contact with the community services as prevention only 

and never have been charged or convicted (Table 21). 
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Overall, the majority (53.4%) of offences at first contact were for break and enter and this was 

the most common offence for both males (55.3%) and females (49.9%) (Table 21). Drug offences 

and robbery and extortion comprised very small proportions of the total offences for both males 

and females, and driving and related offences were also small for females. Interestingly, girls 

were more likely to commit violence offences when compared with boys and boys were more 

likely to commit driving, motor vehicle and traffic related offences when compared with girls. 

Table 21 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: Sex and offences as recorded according to first contact with 

Community Youth Justice Services between 1996 and 2010 according to the 

Australian National Classification of Offences 

ANCO Groupings 

Male Female Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Break and enter and other 

offences involving theft 

507 (55.3) 248 (49.9) 755 (53.4) 

Offences against good order 145 (15.8) 87 (17.5) 232 (16.5) 

Offences against the 

person 

111 (12.2) 94 (18.9) 205 (14.6) 

Property damage and 

environmental offences 

55 (6.0) 45 (9.1) 100 (7.0) 

Driving, motor vehicle, 

traffic and related offences 

71 (7.7) 12 (2.4) 83 (5.8) 

Drug Offences 15 (1.6) 7 (1.4) 22 (1.5) 

Robbery and extortion 5 (0.5) 4 (0.8) 9 (0.6) 

Other 8 (0.9) 0 (0.0) 8 (0.6) 

Total 917 (100.0) 497 (100.0) 1414 (100.0) 

 

Youth Custodial Services16 

The purpose of these results is to describe the characteristics of Aboriginal children who have 

contact with Youth Custodial Services. We report here on sex, age of first contact and 

geographical location. Of these 955 individuals, data were missing for 2 cases, thus 955 

individuals will appear in the contact analysis and the remainder of the analysis will refer to 953 

cases unless otherwise stated. 

                                                      
16 This group includes children who had both Community Youth Justice Services and Youth Custodial 

Services contact and Youth Custodial Services contact only. 
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Demographic Information 

Sex and Age 

The median age of first contact with YCS for the cohort was 14.6 years (15 years for males and 

14 years females). Overall, the majority, n=670, (70.3%) of juveniles with a first recorded contact 

with custodial services were males, with 283 (29.7%) of females (Table 22). The proportions of 

males and females declined at age 17, males decreased from (21.0%) to (16.9%) and females from 

(18.7%) to (9.3%). Overall, almost half (44.7%) of all first contacts with Juvenile Custodial 

Services were recorded in the 14 years and under group. For males first contact peaked at age 16 

years compared with 14 years for females (Table 22). 

Table 22 Aboriginal and Torres Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth cohort; 

number of children and percentage according to first contact with Youth 

Custodial Services 

Age at First Contact 

Male Female Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

10 years 6 (0.9) 2 (0.7) 8 (0.8) 

11 years 17 (2.5) 9 (3.2) 26 (2.7) 

12 years 44 (6.7) 22 (7.7) 66 (6.9) 

13 years 104 (15.6) 43 (15.5) 147 (15.5) 

14 years  113 (16.9) 66 (23.3) 179 (18.8) 

15 years 130 (19.5) 61 (21.6) 191 (20.0) 

16 years 141 (21.0) 53 (18.7) 194 (20.4) 

17-18years 115 (16.9) 27 (9.3) 142 (14.9) 

Total 670 (100.0) 283 (100.0) 953 (100.0) 

* n=2 cases matched with missing data were males, as data was missing in the DCS file, age at contact 
was unable to be calculated, therefore age data exists for n=953 children. 

A higher proportion of males were reported as having first contact with custodial services across 

all ages (Figure 14). The proportions of males compared to females increased as the juveniles 

became older. 
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Figure 14 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: according to Sex in each age group at first contact with Youth 

Custodial Services between 1996 and 2010 

 
* n=2 cases matched with missing data were males, as data was missing in the DCS file age at contact 
was unable to be calculated, therefore age data exists for n=953 children. 

Geographical Location 

Of the 567 contacts for those in the metropolitan area (62.8%) were males compared to (37.2%) 

for females (Table 23). Amongst males, the greatest excess compared to females was in remote 

areas. 

Table 23 Aboriginal and Torres Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth cohort; 

Sex and geographical location based on the residential address of the 

juvenile at time of first contact with Youth Custodial Services between 1996 

and 2010 (row percentages) 

Geographical Location*# 

Male Female Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Metropolitan 356 (62.8) 211 (37.2) 567 (100.0) 

Rural 145 (76.7) 44 (23.3) 189 (100.0) 

Remote 158 (85.9) 26 (14.1) 184 (100.0) 

Total** 659 (70.1) 281 (29.9) 940 (100.0) 

* The geographical locations are based on the classification of postcodes, as used by the ABS 

** n=14 did not have a postcode recorded and n=1 had a postcode recorded as interstate. 

# as recorded at the time of reception for first contact with juvenile custodial. 

Most females (75%) who had first contact with custodial services were from the metropolitan area 

compared to 54% of males (Table 24). For males, just over half 54.0% were from the metropolitan 

area compared with 22.0% from a rural area and 24.0% for a remote region. For females, 75.0% 

were from metropolitan areas compared with 15.7% from a rural area and 9.3% from a remote 

area. 
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Table 24 Aboriginal and Torres Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth cohort; 

Sex and geographical location based on the residential address of the 

juvenile at time of first contact with Youth Custodial Services between 1996 

and 2010 (column percentages) 

Geographical Location*# 

Male Female Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Metropolitan 356 (54.0) 211 (75.0) 567 (60.3) 

Rural 145 (22.0) 44 (15.7) 189 (20.1) 

Remote 158 (24.0) 26 (9.3) 184 (19.6) 

Total** 659 (100.0) 281  (100.0) 940 (100.0) 

* n=14 did not have a postcode recorded and n=1 had a postcode recorded as interstate. 

** The geographical locations are based on the classification of postcodes, as used by the ABS. 

#as recorded at the time of reception for first contact with juvenile custodial. 

Contacts per Child 

Figure 15 describes the patterns of contact per child with YCS. There were 4554 contacts with 

YCS recorded between 1996 and 2010 inclusive representing 955 individual children (672 were 

males and 283 females). The number of contacts ranged from 1 to 40. The largest proportion 

41.2% of children had between 2-5 contacts with YCS, followed by 29% for one only contact 

(Figure 15). 

Figure 15 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth cohort; 

number of contacts per child with Youth Custodial Services between 1996 

and 2010 

 
 

Male children were more likely to have contact with Juvenile Custodial Services across all contact 

groups. The group with the largest disparity between males and females was in the 6-10 contact 

group (males 81.5% compared to females 18.5%) (Figure 16). 
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Figure 16 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: number of contacts per child with the Youth Custodial Services by 

Sex between 1996 and 2010. 

 
 

Comparison between Community Youth Justice Services and Youth Custodial Services 

The comparisons between CYJS and YCS are described in Table 25. There were similar 

percentages for contact with CYJS and YCS for sex; community (males 66.3% and females 

33.7%) and custodial (males 70.3% and females 29.7%). The disparity in proportions between 

males’ contact with community and custodial services was small (4%). 

Females from remote locations were unlikely to have had contact with custodial services at 9.3% 

compared with 75% who resided in the metropolitan area. With regard to community corrections 

for females the majority (42.5%) resided in the metropolitan area, with 25.9% in rural areas and 

30.3% in remote. In regards to geographical location for juvenile community the highest 

proportion of males (38.4%) was from a remote area, compared with custodial services where the 

highest percentage was from the metropolitan area (54.1%). Males living in the metropolitan area 

were more likely to have contact with custodial services than any other areas. 

The highest percentage of males who had contact with juvenile community and custodial services 

were represented in the ≤ 14 age group (community 57.0% and custodial 42.4%); this trend was 

similar for females (community 49.5% and custodial 50.2%). 

Across contact groups for both community and custodial the majority of males were represented 

in the 2-5 contacts group (community 32.5% and custodial 41.2%). For males the largest 

difference between the groups was recorded in the >14 contacts group (community 19.2% and 
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custodial 4.6%). The percentage of males who had contact with custodial services peaked in the 

2-5 group and declined to 4.6% in the >14 contacts group. 

Table 25 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander WA in the 1986 to 1990 birth cohort; 

comparisons between Community Youth Justice Services and Youth 

Custodial Services 

 

Juvenile Community  Juvenile Custodial 

n=2283 (%) n=953 (%) 

Sex 

Male 1513 (66.3) 670 (70.3) 

Females 770 (33.7) 283 (29.7) 

Geographical location 

Males     

Metropolitan 523 (34.7) 356 (54.1) 

Rural 386 (25.6) 145 (22.0) 

Remote 575 (38.4) 158 (23.9) 

Interstate 20 (1.3)   

Females     

Metropolitan 325 (42.5) 211 (75.1) 

Rural 199 (25.9) 44 (15.6) 

Remote 232 (30.3) 26 (9.3) 

Interstate 10 (1.3)   

Age groups 

Males     

≤ 14 years 863 (57.0) 284 (42.4) 

15 years 254 (16.8) 130 (19.4) 

16 years 239 (15.8) 141 (21.0) 

17 +years 157 (10.4) 115 (17.2) 

Females     

≤ 14 years 381 (49.5) 142 (50.2) 

15 years 130 (16.8) 61 (21.6) 

16 years 148 (19.2) 53 (18.7) 

17+ years 111 (14.5) 27 (9.5) 

Contact groups 

Males     

1 449 (27.1) 183 (27.2) 

2-5 537 (32.5) 277 (41.2) 

6-10 250 (15.2) 145 (21.6) 

11-14 100 (6.0) 36 (5.4) 

> 14 318 (19.2) 31 (4.6) 

Females     
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Juvenile Community  Juvenile Custodial 

n=2283 (%) n=953 (%) 

1 354 (42.0) 92 (32.5) 

2-5 285 (33.8) 116 (41.0) 

6-10 97 (11.5) 33 (11.6) 

11-14 38  (4.5) 22 (7.8) 

> 14 69  (8.2) 20 (7.1) 

*Bolding refers to the highest percentages in each category; NB: Totals vary due to missing data 

4.6 AIM 3: Explore the Risk and Protective Factors of 

Aboriginal Children with an Intellectual Disability and their 

Contact with Juvenile Justice 

It is acknowledged that individuals with intellectual disabilities are overrepresented in the 

Juvenile Justice System, therefore it was important to explore intellectual disability in this 

cohort to assist program and policy development. 

 

Sex and Intellectual Disability 

Of those recorded with an intellectual disability on the Intellectual Disability Exploring Answers 

database (n=392), (66.4%) were males and (33.6%) were females (Table 26). Overall, in the total 

cohort, males have greater odds of having an intellectual disability than females (OR 1.97, 95%CI 

1.59-2.45). 

Table 26 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 – 1990 birth 

cohort inclusive: sex and record of an intellectual disability 

Sex 

Intellectual 

Disability 

No Intellectual  

Disability Total 

OR  95% CI 

 

n 

 

(%) 

 

n 

 

(%) 

 

n (%) 

Male 260 (66.4) 3674 (49.9) 3934 (50.7) 1.97 1.59-2.45 

Female  132 (33.6) 3690 (50.1) 3822 (49.3) Ref group  

Total 392 (100.0) 7364 (100.0) 7756 (100.0)   

 

Intellectual Disability and Contact with Juvenile Justice 

Of the birth cohort of (n=7756), 392 (5.1%) Aboriginal children were recorded as having an 

intellectual disability (Table 27). Of these 182 (46.4%) had had contact with Juvenile Justice and 

210 (53.6%) had not. Children with an intellectual disability were at 1.8 times greater odds to 

have contact with the Juvenile Justice System (OR 1.87, 95%CI 1.52-2.29) than those without an 

intellectual disability. 
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Table 27 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth 

cohort inclusive: intellectual disability and contact with the Juvenile Justice 

System from age 10 years to 18th birthday 

Disability 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Yes   182 (46.4)   210 (53.6)   392 (100.0) 1.87 1.52 – 

2.29 

No  2332 (31.7) 5032 (68.3) 7364 (100.0) Ref group  

Total 2514 (32.4) 5242 (67.6) 7756 (100.0)   

 

Of the males who had Juvenile Justice Contact (8.4%) n=140 had an intellectual disability 

compared with n=120 (5.3%) of those who had no contact (Table 28). This difference was 

statistically significant. Of the females who had contact n=42 (4.9%) had an intellectual disability 

compared with n=90 (3.0%) of those who had no contact. This difference was also statistically 

significant (Table 28). 

Table 28 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children born in the WA from 1986- 

1990 birth cohort inclusive: males and females recorded with an intellectual 

disability and their contact with the Juvenile Justice System  

Intellectual 

Disability 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Males         

Yes 140 (8.4) 120 (5.3) 260 (6.6) 1.64 1.27-2.11 

No  1524 (91.6) 2150 (94.7) 3674 (93.4) Ref group  

Total 1664 (100.0) 2270 (100.0) 3934 (100.0)   

Females         

Yes 42 (4.9) 90 (3.0) 132 (3.5) 1.66 1.14-2.42 

No  808 (95.1) 2882 (97.0) 3690 (96.5) Ref group  

Total 850 (100.0) 2972 (100.0) 3822 (100.0)   

 

The majority of children with an intellectual disability recorded in the IDEA database were males 

260 and 132 were females (Table 29). Male children with an intellectual disability had 2.5 times 

greater odds of contact with Juvenile Justice compared with females with an intellectual disability; 

this result was statistically significant (OR 2.50, 95%CI 1.61-3.88). 
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Table 29 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA from 1986-1990 

birth cohort inclusive: Sex comparisions, intellectual disability and their 

contact with the Juvenile Justice System 

Sex 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Male 140 (35.7) 120 (30.6) 260 (66.3) 2.50 1.61-3.88 

Female  42 (10.7) 90 (23.0) 132 (33.7) Ref group  

Total 182 (46.4) 210 (53.6) 392 (100.0)   

 

Of those recorded with an ID, 91% registered an ID within the mild to moderate range, 6% had a 

severe level and 2.8% of cases were unspecified (Table 30). 

Table 30  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA from 1986-1990 

birth cohort inclusive: level of intellectual disability as recorded on the 

IDEA database  

Level of Disability n % 

Mild 53 (13.5) 

Mild or moderate 268 (68.4) 

Moderate 36 (9.2) 

Severe 24 (6.1) 

Unspecified 11 (2.8) 

Total 392 (100.0) 

 

The level of intellectual disability has been determined from the results of psychometric tests, 

where available as mild (IQ=55-69), moderate (IQ=40-54), severe, including profound (<40) and 

unspecified. The level of intellectual disability for cases registered only with the Department of 

Education and Training has been classified as either ‘mild or moderate’ or ‘severe’ (Leonard et 

al., 2004). 

Multivariate logistic regression was conducted for the maternal and birth characteristics and ID 

variables and, as shown in Table 31, this made little differences to the parameter estimates for 

most variables from that seen in univariate models. However, differences were noted for four 

variables, maternal age (age <20 years group), breech method of delivery, birth weight and parity 

3+ group. For children who had mothers in the <20 years age group the odds of them having 

contact with Juvenile Justice increased from 1.90 greater odds to 3 times greater odds (OR 3.02, 

95%CI 2.13-4.29). Breech method of delivery was significant in the univariate analysis but 

became non-significant when ID was added into the model (OR 0.64, 95%CI 0.40-1.06); similarly 
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results for low birth weight became non-significant (OR 0.91, 95%CI 0.73-1.13). For parity in 

the 3+ group the odds increased from 1.2 to 2.5 (OR 2.52, 95%CI 2.10-3.03). All these 

multivariate results were similar to those shown in Table 16, indicating that the maternal and birth 

characteristics had effects independent of intellectual disability. Children recorded as having an 

ID were at significantly higher odds of Juvenile Justice contact than those with no ID recorded in 

both the univariate analysis (OR 1.87, 95%CI 1.52-2.29) and the multivariate analysis (OR 1.45, 

95%CI 1.16-1.81), although the odds ratio did reduce in the multivariate model. 
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Table 31 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children born in WA from 1986 – 1990 inclusive: maternal characteristics of mother, birth 

characteristics of child, intellectual disability and contact with Juvenile Justice from age 10 years to 18th birthday 

Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Mother's Aboriginality         

Aboriginal 2334 (34.5) 4433 (65.5) 6767 (100.0) 2.36  (1.99-2.80) 2.23  (1.86-2.67) 

Non-Aboriginal 180 (18.2) 809 (81.8) 989 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Geographical location         

Metropolitan 859 (37.4) 1437 (62.6) 2296 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Rural 755 (37.6) 1252 (62.4) 2007 (100.0) 1.00   (0.89-1.14) 1.04   (0.91-1.18) 

Remote 900 (26.1) 2553 (73.9) 3453 (100.0) 0.59   (0.52-0.66) 0.54   (0.48-0.61) 

Marital status         

Single 1184 (38.7) 1875 (61.3) 3059 (100.0) 1.59  (1.45-1.76) 1.46  (1.30-1.62) 

Married/de facto 1330 (28.3) 3367 (71.7) 4697 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Maternal age         

<20 835 (37.1) 1416 (62.9) 2251 (100.0) 1.90  (1.39-2.60) 3.02  (2.13-4.29) 

20-24 933 (33.5) 1856 (66.5) 2789 (100.0) 1.62  (1.19-2.21) 2.07  (1.48-2.89) 

25-29 473 (27.9) 1224 (72.1) 1697 (100.0) 1.24  (0.90-1.71) 1.35  (0.97-1.89) 

30-34 217 (27.7) 565 (72.3) 782 (100.0) 1.24  (0.88-1.74) 1.26  (0.88-1.79) 

>34 56 (23.6) 181 (76.4) 237 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 
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Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Parity         

0 698 (30.0) 1630 (70.0) 2328 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

1-2 1096 (32.1) 2315 (67.9) 3411 (100.0) 1.10  (0.98-1.23) 1.58  (1.37-1.82) 

3+ 720 (35.7) 1297 (64.3) 2017 (100.0) 1.29  (1.14-1.47) 2.52  (2.10-3.03) 

Sex         

Male 1664 (42.3) 2270 (57.7) 3934 (100.0) 2.56  (2.32-2.83) 2.68  (2.42-2.98) 

Female 850 (22.2) 2972 (77.8) 3822 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Birth Weight         

<2500gms 220 (28.9) 540 (71.1) 760 (100.0) 0.83  (0.70-0.98) 0.91  (0.73-1.13) 

≥2500gms 2294 (32.8) 4702 (67.2) 6996 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Complications of pregnancy         

Complications 1032 (32.4) 2149 (67.6) 3181 (100.0) 1.00  (0.91-1.10) 0.99  (0.89-1.10) 

No Complications 1482 (32.4) 3093 (67.6) 4575 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Complications of labour          

Complications 1414 (33.4) 2820 (66.6) 4234 (100.0) 1.10  (1.00-1.21) 1.14  (1.02-1.28) 

No complications  1100 (31.2) 2422 (68.8) 3522 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Gestation (completed weeks)         

<32 weeks 44 (28.0) 113 (72.0) 157 (100.0) 0.80  (0.56-1.14)  0.82  (0.52-1.23) 

33-36 weeks 194 (31.3) 425 (68.7) 619 (100.0) 0.94  (0.79-1.12)  1.01  (0.81-1.25) 

≥37 weeks 2274 (32.6) 4701 (67.4) 6975 (100.0) Ref group  Ref group 
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Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Method of delivery         

Spontaneous vaginal 1865 (33.0) 3787 (67.0) 5652 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Emergency caesarean 257 (33.9) 500 (66.1) 757 (100.0) 1.04   (0.88-1.22) 1.07  (0.89-1.28) 

Instrumental 210 (30.1) 487 (69.9) 697 (100.0) 0.87   (0.73-1.03) 0.96  (0.79-1.16)      

Elective caesarean 157 (28.9) 386 (71.1) 543 (100.0) 0.82   (0.68-1.00) 0.81  (0.65-1.01)      

Breech 25 (23.4) 82 (76.6) 107 (100.0) 0.61   (0.39-0.97) 0.64  (0.40-1.06) 

Intellectual Disability         

Yes 182 (47.2) 210 (52.8) 392 (100.0) 1.87  (1.52-2.29) 1.45  (1.16-1.81) 

No 2332 (31.7) 5032 (68.3) 7364 (100.0) Ref group  

N.B: 5 cases with unknown gestation; *OR: Odds ratios, (95% CI) 95% confidence intervals; **Multivariate analysis adjusted for all other variables shown in Table 
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4.7 AIM 4: Determine whether Contact with Child Protection         

Services through Child Abuse and Neglect Notifications 

and Substantiated Notifications, Influences the Risk for 

Contact with Juvenile Justice for WA Aboriginal Children 

Department for Child Protection and Family Support (DCP&FS) 

Analysis of the DCP&FS data is presented in four parts in this section. The first part provides an 

overview of all child neglect and abuse notifications. The second describes investigated 

notifications, while the third part comprises an analysis of substantiated notifications. The fourth 

analysis focuses on children with an intellectual disability and substantiations. 

1. Overview of Notifications for Child Abuse and Neglect 

Overall, of the 7756 children born in WA between 1986 and 1990 for the birth cohort studied, 

1724 (22.2%) children had either one or more notifications of  child abuse or neglect against them 

that was either substantiated,  unsubstantiated or not investigated with the DCP from 1989 – 2005 

inclusive. Prior to 1989 paper-based case notes were kept, therefore, any notifications before this 

date were unavailable for the linked data provided for this study. The aim of a DCP investigation 

is to determine whether notifications are ‘substantiated’ or ‘not substantiated’. A substantiation 

indicates there is sufficient reason (following an investigation) to believe the child has been, is 

being, or is likely to be, abused, neglected or otherwise harmed. 

Figure 17 shows the pathway of the cohort of 7756 children by Sex and contact with Juvenile 

Justice and progress through the DCP system. Of the 7756 children in the birth cohort (1986-

1990), 1724 (22.2%) had a notification. As with previous analysis the birth cohort is divided into 

two outcomes groups, those children who had contact with Juvenile Justice and those with no 

contact. The information regarding the child abuse and neglect notifications are then allocated 

according to the justice contact groups. An individual child may have had more than one 

notification over this period; therefore, the analyses are presented according to number of 

notifications and then number of children.   

Of the 3475 child abuse and neglect notifications 400 were not investigated (no reason was 

recorded in the administrative data for these cases). After investigation of the 3075 notifications 

1622 (52.7%) of those investigated were unsubstantiated, and 1453 (47.3%) were substantiated 

(Figure 17). 
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Figure 17 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort; pathways from birth through the Department for Child Protection 

and contact with Juvenile Justice from 1996 and 2010 

2. Investigated Notifications 

The 3075 investigated notifications related to 1627 (21%) children of the total birth cohort of 

7756 children. Of these notifications over half n=843 (51.8%) were recorded against children who 

had experienced contact with Juvenile Justice and n=784 (48.2%) for children who had no contact 

record. Children with an investigated notification had an increased odds (OR 2.86, 95%CI 2.56- 

3.20) of contact with Juvenile Justice compared with those who did not (Table 32). The temporal 
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relationship between a substantiated notification and contact with Juvenile Justice was 

investigated. Results found that 96% of substantiations preceded a child’s contact with Juvenile 

Justice.  

Table 32 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth 

cohort inclusive: investigated child abuse and neglect notification and no 

notification from 1989 to 2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice between 

1996 and 2010  

Notification 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Yes 843 (52.2) 784 (47.8) 1627 (100.0) 2.86 2.56 – 3.20 

No  1671 (27.2) 4458 (72.8) 6129 (100.0) Ref group  

Total 2514 (32.4) 5242 (67.6) 7756 (100.0)   

 

Of the total investigated notifications, 1453 (47.2%) were found to be substantiated relating to 

957 children, while the slight majority (1622) were not substantiated after investigation (Table 

33). As described in Table 33, the 3075 child abuse and neglect notifications that were 

investigated found no significant difference between those substantiated and not substantiated and 

contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 0.99, 95%CI 0.86-1.15). 

Table 33 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth 

cohort inclusive: outcome of investigated child abuse and neglect 

notification from 1989 to 2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice between 

1996 and 2010 

Outcome 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Substantiated 

notifications 

804 (55.3) 649 (44.7) 1453 (100.0) 0.99 0.86-1.15 

Unsubstantiated 

notifications 

899 (55.4) 723 (44.6) 1622 (100.0) Ref group  

Total 1703 (55.9) 1372 (44.1) 3075 (100.0)   

 

Table 34 outlines the number of child abuse and neglect notifications per child for the years 1989 

to 2005 inclusive and contact with Juvenile Justice. Of these notifications 958 children (58.9%) 

had one only, 341 (21.0%) had two only, 143 (8.8%) had three only and 185 (11.3%) had 4 or 

more (Table 34). 
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Table 34 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth 

cohort inclusive: investigated child abuse and neglect notifications per 

child for the years 1989-2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice between 

1996 and 2010   

Notifications  

per Child 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

1 only 441 (46.0) 517 (54.0) 958 (100.0) 

2 only 198 (58.1) 143 (41.9) 341 (100.0) 

3 only 98 (68.5) 45 (31.5) 143 (100.0) 

4 only 44 (56.4) 34 (43.6) 78 (100.0) 

5 only 28 (60.9) 18 (39.1) 46 (100.0) 

6 or more 34 (55.7) 27 (44.3) 61 (100.0) 

Total 843 (51.8) 784 (48.2) 1627 (100.0) 

 

There are similar proportions between group one (those children who had contact with juvenile 

justice) and group two (those children without contact with Juvenile Justice) for the one only 

category (46.0%) and (54.0%) respectively (Table 34). However, the proportion between the two 

groups in all the other categories rises for group one compared to group two as the number of 

notifications per child increases. This trend was statistically significant (x2
536.71 p=<0.000) 

indicating that children with more than one investigated notification were more likely to have 

contact with Juvenile Justice than those with one notification only (Table 34). 

3. Substantiated Child abuse and neglect Notifications 

Of the birth cohort of 7756 children, 957 had substantiated notifications and just over half 509 of 

these (53.2%) had contact with juvenile justice. Those with a substantiated notification were at 

2.7 times greater odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 2.71, 95%CI 2.36-3.11) (Table 

35). 

Table 35 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: substantiated child abuse and neglect notifications and no 

substantiation from 1989 to 2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice between 

1996 and 2010 

Outcome 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Substantiated 

notifications 

509 (53.2) 448 (46.8) 957 (100.0) 2.71 2.36-3.11 

Remainder of 

birth cohort 

2005 (29.5) 4794 (70.5) 6799 (100.0) Ref group  
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Outcome 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Total 2514 (32.4) 5242 (67.6) 7756 (100.0)   

 

Overall, from the 3075 notifications that were investigated n=1453 (47.3%) were substantiated. 

These notifications related to 957 children; of these 664 children (69.4%) had one notification 

only, 176 (18.4%) had two only and 117 (12.2%) had three or more (Table 36). 

Table 36 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: number of substantiated child maltreatment notifications per child 

for the years 1989-2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice between 1996 and 

2010 

Notifications  

per Child 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

1 only 327 (49.2) 337 (50.8) 664 (100.0) 

2 only 114 (64.8) 62 (35.2) 176 (100.0) 

3 only 45 (64.3) 25 (35.7) 70 (100.0) 

4 or more 23 (48.9) 24 (51.1) 47 (100.0) 

Total Children 509 (53.2) 448 (46.8) 957 (100.0) 

 

As described in Table 36, in the overall investigated notifications, except for the ‘1 only’ and 4+ 

categories, proportions were higher in all categories for those children in contact with Juvenile 

Justice with those children with 2 or 3 notifications being more likely to have Juvenile Justice 

contact. This trend is statistically significant (x2
317.432 p=0.001). 

Characteristics of Children for first substantiated notification 

As recorded at the first substantiation, 549 (57.4%) of the children were females and 408 (42.6%) 

were males. However, as shown in Table 37, as noted at the first substantiation, males were 

significantly at three times greater odds to have contact with the justice system than females (OR 

3.05, 95%CI 2.33-4.01) during their juvenile years (Table 37). 

Over half (54.6%) of first substantiations were against children aged nine and below (Table 37). 

The group aged 1-4 years at first substantiation was at significantly lower odds to have contact 

with Juvenile Justice when compared with all other age groups (OR 0.65, 95%CI 0.47-0.89), 

whereas the group aged 10-14 years was at significantly greater odds to have contact than the 

other age groups combined (OR 1.34, 95%CI 1.03-1.75). 
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Table 37 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: Sex and age recorded at the time of their first substantiation 

between 1989 and 2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice between 1996 and 

2010 

Outcome 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Sex         

Male 280 (68.6) 128 (31.4) 408 (100.0) 3.05 2.33 – 4.01 

Female 229 (41.7) 320 (58.3) 549 (100.0) Ref  

Total 509 (53.2) 448 (46.8) 957 (100.0)   

Age (years)         

<1 24 (48.0) 26 (52.0) 50 (100.0) 0.80 0.45 – 1.42 

1-4  88 (44.7) 109 (55.3) 197 (100.0) 0.65 0.47 – 0.89 

5-9  146 (52.9) 130 (47.1) 276 (100.0) 0.98 0.74 – 1.30 

10-14  212 (57.8) 155 (42.2) 367 (100.0) 1.34 1.03 – 1.75 

15+ 39 (58.2) 28 (41.8) 67 (100.0) 1.24 0.75 – 2.05 

Total 509 (53.2) 448 (46.8) 957 (100.0)   

* Each age group compared with all other age groups combined 

Characteristics of Children in all Substantiated Notifications 

Similar results were found when comparing children with all substantiated notifications as for the 

first substantiation. Male children with substantiations were at significantly three times greater 

odds to have contact with the justice system than females with substantiations (OR 3.07, 95%CI 

2.46-3.84) (Table 38). Children aged 1-4 years with substantiations were at lower odds to have 

contact with Juvenile Justice than all other age groups combined (OR 0.66, 95%CI 0.51-0.84). 

However, there was no significantly increased risk for those children aged 10-14 years. 

Table 38 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth 

cohort inclusive: Sex and age at the time of all child abuse and neglect 

substantiations between 1989-2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice 

between 1996 and 2010   

Character-

istics 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Sex         

Male 423 (71.1) 172 (28.9) 595 (100.0) 3.07 2.46-3.84 

Female 381 (44.4) 477 (55.6) 858 (100.0) Ref  

Total 804 (55.3) 649 (44.7) 1453 (100.0)   

Age (years)         
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Character-

istics 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

<1 44 (53.0) 39 (47.0) 83 (100.0) 0.90 0.58-1.41 

1-4  152 (47.4) 169 (52.6) 321 (100.0) 0.66 0.51-0.84 

5-9  272 (57.7) 199 (42.3) 471 (100.0) 1.15 0.92-1.44 

10-14  294 (58.2) 211 (41.8) 505 (100.0) 1.19 0.96-1.48 

15+ 42 (57.5) 31 (42.5) 73 (100.0) 1.09 0.68-1.76 

Total 804 (55.3) 649 (44.7) 1453 (100.0)   

* Each age group compared with all other age groups combined 

Source of Substantiated Notifications 

Table 39 describes DCP&FS substantiated notifications from 1989 to 2005. The majority of 

notifications n=416 (28.6%) were received from a government agency (police officer, education 

worker, childcare worker) followed by a relative other than parent, guardian or sibling at 16.3% 

(OR 1.48, 95%CI 1.11-1.97). The result for the latter group was statistically significant with 

children involved in those notifications being at 1.4 times greater odds to have contact with 

Juvenile Justice. Where notifications were made by a parent or guardian, children were at lower 

odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 0.69, 95%CI 0.47-1.01) (Table 39). 

Of the 140 substantiations made by a Department for Child Protection officer, 67.9% were for 

children who had contact with Juvenile Justice compared with 32.1% who had no contact. This 

difference was statistically significant (OR 1.79, 95%CI 1.24-2.60) (Table 39). Children who had 

substantiations made by a health professional were at lower odds to have contact with Juvenile 

Justice; this difference was also statistically significant (OR 0.61, 95%CI 0.46-0.81). 

Table 39 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth 

cohort inclusive: source of all child abuse and neglect substantiations 

recorded and contact with Juvenile Justice between 1996 and 2010   

Source of 

Substantiated 

Notifications* 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Government agency 241 (57.9) 175 (42.1) 416 (100.0) 1.15 0.92-1.45 

Other relative** 150 (63.3) 87 (36.7) 237 (100.0) 1.48 1.11-1.97 

Health professional 103 (45.2) 125 (54.8) 228 (100.0) 0.61 0.46-0.81 

DCP officer*** 95 (67.9) 45 (32.1) 140 (100.0) 1.79 1.24-2.60 

Parent/guardian 55 (47.0) 62 (53.0) 117 (100.0) 0.69 0.47-1.01 

Friend/neighbour 59 (60.2) 39 (39.8) 98 (100.0) 1.23 0.81-1.88 

Sibling/subject 

themselves 

50 (52.1) 46 (47.9) 96 (100.0) 0.86 0.57-1.31 
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Source of 

Substantiated 

Notifications* 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Other  20 (36.6) 35 (63.4) 55 (100.0) 0.44 0.27-0.74 

Non-government 

agency 
25 (50.0) 25 (50.0) 50 (100.0) 0.80 0.45-1.40 

Person believed 

responsible 

6 (37.5) 10 (62.5) 16 (100.0) 0.48 0.17-1.32 

Total 804 (55.3) 649 (44.7)  1453 (100.0)   

*Each category of Source of Notification was compared with all other source groups combined; 

**Other than parent, guardian or sibling; ***Department for Child Protection worker 

Substantiated Notifications and Family Type 

At the time of each substantiated notification the highest proportion of children n=567 (39%) 

were living in a female single parent family and 18.4% were living with both biological parents 

(Table 40). Children living with extended family or in an Aboriginal kinship situation were at 

increased odds (OR 1.13, 95%CI 0.79-1.60) and (OR 1.28, 95%CI 0.90 – 1.82) of having contact 

with Juvenile Justice than other children, these differences were not statistically significant. 

Children living in a single female parent family were at lower odds to have contact with Juvenile 

Justice when compared with all other categories. This result was not statistically significant (Table 

40). 

Table 40 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: family structure the child was living in at the time of all 

substantiations and contact with Juvenile Justice between 1996 and 2010 

Family Structure 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Single parent 

(female)** 

304 (53.6) 263 (46.4) 567 (100.0) 0.89 0.72-1.10 

Both biological 

parents** 

141 (52.6) 127 (47.4) 268 (100.0) 0.87 0.67- l.14 

Blended family** 114 (53.0) 101 (47.0) 215 (100.0) 0.89 0.67-1.19 

Extended family 83 (58.0) 60 (42.0) 143 (100.0) 1.13 0.79-1.60 

Aboriginal kinship 87 (60.8) 56 (39.2) 143 (100.0) 1.28 0.90-1.82 

Single parent (male) 33 (60.0) 22 (40.0) 55 (100.0) 1.22 0.70-2.11 

Other/unknown 23 (71.9) 9 (28.1) 32 (100.0) 2.09 0.96-4.55 

Other home 

accommodation  

19 (63.3) 11 (36.7) 30 (100.0) 1.40 0.66-2.97 

Total 804 (55.3) 649 (44.7) 1453 (100.0)   

*Each category for family structure was compared with all other family structure groups combined 

**Denotes biological family 
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To explore further the results from Table 40 the categories were collapsed into two groups: the 

first group included those categories that related to living with a biological parent, (biological 

group included single parent female, single parent male, both biological parents and blended 

family); and the second group included other carers non-biological (extended family, Aboriginal 

kinship, other home accommodation and other/unknown). 

Those children living with a biological parent at the time of substantiation were at lower odds to 

have contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 0.71, 95%CI 0.56-0.92); this difference was statistically 

significant (Table 41). 

Table 41 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: family structure the child was living in at the time of each 

substantiation grouped as biological or non-biological and contact with 

Juvenile Justice between 1996 and 2010 

Parent Group 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Biological 592 (54.0) 513 (46.0) 1105 (100.0) 0.71 0.56-0.92 

Non-biological 212 (61.8) 136 (32.2) 348 (100.0) Ref  

Total 804 (55.3) 649 (44.7) 1453 (100.0)   

 

Types of Abuse and Neglect 

Across all types of abuse categories and neglect the risk of contact with Juvenile Justice was 

increased in this cohort of children. For the first substantiation the most common form of 

maltreatment was neglect (30%) followed by physical abuse (29.5%), sexual abuse (26.5%) and 

emotional abuse (4%). Children whose first substantiation was physical abuse were at 3.7 times 

greater odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice than those who did not (OR 3.72, 95%CI 2.97-

4.85) (Table 42). Children with substantiations for neglect were at 2.8 times greater odds to have 

contact with Juvenile Justice compared with those who had no substantiated notifications for 

neglect (OR 2.86, 95%CI 2.32-3.53). Emotional abuse substantiations were at 2.1 times greater 

odds for children who had contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 2.19, 95%CI 1.19-4.06) (Table 43). 
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Table 42 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth cohort: 

types of abuse and neglect recorded at first substantiation between 1989-2005 for 

each child’s first contact with Juvenile Justice between 1996 and 2010 within the 

total birth cohort 

Neglect or 

Abuse Type 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Neglect         

Yes 213 (56.5) 164 (43.5) 377 (100.0) 2.86 2.32-3.53 

No 2301 (31.2) 5078 (68.8) 7379 (100.0) Ref  

Total 2514 (32.4) 5242 (67.6) 7756 (100.0)   

Physical abuse 

Yes 181 (63.2) 105 (36.8) 286 (100.0) 3.72 2.97-4.85 

No 2333 (31.2) 5137 (68.8) 7470 (100.0) Ref  

Total 2514 (32.4) 5242 (67.6) 7756 (100.0)   

Sexual abuse        

Yes 94 (37.2) 159 (62.8) 253 (100.0) 1.24 0.95-1.61 

No 2420 (32.3) 5083 (67.7) 7503 (100.0) Ref  

Total 2514 (32.4) 5242 (67.6) 7756 (100.0)   

Emotional abuse        

Yes 21 (51.2) 20 (48.8) 41 (100.0) 2.19 1.19-4.06 

No 2493 (32.3) 5222 (67.7) 7715 (100.0) Ref  

Total 2514 (32.4) 5242 (67.6) 7756 (100.0)   

 

Table 43 below shows comparisons between the different categories of abuse and neglect and 

contact with Juvenile Justice. Of the 1453 substantiations for abuse and neglect, 804 (55.3%) were 

for children who had contact with Juvenile Justice and 649 (44.7%) were for children who did not. 

Table 43 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: substantiation and types of abuse and neglect applied after 

investigation between 1989-2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice between 

1996 and 2010 

Category 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Neglect 355 (57.9) 258 (42.1) 613 (100.0) 1.19 0.97-1.47 

Physical abuse 269 (63.4) 155 (36.6) 424 (100.0) 1.60 1.27-2.02 

Sexual abuse 144 (40.2) 214 (59.8) 358 (100.0) 0.44 0.34-0.56 

Emotional abuse 36  (62.1) 22 (37.9) 58 (100.0) 1.33 0.77-2.29 

Total 804 (55.3) 649 (44.7) 1453 (100.0)   

*Each abuse category was compared with all other categories of abuse combined 
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Neglect substantiations were at 1.1 times greater odds to apply to children who had contact with 

Juvenile Justice than other types of abuse (OR 1.19, 95%CI 0.97-1.47) (table 43). Likewise, those 

substantiations for physical abuse were at 1.6 times greater odds to apply to children who had 

contact with Juvenile Justice compared with those that did not (OR 1.60, 95%CI 1.27-2.02). This 

difference was statistically significant. Substantiations for sexual abuse were less likely to apply 

to children who experienced contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 0.44, 95%CI 0.34-0.56) than any 

other types of abuse; this difference was also statistically significant (Table 43). 

Overall, females accounted for 59.1% of all substantiations. Table 44 compares all substantiations 

within each category type. Substantiations for neglect were at 2.2 times greater odds for males 

than for females; this difference was statistically significant (OR 2.24, 95%CI 1.81-2.78). The 

majority (85%) of substantiations for sexual abuse were against females; males had 82% lower 

odds to have substantiation for sexual abuse when compared with females. 

Table 44 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth 

cohort inclusive: sex of children for all child abuse and neglect 

substantiations and category type applied after investigation between 1989-

2005 

Category 

Males Females Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Neglect 320 (52.2) 293 (47.8) 613 (100.0) 2.24 1.81 - 2.78 

Physical abuse 198 (46.7) 226 (53.3) 424 (100.0) 1.39 1.11 - 1.75 

Sexual abuse 54 (15.1) 304 (84.9) 358 (100.0) 0.18 0.13 - 0.24 

Emotional abuse 23 (39.7) 35 (60.3) 58 (100.0) 0.94 0.55 - 1.61 

Total 595 (40.9) 858 (59.1) 1453 (100.0)   

 

Although overall females had more substantiations for neglect and abuse than males (59.1% vs 

40.9%), males in all abuse categories were more likely than abused females to have Juvenile 

Justice Contact. Males who had substantiations for neglect were at 3.2 times greater odds to have 

contact with Juvenile Justice than females who had substantiations for neglect (OR 3.23, 95%CI 

2.31-4.52) (Table 45). 

Similarly, substantiations for physical abuse were significantly higher for males who had contact 

than for females (OR 2.25, 95%CI 1.49-3.38) as were those substantiations for sexual abuse (OR 

2.99, 95%CI 1.64-5.46) (Table 45). 
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Table 45 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: all substantiations, sex and types of abuse and neglect after 

investigation between 1989 -2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice System 

between 1996 and 2010 

Category 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Neglect         

Male 228 (71.3) 92 (28.7) 320 (100.0) 3.23 2.31 - 4.52 

Female 127 (43.3) 166 (56.7) 293 (100.0) Ref  

Total 355 (57.9) 258 (42.1) 613 (100.0)   

Physical         

Male 145 (73.2) 53 (26.8) 198 (100.0) 2.25 1.49 - 3.38 

Female 124 (54.9) 102 (45.1) 226 (100.0) Ref  

Total  269 (63.5) 155 (36.5) 424 (100.0)   

Sexual         

Male 34 (63.0) 20 (37.0) 54 (100.0) 2.99 1.64 - 5.46 

Female 110 (36.2) 194 (63.8) 304 (100.0) Ref  

Total  144 (40.2) 214 (59.8) 358 (100.0)   

Emotional         

Male 16 (69.6) 7 (30.4) 23 (100.0) 1.71 0.56 - 5.21 

Female 20 (57.1) 15 (42.9) 35 (100.0) Ref  

Total  36 (62.1) 22 (37.9) 58 (100.0)   

 

Further analysis showed that children were not at greater risk of contact with Juvenile Justice if 

they were represented in multiple categories of neglect or abuse (data not shown). 

Harm and Injury 

Overall, 659 (45.3%) of substantiations were recorded as having no identifiable injury.  Similar 

proportions of substantiations were recorded for cuts, bruises and welts (n=229, 15.8%) and for 

identifiable emotional trauma (n=222, 15.3%). These trends were similar for boys and girls with 

significantly increased odds ratios for Juvenile Justice Contact for cuts, bruises and welts (Table 

46). For the categories avoidable illness, anal or vaginal trauma/disease and pregnancy the 

proportions were higher for those who did not have Juvenile Justice contact showing statistically 

significant reduced OR’s for Juvenile Justice contact in these groups (Table 46). 
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Table 46 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth 

cohort inclusive: injury recorded for all child abuse and neglect 

substantiations between 1989-2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice 

System between 1996 and 2010 

Injury/harm 

sustained 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

No identifiable 

injury 

356 (54.0) 303 (46.0) 659 (100.0) 0.90 0.73-1.11 

Cuts/bruises/ 

welts/bites 

154 (67.2) 75 (32.8) 229 (100.0) 1.81 1.34-2.44 

Identifiable 

emotional 

trauma 

119 (53.6) 103  (46.4) 222 (100.0) 0.92 0.69-1.22 

Other 91 (58.3) 65  (41.7) 156 (100.0) 1.14 0.81-1.60 

Avoidable 

illness 

29 (44.6) 36  (55.4) 65 (100.0) 0.62 0.37-1.02 

Anal/vaginal, 

trauma/ disease/ 

pregnancy 

20 (31.7) 43  (68.3) 63 (100.0) 0.33 0.20-0.61 

Impaired 

development 

19 (55.9) 15  (44.1) 34 (100.0) 1.02 0.51-2.02 

Scalds, burns, 

fractures 

16 (64.0) 9  (36.0) 25 (100.0) 1.44 0.63-3.28 

Total 804 (55.3) 649 (44.7) 1453 (100.0)   

 

Person Believed Responsible 

For almost 66% (496/756) of all substantiations the person believed responsible for the neglect 

or abuse was the parent, followed by other relative at 9% (71/756) (Table 47). 

Table 47 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: substantiations between 1989 and 2005 person believed 

responsible for the neglect/abuse and contact with Juvenile Justice System 

between 1996 and 2010 

Person  

Believed  

Responsible 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Parent 496 (57.9) 361 (42.1) 857 (100.0) 

Other relative 71 (50.0) 71 (50.0) 142 (100.0) 

Other  35 (49.3) 36 (50.7) 71 (100.0) 

Aboriginal kinship 35 (50.7) 34 (49.3) 69 (100.0) 

De-facto 39 (65.0) 21 (35.0) 60 (100.0) 
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Person  

Believed  

Responsible 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Step-parent 27 (55.1) 22 (44.9) 49 (100.0) 

Friend 19 (42.2) 26 (57.8) 45 (100.0) 

Guardian 19 (70.4) 8 (29.6) 27 (100.0) 

Sibling 7 (33.3) 14 (66.7) 21 (100.0) 

Foster carer 8 (72.7) 3 (27.3) 11 (100.0) 

Total  756 (55.9) 596 (44.1) 1352 (100.0) 

NB: n=101 cases had missing information for this variable. 

4. Substantiated Child abuse and neglect Notifications and Intellectual Disability 

Overall, in this cohort of children, there were 176 substantiations for 99 children with an 

intellectual disability. Over half (57.6%) had only one substantiation, (22.2%) had two, (20.2%) 

had three plus substantiations (Table 48). 

Table 48 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: child maltreatment substantiations between 1989-2005 recorded per 

child with an intellectual disability 

Children with ID in 

substantiations n % 

1 only 57 (57.6) 

2 only 22 (22.2) 

3+ 20 (20.2) 

Total children 99 (100.0) 

 

Overall, for the 1453 substantiations, children who had contact with Juvenile Justice were at 1.1 

times greater odds to have an intellectual disability than those with no contact; this was not 

statistically significant (OR 1.16, 95%CI 0.84-1.59) (Table 49). 

Table 49 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort by intellectual disability with a substantiated child maltreatment 

notification between 1989 and 2005 and contact with Juvenile Justice 

System 1996-2010 

Contact 

Intellectual 

Disability 

No Intellectual 

Disability Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Yes 104 (12.8) 708 (87.2) 812 (100.0) 1.16 0.84-1.59 

No 72 (11.2) 569 (88.8) 641 (100.0) Ref  

Total 176 (12.2) 1277 (87.8) 1453 (100.0)   



 

 182 

Of the 1453 substantiations, male children with an intellectual disability were 1.5 greater odds to 

have a substantiated notification than females (OR 1.51, 95%CI 1.10-2.08). This difference was 

statistically significant (Table 50). 

Table 50 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the WA 1986 to 1990 birth 

cohort: Sex of children by intellectual disability for all substantiations 

recorded between 1989 and 2005 

Sex 

Intellectual 

Disability 

No Intellectual 

Disability Total 

OR  95% CI n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Male 88 (14.7) 507 (85.3) 595 (100.0) 1.51 1.10-2.08 

Female 88 (10.2) 770 (89.8) 858 (100.0) Ref  

Total 176 (12.0) 1277 (87.8) 1453 (100.0)   

 

The multivariate model as shown in Table 31 was extended in an additive manner by including 

the child abuse and neglect substantiations (n=957 children). This made little difference to the 

majority of risk factors in the model (Table 51). However, variations were noted for breech 

method of delivery which was significant in the univariate analysis but became non-significant 

when contact with child protection was added into the model. In addition, a 50% lower odds was 

noted for intellectual disability (OR 1.27 95%CI 1.01-1.58) and contact with child protection 

remained significant (OR 2.88, 95%CI 2.48-3.34). 
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Table 51 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children born in WA from 1986 – 1990 inclusive: demographic and pregnancy characteristics of 

mother, birth characteristics of child, intellectual disability, child maltreatment substantiation and contact with Juvenile Justice System 

from age 10 to 18th birthday 

Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Mother's Aboriginality         

Aboriginal 2334 (34.5) 4433 (65.5) 6767 (100.0) 2.36  (1.99-2.80) 2.24  (1.87-2.69) 

Non-Aboriginal 180 (18.2) 809 (81.8) 989 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Geographical location         

Metropolitan 859 (37.4) 1437 (62.6) 2296 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Rural 755 (37.6) 1252 (62.4) 2007 (100.0) 1.00   (0.89-1.14) 1.07   (0.93-1.22) 

Remote 900 (26.1) 2553 (73.9) 3453 (100.0) 0.59   (0.52-0.66) 0.55   (0.48-0.62) 

Marital status         

Single 1184 (38.7) 1875 (61.3) 3059 (100.0) 1.59  (1.45-1.76) 1.39  (1.24-1.56) 

Married/de facto 1330 (28.3) 3367 (71.7) 4697 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Maternal age         

<20 835 (37.1) 1416 (62.9) 2251 (100.0) 1.90  (1.39-2.60) 2.83  (1.98-4.03) 

20-24 933 (33.5) 1856 (66.5) 2789 (100.0) 1.62  (1.19-2.21) 1.98  (1.41-2.78) 

25-29 473 (27.9) 1224 (72.1) 1697 (100.0) 1.24  (0.90-1.71) 1.32  (0.94-1.85) 

30-34 217 (27.7) 565 (72.3) 782 (100.0) 1.24  (0.88-1.74) 1.26  (0.88-1.80) 

>34 56 (23.6) 181 (76.4) 237 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 
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Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Parity         

0 698 (30.0) 1630 (70.0) 2328 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

1-2 1096 (32.1) 2315 (67.9) 3411 (100.0) 1.10 (0.98-1.23) 1.55 (1.35-1.78) 

3+ 720 (35.7) 1297 (64.3) 2017 (100.0) 1.29 (1.14-1.47) 2.43 (2.02-2.93) 

Sex         

Male 1664 (42.3) 2270 (57.7) 3934 (100.0) 2.56  (2.32-2.83) 2.91 (2.62-3.24) 

Female 850 (22.2) 2972 (77.8) 3822 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Birth Weight         

<2500gms 220 (28.9) 540 (71.1) 760 (100.0) 0.83 (0.70-0.98) 0.87  (0.70-1.09) 

≥2500gms 2294 (32.8) 4702 (67.2) 6996 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Complications of pregnancy         

Complications 1032 (32.4) 2149 (67.6) 3181 (100.0) 1.00  (0.91-1.10) 0.97  (0.87-1.08) 

No Complications 1482 (32.4) 3093 (67.6) 4575 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Complications of labour          

Complications 1414 (33.4) 2820 (66.6) 4234 (100.0) 1.10  (1.00-1.21) 1.13  (1.01-1.27) 

No complications  1100 (31.2) 2422 (68.8) 3522 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Gestation (completed weeks)         

<32 weeks 44 (28.0) 113 (72.0) 157 (100.0) 0.80  (0.56-1.14) 0.81 (0.54-1.29) 

33-36 weeks 194 (31.3) 425 (68.7) 619 (100.0) 0.94 (0.79-1.12) 1.01  (0.74-1.22) 

≥37 weeks 2274 (32.6) 4701 (67.4) 6975 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 



 

 185 

Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Method of delivery         

Spontaneous vaginal 1865 (33.0) 3787 (67.0) 5652 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Emergency caesarean 257 (33.9) 500 (66.1) 757 (100.0) 1.04 (0.88-1.22) 1.06 (0.88-1.28) 

Instrumental 210 (30.1) 487 (69.9) 697 (100.0) 0.87 (0.73-1.03) 0.98 (0.81-1.19) 

Elective caesarean 157 (28.9) 386 (71.1) 543 (100.0) 0.82  (0.68-1.00) 0.85  (0.68-1.06) 

Breech 25 (23.4) 82 (76.6) 107 (100.0) 0.61 (0.39-0.97) 0.62 (0.38-1.03) 

Intellectual Disability         

Yes 182 (47.2) 210 (52.8) 392 (100.0) 1.87  (1.52-2.29) 1.27  (1.01-1.58) 

No 2332 (31.7) 5032 (68.3) 7364 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Child Abuse & Neglect         

Yes 509 (53.2) 448 (46.8) 957 (100.0) 2.97 ((2.36-3.11) 2.88  (2.48-3.34) 

No 2005 (29.8) 4794 (70.2) 6799 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

N.B: 5 cases with unknown gestation; *OR: Odds ratios, (95% CI) 95% confidence intervals; **Multivariate analysis adjusted for all other variables shown in Table 
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4.8    AIM 5: Ascertain how Maternal Contact with The Adult 

Justice System Influences a Child’s Contact with Juvenile 

Justice 

The total cohort of 7756 children were mapped to their mothers and this linkage identified a total 

of 5464 mothers in the cohort. Of the 5464 mothers, 3583 (65.6%) had one child only in the birth 

cohort, 1504 (27.5%) had two only and 377 (6.9%) had three or more Table 12. 

Of the total birth cohort of 7756 children, 2054 (26.5%) had mothers who were recorded as having 

had contact with adult corrective services (Figure 18). For the remainder of the birth cohort 5702 

(73.5%), their mothers had no such contact recorded. The timing of these contacts of mothers in 

relation to the children’s contacts with Juvenile Justice was not investigated and may have been 

at any stage after the mothers turned 18 years of age and up to the year 2011 (when data mapping 

took place). 

 

Figure 18 Aboriginal and Torres Islander children in the WA 1986-1990 birth cohort; 

flowchart showing the cohort mothers and contact with Adult Community 

Justice Services and Adult Custodial services from 1980-2011 

As shown in the above flow chart (Figure 18), of the 2054 children whose mothers had contact 

with adult corrective services, 1232 (60%) had contact with adult community corrections only, 

652 (31.7%) had contact with both adult community corrections and custodial services and 170 

(8.3%) had contact with custodial services only. 
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Children with mothers who had contact with adult corrective services were significantly at three 

times greater odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice Services than children whose mothers 

had no contact with adult corrective services (OR 3.18, 95%CI, 2.87–3.54) (Table 52). 

Table 52 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children born in WA from 1986 – 1990 

inclusive: contact with Juvenile Justice between 1996 and 2010 and their 

mothers’ contact with the WAn Adult Justice System 

Mother’s 

Contact with 

WA Justice 

System 

Juvenile  

Justice  

Contact 

No Juvenile 

 Justice 

 Contact Total 

OR  95% CI 

 

n 

 

(%) 

 

n 

 

(%) 

 

n 

 

(%) 

Yes 1068 (42.5) 986 (18.8) 2054 (100.0) 3.18 2.87–3.54 

No 1446 (57.5) 4256 (81.2) 5702 (100.0) Ref  

Total 2514 (100.0) 5242 (100.0) 7756 (100.0)   

 

As with the previous sections’ analysis, the final multivariate model was extended from that in 

Table 51, adding in the mothers’ contact with Adult Corrective Services. The only change in 

effect was shown in ID, which became non-significant (OR 1.87, 95%CI 1.52-2.29 to OR 1.15, 

95%CI 0.92-1.45) (Table 53). 
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Table 53 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children born in WA from 1986 – 1990 inclusive: demographic and pregnancy characteristics of 

mother, birth characteristics of child, intellectual disability, child maltreatment substantiation, mothers contact with Adult Corrective 

Services from 1980 to 2011 and contact with Juvenile Justice System from age 10 to 18th birthday 

Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Mother's Aboriginality         

Aboriginal 2334 (34.5) 4433 (65.5) 6767 (100.0) 2.36  (1.99-2.80) 1.99  (1.66-2.40) 

Non-Aboriginal 180 (18.2) 809 (81.8) 989 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Geographical location         

Metropolitan 859 (37.4) 1437 (62.6) 2296 (100.0) Ref group  

Rural 755 (37.6) 1252 (62.4) 2007 (100.0) 1.00  (0.89-1.14) 1.10   (0.96-1.26) 

Remote 900 (26.1) 2553 (73.9) 3453 (100.0) 0.59  (0.52-0.66) 0.67   (0.59-0.76) 

Marital status         

Single 1184 (38.7) 1875 (61.3) 3059 (100.0) 1.59  (1.45-1.76) 1.39  (1.15-1.45) 

Married/de facto 1330 (28.3) 3367 (71.7) 4697 (100.0) Ref Ref group 

Maternal age         

<20 835 (37.1) 1416 (62.9) 2251 (100.0) 1.90  (1.39-2.60) 2.41  (1.68-3.45) 

20-24 933 (33.5) 1856 (66.5) 2789 (100.0) 1.62  (1.19-2.21) 1.77  (1.25-2.49) 

25-29 473 (27.9) 1224 (72.1) 1697 (100.0) 1.24  (0.90-1.71) 1.23  (0.87-1.74) 

30-34 217 (27.7) 565 (72.3) 782 (100.0) 1.24  (0.88-1.71) 1.23  (0.85-1.77) 

>34 56 (23.6) 181 (76.4) 237 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 
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Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Parity         

0 698 (30.0) 1630 (70.0) 2328 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

1-2 1096 (32.1) 2315 (67.9) 3411 (100.0) 1.10  (0.98-1.23) 1.46  (1.26-1.69) 

3+ 720 (35.7) 1297 (64.3) 2017 (100.0) 1.29  (1.14-1.47) 2.16  (1.78-2.61) 

Sex         

Male 1664 (42.3) 2270 (57.7) 3934 (100.0) 2.56  (2.32-2.83) 3.00  (2.69-3.34) 

Female 850 (22.2) 2972 (77.8) 3822 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Birth Weight         

<2500gms 220 (28.9) 540 (71.1) 760 (100.0) 0.83  (0.70-0.98) 0.80  (0.64-1.01) 

≥2500gms 2294 (32.8) 4702 (67.2) 6996 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Complications of pregnancy         

Complications 1032 (32.4) 2149 (67.6) 3181 (100.0) 1.00  (0.91-1.10) 0.97  (0.87-1.09) 

No Complications 1482 (32.4) 3093 (67.6) 4575 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Complications of labour          

Complications 1414 (33.4) 2820 (66.6) 4234 (100.0) 1.10  (1.00-1.21) 1.12  (1.00-1.26) 

No complications  1100 (31.2) 2422 (68.8) 3522 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Gestation (completed weeks)         

<32 weeks 44 (28.0) 113 (72.0) 157 (100.0) 0.80  (0.56-1.14) 0.83  (0.53-1.30) 

33-36 weeks 194 (31.3) 425 (68.7) 619 (100.0) 0.94  (0.79-1.12) 0.98  (0.78-1.22) 

≥37 weeks 2274 (32.6) 4701 (67.4) 6975 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 
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Characteristics 

Juvenile  

Justice Contact 

No Juvenile  

Justice Contact Total 
Univariate 

Analysis  

OR (95%CI)* 

Multivariate  

Analysis** 

OR (95%CI)* 

n=2514 

n 

(32.4%) 

(%) 

n=5242 

n 

(67.6%) 

(%) 

n=7756 

n 

(100.0%) 

(%) 

Method of delivery         

Spontaneous vaginal 1865 (33.0) 3787 (67.0) 5652 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Emergency caesarean 257 (33.9) 500 (66.1) 757 (100.0) 1.04   (0.88-1.22) 1.05  (0.87-1.28) 

Instrumental 210 (30.1) 487 (69.9) 697 (100.0) 0.87   (0.73-1.03) 1.02  (0.83-1.24)      

Elective caesarean 157 (28.9) 386 (71.1) 543 (100.0) 0.82   (0.68-1.00) 0.82  (0.66-1.03)      

Breech 25 (23.4) 82 (76.6) 107 (100.0) 0.61   (0.39-0.97) 0.65  (0.39-1.07) 

Intellectual Disability         

Yes 182 (47.2) 210 (52.8) 392 (100.0) 1.87  (1.52-2.29) 1.15  (0.92-1.45) 

No 2332 (31.7) 5032 (68.3) 7364 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Child Abuse and Neglect         

Yes 509 (53.2) 448 (46.8) 957 (100.0) 2.79   (2.36-3.11) 2.52   (2.16-2.93) 

No 2005 (29.8) 4794 (70.2) 6799 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

Mother’s contact with Adult 

Corrective Services 

        

Yes 1068 (52.0) 986 (48.0) 2054 (100.0) 3.18   (2.87-3.54) 2.45   (2.17-2.75) 

No 1446 (25.6) 4256 (74.6) 5702 (100.0) Ref group Ref group 

N.B: 6 cases with unknown gestation; *OR: Odds ratios, (95% CI) 95% confidence intervals; **Multivariate analysis adjusted for all other variables shown in Table 
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4.9 Summary of Results 

The following Table summarises the quantitative results by showing those factors which were 

statistically significant following univariate and multivariate logistic regression analysis. Risk 

factors which proved statistically significant for intellectual disability and child abuse and neglect 

in a univariate analysis are also summarised. After multivariate analysis there were no factors that 

indicated a possible protective effect for contact with Juvenile Justice. However, univariate 

analysis indicated that the two variables as shown in Table 54 decreased the risk.  These factors, 

taken in conjunction with the qualitative results, will inform the following discussion chapter. 

Table 54 Statistically significant risk factors identified after univariate and 

multivariate analysis for contact with juvenile justice 

Risk Factors 

Univariate Analysis Multivariate Analysis 

OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI) 

Risk Factors for Contact with Juvenile Justice 

PART A – Statistically Significant in both Univariate and Multivariate Models 

Midwives’ Notification system     

Babies born to Aboriginal mothers 2.36 (1.99 – 2.80) 1.99 (1.66 – 2.40) 

Males 2.56 (2.32 – 2.83) 3.00 (2.69 – 3.34) 

Babies born to single mothers 1.59 (1.45 – 1.76) 1.39 (1.15 – 1.45) 

Children born to mothers <20 age 

group 

1.90 (1.39 – 2.60) 2.41 (1.68 – 3.45) 

Children born to mothers 20-24 age 

group 

1.62 (1.19 – 2.21) 1.77 (1.25 – 2.49) 

Children of mothers who have more 

than 3 children  

1.29 (1.14 – 1.47) 2.16 (1.78 – 2.61) 

Intellectual Disability Exploring 

Answers 

    

Children with ID and contact with 

juvenile justice 

1.87 (1.52 – 2.29) 1.15 (0.92-1.45) 

Department for Child Protection & 

Family Support 

    

Children with a substantiated 

notification 

2.79 (2.36 – 3.11) 2.52 (2.16 – 2.93) 

Adult Corrective Services     

Mothers contact with Corrective 

Services 

 

3.18 (2.87 – 3.54) 2.45  (2.17 – 2.75)  
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Risk Factors 

Univariate Analysis Multivariate Analysis 

OR (95%CI) OR (95%CI) 

Risk Factors for Contact with Juvenile Justice 

PART B – Statistically Significant in Univariate Analysis 

Children with an investigated child 

abuse or neglect notification 

Boys with ID  

2.86 

 

1.97 

(2.56 – 3.20) 

 

(1.59 – 2.45) 

  

Males in first substantiations 3.05 (2.33 – 4.01)   

Males in all substantiations 3.07 (2.46 – 3.84)   

First substantiation for children 

aged 10-14 

Reports made by a DCP officer 

1.34 

 

1.79 

(1.03 – 1.75) 

 

(1.24 – 2.60) 

  

Children with a first substantiation 

of physical abuse 

3.72 (2.91 – 4.76)   

Children with a first substantiation 

for neglect 

2.86 (2.32 – 3.53)   

Children with a first substantiation 

for emotional abuse  

2.19 (1.19– 4.06)   

Male children with a neglect 

substantiation 

2.24 (1.81 – 2.78)   

Male children with a physical abuse 

substantiation 

1.39 (1.11 – 1.75)   

Male children with and an ID and a 

child abuse or neglect 

substantiation   

1.51 (1.10 – 2.08)   

Possible Protective Factors for Contact with Juvenile Justice 

 

Department for Child Protection     

Substantiations from a report made 

by a health professional 

0.61 (0.46 – 0.81)   

Children living with a biological 

parent 

0.71 (0.56 – 0.92)   

 

Because of the novel and explanatory nature of this study all significant factors should be 

considered, especially for further research. Additions to the multivariate model of potential risk 

and protective factors unavailable for this study may result in different outcomes. 
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5.            Discussion 

The research sought to build on the experiences and opinions of a group of young Aboriginal 

people in order to identify key issues in their life stories that might inform and enrich the 

quantitative data analysis. The young people’s interviews identified several key issues, including 

family, alcohol and drugs, contact with police, criminal behaviour, child protection, education 

and gangs as family. Where it was possible these issues were examined in the quantitative phase 

of the study using population level de-identified linked administrative health and social data for 

a birth cohort of 7756 Aboriginal babies born in WA from 1986 to 1990. This linked information, 

from several government datasets, afforded an understanding of possible risk and protective 

factors for contact with Juvenile Justice in a cohort of young Aboriginal people. Whilst the total 

population quantitative data did not address several issues raised by the young people’s 

experiences, there were several areas where their stories enabled a greater understanding of the 

results found in the quantitative analysis. In this section the results from the qualitative study are 

discussed in relation to the results of the quantitative study to form the discussion.  

This study verified that some ‘individual’ and ‘family’ risk factors operated to increase contact 

with Juvenile Justice. Individual factors that increased the likelihood of contact include, being 

male and having an intellectual disability. Family factors that increased the risk include being 

born to a teenage mother (maternal age <20), mothers aged 20-24 years, single mother, child 

abuse and neglect substantiation and mother’s contact with adult justice services. 

5.1  Family, Maternal and Birth Characteristics 

‘Family’ was the most significant theme to emerge from the qualitative analysis and therefore was 

examined, where possible, in depth in the quantitative data analysis. This section of the discussion 

begins with an overview of the views and experiences the young people had about family.  

This thesis does not romanticise the notion of family: youth in this study expressed positive and 

negative feelings about the support and love or lack of it they get from family. For Natasha, family 

were “the closest people you can have in your life, being with them makes happy memories”. 

Jason spoke negatively about his relationship with his father “I know who he is I don’t like talking 

to him. He’s in jail and on drugs that’s why I don’t hang around him. Because he’ll get me – onto 

the heroin he’s onto the heroin”. A 2015 report by the WA Commissioner for Children and Young 

People titled, “Listen to Us”, involved 789 face-to-face consultations with Aboriginal children 

and a further 482 online surveys and it identified family as the most important factor in their lives. 

One participant stated, “Family, we are strong, very close, always there when we need [each 

other]”. A 14 year old from Perth commented “Family, my family means the most to me in my 

life. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to them…” (CCYPWA, 2015, p. 13, 35).  
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Relationships with a range of family members were considered important; all participants spoke 

of the bonds that they had with their grandparents, sibling and cousins. Participants reported 

periods during their childhood where they were cared for by family within the cultural kinship 

system. For example, Natasha’s grandparents looked after her while her mother moved interstate 

to support her brother in his sporting career. Louise lived with her grandparents for two years to 

attend secondary school. Participants also described grandparents as having a central role in 

nurturing and growing them up. Louise recalled the warmth and affection she got from her 

grandmother, “she would make me breakfast and she always knew how to make you feel good 

when you felt down”. Natasha described her Nan and pop as “being her second mum and dad” 

and for Sally it was about respect “my nan and pop have a lot of influence in our lives”.  

Evidence shows that today grandparents’ roles are changing with them taking a more active 

parenting role (Ochiltree, 2006; Backhouse, 2006). This is also true for Aboriginal grandparents 

as demonstrated by the young people’s experiences in this study. It appears the traditional cultural 

role of Aboriginal grandparents is extending into that of a parent.  

According to Tony, authorities removed him and his brother because of parental neglect, alcohol 

misuse, and violence perpetrated by his father. An 2013 Australian study of 335 grandparents (a 

sample of 20 Aboriginal people) raising their grandchildren showed that, for Aboriginal 

grandchildren, the most common reasons they were living with their grandparents were, drug and 

alcohol misuse and other socio-emotional and financial problems of the parents, including mental 

illness and imprisonment (Brennan & Cass, 2013, p. 114).  

Tony was the only participant whose nanna was parenting him with a formal care arrangement in 

place through Child Protection authorities. In a study of grandparents, Orb and Davey found that 

grandparents raising grandchildren preferred to be recognised as ‘parents’ by government and 

community organisations to facilitate access to services and financial support (Orb & Davey, 

2005). Whereas in their study Brennan and Cass (2013) found many grandparents favoured 

informal care arrangements to avoid difficulties dealing with authorities, others preferred formal 

arrangements so they could adequately provide for their grandchildren.  

Consistent with other research this thesis found that grandparents or elders played an imperative 

role as cultural custodians, storytellers, role models and educators. Jason described his Nan as a 

“role model for the Aboriginal community”. Tony referred to his pop as his “role model”. Natasha 

highlighted the importance of grandparents in storytelling and passing on cultural practices, “they 

tell us cultural things ….says all the Nyoongar names and tells us the history”. In a grandparent 

carer survey documenting the experiences of grandparents raising their grandchildren, 20 

Aboriginal grandparents reported that “continuity of cultural and kinship knowledge was of 

paramount importance for them and their grandchildren and spent time with them to instill 

traditional Indigenous values” (Brennan & Cass 2013, p. 115; SNAICC, 2010). 
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As seen in the life stories and data, while families can be caring and supportive they can also be 

a source of violence, alcohol and drug misuse and neglect. Aboriginal children and youth shared 

similar stories to those reported in the Western Australian Commissioner of Children and Young 

People “Listen to us” survey. The respondents of that survey were concerned about family and 

community functioning, crime, violence, antisocial behaviour, alcohol, drugs, inadequate housing 

and disadvantage (CCYPWA, 2015, p. 13). Not all these factors could be explored in the 

quantitative data of this study. 

One of the most significant risk factors associated with the likelihood of being involved with 

juvenile delinquency in this study was sex, with males significantly more likely than females (2.5 

times greater odds) to have a criminal conviction. These findings align with other Australian 

studies (Ferrante, 2013; Stewart et al., 2008). 

These results for Aboriginal women tell a story of disadvantage. The children of Aboriginal 

mothers were found to be 2.3 times increased odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice when 

compared with non-Aboriginal mothers (with Aboriginal fathers). Results indicated these 

children had a greater risk of contact with juvenile justice if they were born to a teenage mother, 

born to a teenage mother with a parity of three plus, a single mother or a mother who had contact 

with juvenile justice. A review of disadvantage of Australian young mothers indicated that 

teenage mothers were one of the most disadvantaged groups followed by mothers aged 20 to 24 

years, in Australia society (Bradbury, 2006). Bradbury also found that 80 per cent of teenage 

mothers receiving income support were receiving it seven years later and were more likely to be 

long-term recipients of income support. Furthermore, teenage mothers had much lower education 

levels, less likely to be partnered in their early thirties and their partners are likely to have lower 

levels of education and income. 

There are many social and cultural factors that increase the vulnerability of Aboriginal adolescents 

to early pregnancy, including poverty, leaving school early, poor awareness, knowledge and 

access to contraception and community norms (AIHW, 2011). In 2013, Aboriginal mothers were 

almost 7 times as likely to be teenage mothers (18% compared with 3%) compared with non-

Aboriginal mothers (AIHW, 2015). Nationally, Aboriginal teenagers have a fertility rate four 

times higher (57 per 1000) than non-Aboriginal women and the disparity is even greater in WA, 

88 births per 1000 compared to 15 per 1000 for non-Aboriginal teenagers (Marino, Lewis, 

Bateson, Hickey and Skinner, 2016). This study found that children born to mothers in the <20 

year age group had 1.9 greater odds of having contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 1.90, 95% CI 

1.39-2.60) than the over 34 years group. Likewise, children born to mothers in the age group 20-

24 years were at 1.6 higher odds (OR 1.62, 95%CI 1.19-2.21) to have contact. As maternal age at 

time of the infant’s birth increased, the risk of contact with Juvenile Justice decreased.  
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Drawing on the Mater University Study of Pregnancy, antenatal care data collected between 1981 

and 1984 at the Mater Misericordiae Hospital in South Brisbane, Shaw, Lawlor and Najman, 

(2006) found that the 14 year old children of mothers aged 18 years and under were more likely 

to have disturbed psychological behaviour, poorer school performance, poor reading skills and 

more likely to be in contact with the Criminal Justice System compared to children of older 

mothers. The study concluded that not all children born to teenage mothers had adverse outcomes. 

For example, in their study only 13.9% of children of teenage mothers were delinquent leaving 

86.1% of the children of teenage mothers who were not delinquent. Although Shaw et al.’s study 

was a sample of Australian mothers, only 188 (2.3%) of the women identified as Aboriginal 

and/or Torres Strait Islander. In contrast, this current study of Aboriginal mothers found higher 

percentages of contact with Juvenile Justice; 37.7% of children born to teenage mothers 

(<20years) had contact with Juvenile Justice. 

Two of the participants for this research were teenage mothers themselves and both girls described 

this period of their life as being terribly difficult and at times chaotic. The girls became pregnant at 

15 years of age. Sadly for Emma her baby was stillborn, and she attributed the death of her baby to 

her drinking alcohol and lifestyle factors including drug use and violence. By age 17 years Emma 

was pregnant again, and by age 24 years she was in her fourth pregnancy. Sally’s baby boy was four 

years old at the time of the Photovoice Project and she did not have another pregnancy.  

It is interesting to consider the different pathways these girls took after becoming teenage mothers. 

Prior to their pregnancy both girls shared positive similarities including a secondary level of 

education and supportive family and friends. They also shared negative factors including drinking, 

drugs and getting into trouble with the Justice System. Sally believed that having her son early 

“made me mature, it made me become an adult pretty young. I think of all the stuff that I’d most 

probably be doing if I didn’t have him … yeah, he’s been a positive influence on me really”. 

According to Sally, being a teenage mother was a positive experience and kept her on a strong 

pathway. Following the birth of her son her relationship with her partner strengthened and they 

undertook a commitment to build a solid foundation for their new family. Her partner was working, 

they lived in stable accommodation and had the support of both families. Sally’s experience as a 

young mother was positive and she had a good insight into her experiences acknowledging the work 

that needed to go into a relationship to make it work. Her advice to other young girls about being a 

teenage mum was ‘I would say it’s not that bad to be a mum’. Some people say things like ‘you 

shouldn’t get pregnant young or whatever but sometimes it’s for the better. I’m actually a better 

person it made me a better person’. Sally had many of the factors associated with mediating anti-

social behaviour and contact with the Justice System, including adequate income, in a relationship 

with the biological father, stable accommodation and family support.  

Emma’s experience was the opposite to that of Sally. She continued on a negative pathway and 

was exposed to many risk factors associated with anti-social behaviour and offending including 
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teenage pregnancy, social disadvantage, poverty and a lack of parental support. While Emma had 

a few positive aspects to her life prior to her pregnancy, after the loss of her baby her life went 

into a downward spiral. She continued to take drugs and drink. Her partner at the time was 

entrenched in a lifestyle of drugs and drinking and criminal behaviour. The responsibility of 

taking on a parenting role of her partner’s siblings took its toll, especially as they were not 

receiving child payments. Emma was in a desperate and hopeless situation and in order to provide 

for the young children in her care she resorted to stealing. In her words “I started to steal to get 

money to feed the kids”. It was only a matter of time before she was caught stealing and charged 

with three accounts of aggravated burglary. At this stage child protection authorities stepped in 

and deemed her unfit to care and provide for her infant who was subsequently placed in foster 

care. At just 18 years of age she was sent to Bandyup (maximum security prison in WA) for a 

weekend until her case was brought before the court. After spending a weekend in prison she 

remarked how prison had ‘scared’ her.  

With the help of a supportive family friend and mentor Emma got through this crisis and 

completed her suspended sentence successfully. Getting her baby released back into her custody 

was a motivating factor to change her behaviour at that time. Although Emma managed to keep 

her head above water for a short period and not get caught up in the Criminal Justice System, later 

her personal life was again a shambles as she persisted along a destructive pathway. Emma was 

unable to make the changes she regarded as being necessary to turn her life around. These were 

(as reported by Larkin et al., 2011) housing, transport, finances, and childcare and have been 

reported as the biggest challenges faced by young mothers and are often exacerbated by 

relationship issues.  

Sally identified support from family and friends as crucial in helping her to achieve a positive 

transition to motherhood. Similarly, Aboriginal young women from Townsville observed that 

having supporting families, practical and emotional support made their transition to motherhood 

considerably easier (Larkin et al., 2011 p. 553).  

Consistent with Sally’s view on her pregnancy the ‘U Mob Yarn Up’ project found that Aboriginal 

teenage mothers viewed their children as ‘transformative gifts’ (p. 192) and a motivation to make 

positive changes in their lives from an extremely disadvantaged position (Larkins, 2007). They 

reported taking pride in raising their children with limited resources and making the lifestyle 

changes necessary for their child’s welfare, which they viewed as “acting like a mum” (Larkin et 

al., 2011, p. 553). For Emma the transition into motherhood was much harder, her second 

pregnancy was the outcome of what she describes as a “one night stand” and she did not initially 

tell the father that she was pregnant. Months after she was in a violent dysfunctional relationship 

and isolated from her family and endured violence on a daily basis. Emma recalls having dreams 

about changing her circumstances but she was unable to distance herself from harmful behaviours 

and a negative lifestyle.  
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Both Sally and Emma had positive aspirations about the future of their children. Sally envisaged 

her son being happy and playing football, and that he could achieve whatever he wanted with 

their support. For Emma providing a house and car for her children was important and gave her a 

sense of pride, “after being kicked out of home when I was young and after having kids I realised 

these were the main essentials I needed to survive for me and my kids”.  

As commented on by the participants and reported elsewhere, early childbearing can disrupt a 

mother’s formation of the necessary social and human capital (Pogarsky et al., 2006). This was true 

for Sally and Emma. Although they had both received a lower secondary school education, neither 

of the young women had the opportunity to make the transition to further education, employment 

or to develop social networks within the broader community before becoming a mother.  

A gap in this research lies in the fact that it was not able to determine the consequences of having 

or not having their fathers of the children in the cohort. This is regrettable. It is consistent with 

the literature in this area, which focuses almost entirely on motherhood, and the accountability of 

the father’s relationship to the mother and child is overlooked. Research documenting the views 

and opinions that Aboriginal men have about their role and responsibility as a father is essential 

to promote involvement and commitment to their children.  

Furthermore, future research is warranted to determine what Aboriginal teenage parents require 

to assist them to develop a meaningful life and future. The youth in this study wanted to address 

racism and reconcile with mainstream community, and they wanted help with accommodation, 

employment and training and access to services for their children. A greater understanding of 

their needs will enable services to tailor interventions to create a more supportive environment 

for them and their children. A review of the empirical evidence on the effects of early 

family/parent training programs that were implemented in early childhood in preventing 

antisocial behaviour and delinquency found that the childhood behaviour problems can to some 

degree be prevented, with well-conceived and well-implemented early family/parent training 

programs (Piquero et al., 2009).  

Earlier research by Morash and Rucker (1989) found that the combination of teenage childbearing 

and a single female headed household promoted the development of offending in children 

(Morash et al., 1989). According to Meade and Larkins, this intergenerational transfer results in 

the daughters of teenage mothers also being at high risk of becoming teenage mothers (Meade, 

Kershaw & Ickovics, 2008; Larkins et al., 2011). Further, Larkin’s study of Aboriginal youth in 

Townsville reported experiencing disrupted education, mothers’ substance abuse issues, histories 

of sexual or physical abuse and violence in their families (Larkin et al., 2011). This research made 

similar findings that the children of single teenage mothers are vulnerable in terms of their contact 

with Child Protection and Justice Services. 
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Aboriginal mothers 

The children of Aboriginal mothers were found to be two times greater odds compared to non-

Aboriginal mothers (whose fathers were Aboriginal) to have contact with juvenile justice. At this 

time there is no Australian literature with which these results can be compared.  

Single mothers 

As discussed in the literature review the Australian family structure is changing with the number 

of single parent families increasing. The WAACHS described the configuration of households 

across WA: almost four in ten households were classified as two original parent families (38%); 

sole parent families (38%); two parent step/blended families comprised 16% of all households; 

with other household types (such as aunts/uncles and grandparents) accounting for the remaining 

8% (Silburn, et al., 2006). Likewise, in this research of Aboriginal youth, 39.5% of the children 

in the total cohort had mothers who were single at the time of their birth.  

It is well established that children of single mothers are at an increased risk of delinquency 

(McClusky & Tovar, 2003). This research found that almost half (47.6%) of the children in the 

cohort had contact with Juvenile Justice. Univariate analysis found that children of single mothers 

at their birth had 1.6 times greater odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice than children whose 

mothers were married or in a de facto relationship. This result was statistically significant (OR 

1.59, 95%CI 1.45-1.76). Multivariate analysis controlling for mother’s Aboriginality, 

geographical location, maternal age and parity at the child’s birth, found a slight decrease in the 

odds ratio with the result remaining significant (OR 1.41, 95%CI 1.27-1.57). This indicates, that 

after accounting for significant associations such as being born to young Aboriginal mothers with 

large families, children of single mothers are at additional risk of contact with Juvenile Justice. 

Wells and Rankin had found that children from non-intact family structures (a single parent, step-

families) compared to children living in a family structure consisting of two married biological 

parents had a “consistent and reliable association with juvenile delinquency” (Wells & Rankin 

1991, p. 79). Research on ethnic differences and family structure is divided. Wells and Rankin 

found no significant differences based on ethnicity. However, in a study involving Latinos, 

Whites and African Americans it was found that living with two parents reduced delinquent 

behaviour in the Latino and White groups but not the African American group (McCluskey & 

Tovar 2003).   

Other commentators have also reported contrasting evidence. Further explanations for the 

influence of family processes on delinquency and criminal behaviours include poor parental 

supervision, erratic or harsh parenting, parental disharmony, parental rejection, poor involvement 

with the child, and large family size (Farrington, Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986). Demuth 

and Brown (2004) found that adolescents living in single parent families reported significantly 
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higher delinquency than children living in two-biological parent married families. However, after 

controlling for variables relating to family processes (parental closeness, parental involvement, 

parental supervision), the result lost its significance (Demuth & Brown, 2004).  

In Australia, analysis of census data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics and data from the 

MUSP showed that the strongest predictors of anti-social behaviour in adolescence are disruptions 

in parenting processes, poor school performance and early childhood aggression (McGee, 

Wickes, Corcoran, Bor & Hajman, 2011).  

As highlighted by the Aboriginal youth in this project, the Aboriginal kinship network plays an 

important role in the growing up of Aboriginal children and their socialisation. Sally expressed 

“we’re all basically together, they’re [my family] fun to be around…we have barbecues and go 

down to the basketball courts and play basketball…the good thing about my family is that we can 

rely on each other for anything”. Sally is fortunate that her family is strong and functions well. 

For many Aboriginal youth this is not the case, as evidenced by the number of single parent 

families, grandparents looking after children, alcoholism and other issues. Therefore, it is 

imperative to better understand what contributions family dynamics and processes play in an 

Aboriginal child’s contact with Juvenile Justice to provide interventions. Further research in this 

area is needed. 

There are many influences affecting a child’s outcomes between birth and ten years of age. There 

are many reasons why single unsupported mothers may need additional assistance as their 

children grow and mature, including lack of employment and education and/or lack of male role 

models. The Cambridge study found that delinquency rates increased if boys were living in 

permanently disrupted families compared to boys living in intact families (Juby & Farrington, 

2001). However, delinquency rates were similar in disrupted families and in intact families with 

high conflict. They also reported that boys who lost their mothers were more likely to be 

delinquent than boys who lost their fathers (Juby & Farrington, 2001).  

The absence of Aboriginal fathers was identified in the literature and was also reflected in the 

stories of the young people interviewed as part of this research. One participant had grown up not 

knowing her father and the remainder had varying contact with their fathers. The young peoples’ 

stories highlighted the separation and breakup of their parents’ relationship as a key reason for 

the disruption of their relationships with their fathers. One participant who was raised by the 

women in his family had no relationship and virtually no contact with his father as he was growing 

up, “I know who he is I don’t like talking to him”, he described his father as a bad influence 

because he is a drug addict and has spent his life in and out of prison. Tony, who was taken from 

his parents by the authorities, appeared to be attached to his father and longed to be reconnected 

in spite of what he had suffered.  
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So where are these fathers?  The over-representation of Aboriginal Australians in the Criminal 

Justice System may account for some parental absence. In June 2015, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander prisoners represented 28% of the total full-time adult prisoner population, and accounted 

for approximately 2% of the total Australian population aged 18 years and over (ABS 4512.0 – 

Corrective Services, Australia, June Quarter 2015). A recent study of 84 Aboriginal mothers in 

WA prisons found that many women had children to multiple fathers who had varying levels of 

involvement with their child/ren. At the time of interviews, 27% (22) of fathers of one or more 

children were currently incarcerated and 20% (16) of fathers of one or more children were 

deceased (Jones & Wilson, 2014). In Queensland it was reported that Aboriginal children were 

nine times more likely than non-Aboriginal children to have experienced paternal imprisonment 

in 12 months (4.4% compared with 0.5%), and four times more likely to experience fathers’ 

incarceration by age 17 years (16.3% compared with 3.8%) (Dennison et al., 2013).    

5.2 Intellectual Disability and Contact with Juvenile Justice 

A recent review of the IDEA database recorded that the prevalence of intellectual disability for 

Aboriginal children was 39.0/1000 compared with 15.7/1000 for non-Aboriginal children, giving 

a prevalence ratio of 2.5 [95%CI 2.4-2.6] (Bourke et al., 2016). This research found that 5% 

(n=392) of the birth cohort (n=7756) studied had an intellectual disability recorded on the IDEA 

database. These data refer to children who have an IQ <70 and do not include children with a 

borderline disability. Jenny Bourke (manager of the IDEA database) considered that the 

prevalence would most certainly be higher if borderline cases were also registered (Personal 

communication, Jenny Bourke, 27/04/2016). As highlighted in the literature review, two key 

studies conducted in NSW reported that young people with an intellectual disability were 

overrepresented in the justice system (Kenny & Nelson, 2008; Indig et al., 2011).  

The study by Indig et al., found that almost 50% of those Aboriginal children with an intellectual 

disability (based on an IQ<70) had contact with Juvenile Justice. This proportion is much higher 

than that reported in other studies. The same study also reported that 37% of Aboriginal youth 

with a borderline IQ had Juvenile Justice contact compared to 26% of non-Aboriginal youth 

(Indig et al., 2011). This constitutes almost 60% of Aboriginal youth involved in the NSW study 

who had an intellectual disability compared with 35% of non-Aboriginal children (Indig et al., 

2011). As stated earlier the data for this study does not include borderline cases and, according to 

Herrington, “offenders with a borderline intellectual disability are at greater disadvantage, 

experiencing many of the same life circumstances that are predictive of offending, being less 

likely to be identified as having an intellectual disability, or to be less eligible for specialist 

services, and having less cognitive capacity to deal with such events and these ‘in-betweeners’ 

tend to fall between the gaps in services provision” (Herrington, 2009, p. 407).  
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These figures confirm that Aboriginal youth with intellectual disabilities are overrepresented in 

the Justice System; however, obtaining accurate details are difficult in part because of the different 

psychometric tests used for assessment. The inadequacy of assessment tools for use in Aboriginal 

populations has been identified in the literature. The NSW Law Commission suggests that 

“culture and context may lead to misdiagnosis, undiagnosed post-traumatic stress disorder, or 

cultural bias in a test may affect accuracy” (NSWLC, 2012, p. 17). Tom Calma, 2008 Aboriginal 

Human Rights Commissioner, stated that “there is concern that the incidence of cognitive 

disability for Aboriginal young people is inflated due to culturally inappropriate assessment tools 

which measure intelligence in a profoundly Anglo-centric fashion” (AHRC, 2008, p. 12). 

Dingwall, et al., (2013) emphasised the urgent need for cognitive assessments specifically 

developed for Aboriginal people and these assessments to be based on the “skills and abilities 

taught and valued in Aboriginal cultures” (p. 12).  

Using a population-based sample, Leonard et al., examined the socio demographic characteristics 

of children with an intellectual disability. They found that children of mothers in the most 

socioeconomically disadvantaged 10% were at five times the risk of mild and moderate 

intellectual disability compared with those in the least disadvantaged 10% (OR 5.61, 95%CI:4.42-

7.12) (Leonard et al., 2005). Importantly, Leonard et al. concluded that many of the associations 

they identified could be potentially modified by primary intervention. 

Consistent with previous research, this current study found that males were more likely to have 

an intellectual disability than females. Using the same dataset Leonard et al., (2003) showed that 

63% of those with an intellectual disability were males and 37% were females. Biological 

prevalence between males and females can be attributed to X linked conditions, including Fragile 

X and unidentified X linked conditions; disadvantage in relation to neonatal mortality; maternal 

smoking having increased detrimental effect on male compared to female foetal growth; and an 

association between birth weight and intelligence quotient being stronger in males than females 

(Leonard a& Wen, 2002).  

Likewise, a review of intellectual disability among Aboriginal Australians by Glasson et al., 

(2005) found that 58% of those with an intellectual disability were males and 42% females. This 

is consistent with earlier international evidence (Leonard & Wen, 2002). Similarly, a later seven 

year study of Taiwanese children with an intellectual disability reported an average boy to girl 

ratio of 1.48 (Lai, Tseng, Hou, & Guo, 2012). This present study found that in this cohort of 

Aboriginal children with an intellectual disability, 66% were males, 34% were females, and males 

were at significantly greater odds to have a disability then females (OR 1.97, 95% CI 1.59-2.45). 

The NSW 2009 Young People in Custody survey identified that a higher proportion of young 

men had an extremely low FSIQ compared to young women (15% vs 5%), though this difference 

was not statistically significant (Indig, et al., 2009). This current study shows little difference 
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between males and females with an intellectual disability and contact with Juvenile Justice. Males 

with an intellectual disability were 1.6 greater odds than males without an intellectual disability 

to have contact with Juvenile Justice; this result was statistically significant (OR 1.64, 95%CI 

1.27-2.11). Similarly, females with an intellectual disability were 1.6 greater odds than females 

without an intellectual disability to have contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 1.66, 95%CI1.14-

2.42). However, results also showed that, in relation to those children with an intellectual 

disability, males were 2.5 higher odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice when compared with 

females with an intellectual disability. This result was statistically significant (OR 2.50, 

95%CI1.61-3.88) and similar to the overall result for males compared to females. 

There is some contention about the definition of ‘intellectual disability’ and how that term is 

applied to the Aboriginal population. Sotiri and Simpson (2006, p. 41) caution against the label 

‘intellectual disability’ as the Aboriginal understanding of what mainstream researchers label 

‘intellectual disability’ is often seen in Aboriginal communities as inseparable from social 

relations and inequalities (such as poverty, alienation and substance abuse). Similarly, the study 

by Glasson et al., concluded that the over-representation of Aboriginal people with intellectual 

disability was due to poor socio-economic status, degraded physical environments increasing the 

risk of disease related to intellectual disability, and perinatal and prenatal risk factors such as 

maternal drug or alcohol use, physical trauma, birth complications, low birth weight and infection 

(Glasson et al., 2005).   

The NSW Law Commission maintains that many people with intellectual disabilities are ‘doubly 

disadvantaged’ as they may belong to the lowest socio-economic classes, be disadvantaged by 

their youth (juveniles), Indigenous status (Aboriginal people), ethnicity people from non-speaking 

backgrounds, mental illness, drug and alcohol addiction, physical disability, homosexuality or sex 

(NSWLC, 1996, p. 43). Dowse et al., (2014) refer to this combination as having ‘complex needs’ 

(p. 174). However, rightly so, the Human Rights Commissioner described Indigenous young 

people with a cognitive disability/and or mental health issues as a ‘forgotten group’ of young 

people who are frequently labelled as ‘complex’ and often receive inadequate or inappropriate 

service (AHRC, 2008, p. 65). Importantly, the AHRC (2005) noted that ‘Indigenous young people 

do not need another label or further stigmatisation’ and proposes that best practice principles are 

necessary to guide a human rights based model to frame services in terms of rights, entitlements 

and equality rather than focus on deficits (p. 66). This view was reinforced by the Victorian 

Aboriginal Legal Service in their submission to the Parliament of Victoria Law Reform 

Committee (Victorian ALS, 2011). 

This thesis highlights the disadvantage that confronts many Aboriginal children along the 

developmental pathway from birth to adolescence. This disadvantage is cumulative adding layer 

upon layer of trauma and burden. The needs of Aboriginal children are not merely complex, they 
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are multilayered and interventions should be available when indicated by negative incidents to 

counteract adverse outcomes.  The interventions must be culturally appropriate while at the same 

time not allowing Aboriginality to be used as a reason for not addressing these issues. 

5.3 Child Abuse and Neglect and Contact with Juvenile 

Justice 

This thesis was undertaken in part to investigate the differences in a cohort of Aboriginal children 

across a range of child abuse and neglect measures and to identify factors that contribute to or 

mediate contact with Juvenile Justice. National statistics show that young people aged 10-17 and 

involved in the Child Protection System were 14 times as likely as the general population to be 

under Juvenile Justice Supervision and Aboriginal males were overrepresented. Previous research 

in this area has exclusively focused on comparisons between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

populations, (Doolan et al., 2013; Stewart et al., 2008; Stewart et al., 2002). There are no 

population level data linkage studies conducted examining the association between child abuse 

and neglect and contact with Juvenile Justice in Aboriginal children and youth.  

The results of this thesis address a substantial gap in the literature. For this cohort of Aboriginal 

children I found that 21% of Aboriginal children had been subject to an investigated notification 

for child abuse or neglect. This is almost one in four and is unarguably substantial. High rates of 

child abuse and neglect notifications of WA Aboriginal children have been previously reported. 

A longitudinal study revealed that approximately 41.8% of Aboriginal children born in 1990-

1991 were reported to child protection authorities compared to 11% of non-Aboriginal children 

(Bilson, et al,. 2013). Likewise, a South Australian study reported that over 50% of Aboriginal 

children born in 1991 had received at least one notification by about 16 years of age (Delfabbro, 

Hirte, Rogers, & Wilson, 2010).  

The findings from this study indicate a strong association between contact with Child Protection 

authorities and contact with Juvenile Justice. Those children with an investigated notification 

were 2.8 at greater odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice when compared with children with 

no notification. When I examined the outcome of investigations I found little difference between 

the odds ratio for children with an investigated notification and those with a substantiated 

notification and contact with Juvenile Justice. A Queensland cohort study comparing Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal children and the relationship between child maltreatment and juvenile 

offending found that 10% (4656) of children in the 1983 birth year cohort of 41700 children had 

received a Child Protection notification (Stewart et al., 2002). Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children were overrepresented at almost 12% (comprising only 2.6% of the birth cohort). 

Overall, the majority (62%) of notifications were substantiated in this research. When linked with 

youth justice information, maltreated Aboriginal children were found to be four times more likely 

to offend than non-Aboriginal children; 42% of maltreated Indigenous children went on to offend 
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compared to 14 % of non-Indigenous maltreated children. My findings are also consistent with 

studies internationally. Historical research by Widom (1989) found that childhood abuse and 

neglect increased the odds of future delinquency and adult criminality by 29%. Further, 

investigations by Widom and Maxwell (2001) uncovered that almost half of the abused and 

neglected children were recorded with an arrest for non-traffic offence and being abused or 

neglected as a child increased the likelihood of arrest as a juvenile by 59%, as an adult by 28%, 

and for a violent crime by 30%.  

It is not clear if the over-representation of Aboriginal children in Child Protection Systems is 

because they are at greater risk of child abuse or neglect or because they are more likely to come 

to the attention of the authorities because of the circumstances in which they live bring them under 

easier and greater scrutiny generally; whether because of racism, antisocial behaviour, poor health 

or other factors. Child welfare inequalities occur when children and/or their parents face unequal 

chances, experiences or outcomes of involvement with child welfare services that are 

systematically associated with structural disadvantage and are unjust and avoidable (Bywaters et 

al., 2015, p. 101). Children from socioeconomic disadvantaged backgrounds are at an increased 

risk of being subjected to a child maltreatment notification and contact with Juvenile Justice 

Services. In Australia there have been mixed findings on this matter. Using path analysis 

Weatherburn and Lind (1997) found that neglect was by far the most important causal effect on 

participation in crime confirming that socio-economic factors affect the level of juvenile 

participation in crime mainly by increasing the rate of child neglect. More recently, an analysis 

of the Mater University Study of Pregnancy data found that the overrepresentation of Aboriginal 

children in youth justice services could only be partially explained by the greater social 

disadvantage and by their greater experience of substantiated maltreatment either separately or 

combined (Doolan et al., 2013). Ferrante (2013) reported that in the community domain 

socioeconomic disadvantage at birth was found to be a non-Aboriginal specific risk factor, and 

not correlated with Aboriginal offending participation. Findings in this important area are 

ambiguous and researchers have called for further research (Doolan et al., 2013; Stewart et al., 

2002). There is always a danger that findings such as these will be used to reinforce negative 

stereotypes of Aboriginal people. It is imperative that the Aboriginal communities are actively 

involved in the research process. 

Types of abuse and neglect 

This current study found that the category of child abuse or neglect was predictive of the 

likelihood of having contact with Juvenile Justice Services. Consistent with the literature, this 

research of Aboriginal children showed that neglect was the most frequent type of child abuse. 

Child abuse types were examined according to a child’s first substantiation. Neglect was the most 

common type accounting for 39.4%, followed by physical abuse 30%, sexual abuse 26.4% and 
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emotional abuse 4.2% of first substantiation. Stewart et al., reported that Aboriginal children were 

more likely than non-Aboriginal children to be assessed as being neglected.  

Children with a first substantiated notification of neglect were at almost three times greater risk 

to have contact with Juvenile Justice when compared with children with no substantiation for 

neglect. This was statistically significant. Similar results were found in a Queensland study where 

it was reported that 23% of maltreated children who were victims of neglect subsequently 

offended compared to 14% of maltreated children who were not assessed to have been neglected 

(Stewart et al., 2002). Similarly, Widom (1996) found in a follow-up study of her original sample 

that neglect was more predictive of later violent offending than other types of abuse. Other 

research indicates that physically abused or neglected children are at risk compared with others 

to commit violent crimes later in life (Widom, 1989; Smith & Thornberry, 1995). 

There appears to be an assumption in the community that physical and sexual abuse are the most 

detrimental and severe types of maltreatment, but as identified in this study neglect is equally as 

harmful and increases the risk of delinquency. To address the issue of neglect a better 

understanding of the type of neglect suffered is important. A NSW study of juvenile offenders 

using the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ) found that one-third (33%) of the cohort 

experienced some form of childhood physical neglect. Young women were more likely to 

experience physical neglect than young men (49% vs 31%, p<0.005) (Indig et al., 2009). No 

significant difference was found between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal young people. This 

study also measured emotional neglect and reported that 36% of participants experienced some 

form of childhood emotional neglect and again young women were significantly more likely to 

experience emotional neglect than young men (63% vs 32%, p<0.001). No significant difference 

was found between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal youth (Indig et al., 2009).  

The concept of neglect is multifaceted and impossible to consider without including poverty. 

Weatherburn and Lind found that poverty, single parent families and crowded dwellings affect 

the level of juvenile participation in crime mainly by increasing the rate of child neglect 

(Weatherburn & Lind 1997). The Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care 

asserts that the majority of child maltreatment in Aboriginal communities is neglect (not abuse) 

which is a result of family poverty, unemployment, poor housing and family stress (SNAICC, 

2005, p. 8). According to Bromfield et al., (2010), when combined with other risk factors such as 

domestic violence, relationship stress or breakdown, illicit drug use, parental mental health issues, 

parental trauma, poverty, poor education, social isolation, unstable housing and lack of support 

for the family and child, the effects become cumulative, potentially leading to adverse outcomes.   

The second most common form of maltreatment for this study was physical abuse at 29%. This 

differed considerably from present national figures, where substantiations for physical abuse were 

reported at 16% for Aboriginal children (AIHW, 2015). Marcia Langton underlines the damage 
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caused by physical abuse in the following statement, “Aboriginal families are dysfunctional from 

violence, because the mothers are on the run from violent husbands/partners and the kids aren’t 

going to school, there are accelerating rates of removal of children from Aboriginal families and 

it’s precisely because of this problem” [family violence]. 

There were parallels with Bromfield’s (2010) summary of risk factors in the experiences of 

Aboriginal youth involved in this research. Emma’s life was disrupted with a number of risk 

factors that led to her coming into contact with child protection authorities including: a 

relationship with a much older man with serious diagnosed mental illness, who was violent; and, 

alcohol and illicit drugs were an issue for them both. Because of this she was isolated from her 

family and friends. Emma recalls the moment when “welfare took my baby into care who was 

only 2 months old”.  

“He had a psychotic attack he tried to hit me but I was nursing the baby and he hit 

her. I was frightened about what he might do so I rang 000 the police came. The 

police called welfare and spoke to mum about what was happening”. 

Following a substantiation of physical abuse, and recognising the magnitude of the problem, 

Emma had no choice but to engage and comply with Child Protection Services to demonstrate 

that she was a fit mother to care for her baby. The thought of her baby being with strangers/foster 

carers troubled her and after negotiation with the Department by a family friend her baby was 

placed in her friend’s care.  And this was a positive step or a child might be damaged or dead 

particularly when a mother is unable to stop taking drugs. 

Tony tells a story about his negative experience with child protection authorities and the physical 

abuse that he suffered at the hands of his father. Tony’s family were living in a situation with 

multiple risk factors including family violence, alcohol abuse, poverty, relationship stress, 

unemployment, social isolation and lack of support before contact with child protection 

authorities. He grew up with violence and his father physically abused all his family when he was 

‘drunk’. He stole to get food.  

“I used to get regular “floggings” from my father when he was drunk mum was also 

getting bashed so she couldn’t protect us kids… We wouldn’t see him for days, 

sometimes months, then he would come back and start his shit again, take all our rent 

money and it starts over again”.  

Tony’s mother was powerless to protect her children and herself, and this led to Tony acting as 

the protector. He recalls an occasion where he was determined to protect his brother, “he [brother] 

got king hit by my dad and knocked unconscious he shook on the ground, his eyes were rolling 

back in his head”. According to Tony this incident caused them to be “taken by child protection”; 
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in Tony’s memory of this, “they rocked up, shoved us in a van I was ten years old this happened 

2 days before my eleventh birthday”.   

Stewart et al. (2002) reported that child maltreatment type was predictive of child offending with 

23% of children with a physical abuse substantiation subsequently offending compared with 14% 

of children who were not physically abused (Stewart et al., 2002).  The results of this current 

research reveals that physical abuse was associated with contact with Juvenile Justice. Children 

who experienced a substantiation for physical abuse were almost four times greater odd of having 

contact with Juvenile Justice than those who had no such substantiations. These results are 

consistent with self-report data from a NSW study of incarcerated youth that found one third 

(35%) of the sample of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal youth had experienced some form of 

physical abuse. In contrast, a Queensland study reported no differences for physical abuse 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous youth (34%) (Dennison et al., 2002). The study 

conducted by Stewart et al., found that children who had a substantiation for neglect or physical 

abuse were more likely to offend than children who suffered other forms of maltreatment such as 

sexual abuse and emotional abuse (Stewart et al., 2002). These findings are consistent with those 

in this research.  

Nationally, emotional abuse was the most common primary type of maltreatment substantiated 

for all children (45%) (AIHW, 2017). In this research, emotional abuse was the least common 

accounting for 4.2% of first substantiations. Stewart et al. also found low rates of emotional abuse 

among Indigenous children when compared with non-Indigenous children (7% vs 13%) (Stewart 

et al., 2002). Unlike Stewart et al. who found no association between emotional abuse and later 

offending, this research reported that children whose first substantiation was for emotional abuse 

were significantly at twice the odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 2.1, 95%CI 1.1-

4.0). Children whose first substantiation was recorded as sexual abuse were not significantly more 

likely to experience contact with Juvenile Justice than other children. However, children with any 

substantiation for sexual abuse were at 56% lower odds to experience contact with Juvenile 

Justice than any other types of abuse. This difference was statistically significant (OR 0.44, 

95%CI 0.34-0.56) and is related to the sex differences discussed below. This result is similar to 

those recorded by Stewart et al. who found no correlation with sexual abuse and later offending 

(Stewart et al., 2002).  

Sex differences 

In this research, almost 60% of first substantiations of child abuse and neglect were recorded 

against females.  

Neglect and physical abuse were the two most common types of all substantiations for both male 

and female children. Males had slightly more substantiations for neglect compared to females 
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(52.2% vs 47.8%) and for physical abuse substantiations, females were slightly more likely to 

have a substantiation compared to males (53.3% vs 46.7%); this was similar to a Queensland 

study (Stewart et al., 2002). In contrast, females accounted for almost 85% of all sexual abuse 

substantiations, consistent with other Australian studies. Bilson et al. (2013) found a threefold 

difference in child sexual abuse substantiations between females and males; Stewart et al. (2002) 

reported that females in their study were also more likely to be victims of sexual abuse than males.  

Stewart et al. (2002) found emotional abuse was similar for girls and boys, whereas in this study 

there was a 20% difference: 60% of the emotional abuse substantiations were for girls compared 

to 40% for males. Similarly, a US study of self-reported victimisation found that almost 60% of 

females reported experiences of sexual abuse compared with 18% of boys (Belknap and 

Holsinger, 2006). 

When first substantiations of child abuse and neglect were examined within the total cohort 

(n=7756), the risk for contact with Juvenile Justice was increased across all categories when 

compared with children who had no substantiation; physically abused children were at 3.7 times 

greater odds; neglected children were at 2.8 times greater risk and children who suffered 

emotional abuse were at two times greater odds. All these results were statistically significant.  

Across all categories of abuse and neglect, males were at an increased risk of having contact with 

Juvenile Justice when compared with females. Males with substantiated reports of neglect were 

at 3.2 times greater odds of having contact with Juvenile Justice; sexual abuse were at 2.9 times 

greater odds; physical abuse at 2.2 times greater odds and emotional abuse at 1.7 times greater 

odds. Except for emotional abuse, results for all other types were significant. Of importance is the 

finding that males who were sexually abused were at 3 times greater odds of having contact with 

Juvenile Justice compared with sexually abused girls, even though girls accounted for almost 85% 

of all sexual abuse substantiations. A US study on self-reported victimisation found that girls 

across all abuse variables experienced a greater amount of abuse than boys, with over half of girls 

and 40% of the boys agreeing that the abuse had influenced their offending (Belknap & Holsinger, 

2006). 

In regard to contact with Juvenile Justice, Stewart et al. found that males were twice as likely to 

have a substantiation for neglect when compared with females (Stewart et al., 2002). In this study, 

Aboriginal males in all substantiations and first substantiations were approximately at three times 

greater odds than females to have contact with Juvenile Justice. 

Some  researchers have suggested that there is no evidence that  surveillance by child protection 

systems is reducing child abuse and neglect, rather the costs associated with investigations are 

high with little return other than alienation of the community and families involved (Bilson et al., 

2010). This conclusion is reflected in the data gathered for this study where under half of the 
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allegations were substantiated and almost half of the substantiations were assessed as having no 

identifiable injury. Bilson et al. concluded that “high levels of surveillance of all children and 

very high and growing proportions of Aboriginal children coming under scrutiny combined with 

much lower levels of findings of maltreatment and significant harm highlight a severe 

overreaction in the system” (Bilson et al., 2010, p.17). 

A limitation of this research was the inability to measure socio-economic status in a relevant and 

meaningful manner and investigate its connection with child neglect and abuse. Aboriginal people 

suffer disadvantage across a range of recognised socio-economic measures and they are more 

likely to live in a community with inadequate infrastructure and be in poorer health (Stanley et 

al., 2003 p. 9). Furthermore, Aboriginal peoples are more likely to experience issues such as 

alcohol abuse, poverty and family violence which are known to be associated with neglect and 

child abuse (Scott & Higgins, 2011). The latest figures released by the Australian Institute of 

Health and Welfare reported that Indigenous children subject to a substantiation were more likely 

to be from areas of the lowest socio-economic status: 47% compared to 32% for non-Indigenous 

children (AIHW, 2017). A recent total population based WA study also supported this, reporting 

poverty as major factor for a family’s involvement with the child protection system (O’Donnell 

et al., 2010).  

Other studies have found that child maltreatment is disproportionately reported in official data 

because of systemic class bias towards poor families (Brown, 1984; Jonson-Reid, Drake, Kohl, 

2009; Pelton, 1978). Jonson-Reid et al. (2009) assert that “problems confronting poor families 

must be taken seriously and not be cast aside as simple expressions of class bias in the reporting 

system” and suggest that more focus is given to poverty itself (p. 427). 

Timing of maltreatment 

Previous research shows that the age for all forms of child maltreatment and contact with child 

protection systems are predictors of juvenile delinquency and involvement with the Juvenile 

Justice System (Stewart et al., 2002). Some research suggests that children who are maltreated 

solely during early childhood appear to be less likely to engage in chronic delinquency than those 

children whose abuse started in adolescence (Jonson-Reid & Barth, 2000b; Stewart, Livingston 

& Dennison, 2008).  For example, Thornberry et al. (2001) reported in the analysis of the RYDS 

(USA) data that children who were maltreated in adolescence were at greater risk of detrimental 

adolescent outcomes that those in the childhood-only group (Thornberry et al., 2001). An 

Australian study also found that maltreatment notified in childhood and continued into 

adolescence, or maltreatment that is first identified in adolescence, is related to coming to the 

attention of the Juvenile Justice System (Stewart et al., 2008).  
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Timing was not specifically investigated in this research. However, it was found that children 

with a first substantiation at age 10 to 14 years were 1.3 greater odds to have contact with Juvenile 

Justice (OR 1.34, 95%CI 1.03-1.75) than all other age groups combined. Similar to findings by 

Stewart et al., children aged 1-4 years with substantiations of child abuse and neglect were at 

significantly lower odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice than all other age groups combined 

(OR 0.6, 95%CI 0.4-0.8) (Stewart et al., 2002). 

Family Structure 

This study found that children living in a biological family structure at the time of maltreatment 

were almost 30% lower odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice (OR 0.71, 95%CI 0.56-0.92). 

This result was significant. This suggests that extended family could provide protection and 

support to these children in times of need. Silburn et al. (2006) developed a culturally appropriate 

family functioning measure consisting of a nine item scale for use in the WAACHS. A total of 

2400 primary carers responded to each of the nine items, reflecting positive responses.  Results 

indicated that the majority of Aboriginal families were functionally well. The most positive 

responses were “people in our family are accepted for who they are”, “we are always there for 

each other and know that the family will survive no matter what” and “the way we get on together 

helps us to cope with the hard times”. This along with the voices of the youth participants in this 

project shows that Aboriginal families are able to cope in times of adversity and demonstrate 

resiliency.  

Furthermore, 63% of parents were recorded as the person believed responsible for the child abuse 

or neglect. Evidence from this thesis suggests that children maltreated by their parents are less 

likely to be in contact with the Justice System. Given these data, this is a correct analysis even 

though it appears contradictory. It is important to note that this study was unable to identify other 

possible supports such as an extended family who may be assisting the family. This result 

highlights the need for further research in this area. To my knowledge, there is no other research, 

which has specifically studied the relationship between biological parents and non-biological 

carers, child abuse and neglect and contact with Juvenile Justice Services. However, a recent 

systematic review of quantitative studies examining the developmental or wellbeing outcomes for 

maltreated children reported mixed findings in regards to child abuse and neglect and out of home 

care (MacLean, Sims, O’Donnell & Gilbert, 2016). The review considered justice outcomes and 

identified two low selection bias risk studies which examined juvenile court appearances. One 

study found a relationship between foster care and an 18% increase in delinquency. In contrast 

the other study found no significant difference in court appearances for children who received out 

of home care with or without family preservation services compared to in-home care with family 

preservation services. Seven studies with a high risk of selection bias were also examined; one of 

these studies found that out of home care was associated with an increased likelihood of spending 

time in Juvenile detention.  
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Furthermore, a study by Mennen et al. examined the mental health functioning of an ethnically 

diverse cohort of children aged 9-12 (Mennen, Brensilver & Trickett, 2010). The sample consisted 

of 302 children who were maltreated and 151 children who were not maltreated (comparison 

group). Comparisons were made between children placed with kin carers, foster parent placement 

and children who stayed with biological parents. Data were collected by self-report and caregiver 

reports. Measures used had established reliability and validity and endorsed use among mixed 

ethnic groups. On measures for depressions, anxiety, behaviour problems, level of impairment 

and self-esteem, there was no difference between children who remained with their biological 

parents, and children placed in kin care or foster care. However, all the maltreated groups scored 

significantly higher when compared with the comparison group. The findings of Mennen et al. 

suggest that maltreated children who continue to reside with their parents do not suffer increased 

mental health issues as a result; they scored the same rate as maltreated children who were placed 

in out of home care. The results from this current study augment with the conclusions drawn by 

Mennen and colleagues and arguably keeps open the delicate debate about whether it is in the 

best interest of the child to be removed or remain in the family home with additional supports. 

This issue ought to be explored further with the Aboriginal community.  

5.4 Mother’s Contact with Adult Justice Services 

The imprisonment rate for Indigenous women has increased alongside and at a faster pace than 

that of all women in prison in Australia (Bartels, 2010). As highlighted in the Bridges and Barriers 

report (NIDAC, 2009), the number of Indigenous women in Australian prisons has increased a 

substantial 343 per cent since the 1991 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody; 

this is despite the Commission’s recommendation that imprisonment of these women be a last 

resort. It is estimated that approximately 80 per cent of incarcerated Aboriginal women in 

Australia are mothers; when a woman goes to prison, she and her family, children and community 

suffer (ATSISJC, 2002). As shown in the literature review, studies investigating the role of 

mothers in the transfer of criminology are scarce.  

This research with 7756 children found that almost a third of these children had a mother who 

had experienced contact with Adult Corrective Services and these children were significantly at 

three times greater odds to have contact with Juvenile Justice than children whose mothers had 

no contact. These results were consistent with other literature, that boys with incarcerated mothers 

are likely to become delinquent (Farrington, et al., 2009; Goodwin & Davis, 2011). A review by 

Wong et al. (2010) found that having an incarcerated mother and a single mother related to her 

son’s delinquency; similarly in a Tasmanian study if the mother had a criminal record the 

probability of her son having a record for a serious offence was 33% (Goodwin & Davis, 2011).  

An Australian study by Haysom et al. examined the association between intellectual disabilities, 

mental health, social disadvantage and offending behaviour between Aboriginal and non-
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Aboriginal youth. Results indicated that Aboriginal youth were more disadvantaged when 

compared with their peers with a higher risk of being in out-of-home-care, history of mental 

health, dropping out of school early and parental incarceration. 

However, the findings of this research extend beyond those in the existing literature. The analysis 

of population level data has enabled the investigation of a range of known risk factors for a child’s 

contact with Juvenile Justice. The interaction between these risk factors and a mother’s contact 

with Adult Corrective Services was investigated in a multivariate analysis17. Results showed a 

mother’s contact with Adult Corrective Services (community and custodial) remained significant 

with a slight change in the odds ratio from 3.18 to 2.45 (OR 2.45, 95%CI 2.17 -2.75). A mother’s 

contact with Adult Correctives Services is the most important risk factor identified in this thesis. 

What is known about Aboriginal women in prison is that most of them are young mothers with 

children, have alcohol and/or other drug abuse problems, have been and most likely still are 

victims of abuse, suffer from intergenerational trauma and mental health issues, and have a record 

of previous offending and imprisonment.  Aboriginal women as a group are over-represented in 

prison and their rate of over-representation is growing. They are separated from kin and 

community by their incarceration when Aboriginal cultural values place high importance on 

social and kin relationships, and on children as such. Based on this situation, while information 

about their experiences as mothers in prison and post-prison is scant, it is plausible that the 

detriment of their incarceration impacts strongly on their children, family and community. Given 

the burden of stressors for mothers in prison, some studies of women and their children in prison 

and post release conclude that imprisoning mothers is so damaging to the well-being of mothers 

and their children, their relationships, and positive child development that its use as a sentencing 

option for this population should be reconsidered (Shamai & Kochal, 2008). The historic Royal 

Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC, 1991) recommended that 

incarceration should be used only as ‘a sanction of last resort’ for women whose offences are not 

in the serious category and suggested that ‘home detention’ be available as a sentencing option to 

courts as well as a means of early release of prisoners. Despite the Royal Commission’s 

recommendations women continue to be imprisoned for minor offences through non-payment of 

fines and mandatory sentencing. 

The cost of incarceration in Australia is significant. Annually it costs $109,821 per prisoner 

(AGPC, 2016). Some of these funds would be better directed at providing investment in 

education, training and intervention programs. The societal impact of incarceration of Aboriginal 

women on families and communities provides evidence of the need to reshape policy and redirect 

funding currently used for incarceration into other avenues. For example, policy needs to address 

                                                      
17 The multivariate analysis included the following; birth and maternal characteristics; intellectual 

disability; and substantiated child maltreatment notifications and mothers contact with adult corrective 

services 
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the social determinants associated with offending and place women within their communities in 

structured programs that address their physical and mental health and wellbeing, drug and alcohol 

issues, abuse-related trauma, other health issues, offence-related matters, and for support for 

healthy parenting. These changes for women and their families are needed to improve outcomes 

for the next generation and break the cycle of incarceration.  

Finally, to fully understand the intergenerational impact of offending on the family the 

offending patterns of fathers and siblings should be examined. This could be achieved though 

the increased availability of intergenerational linked data which is enabling more in depth 

analysis of these influences.  

5.5 Alcohol and Drugs 

Alcohol and drug use was identified as the second theme emerging from the qualitative analysis 

by the youth participants. It is well recognised that alcohol and substance abuse is a major cause 

of poor physical and mental health, family violence, poor education outcomes and anti-social 

behaviour (Allard., 2010, p. 4). All the young people in this study identified alcohol and drugs as 

being an issue for them during adolescence. The WAACHS found that 27% of Aboriginal young 

people had at some time consumed alcohol and 30% had used cannabis (Zubrick et al., 2005). 

Their experiences included experimenting with alcohol and drugs at an early age, family pressures 

to drink, and offending while under the influence of alcohol. The Australian National Health and 

Medical Research Council recommend that: for children and young people less than 18 years of 

age, not drinking alcohol is the safest option (Australian National Health and Medical Research 

Council, 2009, p. 57). All participants reported underage drinking, with Tony reporting that he 

first consumed alcohol when he was ten years of age and the remainder of the group reported ages 

from 13 – 14 years.  

These findings are consistent with those from a 2013 study conducted by the National Drug 

Research Institute, where Aboriginal youth reported experimenting with alcohol as young as 12 

years of age with the majority (96%) reporting that they had consumed alcohol by the time they 

were 15 years old peaking between the ages of 14 – 17 years. The age of onset of consuming alcohol 

has been reported in the United States as getting younger (Masten et al., 2009). An important survey 

that involved 5289 Aboriginal children up to age 17 years was the Western Australian Aboriginal 

Child Health Survey (Silburn et al., 2007). The WAACHS collected information through household 

interviews, health service records and school records. This survey reported that alcohol consumption 

peaked at 15 – 16 years, at which time nearly half had consumed alcohol in the last six months to 

the point of being sick. Another study of juvenile offenders in NSW found that Aboriginal young 

people reported a significantly younger age at which they were first drunk than non-Aboriginal 

young people (13.2 years vs 13.6, p<0.03) (Indig et al., 2009).  
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Drinking with family was presented as relatively normal. Participants spoke of the social nature 

of drinking with family and expectations to drink. Participants disclosed that they drank with 

family to fit in, the family they “love drinking” and “it’s like a [family] tradition”. The social 

aspect of drinking was regarded as a highly valued pastime that brought the family together for 

social interaction and good times “everyone drinks and seems to have a good time with a guitar 

around a fire”. Similarly these views reiterated the voices of other Aboriginal youth where 

participants reported drinking with family to fit in/or miss out (Wilson et al., 2013).  

While the youth spoke of the positive aspect of drinking with family, likewise participants were 

aware of the negative and unpredictable nature, “there’s like the good side and the bad side”. 

Participants commented on the arguments and fights that would break out from drinking sessions 

“get snappy at each other or too loud and rowdy and fighting” and “you don’t know how other 

people react when you’re under the influence of alcohol”. 

Participants cited the relationship between drinking and violence. Four participants described 

situations where drinking or being drunk landed them in trouble with authority figures. Natasha 

recalled going out late with her cousins on the train when she was drunk and getting into a 

disagreement with a transit guard “I was out drinking, underage drinking, got into an argument and 

then I started swinging”. Natasha’s experience was similar to Louise’s; she was out with a group of 

friends when she got into a fight with another girl who she thought had “slept with her boyfriend”. 

A national Australian study discovered that approximately half (50%) of young people reported that 

they or someone else had been injured as a result of their drinking (Indig et al., 2009). The culture 

of Aboriginal youth drinking, riding the trains, fighting and getting into trouble with transit guards 

and police has also been described elsewhere (Wilson et al., 2013). The National Drug Research 

Institute report found that 72% of the sample reported that they had been in trouble with the police 

and of these 74% indicated that the trouble was to do with alcohol (75% males vs 71% females) 

(Wilson et al., 2013). It was apparent from the stories of this group of Aboriginal youth that drinking 

had influenced their behaviour and contributed to them being in trouble with the police or other 

authorities. Evidence shows that they are also more likely to be involved in a car accident or sustain 

an injury, to be victims of a crime or display aggression (Newbury-Birch et al., 2009). Alcohol 

consumption is also associated with risky sexual behaviour (Coleman & Cater, 2005), 

The youth in this study were, in hindsight aware of the consequences of their drinking and more 

importantly, participants felt remorse for their victims and felt ‘shame’ about the embarrassment 

that they had brought onto their families. Louise commented that “my name is up on the board 

which other people can read”.  
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“It was kind of putting the family name to shame because like pop, he had a profile [in the 

community] like really rated pretty high by people. They’re well known so it kind of downed 

the family name a bit”.  

Other consultations with Aboriginal youth found that drinking to intoxication and acting silly was 

viewed as embarrassing but not a good strategy to motivate young people to think about drinking 

less as they are only embarrassed for a short period, “about a week” (Drug & Alcohol Office, 

2011, p. 43). 

In relation to illicit drug use, six participants shared their experiences about the use of cannabis 

which was the most common drug and appeared to be socially accepted. Emma admitted to drug 

use other than cannabis, but did not disclose which drugs. Jenny states that she started with 

cannabis and then slowly progressed to doing a “bit of rock”. Of the six, four young people spoke 

openly about their cannabis use, age of onset, frequency and effects. Four of the participants 

admitted to an age of onset at 14-15 years of age.  

According to their stories, participants thought cannabis affected them positively; “it relaxes me 

and doesn’t make me angry and doesn’t make me feel like smashing up the house”; “it is a good 

herbal smoke”; “helps me when I’m depressed or just feeling down” and “made me funnier”. 

Jenny also recognised the negative power that cannabis had over her “making me become very 

lazy, drained and just no energy at all”. The use of cannabis was described as an everyday 

occurrence; one participant claimed he smoked four cones a day and another said “breakfast, 

lunch and tea”. The use of cannabis was commonplace amongst these youth and these findings 

are consistent with other research. Once again comparing with the NSW offender health survey 

of 361 young people it was found that almost all (87%) of participants reported having ever used 

cannabis. Cannabis use was significantly higher for Aboriginal participants than non-Aboriginal 

(93% vs 82%) (Indig et al., 2009). 

Although not specifically asked, it was notable no participants indicated that family or friends 

were worried about the alcohol or drug use. Another study reported that it wasn’t uncommon for 

others to express concern about young people’s drinking (Indig et al., 2009). The participants in 

this study felt that their parents should be educated about drinking, drugs and violence. 

Other research has found that for juveniles, alcohol consumption and the use of drugs is common 

among juvenile offenders. According to the NSW youth health offender survey 66% of 

participants reported that they were drunk at least weekly in the year before coming into custody, 

with over a fifth reporting this daily or almost daily (22%) (Indig et al., 2009. A local study of 32 

Aboriginal youth found 91% of participants, largely males, had previously been in detention or 

an adult prison (Wilson et al., 2013). Interestingly, it has been reported that the rate of cannabis 



 

 217 

use is similar to that of nicotine and alcohol making these three substances the most frequently 

ever used by young people in custody (Indig et al., 2009). 

Aboriginal youth experience a greater number of risk factors for substance misuse and 

dependence, such as lower school attendance and higher levels of incarceration and contact with 

the criminal Justice System (White, 2009; Silburn et al., 2006). They are also more likely to be 

involved in a car accident or sustain an injury, to be victims of a crime or display aggression 

(Newbury-Birch et al., 2009) and alcohol consumption is also associated with risky sexual 

behaviour (Coleman & Carter, 2005). 

5.6   Strengths and Limitations of the Study 

Strengths 

The key strength of this research was to empower young people and capture their voices through 

their life experiences. The incorporation of main themes from this analysis was innovative and 

gave meaning and a voice to the data. The young people showed great insight into their lives and 

were able to articulate how their experiences has shaped who they were and their futures. This 

process allowed the issues that were of concern to Aboriginal young people to be explored further 

in the quantitative data analysis.  

The ability to access total Western Australian de-identified population data for a cohort of 

Aboriginal children and its use in following an individual child from birth to 18 years of age 

was also a strength. The mapping of risk factors and protective factors along the developmental 

life course in a cohort of Aboriginal children was novel and relevant for this study. The method 

of data linkage in this study was an important strength, since it allowed the interrogation of 

sensitive data including mothers’ maternal and birth characteristics, intellectual disability, child 

abuse and neglect and justice records to explore interrelated connections, while protecting the 

identity and privacy of subjects. It is notable that the comprehensiveness of the child protection 

variables allowed a significant level of data analysis to be undertaken to construct a thorough 

picture of contact with child protection authorities. 

Limitations  

There were limitations to this study. Reliable socioeconomic data was not available for this study; 

however, mother’s Aboriginality may be considered a defacto measure of SES. 

A possible marginal limitation when using total population data is that since the datasets are often 

created from administrative data there is a slight possibility that these data may be subject to errors 

in coding and recording. However, the Western Australian data regularly subjected to rigorous 

quality assurance processes.   



 

 218 

Some variables, which have been shown to be important in other research (e.g. temperament, 

early behaviour and education), from the Mater QLD and other studies were not available for this 

research. Furthermore, the education data that was extracted for this project was incomplete and 

patchy rendering it unsuitable for analysis. Researchers have noted that access to educational and 

school attendance data as being important (Belknap & Holsinger 2006). 

The data from the Department of Corrective Services did not contain complete information 

pertaining to important variables, (e.g. offence details were not complete, legal status was not 

always available and record of education status was not recorded consistently). It is well 

documented that lack of education and dropping out of school is a key risk factor for not contact 

with Justice Services and incarceration. This study was unable to determine if educational 

attainment was a risk factor for this cohort of Aboriginal children and for their mothers.    

Child maltreatment service level data was not available and therefore this study was unable to 

examine if interventions were provided or what course of action had been taken at the time a child 

abuse or neglect substantiation was recorded. 

Including mother’s data is a complex process. The relationships between mothers’ experiences 

and those of their children are complex. For example, mother’s health (including mental health) 

is likely to have an impact on her children and the timing of any episodes of illness may be more 

or less important according to when her children were born. Similarly, many other aspects of 

mothers’ lives such as education, poverty, availability of social support and the status of these 

issues/ or when they occur during her life course are likely to alter the outcomes for her children. 

In this research I had hoped to explore some of the cultural risk factors proposed by Homel (1999); 

however, they were not available through data linkage. 

Future Research 

This thesis has attempted to capture some of the complexity by including variables pertaining to 

mothers including pregnancies and perinatal variables for her children. In addition, mother’s 

contacts with the Adult Justice System have been briefly described and included in the 

multivariate analysis. However, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to investigate the timing of 

contacts in relation to if and when each of the children was in contact with the Juvenile Justice 

System. However, further research is needed on the sequence of these events. It is necessary to 

map the timing of a mother’s contact in respect of a child’s contact and frequency, to determine 

the impact a mother’s incarceration has on a child’s life course. According to the literature the 

impact of a mother’s offending on her children is unclear as much of the research has been 

conducted exploring the relationship between a father’s criminality and the offending of his sons. 

This highly significant result suggests that mothers’ criminality is a predictor for their children’s 

contact with juvenile justice, notwithstanding examination of fathers’ data, who are also likely to 

have had contact with the justice system. 
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A mother’s mental health has been associated with incarceration, contact with Child Protection 

Services and hospitalisation; therefore this is another area for future research. 

This research did not take into account sibling data. For instance if more than one child born to 

the same mother in this cohort was involved with Juvenile Justice, analysis has not accounted for 

this. We do know that 65.5% of mothers had one child in the cohort, 27.5% had two and 6.8% 

had three or more, but it is important to know the characteristics of siblings and if they had contact 

with Juvenile Justice or were able to avert contact. 

The establishment of this cohort of Aboriginal children provides future opportunity to follow this 

cohort into the future. Two areas of particular important would be history of placement in out of 

home care and following them into adulthood especially contact with Adult Justice Services. 
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6.     Conclusion and Recommendations 

This research was motivated by my commitment to understand why some Aboriginal children 

were able to avoid contact with juvenile justice and others didn’t. The aim of this thesis was to 

develop a profile of the risk factors associated with Aboriginal youths’ contact with juvenile 

delinquency. I used a mixed methods research design which provided a strong framework to allow 

the voices of Aboriginal youth to direct research about issues relevant to them. In putting this 

story together I have connected with the essence of what young people expressed about their 

experiences of family and its significance in their lives. In order to respect their perspective, I 

have used their own powerful descriptions and images of their experiences, verbatim. It is my 

hope and belief that these stories will have the capacity to stimulate conversation among 

professionals who together have the ability to make a difference. Data linkage enabled the 

examination of risk and protective factors at an individual and family level and has been found to 

be a robust method for use in population-based research. The risk factor analysis of this research 

contributes several findings that will greatly assist to develop knowledge in this area.  

Gender was found to be the greatest risk factor associated with contact with juvenile justice in 

this cohort. The early induction to the criminal justice system of Aboriginal boys reaches into 

adulthood as Aboriginal males continue to be overrepresented in Adult Justice Systems. Boys are 

a high risk group and strategies to keep them connected to education and training or sporting 

activities has the potential to keep them on a positive pathway. 

Overwhelmingly, family was an important factor. The youth highlighted their highs and lows and 

struggles with family, caving into peer pressure and wanting to belong. The predicament of young 

Aboriginal single mothers is of concern; furthermore, a mother’s criminality was a significant 

factor for their child’s contact with juvenile justice. However, further research is needed on the 

sequence of these events. It is necessary to map the timing of a mother’s contact in respect of a 

child’s contact and frequency, to determine the impact a mother’s incarceration has on a child’s 

life course. A substantial contribution to the literature is the identification of an intergenerational 

link between a mother and her children and contact with Juvenile Justice Services.  

Child abuse and neglect is a significant public health issue and the effects of child maltreatment 

can be devastating and have lifelong implications for victims. We know from these results that 

children who have contact with child protection authorities are at an increased risk of having 

contact with Juvenile Justice, and this risk was much higher for males. Children with more than 

one investigated notification (regardless of outcome: unsubstantiated or substantiated) were 

significantly more likely to be involved with Juvenile Justice. Likewise, for substantiated 

notifications, children with 2 or 3 notifications were at an increased risk of contact with Juvenile 

Justice. In the overall cohort children who received a substantiation for physical abuse were at a 

greater risk of contact with Juvenile Justice and in the substantiation group neglect posed the most 

risk of contact. When age at notification was addressed it was found that children with a first 



 

 222 

substantiation in the 10-14 years age group were significantly more likely to have contact with 

juvenile justice compared to all other age categories. It is not known if the same children were 

represented in all groups. This suggests that an optimal time to provide support and prevention 

programs for Aboriginal families is after ANY notification. Notwithstanding this, the question 

we need to ask is, how do we prevent child abuse and neglect notifications in the first place?  

Another interesting finding not previously reported emerged: living with a single mother and 

experiencing a substantiated child maltreatment notification saw a decrease in risk of contact with 

Juvenile Justice Services. More interesting, when all biological categories were collapsed living 

with a biological parent was also found to be a significant protective factor. This finding provides 

an avenue for further research.  

Aboriginal young people rarely experience only one risk factor and as found here are more likely 

to experience multiple connected risk factors. This thesis highlights the disadvantage that 

confronts Aboriginal children along the developmental pathway from birth to adolescence. This 

disadvantage accumulates adding layer upon layer of trauma and burden, which in turn increases 

the ‘risk’ of being involved with Juvenile Justice. The needs of Aboriginal children are not 

complex, they are multilayered and interventions should be available when indicated by negative 

incidents to counteract adverse outcomes. It has highlighted the need to support families, 

especially young mothers, as their children are vulnerable and intensive support is needed.  

This thesis has highlighted various points along the developmental pathway where Aboriginal 

children are at risk providing opportunities to maximise early interventions to intervene into 

juvenile offending trajectories.  

As demonstrated by this research Aboriginal children will continue to be over-represented in the 

Juvenile Justice system until the pathway from Child Protection services to Juvenile Justice is 

addressed to reduce the flow of children from one system to the other. Overwhelmingly, this thesis 

highlights the absolute need for early interventions. Four recommendations have emerged as a 

result of this study.  

Any implementation of these suggested recommendations ought to be supported by the evidence 

presented by this study and in consultation with the national and international literature, with 

strong Aboriginal leadership.  

Recommendation 1 

The relationship between Child Protection and Juvenile Justice cannot be ignored and has 

implications for policy development. It is recommended that a review of Child Protection and 

Juvenile Justice Policies and practices that impact on those children caught in both systems be 

undertaken with the view to develop new policies that focus on this cohort of Aboriginal children.  

It is further recommended that this policy will guide the operations of a new unit within Child 

Protection and Family Services dedicated to provide a coordinated approach and specialised 
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services to these children and their families. This unit would provide culturally appropriate 

holistic healing family based interventions, with a strong focus on tackling issues such as parental 

incarceration, family violence and drug and alcohol misuse. Further, it is essential that Aboriginal 

youth are consulted in the development and operations of such a unit.  

Recommendation 2 

The second recommendation is related to the first. This thesis identified that family relationships 

are fundamental to the development and wellbeing of Aboriginal children and were protective, 

highlighting the need to invest resources in keeping families together and functional. It is 

recommended that the Department of Corrective Services, Youth Custodial Services and the 

Department of Child Protection and Family Services in conjunction with the Aboriginal 

community develop a comprehensive family reunification program to be implemented in youth 

detention centres to reconnect young people with their families.   

Recommendation 3  

It is recommended that the responsibility of the Department of Corrective Services Youth Justice 

Division be transferred to the Department of Child Protection and Family Support. This will 

ensure that young people are provided with adequate support and access to interventions and are 

effectively diverted away from the criminal justice system. 

Recommendation 4 

The intergenerational association between the incarceration of Aboriginal women and their 

children needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency. It is noted that children of incarcerated 

mothers are not the responsibility of DCS. However, as discussed in this thesis incarceration of a 

mother impacts heavily on the family network. It is recommended that the DCS develop improved 

data collection systems to capture detailed information about the children of incarcerated mothers. 

This information is critical for planning purposes within the prison, in particular for services to 

keep mothers connected to their children, and strategically, at a political level, to call for other 

options to incarceration for women.   

Recommendation 5 

The children of young Aboriginal mothers are particularly at risk of contact with Juvenile Justice 

Services. It is recommended that a greater investment is made in early childhood programs such 

as home-visiting programs, play groups connected to school, childcare and parental support and 

behavioural management programs across the spectrum of government departments. 

Recommendation 6 

To address the over-representation of the detention of Aboriginal children and young people it is 

recommended that the Council of Australian Governments consider incorporating Juvenile Justice 

Outcomes into the ‘Closing the Gap’ targets. 
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