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Anglicare Victoria – our work with at-risk youth and youth offenders
Anglicare Victoria is a leading social services organisation, with a total expenditure of approximately $100
million. The majority of this expenditure is on Victorian Department of Health and Human Services
(DHHS) funded out-of-home care services and family services. The agency also provides a great many
other community programs funded by the Victorian and Commonwealth Governments, and the agency’s
own resources, including youth counselling services, alcohol and other drug counselling services, and
youth justice programs such as youth justice group conferencing (among many others programs).
In the course of providing these services, Anglicare Victoria works extensively with both:
•

Young people who are at risk of becoming youth offenders, in that they present with many of the
risk factors for youth offending – including experience of poverty, abuse and neglect, mental
health and substance issues, and the normalisation of delinquent attitudes within their peer
groups and social networks.1

•

Young people who have already had contact with the youth justice system; many of whom
present with additional risk factors for further offending - such as persistent externalising
behaviours, beliefs and attitudes which deny the effects of their harmful behaviour on others, or
rationalise it (i.e. cognitive distortions),2 and problems empathising with others.3

As one of the largest providers of family services and out-of-home services in Victoria, we can attest to
the notable overlap between youth justice client populations (including repeat offenders), and the
population of young people known to Child Protection, who make up a substantial proportion of our
client-base. This overlap bears out in judicial statistics.
In 2015-2016, a total of 1,548 young people (65% male) received youth justice orders (custodial or
community), with over half of these being charged with assault or other acts intended to cause injury
(theft and property offences were the second most common offence type). Just over half of these young
people had experienced abuse within their families (most frequently emotional abuse, but often physical
abuse, too) - as substantiated by Child Protection – with 34% having been placed in out-of-home care
at least once. Nearly half had received services for substance problems, and a third had engaged with
a public mental health service. Of the total 1,548 young people, 23% were on their second contact with
the youth justice system and 9% on their third contact, with a remaining 4% having had three or more
youth justice contacts already.4
In our work over many years with tens of thousands of young people known to the Child Protection –
most of whom exhibited several of the abovementioned family and psychosocial risk factors, and many
of whom had already had contact with youth justice, or were known to police - we have observed some
pertinent truths about the importance of service-responsiveness. These young people are frequently
developmentally damaged in significant ways due to abuse, trauma and neglect they have experienced,
and so many are prone to volatile emotions and behaviour. Unless services move quickly to provide
them with structure, as well as an environment and appropriate interventions which effectively address
psychosocial risk factors, their behaviour and risk-profile can rapidly escalate. The recent, wellpublicised riots in and break-outs from youth justice centres in Victoria are a pertinent illustration of this.
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Increasing strain on the youth justice system has hobbled its responsiveness
As figures from the Crime Statistics Agency indicate, the longer-term (multi-year) trends for youth crime
in Victoria amount to an overall decrease.
•

The number of Victorian offenders aged between 10 and 14 has decreased by 37% when
comparing the periods of 2006-2010 and 2011-2015;

•

The total number of offences and offending incidents recorded for 10-14 year-olds has also
decreased when comparing these two periods.

•

The number of Victorian offenders aged 15-19 has remained stable when comparing these two
periods.5

Of note, however, is the fact that the proportion of young offenders who had higher numbers of
offending incidents recorded has increased during this period,6 and in the last five years, the proportion
of young offenders recorded for offences against the person (e.g. assaults) has increased. This means
that whilst the pattern over the last decade is an overall reduction in youth offending, a greater
proportion of youth offenders now comprise those whose multiple-incident, and more seriouslyvictimising criminal behaviours amount to a higher risk-profile. Accordingly, those who end up on
remand (when police determine that an alternative, diversionary response is inappropriate) are those
young people who have experienced significant, maladaptive psychosocial-development, and whose
behavioural tendencies can thus be extremely volatile.
As this dynamic has continued in recent years, though, successive Governments have not made
available sufficient resources (very recent efforts notwithstanding) for:
•

Managing young people on remand in a de-escalating fashion, by ensuring that remand centres
are not overcrowded, and that centres are staffed by highly trained and experienced personnel
who can develop relationships and familiarity with young people;

•

Moving young people quickly and efficiently through the Court system so that they are not kept
on remand for excessive periods;

•

Ensuring that the intensive services required to address psychosocial and family problems
underpinning young people’s offending and recidivism risk are available, and utilised both
quickly (following Court proceedings) and consistently. These include restorative justice
programs, cognitive-behavioural skills programs and family-based intervention programs (see
further on in this submission).

Anglicare Victoria CEO Paul McDonald provided a recent commentary regarding these issues,
published within Fairfax newspapers (see http://www.smh.com.au/comment/victorias-youth-justicecrisis-has-been-building-for-decades-20170130-gu1bwa.html ), which analyses how the youth justice
system has ended up in its current state of crisis. As this commentary highlights, this crisis has been
building for many years due to such inadequate resourcing - all the while as the profile of youth
offenders shifted due to changing youth demographics and increasing use of the drug ice (which
potentiates aggressive behaviour and mental illness).
The result has been that the youth justice system now lacks the responsiveness it requires to more
effectively manage volatile youth offenders so that critical incidents within remand centres are
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minimised, and the broader system can work towards preventing recidivism. It is worth contrasting this
to the Victorian youth justice system of only a decade or so ago - which was considered exemplary
within Australia. It is also no coincidence that, during this previous period, the DHHS Juvenile Justice
Program had a full complement of highly experienced and qualified policy advisors who helped steer
the system towards being the country’s best. Unfortunately, however, significant public service staffing
cuts several years ago reduced the availability of such expertise to the Government.
The reality is that youth offending and youth justice is a very complex area of public policy. In order that
Governments can manage it effectively, the bureaucratic and service structures which facilitate youth
justice must be adequately-resourced and infused with both significant expertise and a culture that
values evidence-based service provision. These structures must also be strongly integrated and
synergised with a multitude of DHHS program areas, considering the substantial overlap between youth
justice and Child Protection populations. We note the current Review of youth support, youth diversion
and youth justice services7 being led by Penny Armatage and Professor James Ogloff for DHHS, and
consider this a step in the right direction.
This review is examining six key areas to the end of creating an overarching policy framework for the
development of a contemporary youth justice program and accompanying service delivery model:
•

Legislative framework and underpinning principles of relevant services;

•

The assessment of risk, offending and needs;

•

Responding to risk, offending and needs;

•

The operating model for community justice supervision;

•

The operating model for youth justice custody;

•

Outcomes oriented practice.

We commend the review’s focus on these areas, and the intention of the reviewers to ensure that policy
decisions and service delivery frameworks are strongly based on robust scientific evidence (see Terms
of Reference at http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/about-the-department/plans,-programs-and-projects/projectsand-initiatives/children,-youth-and-family-services/youth-justice-review ). Such an approach is the most
effective strategy for ensuring that the interrelated youth justice and Child Protection systems can
maximise community safety through preventing youth (re)offending, whilst working to steer at-risk
young people onto a pro-social path. We strongly encourage this Inquiry to take the same approach. In
this spirit, we draw to the Inquiry’s attention some compelling evidence about services which are most
effective at preventing (re)offending. It is our contention that these proven programs should be
deployed widely within Victoria.
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Evidence-based approaches to reducing youth (re)offending risk
Research evidence indicates a number of preferred options for keeping young people out of youth
justice centres. These programs may operate as:
•

Preventative options – which target young people at risk of becoming offenders (i.e. who
present with multiple risk factors and have exhibited externalising/antisocial behaviour, but have
not yet come into substantive contact with police);

•

Diversionary options for young people who have come into contact with the judicial system, but
have not been ordered to serve a custodial sentence;

•

Recidivism prevention programs - applied for young people who are serving or have served a
custodial sentence, but with the aim of preventing re-offending, and so negating the need for
subsequent re-incarceration.

Numerous randomised controlled trials, systematic literature reviews and meta-analyses (statistical
methods for examining the effects of multiple studies) clearly show that programs which focus on
restorative methods, cognitive-behavioural skills training, and improving the family situation of young
people or providing them with a treatment-focused out-of-home care placement are the most effective
interventions for preventing youth offending and recidivism (see end notes for references to articles
outlining these many randomised controlled trials, systematic literature reviews and meta-analyses).8
These approaches are more effective because they target the problem of youth offending at its
foundation; by attempting to correct the specific facets of young people’s psychosocial development
which have undertaken a maladaptive course and thus potentiated the risk of antisocial behaviour.
Restorative justice programs
Restorative justice programs involve offenders being confronted by how their victims have been
affected by their actions, and being encouraged to take responsibility for these actions. Such
approaches are often effective because, at their core, they focus on correcting youth offenders’
cognitive distortions that their behaviour is not harmful to others, or that their victims were deserving of
what was perpetrated against them. That is, these programs focus on influencing young people to
empathise with the people they have hurt, and to recognise that their hurtful behaviour was a choice for
which they are responsible. This new understanding then influences future decision-making about
whether to engage such behaviour again.9
Anglicare Victoria is an experienced provider of such programs, including youth justice group
conferencing services which we provide in the Gippsland region. We have observed first-hand that this
approach can be very effective; delivering helpful outcomes to both victims and offenders.
Cognitive-behavioural skills training
Similarly, cognitive-behavioural skills training can work very well at preventing offending because it
involves helping professionals (counsellors, psychologists, social workers, etc.) assisting young people
develop insight into how distorted patterns of thinking have led to their specific problem-behaviours, and
helping them acquire meta-cognitive skills to recognise and alter these maladaptive patterns of thinking.
Moreover, skilled helping professionals have the opportunity to tailor their approach towards the unique
profiles of young people in light of their individual learning-styles, motivations, abilities and strengths.10
5
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This type of intervention has been found to reduce antisocial behaviour even in young people who
exhibit ‘callous-unemotional traits’; a psychological profile associated with functional and structural brain
abnormalities related to impaired affective and empathic processing, and related self-regulation. Left
untreated, such young people are otherwise at substantial risk of persistent antisocial behaviour.11
Family-based service models which reduce offending
In addition to research demonstrating the effectiveness of restorative justice and skills training
programs, there is evidence – cited within several meta-analyses and reviews – that family-based
interventions and treatment foster care are both effective and important services for reducing youth
offending.12 Fundamentally, both of these interventions focus on ensuring that young people live in
home environments where the parenting/care they receive can work toward correcting those facets of
maladaptive psychosocial development that underpin offending-risk (as well as other potential
problems, like diminished employability), and promoting more beneficial psychosocial development.
Family-based interventions – especially those that apply a multisystemic therapy or functional family
therapy type approach with young people and their families – are demonstrably effective at reducing
youth offending risk through assessing and improving the following aspects of family dynamics:
•

Family communication;

•

Negotiation, problem-solving and conflict-resolution (without aggression and other dysfunctional
strategies);

•

Young people understanding and abiding by clear rules regarding their privileges and
responsibilities;

•

Parents understanding young people’s developmental stage and needs – including what is
normal adolescent behaviour and what is concerning;

•

The family rediscovering and more frequently practising their capacity to enjoy fun and
meaningful times together.13

In addition to these areas of focus, effective family-based interventions aim to understand and draw on
family strengths which can be recruited to improve young people’s healthy psychosocial development
(e.g. the family might have a strong sense of connection to some facets of cultural identity; perhaps
regularly practising particular cultural rituals/norms. This would enable the opportunity to explore and
celebrate other facets of cultural identity which encourage respectful family relationships and pro-social
behaviour). Furthermore, helping professionals who are providing family-based interventions seek to
help young people generalise any gains they make in their ability to relate respectfully to family
members to their interpersonal approach more broadly, as exercised in other social contexts. At the
same time, helping professionals may seek to work in tandem with other services tasked with assisting
the young person to pursue positive change in other domains (e.g. through job training, school reengagement, etc.).14
Anglicare Victoria has provided functional family therapy services and can attest to the effectiveness of
these programs. Additionally, our many other family-focused services take a multisystemic and
strengths-based approach to assisting vulnerable families.
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It is important to note, however, that not all young people can safely remain in the care of their families.
Issues such as family violence and significant parental mental health and/or substance problems can
preclude this from being an appropriate option. For such young people, then, it is crucial that they
receive an out-of-home care placements which functions to correct maladaptive psychosocial
development and promote healthy personal and pro-social development. Various approaches to this
have been tried and evaluated, and treatment foster care has been empirically demonstrated as one of
the more effective care approaches for reducing offending risk.
Treatment foster care involves the provision of a home-based-care placement by foster carers who are
specially trained to meet the care needs of at-risk youths – particularly in respect of their needs around
improving self-regulatory and effortful-control capacities to the end of greater pro-social and less
antisocial behaviour. This is accomplished through treatment foster carers providing a highly structured
care environment in which rules and expectations are clearly communicated, and the incentivising and
dis-incentivising responses that carers give to desirable and undesirable behaviour, respectively, are
consistently practiced. Treatment foster carers are provided with intensive support and supervision by
program staff, and the service also works intensively with young people’s schools (and other important
services/structures in their lives) to ensure that response to desirable and undesirable behaviour is
consistent across these domains, that young people receive important skills training, and that the
opportunities for young people to associate with delinquent peers are reduced (or, preferably,
eliminated).15
Evidentiary support for the effectiveness of treatment foster care is highly compelling. For example, a
meta-analysis of seven studies showed that treatment foster care was estimated to prevent nearly half
of delinquent or criminal acts over 1-3 years, and is clearly superior in this respect to conventional
group care.16
In recognition of this research, Anglicare Victoria - in partnership with OzChild - has embarked on the
first Australian pilot of a particularly effective version of treatment foster care – Treatment Foster Care
Oregon (TFCO). TFCO, which is a licensed program, was developed in the early 1980s in the United
States of America as an alternative to institutional, residential, and group care placements for boys with
severe and chronic criminal behaviour. Subsequently, the TFCO model has been adapted for and
tested with children and adolescents with severe emotional and behavioural disorders, girls referred
from juvenile justice for severe delinquency, and with youth in regular state-supported foster care.
Currently, TFCO serves juvenile justice as well as welfare and mental health populations in many
locations around the world.
TFCO is a powerful intervention which consistently delivers excellent results. Positive outcomes for
young people which arise from the program include fewer behavioural problems/improved behaviour,
fewer criminal referrals, fewer self-reported delinquent acts, less violent and serious crimes, more days
spent living with their families, fewer days in locked settings, less observed delinquency and fewer
associations with delinquent peers. These outcomes have been demonstrated in numerous randomised
controlled trials and research reviews.17
Other specific outcomes reported in the literature include less tobacco and marijuana use at 18 months
post-program, less use of other drugs use at 12 and 18 months post-program, an almost halving of
violent offence referrals two years after enrolment, less absconding (on average, young people ran
away three times less often), and the odds of young women becoming pregnant in care were only 40%
of those for controls (at 24 months post-baseline).18
In implementing TFCO in Victoria, Anglicare Victoria intends to provide an Australia-specific evidence
basis for the model’s efficacy for reducing offending, as well as producing other beneficial outcomes for
7
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at-risk youths and the community. Our implementation of the model will practise a high level of program
fidelity (which has been shown to improve effectiveness19). Accordingly, the TFCO pilot will involve
young people being provided with 6-9 month TFCO placements. At the same time, program staff will
work to improve the suitability of the young people’s birth families for resuming care of them (by
addressing any issues of concern, such as parental capacity, mental health issues, etc.) or - where it is
not possible or realistic to help birth families make such changes – work towards transitioning young
people to a conventional foster/kinship care placement. Upon returning to the family home or other
appropriate care arrangement, young people can then continue consolidating psychosocial gains they
have achieved via TFCO.
Modelling which Anglicare Victoria has undertaken (which can be provided upon request) indicates that
each TFCO placement will be 40% less costly to the state than a residential care placement. Moreover,
and economic modelling undertaken by KPMG for the Department of Health and Human Services
indicates that TFCO is estimated to provide the Victorian Government with a return on investment of
$2.99 for every dollar spent.
Providing the option of extending the leaving care age to 21 years
At present, the Victorian out-of-home care system – which shares so many clients with youth justice –
exits young people from placements when they turn 18 years old. This is a significant contributor to
(re)offending risk for these young people – many of whom have underdeveloped self-care and life skills,
due to the impact which previous experiences of neglect, abuse and trauma have had on their
development.
When such young people are left to fend for themselves in an environment where securing housing and
substantive employment is much more difficult than it once was, those who cannot cope are at greatly
increased risk of turning to maladaptive and antisocial behaviours; right during the very stage of their
life course where offending risk peaks on the age-crime curve.20
Many will seek offending lifestyles as they are not ready for independent living and find themselves
homeless and destitute. Australian research has found that within the first twelve months of leaving
state care, 50% of care leavers will be either homeless, in prison, a new parent, or chronically
unemployed.21
Accordingly, and as international research has shown, allowing young people to remain in care until
they are 21 years old can substantially reduce their risk of offending. Specifically, it has been
demonstrated that extended care:
•

Decreases the odds of arrest for young women and - in combination with enrolment in education
– decreases the odds of arrest for young men during the period of placement.22

•

Decreases the odds of young people engaging in violent crime, drug-related crime and any form
of self-reported criminal behaviour during the period of placement;23

•

Decreases the odds of young people being convicted for a crime during the period of
placement;24

•

Decreases the odds of arrest following exit from placement – provided that care was extended
for at least two years.25
8
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In recognition of this, Anglicare Victoria is calling on the State Government to introduce the reform of
allowing a child in out-of-home care to remain in a placemen to 21 years. Anglicare Victoria, with the
assistance of Deloitte Access Economics, has produced modelling (detailing projected savings to
Government) and proposals regarding this issue – see https://www.anglicarevic.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2016/12/Raising-Our-Children Guiding-Young-Victorians-in-Care-into-Adulthood.pdf .
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Recommendations
The Victorian youth justice system needs to be responsive, evidence-based in its approach, steered by
policy advisors with significant expertise, and helpfully integrated with a multitude of DHHS program
areas that work with young people at risk of offending and their families. We encourage the
Government to make smart and strategic investments in services and initiatives that will make a
difference in reducing youth (re)offending, and related pressures on remand centres. Specifically, we
make the following recommendations to the Victorian Government:
1. In order to reduce the number of remanded young people awaiting their court case, the
Government should deploy more judicial and bail resources; ensuring that there are viable
alternatives to remand such as supervised and intensive supervised bail models.
2. The Government should ensure that the Children’s and other Courts which deal with youth
offenders have the ability to ensure young people are moved through the court system as
quickly as possible, and that an appropriate best interest timescale is set for young people
awaiting their cases on remand.
3. The Government should trial proven, internationally evidence-based programs for reducing
offending such as multisystemic therapy, functional family therapy and Treatment Foster Care
Oregon. These should be targeted towards:
a. At-risk populations (particularly young people known to Child Protection), in order to
prevent commencement of offending, and;
b. Youths who have already offended, in order to prevent recidivism - whether the
programs are used as diversionary options or used in conjunction with, or subsequent to,
a custodial sentence.
4. The Government should maintain the dual track sentencing system, in light of compelling
research evidence that custodial sentences need to provide environments that meet the
developmental needs of young offenders who are legal adults, but adolescents nonetheless.
5. Given the high number of young offenders who have Child Protection backgrounds, and noting
compelling international evidence highlighting the substantial advantages of allowing a young
person to leave care later, the Government should implement the option to allow a young
person to remain in the out-of-home care system to 21 years, if appropriate.
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