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Overview 
• Background to ‘Uncouth Youth?’

• Aims of the project

• Methodology & Analysis

• Results – a profile of young offenders in Western Australia

• Discussion
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Presentation Notes
Today I will provide you with an overview of our Uncouth Youth project, identifying its underlying purpose and what we found. Lastly I will discuss the implications of our findings for researchers and justice practitioners.



Background
• The Perth Children’s Court deals with thousands of 

criminal offences 
– 2005/06 there were 4741 cases 
– 2006/07 there were 5253 cases 
– In 2009, from 1st January to 31st March, there were 2256 cases
(cases included hearings for care and protection orders)

• Court Reports contain essential information on factors 
surrounding juvenile offenders.  However, once individual 
reports are utilised by the sentencing Judge, they are 
archived and collectively their information is not collated or 
analysed.  
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The Perth Children’s Court deals with thousands of criminal offences committed by Young People each year.  Pre-sentence Court Reports prepared by Juvenile Justice Officers contain essential information on the environmental, social and psychological factors surrounding juvenile offenders.  
However, once individual reports are utilised by the sentencing Judge, they are archived and collectively their information is not collated or analysed.  This is a lost opportunity for building a comprehensive understanding of the profile of young offenders and what may be contributing to or impacting on their criminal or antisocial behaviour.

We were approached by a magistrate from the children’s court who asked if there was any research we could do examining the factors in a child’s life that results in them appearing in court. He appreciated the information existed, (Interstate and international research indicates that many young offenders have poor environmental living conditions and an increased exposure to negative risk factors conducive to offending or antisocial behaviour) but there was a gap in the WA literature. Magistrate Vose believed extraction of information from court reports  in a publishable form would provide valuable information regarding risk factors associated with antisocial behaviour for young people in WA and provide empirical evidence to implement additional support services.




Source: Auditor General for Western Australia 
(2008), p. 12
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This flow chart depicts pathways through the justice system for young people which vary depending on whether police direct them towards or away from court. 

The young people in our study were those who ended up in court, and therefore the more serious end of offending young people.



Background

– The Young Offenders Act 1994 (WA)

– School Education Act 1999 (WA)  Compulsory school age
• 2005 –15 years
• 2006-07 –16 years / approved further education/employment
• 2008-13 –17 years /  approved further education/employment
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Another important background factors was that over the last two decades there have been several key pieces of legislation enacted which are predicted to have influenced the number and socio-demographic profile of young people in the children’s court.  This legislation included:
The 1994 young offenders act grew out of trials which were held in NSW, which were in turn, based on Maori models of family group conferencing and other youth diversionary programs.

And amendments to the School education Act 1999, whereby Compulsory school age changed from 2005 
2005 – the end of the year the child reached the age of 15 years
2006-2007 – the end of the year the child reached the age of 16 years
2008-2013 – the end of the year the child reached the age of 17 years�      OR       - undertake an approved VET /university course or be employed
(The cannabis control act 2003 does not apply to juveniles. Currently the Cannabis Law Reform Bill 2009 before parliament but has not overridden the 2003 act)



Aims

• Profile of young offenders in Western Australia

• Identify and understanding risk factors

• Identify trends between 1994 and 2009
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So the aims of our research were 
to  enable a picture of young offenders to emerge and identify the demographic and criminological profile of juvenile offenders in Western Australia. This included the child’s: personal living conditions, education levels, substance use, health, and overall situation as described by their Youth Justice Officer.

To facilitate a greater knowledge and understanding of the risk factors associated with youth offending and assist in the development of prevention and early intervention policies and strategies

To determine whether there have been changes in youth offending across four 5-year intervals:  1994, 1999, 2004, 2009




Methodology
• Random selection of 200 Court Reports from Perth 

Children’s Court from four 5-year periods: 1994, 1999, 
2004, and 2009

• From the court reports, a de-identified, aggregated 
dataset was compiled

• No reports were permitted to leave the room at the 
Children’s Court.
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In order to do this, we needed to examine court reports as they provide an in-depth content analysis of a child’s personal living conditions, education levels, substance use, health, and an analysis of a young person’s situation as described by their Juvenile Justice Officer. 

From the court reports, a de-identified, aggregated dataset was compiled, excluding the young persons names, addresses and other identifying information

In order to compile this dataset, our research assistants sat in a storeroom/office of the Children’s court, pulling reports out of dusty boxes as no reports were permitted to leave the room.



Analysis

• Mixed-method approach
– Content analysis 
– Parametric testing (ANOVA)
– Non-Parametric testing (Chi Square)

• Limitations
– Restricted to what was recorded on the court report
– Some problems with missing data
– Assumed that if data was not recorded, it was not present / not 

an issue for that young person (e.g. substance use)
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The research utilised a mixed method approach with qualitative and quantitative data being pulled from the reports.  

We had some problems with missing data – sections in the court reports that were incomplete particularly in earlier cohorts. As time progressed, court reports became much more sophisticated. We also made an assumption that if data was not recorded, it was likely not to have been pertinent in the child’s life. So for example in there was no record of substance use, it was assumed that substance use was not an issue in that young person’s life.



Results
1994 1999 2004 2009

Male (68%) Male (70%) Male (80%) Male (78%)

16.8 years 
(med = 17 yrs)

16.1 years
(med = 16 years)

16.1 years
(med = 16 years)

15.3 years
(med = 15 years)

Non-Indigenous 
(52%)

Non-Indigenous 
(66%)

Indigenous status not 
determined (64%)

Indigenous (54%)

Had legal 
representation 

(60%) 

Had legal 
representation 

(92%)

Had legal 
representation

(98%)

Had legal 
representation

(98%)

Resides with 
mother (42%) / 
does not reside 

with either parent 
(34%)

Does not reside with 
either parent (44%) / 
Resides with mother

(30%)

Does not reside with 
either parent (34%) /
Resides with mother 

(30%)

Resides with mother 
(32%)/ Resides with 
both parents (30%)

Has siblings (93%) Has siblings (91%) Has siblings  (100%) Has siblings (98%)

Obtained year 9
(med = yr 10)

Obtained year 9
(med = yr 9)

Obtained year 9
(med = yr 9)

Obtained year 8
(med = yr 9)
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So our analyses allowed a profile of young offenders to emerge across the four 5-year intervals.  Stars indicate significance across cohorts which I will explore in greater detail shortly.
The majority of YP across all cohorts were male.
The average age ranged from 15.1 years in 1999 and 2004, to 15.3 years in 2009.
In 1994 and 1999 most YP were non-indigenous, whereas in 2009 the majority were Indigenous. A lack of data in 2004 meant indigenous status could not be determined.
The majority of YP had legal representation although YP in the last 3 cohorts were significantly more likely to be represented than in 1994.
In 1994, YP were most likely to reside with their mother, or not reside with either parent. In 1999 they were most likely to not reside with either parent, or reside with their mother. In 2004 the pattern mimicked 1999, and in 2009 YP were more likely to reside with their mother or both parents.
An overwhelming majority of YP had siblings and had a good relationship with their siblings
The average year level obtained was year 9 for all cohorts except 2009; and there was no significant presence of expulsion from school
School expulsion  - 1994 n=2; 1999 n=3; 2004 n=5; 2009 n=3




Results
Age 

Jonckheere’s test revealed a significant trend in the data: as cohort year 
increased, the median age decreased (J=4441, z= -7.15, r = -.51).
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Now if we look at the significant factors from the previous table:
Because age was not normally distributed across the cohorts, I couldn’t run a one-way ANOVA, so had to instead run a Kruskall-Wallis equivalent. The test was significant H(3) = 52.887, p < .05  and so this was followed up by Mann-Whitney tests with a Bonferroni correction. Because of this, all effects are reported at a .0125 level of significance 
 Significant difference of age were found between: 
1994 and 1999 (U=682.5, r= -.46), 
1994 and 2009 (U = 358.5, r = -.67).
 2004 and 2009 (U=770.5, r = -.34), 
 Jonckheere’s test revealed a significant trend in the data: as cohort year increased, the median age decreased (J=4441, z= -7.15, r = -.51). So we know that across the 4 cohorts, young people in the children’s court were appearing at significantly younger ages




Results
Indigenous Status

Indigenous status was significant across cohorts:  (χ2(1) = 14.67, p = .000; 
Phi=.587) . Young people were 7.15 times more likely to be Indigenous in 
2009 than those in 1999.
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Chi Square analyses also revealed a significant association between cohort and indigenous status (2(1) = 14.67, p = .000; Phi=.587) with an odds ratio suggesting the young people in the court were 7.15 times more likely to be Indigenous in 2009 than those in 1999.




Results
1994 1999 2004 2009

Current substance user
(56%)

Current substance 
user (74%)

Current substance 
user (82%)

Current substance 
user (76%)

May/may not have prior
convictions (50%)
(x = 7; med = 5)

May not have prior 
convictions (60%) 
(x = 6; med = 3)

May not have prior 
convictions (58%) 
(x = 5; med = 3 )

Has prior convictions 
(70%)

(x = 9; med = 5)

Most likely prior 
convicted for 

burglary (48%)

Most likely prior 
convicted for 

burglary (30%)

Most likely prior 
convicted for 

burglary (48%)

Most likely prior 
convicted for 

burglary (54%)

Most likely currently 
convicted for theft

(36%)

Most likely currently 
convicted for theft

(40%)

Most likely currently 
convicted for burglary 

(42%)

Most likely currently 
convicted for burglary

(54%)

No prior supervision 
order (56%)

No prior supervision 
order (74%)

No prior supervision 
order (62%)

No prior supervision 
order (42%)

If had SO, most likely to 
have complied with 
requirements (59%)

If had SO, most likely 
to have complied 
with requirements 

(73%)

If had SO, most likely 
to have complied with 

requirements (61%)

If had SO, most likely 
to have not complied

with requirements 
(59%)
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Expanding on this profile of young offenders, we can see that the majority of young people across each cohort currently used drugs or alcohol
The presence of prior convictions fluctuated across cohort (will explore this in a minute)
The majority of all young people who had prior convictions were most likely convicted of burglary
In 1994 and 1999, current offence was most likely to be theft (burg 32% and 28%), whereas in 2004 and 2009 it was burglary (theft 20% and 34%)
The presence of a prior supervision order fluctuated across cohorts; and the majority of those who had a prior supervision order complied with the order, except the 2009 cohort – although this was not significant.
(1994 - 22 had SO; 1999 – 11 had SO; 2004 – 18 had SO; 2009 – 29 had SO)



Results
Current substance Use

• Substance use was significant across cohorts 
(χ2(3) = 9.33, p = .025; Phi = .216)

• 1994 and 2004 (χ2(1) = 7.90, p = .005; Phi = .281)
• 1994 and 2009 (χ2(1) = 4.46, p = .035; Phi = .211)
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So again exploring those factors that were significant:

Regarding substance use – both drugs and alcohol, young people in 2004 and 2009 were significantly more likely to have a current substance use problem than in 1994

1994 and 1999 (p=.059 not significant)

If we then look at substance type; both past & present: (PTO)



Results
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Across all cohorts, alcohol was the substance mainly reported,  followed by cannabis -- with the exception on 2004 where cannabis was the highest.

In 1994 the third highest substance abused was inhalants, where as in 1999 it was heroin, and in 2004 and 2009 it was amphetamines.
		
What is interesting, is that the 2005 Australian Secondary School Students Alcohol and Drug Survey estimated that annual cannabis use amongst 12 to 17 year olds has steadily declined from 36.2% in 1996 to 19% in 2005. Obviously these young people are well above the average of their peers.



Results
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If we compare drug and alcohol use,
In 1994, total substance use was 64%, with 18% who had only consumed alcohol
In 1999 total substance use was 86% (12% alcohol only)
In 2004, 94%  has consumed substance (12% alcohol only)
In 2009, 92% has consumed substances (34% alcohol only)

What this shows is the large increase in alcohol consumption by young people in 2009




Results
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Family drug or alcohol abuse present

1994
(n=7) 7 YP

1999
(n=4) 3 YP

2004
(n=9) 7 YP

2009
(n=20) 16 YP

Family 
member Father (85.7%) Mother (75%)

Mother (44.5%) / 
Father (33.3%)

Mother (40%)

Step parent 
(25%)

Substance 
type

Alcohol (86.7%)

Cannabis (100%)
Cannabis (100%) Alcohol (55.5%) Alcohol (45%)
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Looking beyond the YPs substance use, there was a significant association between family substance use and cohort 2(3) = 13.17, p = .004; Phi = .257).  

Young people in 2009 were 2.89 and 7.36 times more likely to have a family member with a D/A problem than in 1994 and 1999. 

The table shows a breakdown of the family member concerned, and the substance type: (note that the percentages correspond to the number of parents, not the number of young people. Eg. one young person who had both parents use drugs/alcohol would be counted as 2)

So in 1994, the father was most likely to have a substance problem, with the substance being alcohol and cannabis.
In 1999 it was the mother, with cannabis the substance of choice
In 2004 it was also the mother, followed closely by the father, with alcohol the drug of choice
In 2009 it was the mother followed next by the step parent (gender unspecified) with alcohol also being the drug of choice.
Again – alcohol is sneaking forwards as an issue in the lives of these young people.




Results

Prior Convictions

• The presence of prior 
convictions was significant 
across cohorts 
(χ2(3) = 11.99, p = .007; 
Phi = .319)

• 1994 and 2009 (p=.041, Phi=.204)
• 1999 and 2009 (p=.003, Phi=.302)
• 2004 and 2009 (p=.005, Phi=.282)

1994 1999 2004 2009
May/may not have

prior convictions (50%)
(x = 7; med = 5)

Do not have prior 
convictions (60%) 
(x = 6; med = 3)

Do not have prior 
convictions (58%) 
(x = 5; med = 3 )

Has prior convictions 
(70%)

(x = 9; med = 5)
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Moving on the previous convictions,
In 2009, YP were 2.33 times, 3.53 times and 3.17 times more likely to have prior convictions than in 1994, 1999 and 2004 respectively




Results
Prior Supervision Order
• Presence of a prior supervision order was significant across cohorts 

(χ2(3) = 10.94, p = .012; Phi = .234) 
• Specific significance was between: 

– 1999 and 2009 (χ2(1) = 10.51, p = .001; Phi = 324)  
– 2004 and 2009 (χ2(1) = 4.01, p = .045; Phi= .20). 
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Supporting this, was that in 2009, young people were 3.93 and 2.25 times more likely to have been on a previous supervision order than in 1999 or 2004



Results 

χ2(1) = 27.89, p = .000; Phi=.373
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Also of interest was the presence of parental incarceration which was not present in YP’s court reports until 2004. Chi Square analyses revealed a significant association between 2004 and 2009(2(1) = 27.89, p = .000) (Phi=.373) 

It is unclear whether this is a recent trend, or if it was simply not reported in the court reports for 1994 and 1999.




Results
Grief & Cohort:
(χ2(1) = 15.56, p = .001; 
Phi=.279) 

Additional chi square tests 
determined a significant 
association between: 
•1994 and 2009 (χ2(1) = 
4.76, p = .029; Phi=.218)

•1999 and 2009 (χ2(1) = 
10.70, p = .001; Phi=-.327)

•2004 and 2009 (χ2(1) = 
6.35, p = .012; Phi=.-.252). 0%
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Our final significant factor to be reported today includes the presence of grief in the YPs life which appears to be a result of the death of someone significant in the YPs life (9xparent, 3xsibling, 1xchild, 5xG-Parent, 2xfriend or 2xother)
1994 – 8%
1999 – 5%
2004 – 6%
2009 – 24%
The odds ratio indicated grief issues were 3.63, 15.75 and 4.92 times more likely to be present in court reports in 2009 than in 1994, 1999 or 2004.





Results
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No significant trend of child abuse across cohorts, and domestic violence could not be analysed from 1994 because there were no reported cases until 2004. 
– (Abuse) 1994 n=6; 1999 n=9; 2004 n=6; 2009 n=10 
- (DV) 2004 n= 9, 2009 n=10


Although 



Results
• No significant mental health problems
• General willingness to engage with the recommended intervention
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Mental health – ADD/ADHD :  1994- 0   1999- 3    2004- 4    2009- 5

And there was a general willingness to engage with the recommended intervention such as drug rehabilitation and counselling.



Results
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If we look at trends in sentencing over time;
In 1994, probation orders followed by community based orders were most common
In 1999, community based orders largely dominated all sentences
In 2004, intensive youth supervision orders with detention were most common, followed by community based orders
In 2009, community based orders yet again prevailed, followed by intensive youth supervision orders without detention, and conditional release orders.



Summary / Conclusion
• Between 1994 and 2009 there has been a significant decrease in the 

age of young people coming through Perth Children’s Court

• YP were also significantly more likely to:
– Be Indigenous in 2009 than previous cohort years
– Have legal representation in all cohorts compared to 1994
– Currently use substances including alcohol in later compared to earlier 

cohorts
– Have prior convictions in 2009 compared to earlier cohorts
– Have a previous supervision order in 2009 compared to earlier cohorts
– Have an incarcerated parent in 2009 compared to 2004
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