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Abstract 

More than 25 years after Australia received the recommendations handed down by the Royal 

Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC) Australia’s Indigenous people 

are still being incarcerated at disproportionate rates compared to their non-Indigenous 

counterparts, regardless of the attempts made by government to reduce the over-

representation of Indigenous people in Australia’s prisons. Scholars have studied prisoner 

reentry for many years, during which time several risk and protective factors of 

reincarceration have been identified. However, limited research has examined beyond the 

question of whether Indigenous people are more likely to return to prison compared to non-

Indigenous people. While we know Indigenous people are over-represented at the back-end 

of the criminal justice system, as more Indigenous people return to prison, and return faster 

than non-Indigenous people, we have little empirical understanding as to why –Why are 

Australia’s Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people more at risk of 

reincarceration? The present thesis seeks to unpack this question and develop a better 

understanding of why Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration post-release than 

non-Indigenous people. In total, three studies using a combination of descriptive, Cox 

proportional hazard regressions, logistic regressions, chi-square and t-test analyses were 

conducted with 1238 Queensland Indigenous (n = 303) and non-Indigenous (n = 935) people. 

The first study (Chapter 3) expands our understanding by: (a) examining group 

differences in characteristics within and between reincarcerated and successfully reintegrated 

people post-release for both groups; (b) identifying whether Indigenous compared to non-

Indigenous people are more likely to be reincarcerated post-release; and (c) identifying 

whether any difference in risk of reincarceration can be partially explained by Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous peoples’ social experiences prior-to-prison, and/or their prison-life 

experiences. Results suggests that while there are group differences in characteristics between 
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Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, prison-life experiences can explain little to none of 

the difference in risk of reincarceration that exists between the two groups. Instead, evidence 

indicates the difference in risk of reincarceration can largely be explained by Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous peoples’ static risk factors—those that occurred before incarceration (i.e. 

demographic, prior criminal history, and social experiences prior-to-incarceration). However, 

considering risk factors can potentially affect other risk factors, it is possible that by using a 

single statistical model that controls for Indigenous status any interactive effects with 

Indigenous status may have been masked.  

Study two (Chapter 4) expands on current empirical evidence in four ways. First, 

study two examines whether racial specific and racial neutral risk factors of reincarceration 

are present for Indigenous and/or non-Indigenous people.  Results found evidence of racial 

specific risk factors of reincarceration being present for both groups. With evidence 

suggesting prisoner visitation is a racial specific protective factor against reincarceration for 

non-Indigenous people only. Study two further explored the visitation-reincarceration 

relationship to identify (a) if group differences in who gets visited exist; (b) whether there 

were differences in time to reincarceration for visited prisoners compared to non-visited 

prisoners; and (c) whether differences in visitation could be explained by social demographic 

circumstances prior-to-prison, criminal history, and travel distance for Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people. Evidence showed differences between groups in the amount people w ere 

visited, time to reincarceration for visited and non-visited prisoners, and in the likelihood of 

who got visited.   

Study three (Chapter 5) further develops our understanding of why Indigenous 

compared to non-Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration in three ways: (a) by 

examining whether risk of reincarceration for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people differ 

by residential location (i.e. city/urban vs rural/remote); (b) identifying how community 
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disadvantage, remoteness, and accessing services post-release effects Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration; and (c) by exploring what support services are 

accessed post-release and by who.  Results indicated that residential location does not affect 

risk of reincarceration for either group and no relationship was identified between community 

disadvantage and reincarceration for non-Indigenous people. However, results showed 

community disadvantage to be a protective factor against reincarceration for Indigenous 

people. Finally, evidence also indicated there are group differences in who accessed services 

post-release.  

Collectively, the three studies presented in this thesis make a significant contribution 

to existing empirical knowledge of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of 

reincarceration. Each study builds on the previous, adding a new piece of the puzzle to what 

is a complex and multifaceted problem. Overall, the evidence presented in this thesis further 

demonstrates why it is important for re-entry programs to not only be individually tailored, 

but also tailored to one’s local environment and culture. The dissertation concludes with a 

discussion and synthesis of the overall research findings, limitations, and suggestions for 

future reentry research with Indigenous people in Chapter 6.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION – THE PROBLEM OF PRISONER RE- 

ENTRY 
 

1.1 Introduction 

 

Indigenous people across post-colonial societies are over-represented in prisons. Despite the 

introduction of diversionary measures, targeted interventions, specialised Indigenous courts 

and changes in legislation, this over-representation continues (ABS 2018; Statistics Canada 

2018; NZStats, 2017; United States Sentencing Commission 2013). While Indigenous prison 

populations have increased by 8% in New Zealand between 1999 to 2014, to 392% in 

Australia since 1991 (ABS 2018; NZStats, 2017), the number of Indigenous people released 

from prison has also increased. One possible explanation for this increase is that Indigenous 

people are more likely than non-Indigenous people to be reincarcerated after release from 

prison (see Alaska Judicial Council 2007; Broadhurst et al 1988; Giles & Whale 2016; 

Weatherburn, Snowball & Hunter 2006; Willis & Moore 2008). Despite extensive literature 

examining prisoner re-entry, comparatively few studies have examined reincarceration 

among Indigenous people. Therefore, it remains unclear why Indigenous people are more 

likely than non-Indigenous people in post-colonial societies to be reincarcerated. 

Unfortunately, what is known about Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration is piecemeal 

at best. Therefore, the research that is presented in this thesis will consists of three major 

studies that examines a total of 14 research questions (see below) which focus on unpacking 

and developing a better understanding of why Indigenous compared to non-Indigenous 

people are more at risk of reincarceration, and whether there are differences in the risk and 

protective factors of reincarceration for both groups.  

Study 1: Australia’s Prison Population—Who are they and is understanding prison-life and 

social experiences important for Indigenous peoples’ re-entry outcomes.  
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Study 2: Indigeneity & Reincarceration—Are there ‘racial specific’ and ‘racial neutral’ risk 

factors? 

 

 

 

RQ1.

• Is Australia’s prison population homogenous when examining Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples’ health, social, and criminal justice characteristics?

RQ2.

• Are Australia’s Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people more likely to 
be reincarcerated post-release from prison?

RQ3.

• To what extent can Australia’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ social 
experiences prior to prison, and their prison-life experiences explain any differences 
in their risk of reincarceration?

RQ1.

• Are there 'racial specific' risk factors for Indigenous and/or non-Indigenous people 
when examining the effect of demographics, criminal history, social experiences prior 
to prison, and prison-life experiences on risk of reincarceration? If so, what are they?

RQ2.

• Are there 'racial neutral' risk factors for Indigenous and/or non-Indigenous people 
when examining the effect of demographics, criminal history, social experiences prior 
to prison, and prison-life experiences on risk of reincarceration? If so, what are they?

RQ3. 

• Is there a difference in who gets visited in prison between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous prisoners?

RQ4. 

• Is there a difference in time to reincarceration for visited and non-visited prisoners? If 
so, does this differ by Indigenous status?

RQ5.

• What are the predictors of who gets visited in prison, and do they differ by Indigenous 
status?
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Study 3: Country Living—Risk or Protective Factor for Indigenous & Non-Indigenous 

Peoples’ Risk of Reincarceration?  

 

Each reincarceration produces a multitude of potential consequences that have far 

greater impacts than the economic cost to taxpayers. Potential consequences of 

reincarceration apply not just to the ex-prisoner who is reincarcerated, but also to their family 

and the wider community in general. These consequences include, but are not limited to: (a) a 

decrease in community cohesion; (b) limited employment opportunities and economic well-

RQ1.

• Does risk of reincarceration by geographical location (i.e.; urban vs 
rural/remote) differ by Indigenous status?

RQ2

• When controlling for demographics and criminal history, does community 
disadvanatge reduce or increase Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples' risk 
of reincarceration?

RQ3.

• When controlling for demographics and criminal history, does remoteness 
(i.e. geographical location reduce or increase Indigenous and non-Indigneous 
peoples' risk of reincarceration?

RQ4. 

• Does accessing support services post-release reduce Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples' risk of reincarceration after controlling for 
demographics, prior criminal history, and ecological factors? 

RQ5.

• What type of support services are accessed by people in urban and 
rural/remote communities post-prison, and do they differ by Indigenous 
status?

RQ.6

• What are the predictors for who accesses support services post-release, and 
do these differ by Indigenous status?
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being; (c) a reduction or limitation in civic participation; (d) destabilisation of the family unit; 

(e) negatively influencing offenders’ children’s development; (f) an increase in mental and 

physical health implications; (g) an increased risk of homelessness; and (h) an increased risk 

of domestic violence (see Bowman & Travis, 2012; Duwe & Clark, 2011; Hagan & 

Dinovitzer, 2000; Huebner & Berg, 2011; La Vigne & Parthasarthy, 2005; O’Brien & Bates, 

2005; Petersillia, 2000, 2003, 2005)  

The risk of reincarceration and its potential consequences, is not evenly distributed 

across all individuals released from prison. Certain groups of people are more likely to 

experience reincarceration than others, particularly Indigenous people (Ryan, Ackerman, 

Ready, Bond, & Kinner, 2018). The successful re-entry of a prisoner back to the community 

is one of the most essential components of any effective criminal justice system. However, 

the re-entry needs of particular groups of people (i.e. Indigenous people) are for the most part 

largely neglected due to a lack of knowledge and understanding of their experiences prior-to, 

during, and post prison, especially in Australia, and especially with Indigenous people. With 

the Indigenous prison population increasing exponentially faster than the prison population of 

non-Indigenous people, and the fact that more Indigenous people return to prison than non-

Indigenous people (Ryan et al.,2018), it is critical that research is conducted to understand 

why.  

1.2 Prisoner Re-entry in Australia and the Importance of Australian Based Research 

 

With an imprisonment rate of 2,505 per 100,000 Indigenous people aged 18 and over, 

compared to an imprisonment rate of 222 per 100,000 non-Indigenous people aged 18 and 

over (ABS, 2018), Indigenous people are 11.5 times more likely to be incarcerated than non-

Indigenous people in Australia (ABS, 2018). Accounting for a little over 2% of Australia’s 

total national population, Australia’s Indigenous people account for 28% of the national 
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prison population (ABS, 2018). As such, Australia’s Indigenous people are drastically over-

represented in the Australian prison system.  

In 1991 the findings from the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 

(RCIADIC) suggested that the over-representation of Australia’s Indigenous people in prison 

was a direct result of severe disadvantage being experienced by Indigenous people due to the 

effects of colonisation.  

 “It was the dispossession and removal of Aboriginal people from their land 

which has had the most profound impact on Aboriginal society and continues to 

determine the economic and cultural wellbeing of Aboriginal people to such a 

significant degree as to directly relate to the rate of arrest and detention of Aboriginal 

people” (Johnston, E (Commissioner), RICADIC, 1991: para 19.1.1).       

With the on-going effects of dispossession of land, culture, and being the targets of racialised 

political legislation for more than 200 years (i.e. the forcible removal of children – or the 

‘stolen generation’), Indigenous people in Australia experience a level of disadvantage above 

and beyond that which is experienced by non-Indigenous people, even when both have the 

same level of socio-economic status (Johnston, 1991; Cunneen, 2001, 2006). Thus, this 

accumulation of extreme disadvantage and dislocation has adverse impacts that can partially 

explain why Indigenous people are over-represented in the prison system.  

However, opinions on ‘why’ Indigenous people are over-represented in Australia’s 

prison system is somewhat polarised. Alternatively other scholars argue that the over-

representation of Australia’s Indigenous people in the prison system can be explained more 

parsimoniously by examining the differences in traditional criminogenic risk factors that are 

found to be more prevalent among Indigenous people (Blagg, 2008; Bursill, 1999; Jones, 

Masters, Griffiths, & Moulday, 2002; Stubbs, 2011; Weatherburn, Fitzgerald, & Hua, 2003). 
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Traditional criminogenic risk factors include, but are not limited to: alcohol dependence, 

illicit substance use, welfare dependency, mental health problems, chronic socio-economic 

disadvantage, over-policing, poor educational attainment, high levels of unemployment, 

homelessness, high levels of victimisation, increased physical health problems, and high 

levels of teenage pregnancy (Blagg, 2008; Bursill, 1999; Jones et al., 2002; Stubbs, 2011; 

Weatherburn et al., 2003). Regardless of the pathway between the impact of colonisation and 

reincarceration, the re-entry needs of Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people 

are believed to be far greater and more complex due to the ongoing effects of colonisation.  

Coupled with the wide range of systemic and environmental risk factors of reincarceration, 

Indigenous people are believed to have a greater risk of reincarceration, compared to non-

Indigenous people.  

To date, most of the re-entry research has been conducted in the United States. 

Outside the United States prisoner re-entry literature is scarce. This scarcity is potentially 

problematic for Australian policy makers designing policies and programs for Australian 

prisoners, especially for Australia’s Indigenous people. There are three main reasons for this 

concern. First, Australia’s political and social context differs to the United States. The United 

States is more punitive in penological and re-entry ideologies and practice, where Australia 

could be considered more restorative in our approach and response to dealing with offenders. 

For example, in Australia we do not have capital punishment, and a life sentence does not 

necessarily mean you will die in prison. Instead, depending on which Australian state an 

offender is sentenced in, an offender sentenced to life in prison for murder in Queensland 

may be eligible for parole in 20 years (Queensland Sentencing Advisory Council, 2019).  

Second, there are significant differences between Australia’s colonial history and that 

of Canada, New Zealand and the United States, which have resulted in long lasting ongoing 

effects for Australia’s Indigenous population. For decades, criminal justice policy makers 
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have been criticised by Indigenous researchers and Indigenous advocates for their ongoing 

practice of adapting programs that have been adopted from other Indigenous cultures, or 

other countries based on the assumption that “what works” will work for Australia’s 

Indigenous people (Blagg, 1997; Cunneen, 1997; Day, 2003; Yavu-Kama-Harthunian, 2002). 

Most treatment, intervention, and re-entry programs are designed to target a prisoner’s 

criminogenic risk factors in a bid to prevent future offending behaviour and are largely based 

on the Risk-Needs-Responsivity Model (RNR) (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; Bonta & 

Andrews, 2007). However, the generalisability of findings to both minority group members 

and females from previous research used to inform the development of the RNR model is 

contested (Day, 2003). Therefore, treatment, intervention and re-entry programs that are 

founded on the RNR model could potentially disadvantage Australia’s Indigenous and female 

offenders.  

Considering almost all prisoner re-entry studies have been conducted outside of 

Australia with predominantly western male only samples, to generalise their findings to the 

wider population, and to adopt them at face-value into an Australian context is problematic at 

best (Baldry, 2011). By simply adopting international findings without first conducting 

Australian based research to ascertain whether similar effects can be found, the political 

climate, social norms, legislation, culture, spatial and temporal differences between Australia 

and the country of origin the program/research has been adopted from have largely been 

ignored. Any one of these differences has the potential for the adopted program/research to 

have different results in an Australian context, thus rendering it irrelevant and impractical.  

Third, Australia’s geographical layout is unique, and unlike other countries its 

population is sparsely distributed. Because of the dispersed population, this results in unique 

differences between Australian communities and those in the United States. For example, 

most African-American offenders are more likely to reside in inner-city ghettos characterised 
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by poverty, drugs, guns, violence, and gangs (Petersilia, 2001). The characteristics of 

African-American communities are substantially different to the community and 

geographical characteristics of Australia’s Indigenous people, with large numbers residing in 

rural, remote, or very remote communities (Weatherburn & Lind, 2001). Communities that 

are located in rural, remote, or very remote locations in Australia are more likely to lack the 

necessary services required to prevent the development of sub-cultural anti-social tendencies. 

People who reside in these communities often need to drive up to a day to access basic 

services. Australian research that examines the effect that individual’s geographical location 

has on their risk of reoffending/reincarceration is scarce. There is a clear need to better 

understand the role that one’s geographical location plays in the re-entry process to allow 

policy makers to be better informed about the difficulties ex-prisoners may face upon their 

return to the community due to the geographical location of the community to which they are 

returning to.  

The above three reasons highlight the urgent need for research that examines and 

identifies the risk and protective factors of reincarceration for Australia’s Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people, so that we can better understand why Australia’s Indigenous people 

are more at risk of reincarceration than their non-Indigenous counterparts. To identify the risk 

and protective factors of reincarceration for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people it is 

critical to understand the experiences of Australia’s Indigenous ex-prisoners prior-to, during, 

and post-release during the re-entry process, and more importantly, to understand whether 

these experiences differ between the two groups (i.e. Indigenous and non-Indigenous). This 

can be achieved by developing an understanding of the complexities in the differential 

individual, structural, and ecological contexts in which Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people live. However, before this can be achieved Australia’s historical and social constructs 

and their impacts on Indigenous people need to be understood so a broader contextual 
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understanding of the problems Indigenous people face today can be developed and culturally 

appropriate solutions can be found. 

1.3 Colonisation and the Destruction of a Culture 

When Captain Cook declared Australia to be terra-nullius Australia’s Indigenous 

people were judged to be inferior to the ‘white’ man, and thus effectively labelled as the 

‘other’, a label that Indigenous people have been fighting to overcome ever since. Thanks to 

Darwin’s theory of evolution, Australia’s Indigenous people were viewed by the British 

colonist to be inferior to the white race as they had not evolved from living a nomadic 

lifestyle (Daly, 2005, 2006; Mattingley & Hampton, 1988; Moran, 2005). Moreover, 

collectively the colonists believed that because Indigenous people had not evolved that they 

would eventually die out, as per Darwin’s theory of evolution. Because of this collective 

belief the British colonists became fearful that an offspring from an inter-racial relationship 

would dilute the superior ‘white’ blood line (Moran, 2005). As such, in 1897 the Queensland 

government enacted the Aboriginal Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act to 

protect the bloodline of the colonists and prevent inter-racial breeding, while at the same time 

effectively stripping all civil rights from all Indigenous people who lived in Queensland 

(Thorton & Luker, 2009). This era in Australia’s colonial history is commonly referred to as 

the ‘protection era’ and extended until the late 1960s.  

During the protection era all Indigenous people in Queensland were dispossessed of 

their homelands and forcibly relocated to live on reserves or in missions (Broadhurst, 2002; 

Cunneen, 2001; Mattingley & Hampton, 1988). The only Indigenous people who were not 

required to be on a reserve or mission were those who worked in the pastoral industry 

(Holmes et al., 2007). To ensure that all Indigenous people had been relocated onto reserves 

or missions the Queensland government hired “black trackers” (i.e. Indigenous bush trackers) 
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as Native Police to help the Queensland police force track Indigenous people who were not 

living on the reserves or missions so the police could forcibly relocate them (Kamira, 2001; 

Reynolds, 1990; Richards, 2008). There are numerous reports of massacres of Indigenous 

people and sanctioned killings by the police and other hunting parties during this period 

(Kamira, 2001; Reynolds, 1990; Richards, 2008) 

On the reserves and in the missions, life for Australia’s Indigenous people was 

extremely restrictive, described by survivors as repressive at best. Under the Aboriginal 

Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act all Indigenous people who lived on the 

reserves and in missions were officially made wards of the state until the age of 21 

(Mattingley & Hampton, 1988). As such, the protectors (i.e. the people who oversaw the 

management of the reserve or mission) who were mainly police officers were their guardian 

and possessed excessive arbitrary control over every Indigenous person in their charge 

(Thorton & Luker, 2009). This level of power and control extended to regulating marriages 

and the reproduction of children, disallowing speech in their native tongue, and forbidding 

cultural practices (Attwood, Burridge, Burridge, & Stokes, 1994; Daly, 2006, Haebich, 2000; 

McRae, Nettheim, Beacroft, & McNamara, 2003). During this era Australia’s Indigenous 

people were ostracised, segregated, repressed, and exploited for both individual, corporate, 

and government gain (i.e. slavery) because of the perceived racial differences between 

Indigenous and whites.  

It was not until the 1930s that white people/government started to accept that 

Indigenous people were not going to die out. In fact, the Indigenous population had started to 

recover from being invaded which presented a different problem to the government of the 

day—what to do with Indigenous people. Thus, began the forced assimilation era where an 

assimilation policy requiring all Indigenous people to lead a normal white man’s life was 

introduced (Daly, 2006; Markus, 1994; McRae et al., 2003; Morgan, 1987). However, this 
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was not straight forward. While Indigenous people were now expected to attain and enjoy the 

same standard of living conditions, with the same responsibilities as white Australians, this 

came at a cost as Indigenous people were expected to denounce their cultural heritage, their 

Indigeneity so they were free to observe and practice the customs of those who alienated and 

disempowered them for the better part of a century (Markus, 1994; McRae et al., 2003; 

Morgan, 1987). This effectively constructed Indigenous people as the other, an outsider in 

their own country. Furthermore, in 1937 the policy of absorption was adopted at the 

conference of the Commonwealth and State Aboriginal Authorities in Canberra (Jacobs, 

1986). The goal of this policy was for the white Australian race to biologically absorb 

Indigenous people “and eventually forget that there were any Aborigines in Australia…” 

(AAPA 1937:11, as cited in Jacobs, 1986).  

  Unfortunately for Australia’s Indigenous people, the assimilation era came at a 

substantial cost that has resulted in long lasting inter-generational consequences and has had 

devastating effects on Indigenous culture due to a series of highly questionable government 

decisions. While Australia has developed and prospered since the beginning of colonisation, 

unfortunately its institutions have arguably been rooted in a di-civilised outdate perception of 

Indigenous people being inferior, in need of monitoring, and guidance—essentially that we, 

the white people know best, and Indigenous people need to listen and do what they are told. 

There are many instances that this mentality can be seen throughout the forced assimilation 

era. Some of these instances include, but are not limited to; Indigenous people needing to be 

educated and acculturated in the ‘white’ Australian catholic way of life, government deciding 

to forcibly remove Indigenous children from their biological families so they could be 

civilised, Indigenous people being forced to denounce their Indigeneity and carry “exemption 

certificates” declaring them to be “honorary whites” so they would not be arrested and placed 
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back on a reserve or in a mission1; and when Indigenous children were removed to ‘breed 

out’ Aboriginality through ‘biological absorption’(see Cunneen, 1999, 2001; Daly, 2006; 

Haebich, 2000; Jacobs, 1986; McRae et al., 2003).  

Through the forced removal of Indigenous children from their biological families it is 

argued that the government systematically stole Indigenous Australian peoples’ future as a 

collective by destroying their culture and breaking down the informal social support networks 

that existed within Indigenous communities (i.e. kinship) (Cunneen, 2001; Haebich, 2000). 

Indigenous culture, their language, traditions (i.e. men’s’ and women’s’ business), 

knowledge, dances and spirituality are maintained through storytelling and yarning. 

Therefore, the essence of Indigenous culture only survives if this knowledge is passed on to 

the next generation. Across Australia, the conservative number of Indigenous people who 

were forcibly removed from their biological family as a child is in the tens of thousands 

(Australian Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission [AHREOC], 1997; Korff, 

2019). While this is a conservative number, it must be noted this number could be 

significantly higher. However, due to common practices of government officials deliberately 

destroying records or incorrectly recording details so removed children could not be traced 

(AHREOC, 1997; Korff, 2019), it is impossible to know an exact figure of how many 

Indigenous children were forcibly removed from their family to become part of what is 

known as Australia’s “Stolen generation”.  

While the forced removal of Indigenous children was justified by the government as 

an act of compassion and an opportunity for a better life, these children were placed into 

 
1 An exemption certificate is a piece of paper that would declare an Indigenous person an honorary white person 

if they fulfilled specific social behaviour criteria deemed suitable for white society (Morgan, 1987). Exemption 

certificates made it difficult for Indigenous people who possessed these to maintain contact with family on 

reserves and missions for they were no longer considered Indigenous and it was illegal to consort with 

Indigenous people (Mattingley & Hampton, 1998). Furthermore, and exemption certificate could be easily 

revoked from Indigenous people for behaviour unbecoming a white person, thus finding themselves black again 

(Mattingley & Hampton, 1988).  
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missions or raised by foster parents, and often subjected to physical, emotional and sexual 

abuse (AHREOC, 1997; Baldry & Cuneen, 2014; Haebich, 2000).  While the belief was that 

they should be acculturated into the Australian ‘white’ way of life, many were never 

educated, yet nor were they permitted to learn and participate in Indigenous cultural 

traditions. Indigenous children provided “free labour, companionship, and even sexual 

services, and they brought valuable knowledge of the bush and local terrain as well as 

linguistic skills useful in mediating with local Aboriginal groups” (Haebich, 2000, p. 79). 

More often the boys would be trained as stockmen to work in the pastoral industry and the 

girls would be trained as domestic servants.  

As a direct result of the governments’ forced removal of Indigenous children policy, 

thousands of Indigenous children and their families suffered countless years of trauma 

(AHREOC, 1997; Haebich, 2000).  The effects of this trauma are profound and ongoing and 

are now being recognised as secondary trauma in the stolen generation’s children, as those 

who were removed complete the inter-generational cycle of trauma by passing on the abuse 

and/or neglect they experienced as a child to their own children (AHREOC, 1997; Korff, 

2019).  Not only has physical, emotional, and sexual abuse as a child been shown to increase 

one’s likelihood of developing criminal tendencies (Dargis, Newman, & Koenigs, 2016; 

Kerig & Becker, 2015;Widom, 1989, 2017),  it also significantly increases the probability of 

an individual experiencing social, personal, and relationship problems, mental illness, 

episodes of violence, alcoholism, drug abuse, and welfare dependency; all of which are 

predictors of criminality (see Belenko, 2006; Bonta, Law & Hanson, 1998; Mallik-Kane & 

Visher, 2008; Mumola & Karberg, 2006; Petersilia, 2001, 2003, 2005; Visher & Travis, 

2003).  As can be seen, since colonisation began Indigenous people have been socially 

alienated, dispossessed of their homeland and culture, and their informal support networks 

destroyed, thus perpetuating a cycle of disadvantage, marginalisation, and oppression.  As 
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such, these structural conditions born from the effects of colonisation has, and in some degree 

continues to, prevent the reproduction of social capital, self-efficacy, and collective-efficacy 

for a whole race of people, and thus has placed thousands of Indigenous people across 

generations on a path of crime.  

“Child removal was an integral part of the destructive forces of invasion and 

colonisation in Tasmania and the Australian mainland…Both the Aborigines and the 

colonists needed the children to meet their respective goals: the Aborigines needed 

them to ensure their survival as a sovereign people; the colonists to circumvent this 

outcome. Possession of the children indicated ownership of the future” (Haebich, 

2000, p.130). 

The assimilation era was supposed to be a new start for Indigenous and white 

relations, as it was supposed to deconstruct their label as the other, thus allowing Indigenous 

people to assimilate (Cunneen, 2001).  However, there was some resistance to the 

assimilation of Indigenous people. First, there was opposition from white people who resided 

in towns where Indigenous people were relocating to from the missions and reserves 

(Haebich, 2000). Second, there were political and financial benefits for government officials 

and pastoralists if Indigenous people were not to assimilate (Haebich, 2000). In addition to 

this resistance, the main complication that prevented the assimilation of Indigenous people 

was that Indigenous people were not constitutionally recognised as an Australian citizen, but 

as part of Australia’s flora and fauna (Cunneen, & Libesman, 1995; Daly, 2006; McRae et al., 

2003). As such, due to Australia having a federal system of government and the doctrine of 

separation of powers, the Australian government had no legal authority to enact any laws that 

would effect Indigenous people unless residing in the Northern Territory or the Australian 

Capital Territory, thus leaving Indigenous people who resides in other states of Australia 

vulnerable to the will of state governments (Daly, 2006).   
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Before the 1967 Australian referendum that declared Indigenous people Australian citizens 

recognised by the Australian Constitution was passed, an agreed definition of assimilation 

was formed at the 1961 Native Welfare Conference: 

“The policy of assimilation means that all Aborigines and part-Aborigines are 

expected eventually to attain the same manner of living as other Australians and to 

live as members of a single Australian community enjoying the same rights and 

privileges, accepting the same responsibilities, observing the same customs and 

influenced by the same beliefs, as other Australians” (Rowley, 1972, p.399) 

However, many Indigenous people in Australia felt, and still do feel, that they are trapped and 

confined by colonial patriarchy despite having an agreed upon definition of assimilation. 

Many Indigenous people and Indigenous activist would argue that under the agreed upon 

definition of assimilation Australia’s Indigenous people are in fact being held by the nation as 

political prisoners unable to practice their culture, or beliefs in order to be Australian 

(Behrendt, 2003; Cunneen, 2001). Commissioner Johnston offers a harsh, but honest critique 

of the agreed definition of assimilation, and the underlying paternalistic colonial views that 

Indigenous people are inferior and need to be civilised in his report of the Royal Commission 

into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. 

“While the policy offered the same rights and privileges, this was highly conditional 

upon Aboriginal people accepting the same responsibilities, observing the same 

customs and being influenced by the same beliefs, as other Australians. The statement 

created a nationalistic fiction. By setting up a false model of Australia as an 

“imagined community” of shared, beliefs etc., it was casting Aboriginal people as 

something other, something outside this people not in fact part of this nation, this 

Australia. Yet they were there from the start of white settlement…The assimilation 
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policy offered a chance to “fit in”. The formula requested that Aboriginal people stop 

being culturally distinctive…Non-Aboriginal people would not have to change at all. 

These were the only terms upon which non-Aboriginal Australians would accept 

Aboriginal people as having a place in the nation” (Commissioner Johnston, 

RCIADIC, 1991, p.511).  

As such, while there may be an agreed upon definition for what constitutes 

assimilation, and changes have been made to the Australian constitution so it now 

acknowledges that Australia’s Indigenous people are not part of the country’s flora and fauna, 

it does not simply change deeply held societal views of Indigenous people over night. The 

same patriarchal colonial beliefs, definitions, norms and ideologies that have been socially 

reproduced from one generation to the next since the beginning of colonisation arguably can 

be found in the institutional foundations of Australia. The same institutions (i.e. government, 

education, economy etc) that not only supported but fostered the development of racism and 

the practice of ‘othering’ Indigenous people – the same institutions that now want to support 

and promote ‘close the gap’ initiatives while still holding to their core beliefs. As such, it is 

“not just about recognising past injustices; it is about recognising the colonial legacy that 

Indigenous people live with today, of the links between past and present” (Behrendt, 2003, p. 

107), thus it is important for all Australian’s to learn and remember our history so we can 

grow together as a nation moving forward.  Unfortunately, there are many people who 

believe it is time to just move on and leave the past in the past where it belongs. 

1.4 Institutional Forgetting 

“Australia should know the truth about its history. A nation is stronger for its 

knowledge of shared experience and the experience of these men should be engraved 

in the national memory” (Keating, 1999, as cited in Hamilton, 1994). 
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These were the words spoken by Former Prime Minister Paul Keating at an unveiling of a 

war memorial being dedicated to prisoners of wars (Reynolds, 1999). Seven years prior to 

this speech Keating delivered his famous ‘Redfern Speech’ that claimed a starting point for 

reconciliation was “the act of recognition”.  

“Recognition that it was we who did the dispossessing. We took the traditional land 

and smashed the traditional way of life. We brought the disasters. The alcohol. We 

committed the murders. We took the children from their mothers. We practised 

discrimination and exclusion” (Keating, 1992, as cited in Haebich, 2000, p.567).  

While the use of the word ‘we’ in Keating’s ‘Redfern Speech’ was symbolic, representing 

‘white Australia’ – our governments, our past policies, and legislations – this represented 

more than just an apology, it was a representation of joint acknowledgement of past wrongs 

and a sign of hope for a different and renewed future. However, what hope Indigenous people 

may have had for reconciliation and a new future was destroyed when the Howard 

government offered a statement of regret after the release of the ‘Bringing them Home 

Report’ in 1997 and refused to offer a national apology to the Stolen Generations (Reynolds, 

1999)2. Furthermore, with many ministers from the Howard government publicly 

condemning the ‘fallible memory’ of Indigenous people and the promotion of a ‘black 

armband’ version of Australia’s past, then Prime Minister John Howard “naively and 

patronisingly instructed all Australians, including members of the stolen generations to forget 

the past and look to the future” (Reynolds, 1999).  

In our technologically advanced postmodern world where unlimited information is at 

our fingertips, society finds itself in a paradox for the need to remember and a tendency 

 
2 The Bringing them Home Report presents the findings from the National Inquiry into the separation of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from their families. “This report is a tribute to the strength and 

struggles of many thousands of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people affected by forcible removal. We 

acknowledge the hardships they endured and the sacrifices they made. We remember and lament all the children 

who will never come home” (Australian Human Rights Commission, 1997). 
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towards amnesia, where our collective memories are shaped by the desire for profit and 

political expediency (Reynolds, 1999).  What is collectively recalled is greatly contested and 

highly political. Essentially, who is doing the remembering is determinant of “what is [being] 

remembered and how it is remembered” (Reynolds, 1999). Members from different groups 

(i.e. class, gender, race) in society will possess different memories, especially those from 

profound and/or traumatic events that act as a catalyst in one’s life.  

Events which bring into question the image of a moral community, a moral country 

are not typically commemorated, instead a process of institutional forgetting is undertaken 

(Reynolds, 1999). This practice is widely reflected in Australian schools with how the history 

of colonisation and Indigenous people are taught. Instead of acknowledging that the 

colonisation of Australia was not peaceful, that Indigenous people did not surrender, that 

there were massacres, theft of land, destruction of a culture, and theft of children, Australia’s 

children today are fed lies about Australia’s history. Instead conventional historical accounts 

distort the past and perpetuate the colonial injustices against Australia’s Indigenous people, 

while we remember those events that speak well of our moral community, our moral country, 

like the slaughter of our young men in World War I and World War II, thus we have Anzac 

Day to commemorate this great sacrifice. However, while the government actively promotes 

the practice of institutional forgetting there are many first-hand accounts of the atrocities 

committed against Australia’s Indigenous people that can be found in colonial newspapers. 

These reports openly discuss and describe massacrers and revenge killings of ‘whole mobs of 

blacks’ without any fear of prosecution for the part the authors played, even sometimes 

justifying their actions was to teach Indigenous people to obey the law of the white man.  

The following article entitled ‘Taming the Niggers’ was published on the 2nd of February in 

1907 in the Townsville Herald: 
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“They slept soundly those myalls after their long march, and could have had no 

thought of us being so close to them, for we were within revolver shot of them before 

our presence was discovered, and then it was too late, for muddled with sleep, sore-

footed, weary, and panic stricken they offered no resistance, and many of them were 

‘wiped out’ before they could gain their feet. Talk of the ‘Furies of Hell’, that night’s 

work amongst those myalls with the white man’s rifle and tomahawk would make 

‘Hell’s Furies’ blush. How those gins and kiddies shrieked when we got amongst 

them. The blood of the white man was up and nothing with a black hide escaped death 

that night…for when we had finished our work and drawn off, and in daylight came to 

view the white man’s work of vengeance bucks, gins and piccaninnies were lying 

dead in all directions, and not a thing in camp moved or breathed…The forgoing will 

serve in some way to give an idea of the manner in which the myalls were originally 

tamed and taught to obey the law of the white man. It may appear cold blooded 

murder to some to wipe out a whole camp for killing, perhaps a couple of bullocks, 

but then each member of the tribe must be held equally guilty, and therefore, it would 

be impossible to discriminate. I do not wish to make out that the pioneer white men of 

this north land were in any way heroes, although they to a certain extent needed pluck 

to face such odds as they were pitted against in these myalls, although the niggers 

were only armed with spears…They should be classed with the black snake and death 

adder and treated accordingly” (cited in Reynolds, 1999).  

The debate over Australia’s history, over what happened to Australia’s Indigenous 

people during colonisation is not just about Australia’s Indigenous people, but also the 

country’s morality as a nation. Australia’s history is a lived experience that should not be 

forgotten, and “as long as the conditions of the past are the conditions of the present…then 

the past is not past” (Reynolds, 1999) and we are condemned to repeat the same mistakes. As 
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such, in 2017 the United Nations (UN) warned Australia that due to the prevalence of racism, 

the over-representation of Indigenous people in prison at all levels (i.e. youth, adult, men, and 

women), the failure of the Australian government to achieve its closing the gap initiatives, 

and the failure to implement recommendations from multiple inquiries including the Royal 

Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, that Australia is at risk of losing a whole 

generation of Indigenous people to incarceration (United Nations Association of Australia 

[UNAA], 2017). In fact, the UN predicts if things do not change that the proportion of 

Indigenous people in prison will reach 50% (UNAA, 2017). The Australian government has 

committed to ‘closing the gap’ between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in 

incarceration by 2040 (Australian Law Reform Commission, 2017). However, considering 

that 3 in every 4 Indigenous prisoners is reincarcerated within five years of being released 

from prison (Ryan et al., 2018), to even begin to achieve the 2040 criminal justice targets for 

‘closing the gap’ it is imperative that we know and understand what Indigenous peoples’ risk 

factors are for reincarceration.   

 

1.5 Stigmatisation, Cumulative Disadvantage, and the Barriers to Re-entry 

 The dominant approach in prisoner re-entry literature to understanding risk of 

reoffending/reincarceration is to explore the barriers (i.e. problems) newly released ex-

prisoners encounter when transitioning from prison-life to the community. Essentially, when 

talking about ‘barriers to re-entry’ in this thesis, what is being discussed are peoples’ risk 

factors for reincarceration as these barriers are problems that need to be addressed/solved if 

successful reintegration is going to be achieved, and logically the more ‘barriers’ (i.e. risk 

factors) a person needs to overcome after being released from prison the greater risk they 

have of being reincarcerated. 
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Arguably re-entry barriers exist as a result of the stigma attached to the ‘ex-prisoner’ 

label. When sentencing an individual to prison there is evidence to suggest that the individual 

is receiving much more than a prison sentence as their punishment; for some individuals the 

punishment they receive is indefinite, never ending (LaFollette, 2005; Lemert, 1999; Schur, 

1973; Travis, 2005). This is due to the stigmatisation attached to the ‘prisoner; label, a label 

many never escape. Most ex-prisoners experience collateral consequences that are associated 

with the ‘prisoner’ label. These are known as “invisible punishments” (Travis, 2005, p. 71). 

Invisible punishments are not sanctioned punishments administered by the criminal justice 

system. Instead, they are consequences of the ‘prisoner’ label, enacted by society. Invisible 

punishments include but are not limited to; (a) exclusion from specific careers; (b) loss of 

parental rights; (c) legal grounds for divorce proceedings; (d) social exclusion; and (e) 

employment and housing discrimination (Travis, 2005; Uggen, Manza, Behrens, 2004), all of 

which increases a person’s level of disadvantage which in-turn increases their risk of 

reincarceration.  

It is suggested that an individual’s level of disadvantage can “snowball” and effect 

one’s life chances, “most explicitly by the negative structural consequences of criminal 

offending and [the] official sanctions” placed on them (p. 15). Essentially, what Sampson and 

Laub (1993) suggest is that incarceration has an indirect adverse effect on a person’s 

opportunities later in life (especially for young offenders), known as “knifing off” that may 

increase one’s risk of reincarceration due to the stigmatisation associated with the ‘prisoner’ 

label. This results in the person cumulating disadvantage due to the effects of the negative 

interactions between the individual and society over a sustained period of time (e.g., 

adolescence into adulthood) (Sampson & Laub, 1993).  

The ‘prisoner’ label is often associated with a level of distrust from others that results 

in an ex-prisoner’s “knifing-off”, as they are unable to meet normative developmental 
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markers of adulthood (i.e. employment, marriage, etc,). Evidence of “knifing-off” can be 

found when examining employers reluctancy to hire people with a criminal record (Pager, 

2003; Petersilia, 2003, 2005). In addition, landlords also display this level of distrust towards 

ex-prisoners, as they are less likely to lease a premise to a person with a criminal record than 

without a criminal record (Petersilia, 2003, 2005; Visher, La Vigne & Farrell, 2003). 

Pondering on these consequences of criminality, one cannot assume that social mechanisms 

that emerge from individual life choices have no causal significance. All choices in life have 

consequences, negative or positive, however some are not, nor should they be, attributable to 

the individual alone. Due to differences in access to economic and educational resources, and 

social networks, life course trajectories unfold differently in communities characterised by 

high levels of disadvantage where, particularly for young males, social stigma and adversity 

accumulate quickly (Hagan, 1991; Mears, Wang, Hay, & Bales, 2008), thus leading to 

“environmental traps” later in life (Maughan & Champion, 1990). As such, it is conceivable 

that incarcerated Indigenous people are more susceptible to the effects of cumulative 

disadvantage than non-Indigenous people due to the intersectionality of their dual ‘offender’ 

and ‘Indigenous’ statuses (Baldry & Cunneen, 2014; Manning, 2018).   

Compounding the problems of stigmatisation newly released ex-prisoners may face when 

returning to society (i.e. the invisible punishments), most individuals are released from prison 

with limited education, vocational skills, housing options, and access to resources and/or 

social support (Petersilia, 2003; Rosenfeld, Petersilia, & Visher, 2008; Travis, Solomon, & 

Waul, 2001; Travis, 2005; Visher & Travis, 2003). As such, when a person is unsuccessful in 

transitioning back into the community post-release this is often attributed to the difficulties 

experienced in navigating and overcoming the barriers to re-entry (i.e. “invisible 

punishments”). With most prisoners feeling overwhelmed and unprepared for life after prison 

due to insufficient assistance in transition planning, re-entry failures that occur are believed to 
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be related to the risk factors of reoffending/reincarceration that are found in one or more of 

the three distinct phases of a prisoner’s life. These three phases are: (a) “pre-release 

dynamics” – experiences during prison prior to being released; (b) “adjusting to the 

community after release” – experiences during the reintegration phase from prison to 

community; and (c) the “nature of programs and services available or not after release” – 

support services available post-release (Bowman & Travis, 2012). Identified risk factors 

include, yet are not limited to: 

• Participation in Prison Programs (Mitchell, Wilson, & MacKenzie, 2012; O’Brien 

& Bates, 2005); 

• Prisoner Visitation (Bales & Mears, 2008; Derkzen, Gobeil, & Gileno, 2009; Duwe 

& Clark, 2011); 

• Mental Health Problems (Bonta et al., 1998; Lovell, Gagliardi, & Peterson, 2002; 

Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008; Sirotich, 2008; Visher & Travis, 2003); 

• Substance Use Problems (Belenko, 2006; Belenko & Peugh, 2005; Mumola & 

Karberg, 2006; Petersilia, 2003; Sirotich, 2008; Travis et al., 2001);  

• Unemployment (Kim, Joo & McCarty, 2008; O’Brien & Bates, 2005; Petersilia, 

2003; Uggen et al., 2004); 

• Homelessness (Haynie & South, 2005; Huebner & Berg, 2011; Petersilia, 2000, 2003, 

2005; Uggen, Manza & Behrens, 2004); 

• Lack of Social Support (Duwe & Clark, 2011; Kubrin et al., 2007; O’Brien & Bates, 

2005); 

• Ecological Factors (Kirk, 2009; La Vigne & Parthasarthy, 2005); 

It is important to note that these risk factors are not fixed, nor do they exist in isolation 

from one another. As such, it is possible for people to experience one or more of these risk 

factors at the same or varying times post-release from prison. For example, the effects of not 
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being visited in prison may have long-term effects for homelessness and/or unemployment 

post-release. Below is a detailed summary of what is known about these risk factors and 

whether they increase or decrease a person’s risk of reincarceration.  

1.6 Program Participation 

 Prisoners are among the most disadvantaged and vulnerable people in society. The 

likelihood is that before being sentenced to prison, most prisoners resided in disadvantaged 

areas and experienced high-levels of disadvantage themselves (Eitle, D’Alessio & 

Stolzenberg, 2006; Huebner, Varano, & Bynum, 2007; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Land, 

McCall & Cohen, 1990; Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002; Shaw & McKay, 

1942; Stahler et al., 2013). Unfortunately, receiving a prison sentence does not help to 

alleviate the disadvantage being experienced, it merely only serves to accumulate 

disadvantage resulting in a more acute level of disadvantage in most cases, thus increasing an 

individual’s risk of reincarceration post-release (Sampson & Laub, 1993). In recognising the 

deficit created by incarcerating an individual, it is vital for the criminal justice system to 

provide prisoners with opportunities to negate such an effect whilst serving their time in 

prison, thus decreasing their risk of reincarceration post-release. After all, we do not send 

people to prison to be punished, for being sentenced to prison is the punishment (i.e. loss of 

liberty), and with reformation at the forefront of Australia’s correctional system, reintegrating 

prisoners back into their community in a worse position to which they entered prison is not an 

intended goal of Australia’s correctional system. In fact, Queensland Corrective Services’ 

strategic plan for 2018 to 2022 highlights a core objective of enhancing “…the safety of 

Queenslanders through modern, sustainable and evidence-based corrective services to 

maximise rehabilitation and reduce recidivism”, and “to provide safe, modern and responsive 

correctional services which rehabilitate prisoners and offenders and prevent crime, making 

Queensland safer” (Queensland Corrective Services, 2018a). As such, the investment of 
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resources into prison-based programs is essential to equip prisoners with the necessary skill 

set that consists of the tools and skills required that will increase the likelihood of a 

successful reintegration post-release. However, not all prisoners are suitable to all types of 

prison-based programs that are offered.  

Like any program designed to alter a person’s behaviour, prison-based programs need 

to be tailored to the needs of the individual who accesses the program, and depending on a 

prisoner’s gender and culture, these needs can be substantially different (Makarios, Steiner, & 

Travis,2010; O’Brien & Bates, 2005; Willis, 2008). In a study that examined 166 female 

prisoners to identify risk factors associated with rearrest post-release O’Brien and Bates 

(2005) found that, the programming needs for female prisoners varied to the programming 

needs of males, as females’ risk of reoffending and subsequent reincarceration decreased the 

most when they undertook a general education degree or completed an English as a second 

language course. Moreover, it was also highlighted that female prisoners who participated in 

Alcoholics Anonymous or Narcotics Anonymous whilst simultaneously participating in a 

prison-based treatment program were significantly less likely to be rearrested post-release 

(O’Brien & Bates, 2005). Interestingly though, participation in vocational programs whilst in 

prison was not found to be associated with a reduction in risk of rearrest for female prisoners 

(O’Brien & Bates, 2005).   

  When examining prison-based treatment programs for prisoners with substance abuse 

problems prior research indicates that these programs are beneficial in reducing not just a 

prisoner’s chance of reincarceration post-release, but also their patterned drug taking 

behaviour. A meta- analysis of 74 studies that evaluated the effectiveness of prison-based 

treatment programs for substance users concluded that prison-based treatment programs for 

substance users had a modest effect in reducing prisoners’ recidivism post-release, thus 

subsequently reducing one’s risk of reincarceration (Mitchell et al., 2012). Programs that 
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were found to be the most effective at reducing one’s risk of recidivism/reincarceration were 

those that provided participants with a therapeutic community model, whereas, programs that 

combined counselling with in-prison narcotic maintenance programs have been found to 

show mixed results (Mitchell et al., 2012). However, it is important to note that of the 74 

studies included in the meta-analysis conducted by Mitchell et al. (2012), only 4% were 

Australian based studies, compared to the 88% that were conducted in the United States. 

Furthermore, of the Australian studies that were included, not one provided a comparative 

analysis with Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. As such, there is a clear lack of 

understanding whether prison-based programming for Indigenous substance users is effective 

at reducing one’s risk of reincarceration post-release, thus highlighting the need for more 

research that examines prisoner re-entry and Indigeneity.   

While participation in prison-based programming is considered to be a protective 

factor against reincarceration (O’Brien & Bates, 2005; Pearson, Lipton, Cleland, & Yee, 

2002; Prendergast, Hall, & Wellisch, 2002), due to the lack of perceived cultural relevance of 

prison-based programs by Indigenous people, there are concerns that Indigenous people who 

participate in prison programming may not experience the same decrease in risk of 

reincarceration post-release as what non-Indigenous people experience (Bursill, 1999; Willis, 

2008). These are noteworthy concerns considering that most prison-based programs that 

Indigenous people participate in stem from westernised programs that promote individual 

accountability and self-disclosure that have been adapted to include Indigenous cultural 

aspects (Willis, 2008). Interestingly, in research conducted by Willis (2008) it was found that 

Indigenous men felt that the substance abuse programs they participated in while in prison 

were beneficial, particularly the educational aspect of the program that explained the 

potential impact drugs and alcohol can have. However, it was also noted that Indigenous 

men’s’ willingness and capacity to engage in the program was restricted due to participants 



CLOSING THE GAP: UNDERSTANDING RISK OF REINCARCERATION 40 

 

levels of anxiety and anger (Willis, 2008). By adapting westernised programs for Indigenous 

people instead of applying a holistic approach to healing it is argued that engagement from 

Indigenous people may be low due to limited relevance of the program to Indigenous 

peoples’ experiences and the contextual problems they may face in their communities (Willis, 

2008, Yavu-Kama-Hararthunian, 2002).  Therefore, it may be possible that the successful 

reintegration of Indigenous people from prison back to their community is hampered by 

having a limited number of Indigenous-specific programs available to Indigenous prisoners 

that address mind, body and spirit, not just the targeted criminogenic risk factor (i.e. alcohol, 

illicit drugs, etc) (Willis, 2008).  

 Furthermore, as a result of colonisation Indigenous people compared to non-

Indigenous people have on average experienced, and continue to experience multiple types of 

disadvantage simultaneously, and adapted westernised programs for the most part do not 

consider this cultural difference in their programming. As such, Indigenous peoples’ non-

criminogenic needs such as grief for loss of culture, country, spirit, and loved ones are largely 

neglected, when in fact to increase program engagement these non-criminogenic needs may 

first need to be addressed before addressing any criminogenic needs (Gilbert & Wilson, 

2009). Indigenous scholars and activists have long criticised governments’ “what works” 

approach, for the needs of Indigenous people “cannot be accommodated within an adaptation 

of a programme from another Indigenous culture, or programmes from another country” 

(Yavu-Kama-Harathunian, 2002).  

1.7 Prisoner Visitation 

Prisoner visitation (i.e.; being visited in prison by a family member or friend) is 

extolled by policy makers and researchers as a cost-effective programming tool that is 

relatively easy to implement, and improves re-entry outcomes, including reducing risk of 

reincarceration (Bales & Mears, 2008; Derkzen et al., 2009; Duwe & Clark, 2011). However, 
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limited research has considered whether there are differences in visitation experiences for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, or whether the potentially protective effects of 

visitation differ for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.  Given that all prisoners in 

Queensland have the legal right to be visited whilst incarcerated (QLD, 2018c), it is 

important for policy and practice to critically evaluate the relationship between visitation and 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous prisoners, and to test the association between visitation and 

reincarceration for this vulnerable population.  

Prisoner visitation offers a possible source of social capital, emotional support, and 

informal social control that may foster connectivity to family and friends, thus serving as a 

protective factor for the strain associated with incarceration and prisoner reintegration (Berg 

& Huebner, 2011; Hirschi, 1969; Sampson & Laub, 1993; Solomon, Draine, & Marcus, 

2002). However, not all prisoners are visited to the same extent, and some are not visited at 

all. Prior research that has examined what proportion of prisoners are visited in prison have 

found mixed results with one study conducted with Florida inmates finding as low as 24% of 

prisoners were visited at least once while in prison (Mears, Cochran, Siennick, & Bales, 

2012), where other research conducted with New York inmates found as high as 75% of 

prisoners were visited at least once in prison (Hickert, Tahamont, & Bushway, 2018). .  

Besides phone calls, which many prisoners cannot afford, visitation is the primary means 

available for prisoners to maintain their social support networks, and emotional bonds to 

significant others, as writing and receiving letters is often not a preferred option due to the 

poor literacy skills of prisoners3. If prisoners are not being visited, any support networks they 

might possess may dissipate over time due to strains from physical separation, loss of contact 

with children, emotional trauma, and marital/relationship breakdowns (see Cochran 2012 

 
3 For those who can afford to make phone calls, Queensland prisoners can have a maximum of $300 held in 

their phone accounts to pay for the cost of personal calls (Queensland Corrective Services, 2018b).  
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Comfort, 2008; Listwan et al., 2013; Lopoo & Western, 2005; Lynch & Sabol, 2001; Smith 

& McCarthy, 2017; Swanson, Lee, Sansone, & Tatum, 2013.  

Visitation enables prisoners to maintain conventional roles (e.g.; parental roles) that 

may act as a protective factor during incarceration, and post release (LeBel, 2012; Uggen, 

Manza, & Behrens, 2004; Wolff & Draine, 2004). Being able to maintain positive social roles 

such as the role of a father or mother, helps to protect prisoners from adopting and 

internalising prison subcultural norms, values and ideologies (Cochran & Mears, 2013). 

Visitation may also increase a prisoner’s optimism about life after prison (Maruna, 2001; 

Hochstetler, DeLisi & Pratt, 2010; Visher & O’Connell, 2012). A prisoner’s level of 

positivity is important for the re-entry process, as longitudinal research shows that prisoners 

who have high levels of optimism about life after prison are significantly less likely to be 

reincarcerated post-release (Burnett & Maruna, 2004). With reflected appraisals and 

perceived reactions from loved ones about their prisoner status being critical for the adoption 

and maintenance of role identities while in prison, the maintenance of social roles and 

familial bonds for prisoners is paramount as it helps protect a prisoner’s self-worth in 

imagining a well-adjusted life after prison (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009).   

Not being visited could potentially have a criminogenic effect on a prisoner, thus 

negatively impacting their likelihood of successfully reintegrating into the community. A lack 

of visitation may suggest or reinforce that a prisoner has limited social support networks.  

Newly released ex-prisoners who have weak social support networks face greater challenges 

to re-entry than those with strong support networks, as most ex-prisoners rely heavily on 

family and friends for housing, transportation, employment, health care, and financial 

assistance post-release (Berg & Huebner, 2011; Maruna, Immarigeon, & LeBel, 2004; 

Petersilia, 2003; Visher & Travis, 2003). Furthermore, prisoners with strong support 

networks that can provide continuity in social resources over-time are more likely to re-
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establish ties to conventional adult roles, and not accumulate further disadvantage that may 

increase their risk of reincarceration. As such, having a strong social support group when 

released is important for prisoners, yet can be difficult to achieve, especially if they do not 

maintain meaningful social ties while in prison. 

There are several structural barriers preventing people from visiting their loved one in 

prison. Prisons are not designed with visits from family and friends in mind (Austin & 

Hardyman, 2004; Christian, 2005; Naser & Visher, 2006; Sturges & Al-Khattar, 2009). This 

can make visiting difficult; as visitors may be confronted by unwelcoming facilities that lack 

parking spaces, have strict visiting hours and procedures, and have limited amenities for 

young families with children (see Duwe & Clark, 2011; Sturges, 2002; Tewksbury & 

DeMichele, 2005; Naser & Visher, 2006; Christian, 2005).  The experience overall can be 

confronting.  Visitors must navigate complex administrative procedures and regulations, such 

as completing an application for visitation approval, and then applying for a criminal history 

check (Duwe & Clark, 2011; Mignon & Ransford, 2012; Queensland Corrective Services, 

2018c). Navigating correctional administrative procedures for visitation can be a daunting 

task for people new to the system and would be even more challenging for those who have 

weak literacy skills, those who have limited knowledge of computers, those without access to 

a computer, and those who lack personal identification documents or who have restricted 

access to postal services. Furthermore, even after navigating these processes a person may be 

denied visitation approval due to their criminal history (Queensland Government, 2018c). In 

the Australian context, given that Indigenous people are more likely than non-Indigenous 

people to have poor literacy skills (Cooke, Mitriu, Lawrence, Guimond, & Beavon, 2007; 

Korff, 2018) and a criminal history (ABS, 2017; Ryan et al., 2018), these barriers to visitation 

could potentially present a more formidable obstacle to visiting their loved ones in prison. 



CLOSING THE GAP: UNDERSTANDING RISK OF REINCARCERATION 44 

 

Individuals also face other structural barriers to visitation. Considering most prisoners 

come from lower socio-economic areas, it would be reasonable to assume those who are 

visiting (i.e.; partner, family, friends etc.) are also more likely to reside in communities 

marked by concentrated disadvantage. People who reside in low socio-economic areas are 

less likely to have expendable income and access to resources than people in more affluent 

areas (Bowman & Travis, 2012; Stahler et al., 2013; Weatherburn & Lind, 2001).  

As such, the ability of people in low socioeconomic communities to afford time off 

from work, transportation, and/or childcare is more likely to be hindered due to economic 

conditions and having a lack of social capital (Christian, 2005; Cochran & Mears, 2013). 

Furthermore, prisoners can be housed in correctional facilities located more than 100 miles 

away from their home community depending on bed availability (Christian, 2005; Mumola, 

2000; Schirmer, Nellis, & Mauer, 2009). The barriers people may need to overcome to visit 

prisoners housed long distances from their home community may be exponentially increased 

due to the possibility of needing additional travel time, and costs such as accommodation if 

they need to stay overnight (Christian, 2005). Prior studies have shown that travel distance is 

a predictor of  visitation experience, with those housed furthest from their home community 

being less likely to be visited compared to prisoners who are housed close to their home 

community (Clark & Duwe, 2017; Cochran, Barnes, Mears, Bales, 2018;  Cochran, Mears, 

Bales, & Stewart, 2016; Hickert, Tahamont, & Bushway, 2018; Rubenstein, Toman, & 

Cochran, 2019). Most Indigenous people in Australia live in city/urban communities (AIHW, 

2015). However, 21% of Indigenous people compared to only 2% of non-Indigenous people 

in Australia live in remote areas (AIHW, 2015), and are more likely to reside in communities 

characterised by higher levels of disadvantage and low levels of social capital (ABS, 2017, 

Weatherburn & Lind, 2001). As such, travel distance and associated costs of prisoner 

visitation could be greater barriers to prisoner visitation for Indigenous people than for non-
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Indigenous people. In addition to the extra costs involved with visiting a prisoner housed far 

away, prisoners can have their visitation privileges revoked at any time for behavioural 

violations, or security and safety concerns with limited or no notice provided to family and 

friends scheduled to visit. These uncertainties may reduce the likelihood of prisoners being 

visited while in prison if one must travel great distances, which is common in many 

geographic regions, given the disperse nature of Australia’s population and the quality of the 

roads and infrastructure in remote areas. 

The research that examines predictors of prison visitation is scarce to say the least. 

What little research has been conducted in this space has predominantly been situated in the 

US and do not look at group differences between race. Furthermore, while there are some 

similarities in findings across previous studies, there are also unique differences. Predictors 

associated with not being visited that have been found by multiple studies include: being 

older, a racial/ethnic minority group member, and having more prior imprisonments 

(Cochran, Mears, & Bales, 2014; Tewksbury & Connor, 2012), whereas, higher education 

level, marital status, being female, and being incarcerated for a non-violent crime have been 

found to be associated with an increased probability of being visited (Connor & Tewsbury, 

2015; Tewsbury & Connor, 2012). In addition to these predictors low community 

incarceration rates and high levels of community altruism have also been found to predict 

visitation (Cochran et al., 2014). Interestingly though, community disadvantage has been 

found to have no association with visitation within the American context (Cochran et al., 

2014), despite previous theoretical suggestions that people from disadvantaged areas may be 

less likely to visit people in prison. 

While prisoner visitation has been found to be a protective factor for recidivism and 

reincarceration (Bales & Mears, 2008; Cochran et al., 2018; Derkzen et al., 2009; Duwe & 

Clark, 2011), another US study in Minnesota that examined 15,645 state prisoners found that 
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those who received at least one visit per month had a risk of reincarceration that was 10.8% 

lower than those who received no visits; for each additional visit per month, risk of 

reincarceration was reduced by a further 3% (Duwe & Clark, 2011).  However, other findings 

suggested visitation had an even greater effect on risk of parole revocation than 

reincarceration. Duwe and Clark (2011) reported that for each new visitor a prisoner 

received, their risk of parole revocation declined by 4.8% compared to the 3% reduction for 

reconviction. Furthermore, overall risk of parole revocation declined by 25% for those who 

were visited, compared to 13% for reconviction (Duwe & Clark, 2011). These findings 

support the notion that prisoner visitation improves, and in some cases may restore a 

prisoner’s social ties, which may have a positive effect on key aspects of reintegration, such 

as, housing, food, transportation, and employment, thus decreasing the adverse effects that 

may result from not being visited while in prison (i.e.; cumulative disadvantage increasing 

risk of reincarceration).  

Given the potential benefits of visitation on re-entry outcomes, and the lack of 

empirical studies testing the predictors and effects of prisoner visitation for Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people in Australia and other post-colonial societies, further research is 

warranted. By examining whether there are differences in who is visited and how visitation 

effects re-entry outcomes for Indigenous and non-Indigenous prisoners in Australia, we can 

identify race-specific factors that result in variations in the likelihood of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people being visited, and whether visitation in prison is a protective factor against 

reincarceration post-release for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.  

1.8 Mental Health 

It is well established that the rate of mental health problems in the prison system is 

significantly higher than the observed rate in the general population (Bronson & Berzofsky, 

2017; Centres for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2011; Fazel & Danesh, 2002; 
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Fazel, Doll, & Langstrom, 2008). With major depressive disorders, anxiety, bi-polar disorder, 

personality disorder, and post-traumatic stress disorder being the most commonly reported 

diagnoses among prisoners (Bronson & Berzofsky, 2017), individual’s mental health status is 

a growing focus for criminal justice professionals when planning and managing offenders’ 

treatment and re-entry process. The reintegration process from prison to the community can 

be emotionally, mentally, and physically challenging for individuals. In fact, newly released 

prisoners have a “13-fold increase in risk of death from cardiovascular disease, homicide, 

suicide, and drug-overdose” … within two weeks post-release (Binswanger et al., 2007), and 

this is in addition to the barriers of re-entry they must overcome. Consequently, it is during 

this transition process that individuals are at an increased risk of mental health problems such 

as depression, anxiety, and psychiatric co-morbidity (WHO, 2014). Moreover, ex-prisoners 

who suffer from mental health problems face greater challenges, and an increased risk of 

reincarceration post-release compared to ex-prisoners with no mental health problems 

(Baillargeon, Hoge, & Penn, 2010; Bakken & Visher, 2018; Baldry, McDonnell, Maplestone, 

& Peeters, 2006; Borzycki, 2005; Cloyes, Wong, Latimer, & Abarca, 2010; Cutcher, 

Degenhardt, Alati, & Kinner, 2014; Draine, Salzer, Culhane, & Hadley, 2002; Draine, Wolff, 

Jacoby, Hartwell, & Duclos, 2005).  

Besides the immediate challenges of housing, employment, and re-establishing social 

support networks, ex-prisoners with mental health problems need continuity of access to 

specialised medical professionals, medication, and a plausible mental healthcare plan to 

reduce their risk of reincarceration post-release (Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008). However, it is 

suggested that “the prison milieu is not always conducive to good mental health and is not 

often a useful catalyst for mental healthcare” (Jordon, 2010, p.26). With prison institutions 

facing tightening budgets, limited resources, and poor access to specialised mental health care 

professionals many prisoners are transitioned back into the community with unresolved 
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mental health problems and are caught in the ‘revolving door’ by being “trapped in a cycle of 

petty crime, incarceration, release, homelessness, and reimprisonment” (Thompson, 2008, p. 

103).  

When examining the re-entry literature, there is empirical evidence of a relationship 

between poor mental health and reincarceration (Baillargeon, Binswanger, Penn, Williams, & 

Murray, 2009; Bales, Nadel, Reed, & Blomberg, 2017; Cloyes et al., 2010; Cutcher et al., 

2014; Lovell et al., 2002; Shepherd, Campbell, & Ogloff, 2018; Smith & Trimboli, 2010). 

Bales et al. (2017) examined the relationship between serious mental health problems and 

recidivism and found 77% of ex-prisoners who had a serious mental health problem were 

reincarcerated within three years of being released, compared to 62% of ex-prisoners who did 

not have a serious mental health problem. Where in a study that examined the re-entry 

outcomes of 200,889 prisoners who were released between 2004 to 2011 found that ex-

prisoners with any mental health problems were significantly more likely to be 

reincarcerated, and reincarcerated at a faster rate than ex-prisoners without a mental health 

problem (Bales et al., 2017) In addition, when examining differences in risk of 

reincarceration between ex-prisoners with a serious mental health condition and those with a 

less serious mental health condition, Bales and colleagues (2017) found that those with a 

serious mental health problem had a 19.5%  risk of reincarceration than ex-prisoners with a 

less serious mental health problem who had a 13.5% increased risk of reincarceration when 

compared to ex-prisoners with no mental health problems.  

However, the literature on risk of reincarceration and mental health does report some 

mixed findings where other studies have found (a) no relationship between mental health and 

reincarceration after controlling for other known criminogenic risk factors and demographics 

(Grann & Fazel, 2008; Fisher et al., 2014); (b) a negative relationship between mental health 

and risk of reincarceration (Bonta et al., 1998); or (c) a relationship only when comorbidity is 
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present (i.e. a mental health problem and a substance abuse problem) (Smith & Trimboli, 

2010).  It is estimated that as high as 70% of prisoners who suffer with a mental health 

problem also experiences a co-occurring substance use disorder/s (Swartz & Lurigio, 2007), 

thus increasing their already heightened risk of reincarceration. Ex-prisoners with poor 

mental health who use substances may become resistant to taking medication for their mental 

health problem, which consequently may lead to poor compliance with medical 

appointments, skipping parole meetings, breaching parole orders by not taking their 

medication, which can exacerbate their mental health symptoms resulting in unwanted 

contact with the criminal justice system that ends in their reincarceration (Lamb, Weinberger, 

& Gross, 2004).  

Programs and services in place for ex-prisoners to access upon release are not 

equipped with the specialised personnel who are skilled or qualified to address the unique 

needs of individuals with mental health needs (Mallik- Kane & Visher, 2008).  Moreover, 

community-based services often are simply unwilling to invest time and resources in ex-

prisoners who possess the “triple stigma” (Hoge, 2007). This is where the individual has the 

labels of an “ex-prisoner”, “drug-user”, and the “mentally ill”. This is concerning, 

considering that ex-prisoners with mental health problems compared to ex-prisoners without 

mental health problems are also more likely to have limited or no family and/or social 

support (Baillargeon et al., 2010), experience homelessness and unemployment (Baldry et al., 

2006; Draine et al., 2002), and have mental health related hospitalisations (Alan, Burmas, 

Preen, Pfaff, 2011), and as such, are in critical need of on-going support services that could 

be provided by these community-based service providers.  

Even when social support is available to ex-prisoners with mental health problems, 

this may be a source of unwanted complications that can further challenge and already 

complicated transition from prison to the community. Ex-prisoners returning home to their 
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family and/or friends already bring with them complications, let alone the added problems 

and expense of having poor mental health. It may be likely that ex-prisoners with mental 

health problems cannot enter the workforce (Bakken & Visher, 2018) and thus cannot 

financially contribute to the family, whilst at the same time adding to their family’s financial 

stress with an increase in their costs to house, clothe, feed, medicate and treat them. Families 

may also have an unrealistic expectation of what the individual’s role will be in the family, 

and how they will engage with family affairs once home from prison (Barrenger, Draine, 

Angell, & Herman, 2017). All these complications can place intense pressure on the ex-

prisoner to quickly and successfully reintegrate back into society, which can result in a break 

down and reincarceration.  

To avoid the unwanted complications by placing too much strain on any one family 

member, ex-prisoners with a mental health problem in one study reported a system of 

accommodation where they would rotate living with family members for short periods of 

time to not place undue stress on any one particular family member (Barrenger et al., 2017). 

While this may reduce stress on the family, this system of accommodation resulted in the ex-

prisoners leading a nomadic existence which is not conducive to achieving a successful 

reintegration because this hinders their ability to secure and maintain any connections to 

health care professionals, service providers, and employers, thus increasing their risk of 

reincarceration (Barrenger et al., 2017). Even without this system of accommodation, ex-

prisoners are a high transient group of people, which make providing continuity of care 

between prison and the community all but near impossible to achieve, despite it being 

critically important for the re-entry process.  

Post-release, ex-prisoners who require mental health care services seldomly access 

mental health care (Hamilton & Belenko, 2016; Lennox et al., 2012). Furthermore, the 

continuity of prescription medication for ex-prisoners with mental health problems is often 
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disrupted or ceases altogether (Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008), and those who have accessed 

mental health care services post-release have reported receiving inadequate care that did not 

meet their needs (Begun, Early, & Hodge, 2016). All of these problems with the continuity of 

care for ex-prisoners with mental health problems may stem from an overcrowded, under 

resourced, and under staffed prison system, as it has been reported that many prisoners are 

being transitioned from prison to the community without (a) a mental health plan for re-entry; 

and (b) being registered with a community-based health care provider (Social Exclusion Unit, 

2002).  

Individuals who find themselves at the intersection of the mental health system and 

the criminal justice system are often chronically entrenched and suspended between the two 

systems. Ex-prisoners with mental health problems perceive “that they [are] expected to 

comply with the rigours conditions imposed on their release and conduct, with limited 

accompanying mechanisms of support” (Denton, Foster, & Bland, 2017, p.49). Regular 

contact, practical support, and continuity of care are important factors that contribute to a 

successful reintegration from prison to the community. However, the very systems and 

support services that are put in place to assist prisoners with mental health problems in their 

re-entry, may in fact be creating more barriers to overcome if they are to re-enter society.  

It is argued that by implementing a penological system focused on risk’ – individual 

risk assessment, risk prediction, risk classification, and risk management – with the primary 

aim of protecting and improving community safety, we are essentially ‘othering’ prisoners 

thus promoting an individualist approach to crime control where blame is squarely placed on 

the offender while the complexities in their social, economic, and ecological contexts 

“conveniently disappear” (Hannah-Moffat, 2005, p.43). Unfortunately, the practices of parole 

officers seem to also be aligned with this perspective (Barrenger et al., 2017; Cunneen et al., 

2013; Lynch, 2000; Ward, Yates, & Willis, 2012). In one study, ex-prisoners with mental 
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health problems discussed the feeling of being unable to escape being viewed as a risk by 

their parole officer, regardless of whether they had committed further crime, with one 

individual stating that “once a criminal, always a risk…” (Barrenger et al., 2017). Multiple 

studies have found that parole officers are significantly more likely to revoke an ex-prisoner 

with a mental health problem for a technical parole violation, thus sending them back to 

prison, than an ex-prisoner without a mental health problem (Barrenger et al., 2017; Eno 

Louden & Skeem, 2013; Kennealy, Skeem, Manchak, & Eno Louden, 2012; Steen, Opsal, 

Lovegrove, & McKinzey, 2013).  

However, while evidence exists that Australia’s Indigenous people compared to 

Australia’s non-Indigenous people are more likely to suffer with mental health problems like 

depression and anxiety (AIHW, 2015), our knowledge regarding Indigenous mental health 

while in prison, and the effect mental health has on Indigenous peoples’ risk of 

reincarceration is limited, and research is scarce. One Australian study found Indigenous 

people in prison were suffering from at least one mental health problem, the most common 

being Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (Heffernan, Anderson, Dev, & Kinner, 2012). 

Furthermore, Australia’s Institute of Health and Wellbeing (2015) reported 43% of 

Indigenous ex-prisoners compared to 45% of non-Indigenous ex-prisoners were informed 

about their mental health problems by a health professional, which suggests no significant 

difference in the proportion of Indigenous and non-Indigenous ex-prisoners being diagnosed 

with mental health problems. However, other reports state as high as 93% of Indigenous 

prisoners show signs of mental health problems (Koriff, 2016). It is clear that more research 

is needed to understand the relationship between mental health and risk of reincarceration for 

Australia’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.  



CLOSING THE GAP: UNDERSTANDING RISK OF REINCARCERATION 53 

 

1.9 Substance Use 

Alcohol and illicit substance use are well documented predictors of criminality and 

reincarceration (Bonta, LaPairie, & Wallace-Capretta, 1997; Kinner, George, Campbell, & 

Degenhardt, 2009; Lennings, Copeland, & Howard, 2003; O’Brien & Bates, 2005; Visher, La 

Vigne, & Farrell, 2003). Australia’s Indigenous people are more likely to abstain from 

drinking alcohol than members of the general Australian population; however, they are 

significantly more likely to engage in high-risk alcohol use than non-Indigenous people 

(AIHW, 2017). Also, there is evidence that Australia’s Indigenous people engage in illicit 

drug use at disproportionate rates compared to their non-Indigenous counterparts (AIHW, 

2016). While the Australian Institute of Health and Wellbeing (AIHW) (2016) report that 

Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people are 6.8 times more likely to use 

cannabis, 6 times more likely to use amphetamines, and 4.8 times more likely to use heroin, 

this information is misleading and inconclusive. In the sample that the AIHW used to 

calculate population statistics on illicit substance use, Indigenous people living in remote and 

very remote areas were significantly under-represented, while those living in major city areas 

were greatly over-represented in the sample (AIHW, 2016). As such, to generalise results to 

the whole Indigenous population is critically inappropriate. These population statistics are 

remarkably different to those in the AIHW Prisoner Health Report (2015) that suggests a 

higher prevalence of illicit drug use among non-Indigenous than Indigenous Australians.  

Butler, Levy, Dolan, and Kaldor, (2003) reports that Australian Indigenous people 

compared to non-Indigenous people are more likely to self-report regular marijuana use, than 

heroin, cocaine or ecstasy. However, when examining injecting drug use (IDU) by gender, 

female prisoners (64%) compared to male prisoners (40%) are significantly more likely to 

inject drugs. Even more alarming and supporting claims from international literature of 

unresolved substance problems among released prisoners, is that 58% of Indigenous and 50% 
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of non-Indigenous prisoners reported IDU whilst in prison, with 68% of these prisoners 

sharing needles to do so (Butler e t al., 2003). Butler et al., (2003) identified five risk factors 

that are associated with IDU in prison. These are (a) being female; (b) being between the age 

of 24 and 40; (c) childhood institutionalisation; (d) previous incarcerations; and (e) 

committing violent offence(s). This not only highlights the need for specialised targeted drug 

prevention programs to reduce the risk of reincarceration post-release, but more importantly 

to reduce the health risks associated with sharing dirty needles.   

Continued substance use is argued by many researchers to be one of the strongest 

predictors of a prisoner’s reincarceration post-release from prison (Belenko, 2006; Bonta et 

al., 1998; Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008). This is a significant concern for prisoner re-entry 

policy and programming considering the high proportion of ex-prisoners with unresolved 

substance use problems at release, as their risk of reincarceration is significantly greater than 

ex-prisoners without substance problems (Kinner, 2006; Thomas, Degenhardt, Alati, & 

Kinner, 2013). Research by Belenko and Peugh (2005) indicates that more than 80% of 

prisoners possess signs of having a serious substance abuse problem, which was further 

supported by Mumola and Karberg (2006) who found that 82% of prisoners reported using 

illegal substances in their life, and 68% of prisoners reported using illegal substances on a 

regular basis. However, an even greater concern is that 17% of prisoners in Visher et al 

(2003) study indicated that they would continue using drugs outside of prison if they knew 

they would not get caught, while a further 12% would continue their drug use once released 

regardless of the risk of reincarceration. This is concerning that 29% of these prisoners 

expressed a desire to use substances prior to their release, without even being exposed to the 

added stressors and complications of everyday life that must be navigated once released from 

prison.  
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Of concern for prisoner re-entry legislation, policy, and programming is the high 

proportion of ex-prisoners with unresolved substance use problems at release, as their risk of 

reincarceration is significantly greater than ex-prisoners without a substance problem 

(Kinner, 2006; Thomas et al., 2013). A systematic review of 13 studies with a total of 7563 

prisoners found that 18-30% of male prisoners and 10-24% of female prisoners reported 

alcohol abuse and/or dependency (Fazel, Bains, & Doll, 2006). Drug dependency is 

considered a motivating factor for property and non-violent crime (Kopak & Hoffman, 2014). 

A common reason that is cited for ex-prisoners offending is due to the increase in financial 

needs that is required to support their substance use (Belenko, 2006; Huebner & Berg, 2011; 

Taxman, Bryne, & Young, 2003). Most ex-prisoners are already experiencing financial stress 

due to their newly found ‘ex-prisoner’ status, which is then compounded by the consequences 

of substance use. These consequences could consist of adverse effects on an individual’s 

physical and mental health, social support networks, employment, and even housing 

(Fergusson, Boden, & Horwood, 2013), thus potentially having a multiplicative effect on the 

drivers of reoffending.  

Other criminogenic risk factors that need to be considered for ex-prisoners who 

continue or relapse back into substance use are the effect of a person’s social networks, and 

cognitive impairment. One of the most vital protective factors for preventing reincarceration 

for ex-prisoners is the presence of having a positive social network that reinforces pro-social 

norms, values, and ideologies (Bowman & Travis, 2012; Makarios et al., 2010; Visher & 

Travis, 2003). However, if a newly released prisoner is continuing, or has relapsed back into 

using substances, the likelihood of them possessing an antisocial network and not a positive 

social network that reinforces pro-social norms increases, and with that, so too does their risk 

of reincarceration (Belenko, 2006; Huebner & Berg, 2011). Moreover, the likelihood of 

reincarceration is further increased as a direct result of ex-prisoners’ cognitive abilities being 
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impaired due to being under the influence of the substance they have consumed, thus limiting 

their abilities to make rational decisions and increasing the likelihood of coming into contact 

with the criminal justice system.  

Prior re-entry scholarship has mainly focused on examining any illicit drug use, not 

the type or frequency of illicit drug use. These practices can have detrimental effects, as there 

maybe group differences between type and frequency of drug use for both Australia’s 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. Reporting practices that only report any use may not 

only be masking the true patterns of substance use, but also the effects of type of substance 

use on risk of reincarceration, thus hindering the ability of policy and program makers to 

design appropriate targeted treatment programs and interventions that are culturally 

appropriate for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. In addition, while there is a great deal 

of research that looks at predicting recidivism/reincarceration for people with substance 

problems, there is a dearth of literature that examines how type and frequency of substance 

use effects a person’s risk of reincarceration, and even less exist for Indigenous people.  

1.10 Employment 

Often excluded from the luxury of life’s opportunities to improve one’s position in 

society, ex-prisoners are generally poorly educated, and have little to no vocational and 

interpersonal skills (Rosenfeld et al., 2008). These deficiencies, coupled with limited access 

to social capital, pro-social networks, and the stigma associated with the ex-prisoner label 

creates a substantial barrier for any ex-prisoner to find employment post-release (Makarios et 

al., 2010; Petersilia, 2003). Ex-prisoners fortunate enough to have pre-arranged employment 

or find employment soon after release are more likely to have relied on the assistance of 

family and/or friends to help secure this employment (Uggen et al., 2004). Referrals from 

family and/or friends to a potential employer can help an ex-prisoner overcome the stigma of 

incarceration, and assist in securing employment, thus enabling them to re-enter the 
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workforce and form pro-social attachments to society which greatly reduces their risk of 

reoffending/reincarceration (Duwe & Clark, 2011). This level of social support is a 

substantial benefit for recently released people, as the referral from friends and/or family can 

alter an employer’s perception of the ex-prisoner being untrustworthy, thus making them 

appear more employable to the employer (Pager, 2003; Petersilia, 2003; Wester, Kling, & 

Weiman, 2001). Furthermore, for those being released early on parole, being gainfully 

employed is often a condition of a person’s parole orders. As such, having pre-arranged 

employment or family and/or friends that can assist with gaining employment soon after 

release will greatly reduce the likelihood of people returning to prison because they are able 

to fulfil their parole conditions.  

Unfortunately, most ex-prisoners are unable to overcome the employment barrier and 

are still unemployed 12 months after being released from prison (Baldry et al., 2006; 

Petersilia, 2001). This significantly decreases the probability of transitioning from prisoner to 

law-abiding citizen, for research consistently shows that having employment within the first-

year post-release significantly reduces an ex-prisoner’s probability of 

reoffending/reincarceration (Brenda, Harm, & Tombs, 2005; Kim et al., 2008; Kling, 

Weiman, & Western, 2000; Makarios et al., 2010). In addition to having employment, the 

type of employment (i.e.; full-time or part-time) obtained has also been found to have 

differing effects on risk of reincarceration, with a study on 166 female prisoners showing that 

those who were employed full-time (29%) were significantly less likely to reoffend compared 

to those who were employed part-time (43%), thus leading to a reduction in risk of 

reincarceration (O’Brien & Bates, 2005).   

While most prisoners feel that obtaining employment post-release is critical for a 

successful re-entry (Visher et al., 2003), obtaining employment is one of the hardest barriers 

a prisoner will need to overcome once released (Rocque, Bierie, & MacKenzie, 2010; Travis 
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et al., 2001). Due to the perceived untrustworthiness of an ex-prisoner (Holzer, Raphael, & 

Stoll, 2001; Pager, 2001), employers would rather hire anyone else, even if it means hiring 

someone who is less qualified for the position (Holzer, 1996; Pager, 2003; Petersilia, 2003, 

2005; Visher et al., 2003). In addition, ex-prisoners must also overcome their own internal 

label. Many people see themselves as undeserving of having gainful employment after being 

incarcerated in prison and feel that they should not be earning any more than minimum, 

otherwise they are taking good employment away from people they feel are more deserving 

(i.e.; those who have not been incarcerated) (Uggen et al., 2004).  Furthermore, many ex-

prisoners believe that employment is not obtainable (Bowman & Travis, 2012), and if they 

were lucky enough to obtain employment post-release, the type of jobs being obtained are 

low-paying and unable to meet their cost of living (Uggen, 1999; Uggen et al., 2004). Finally, 

ex-prisoners who come from communities with high crime rates will need strategies to resist 

the abundance of illegal opportunities that are available to earn money, while possessing little 

hope of obtaining gainful legal employment (Uggen et al., 2004).  

Employment patterns among Indigenous and non-Indigenous people clearly show that 

Australia’s Indigenous people are significantly more likely to be unemployed than non-

Indigenous people (ABS, 2017). In Australia, the unemployment rate for Indigenous people 

is approximately 20% (ABS, 2016), much higher than the national unemployment rate of 

5.6% (ABS, 2017). While we know that employment is one of the greatest barriers to 

successful reintegration (Rocque, Bierie, & MazKenzie, 2010; Travis et al., 2001), there are 

other factors that may have a multiplicative effect on Indigenous peoples’ abilities in 

obtaining employment post-release that non-Indigenous people either are not faced with, or 

are affected by but to a lesser degree than Indigenous people.  

The likelihood of obtaining and maintaining employment post-release is further 

decreased if a person suffers with mental health problems, which as stated previously, 
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literature does suggest that Indigenous people are more likely to suffer from mental health 

problems compared to non-Indigenous people (ABS, 2016a; Korff, 2016). Moreover, while 

we know ex-prisoners rely heavily on the social support networks provided by family and 

friends to obtain employment post-release, it is highly unlikely that Indigenous people can 

rely on their social support networks to obtain employment. Besides the fact that Indigenous 

people in the general population are less likely than non-Indigenous people to be employed 

(ABS, 2017) thus not being able to act as a referral to a potential employer for an Indigenous 

ex-prisoner, Indigenous people are also more likely to possess fractured social support 

networks due to imprisonment, homelessness, substance abuse, mental health problems, and 

on-going effects of colonisation. Finally, literacy and numeracy skills among Australia’s 

Indigenous people are significantly lower compared to non-Indigenous people (ABS, 2015; 

Cooke et al., 2007). As such, it is reasonable to assume that Indigenous people may be more 

likely to be excluded from the employment sector due to not having the required literacy and 

numeracy skills required to read, understand, find, and complete job applications for 

employment.  

While a substantial amount of research examining the relationship between 

employment and reincarceration exists, an overwhelming proportion of these have been 

conducted in the United States, without Indigenous people, and with samples that are not 

exclusively prisoners only. This highlights a critical area in Australian corrections and 

prisoner re-entry research where there is a need for further research to develop an 

understanding of the employment-reincarceration relationship for Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people.  

1.11 Homelessness 

Having safe, secure, and stable housing is essential for any prisoner’s reentry process. 

Not only does having stable housing provide and ex-prisoner a safe place to sleep and an 
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escape from the outside world (Lee, Tyler, & Wright, 2010), stable housing also provides ex-

prisoners with the ability to establish a day-to-day routine—a launch pad (Lutze, Rosky, & 

Hamilton, 2014). With a launch pad established, stable housing can also provide ex-prisoners 

with stability to establish a home base connected to family, friends, and community, that 

enables them to build social support networks, find employment, connect with medical and 

therapy providers, improve overall well-being, and fulfil any parole conditions (Henwood, 

Cabassa, Craig, & Padgett,  2013; Lee et al., 2010; Lutze et al., 2014; Shaw, 2004). However, 

having stable housing post-release from prison is often a luxury many ex-prisoners will not 

be able to obtain.  

Evidence suggest that anywhere from 10% (Roman & Travis, 2006) to 21% (Baldry 

et al., 2006) of prisoners will experience homelessness upon being released from prison, 

roughly the same proportion as those who experienced homelessness before prison. However, 

considering prisoners who either owned their home (i.e. mortgaged), or had a secure rental 

property prior-to-prison probably lose their residence while serving their prison sentence due 

to their inability to meet mortgage repayments, make rental payments, and any other home 

ownership costs while in prison (Roman & Travis, 2006), one can reasonably assume there is 

a much higher proportion of prisoners who when leaving prison do not have stable housing, 

and could potentially be declared homeless depending on how homelessness was 

conceptualised. Sleeping rough on the streets, in parks, under bridges, in cars, and squats is 

what is commonly thought of when people refer to homelessness, and this is known as 

primary homelessness (Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 1992). Transient people, those who  

couch surf—spending a few nights or weeks on a friend’s or relative’s couch before moving 

on are considered to be experiencing secondary homelessness as this type of accommodation 

is fleeting and not secure (Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 1992), and as such these individuals 

consistently find themselves drifting between ‘primary homelessness’ and secondary 
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homelessness until they either find secure stable housing or are returned to prison. Finally, 

ex-prisoners who are lucky to have friends or family they can live with medium to long-term, 

but are not named on a tenancy agreement, so therefore have no tenancy protection against 

evictions without notice for example, are classed as tertiary homelessness (Chamberlain & 

MacKenzie, 1992). As such, if these three levels of homelessness were applied to the ex-

prisoner population almost all would be experiencing some form of homelessness, as very 

few ex-prisoners have the means and resources to either buy or secure a housing lease post-

release.  

When leaving prison many ex-prisoners heavily rely on family or friends for 

somewhere to live (Baldry et al., 2006; Berg & Huebner, 2011; Lutze et al., 2014; Visher et 

al., 2003). Those who are not so lucky are confronted with the reality of needing to find 

temporary housing in hostels, halfway houses, homeless shelters, temporary short 

accommodation with friends, extended family, and/or acquaintances, or living in low-budget 

cost hotels in highly disadvantaged communities that are characterised by high crime rates 

(see Clear, 2007; Dickson-Gomez, Convey, Hilario, Weeks, & Corbett, 2009; Fontaine & 

Biess, 2012; Geller & Curtis, 2011; Gowan, 2002; Kirk, 2009, 2012; Kubrin & Stewart, 

2006; Kushel, Hahn, Evans, Bangsberg, & Moss, 2005; Lutze et al., 2014). Prisoners 

perceptions and expectations for housing post-release can often be unrealistic, and places 

them at immediate risk of re-entry failure upon release. In an Australian study that examined 

339 ex-prisoner’s re-entry experiences it was found that 16% had no accommodation 

organised prior to release (i.e. they were released into homelessness) (Baldry et al., 2006), 

and in a US study that interviewed prisoners before release, it was found that as high as 62% 

of male prisoners who did not have any housing organised for their release believed that 

finding stable housing post-release would be easy (Visher et al., 2003). However, there are 

many barriers that an ex-prisoner must overcome to secure safe stable housing post-release.  
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Depending on the type of offense committed and legal jurisdiction, an ex-prisoner 

may not only have the stigma of being an ex-prisoner to overcome to secure housing, but also 

the discriminatory legislation that prevents ex-prisoners from being able to access public 

housing (see Metraux, Roman & Cho, 2007; Roman & Travis, 2004). Unlike Australia, in 

some US states ex-prisoners who have served prison sentences for either a drug offense, 

violent offense, and/or sex offence are ruled ineligible to access public housing (Geller & 

Curtis, 2011; Malone, 2009; Mele & Miller, 2005; Petersilia, 2003; Roman & Travis, 2006). 

In addition, ex-prisoners seeking to find stable housing are also faced with housing 

restrictions as part of their parole conditions (i.e.; where and who the ex-prisoner can live 

with), a discriminative private housing market, credit checks, unemployment, and a shortage 

of affordable housing. In the US it is not uncommon for ex-prisoners’ parole conditions to 

restrict them from having any association with individuals who have a known criminal 

record—including family members (Fontaine & Biess, 2012; Martinez & Chrstian, 2009; 

Petersilia, 2005), which would greatly limit ex-prisoners options for housing post-release. 

Furthermore, ex-prisoners who have the means to afford a private rental are often ‘locked-

out’ as landlords reject their applications after completing a criminal history check, and/or 

they fail a credit check due to being in prison and not being able to build a good credit score 

(Geller & Curtis, 2011; Helfgott, 1997; Malone, 2009; Petersilia, 2005; Roman & Travis, 

2006). As such, it is clear to see that securing stable housing as an ex-prisoner is not an easy 

achievement.  

Homeless and housing instability is one of the immediate risk factors ex-prisoners are 

faced with that has been consistently found to increase one’s risk of reincarceration post-

release in multifaceted ways (Gunnison & Helfgott, 2011; Huebner & Berg, 2011; Lutze et 

al., 2013; Makarios et al., 2010; Metraux & Culhane, 2004; Rodriguez & Brown, 2003; 

Roman & Travis, 2006). Ex-prisoners who find themselves homeless or with unstable 
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housing are forced into contextual positions that are highly associated with re-entry failure 

such as, mental health break down, substance use relapse, inability to meet parole conditions, 

and increased strain leading to arrest for a new conviction (see Huebner & Berg, 2011; 

Makarios et al., 2010; Malone, 2009; Roman & Travis, 2006; Tasi & Rosenheck, 2012). 

Recent research conducted by Lutze et al (2014) found that ex-prisoners who experienced 

periods of homelessness experienced a significant increase in their risk of reincarceration of 

more than two times that of the control group who were provided stable housing for up to 12 

months post-release from prison, and three times the risk of parole revocation. Furthermore, 

having stable housing has also been shown to reduce the amount of time ex-prisoners spend 

in total in prison, thus helping to break the homeless-prison-homeless cycle that is faced by 

many (Clifasefi, Malone, & Collins, 2013). Considering the majority of prisoners who are 

reincarcerated are returned to prison within the first three to six months, it is suggested that 

the establishment of immediate residential stability may be critical for ex-prisoners’ long-

term re-entry outcomes (Hamilton & Campbell, 2013; Petersilia, 2003).  

Furthermore, there is evidence in the literature that residential mobility (i.e. moving 

homes) is a predictor for reincarceration as ex-prisoners who are mobile (i.e. transient) are 

believed to be less likely to possess strong social bonds as they do not have the opportunity to 

form attachments to community, employment, and pro-social people (La Vigne & 

Parthasarathy, 2005). In the study conducted by Baldry et al (2006), 50% of ex-prisoners 

moved two or more times and 16% moved more than four times in the nine-month follow-up 

period. Results showed that mobility increased the likelihood of reincarceration with 59% of 

those who moved more than twice being reincarcerated compared to only 22% of ex-

prisoners who had stable housing and did not move (Baldry et al., 2006). This is further 

supported by findings from Meredith, Speir, & Johnson (2007) who found that parolees’ risk 

of a new arrest increased by 25% per residential move post-release.  
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Putting the ex-prisoner label aside, Australia’s Indigenous people are 14 times more 

likely to experience homelessness than Australia’s non-Indigenous people (AIHW, 2014), as 

well as inadequate housing (Gilbert & Wilson, 2009), and overcrowded housing 

(Weatherburn, Snowball & Hunter, 2008). Furthermore, of the 54 Indigenous participants 

included in Baldry et al (2006) study, none had stable housing with family post-release, 

instead public housing was relied on. However, with most owing a debt to the public housing 

department, and ‘black listed’ with the housing authority, public housing was not able to be 

secured. As such, at nine months post-release 50% of the Indigenous participants not returned 

to prison were still considered to be homeless (Baldry et al., 2006). Little attention has been 

given to understanding the prevalence of Indigenous homelessness, and even less has 

examined the Indigenous-homelessness-reincarceration relationship. In general, Indigenous 

people experience a complexity of physical and mental health problems more than non-

Indigenous people, of which increase the likelihood of experiencing homelessness (Cooper & 

Morris, 2005; Johnson, Parkinson, & Parsell, 2012; Memmott & Chambers, 2010), and these 

problems are rooted in a quagmire of unique complexities embedded in the wider structural, 

political, and ecological barriers that stem from colonisation and the dispossession of land 

and culture. Therefore, to better prepare Australia’s Indigenous people for a successful re-

entry process there is high demand for further research into their housing experiences prior 

to, and post-release to better understand the Indigenous-housing-reincarceration relationship.  

1.12 Social Support 

Social support stems from the scholarly work of the Chicago School of Sociology that 

has focused on examining “…organised networks of human relations…” and how these 

“…assist people in meeting both expressive and instrumental needs, which prevents crime” 

(Colvin, Cullen, & Vander Van, 2002, p. 24). Cullen (1994) first posed the notion of social 

support as a generalised concept, whether it is explicit or implicit, that directly affects crime 
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and is inversely related to general health, mental health, addiction, trauma, and stress (Cohen, 

Underwood, & Gottlieb, 2000; Dobkin, DeCivita, Paraherakis, & Gill, 2002; Thoits, 1986), 

all of which are known criminogenic risk factors. Considering that social support is defined 

as the “perceived or actual instrumental and/or expressive provisions supplied by the 

community, social networks, and confiding partners” (Lin, 1986, p. 18), it has been suggested 

that social support is the ‘black box’ of prisoner re-entry research (Bonta, Rugge, Scott, 

Bourgon & Yessine, 2008), for while there has been much research on social support and 

reoffending, we are still yet to fully comprehend the mechanisms of social support.  By 

understanding the mechanisms of social support and the underlying role these play in re-entry 

failure or success, we may be able to improve re-entry policies and programs to help newly 

released prisoners acquire pro-social bonds to society, thus reducing their risk of 

reincarceration.  

There are four types of support and an ex-prisoner will need all four if they are to 

successfully reintegrate back into the community. First, affirmational support is where a 

person is made to feel valued, that they themselves are worth something (Stauss & Falkin, 

2001). Second, emotional/expressive support is when a person feels love, care, kindness, and 

sympathy, from other people, to name a few (Lin, 1986; Stauss & Falkin, 2001). Third, 

practical/instrumental support is provided when a person receives food, clothing, 

accommodation, and things like childcare (Lin, 1986; Stauss & Falkin, 2001). Finally, 

informational support is where people receive advice and guidance regarding life’s decisions 

(Stauss & Falkin, 2001). Ex-prisoners may receive these supports ‘privately’ or ‘publicly’.  

Two types of social support exist. First, private social support is support that is 

provided by family, friends, community programs, non-profit organisations, charities, and an 

individual’s social network (Chamlin & Cochvan, 1997; Chamlin, Novak, Lowenkamp, & 

Cochran, 1999; Cullen, 1994). Second, public social support is support that is provided by the 
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government through government departments, government workers, and agents of the 

criminal justice system (Chamlin & Cochran, 1997; Pratt & Cullen, 2005; Worral, 2005). 

Examples of public social support consist of but are not limited to public housing and welfare 

benefits/support. Given the complexity of an ex-prisoner’s needs during the re-entry period, 

to decrease their risk of reincarceration they will need to rely on support not only from 

friends and family (i.e. personal support), but also from community, and government (i.e. 

public support).  

At the core of social support theory, it is believed that communities (i.e. 

neighbourhoods, states, and nations) that do not promote supportive practices or do not 

possess the required structures to facilitate support (i.e. social welfare programs, universal 

healthcare and education) will have higher crime rates than communities that embody the 

ideology of support (Chamlin & Cochran, 1997; Cullen, 1994; Pratt & Cullen, 2005). 

Chamlin & Cochran (1997) go as far to suggest that “…societies that most effectively 

balance the pursuit of individualistic agendas with a concern for the needs of others will be 

most successful in establishing and teaching social values that inhibit their members from 

engaging in criminal activities” (p. 208), and there is a wealth of research that supports this 

notion that social support acts as a protective factor against reoffending/reincarceration (see 

Altheimer, 2008; Bahr, Harris, Fisher, & Harker Armstrong, 2010; Hochstetler et al., 2010; 

Makarios & Sams, 2013; Meadows, 2007; Orrick et al., 2011; Petersilia, 2003; Visher, 

Knight, Chalfin, & Roman, 2009; Walker, Kazemain, Lussier, & Na, 2017; Worrall, 2009).  

Private social support that is provided to an ex-prisoner by family and friends is 

considered by many to be central to improving the re-entry outcomes of ex-prisoners 

(Huebner & Berg, 2011; Mills & Codd, 2008; Naser & La Vigne, 2006;  Visher & Courtney, 

2007; Visher et al., 2003; Visher & Travis, 2003). In Visher’s and Courtney’s (2007) research 

63% of participants considered social support provided by their family to be critical in 
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reducing their risk of reincarceration post-release. While family members can be found to 

provide ex-prisoners with all four types of support, the support that is provided most by 

family members is practical/instrumental support as ex-prisoners rely heavily on family for 

housing and financial assistance, as well as emotional support (Clone & DeHart, 2014; 

Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008; Solomon, Visher, La Vigne & Osborne, 2006). Furthermore, 

family members most commonly found to provide support to ex-prisoners are parents, 

followed by siblings (Clone & DeHart, 2014; Pettus-Davis, Scheyett, & Lewis, 2014).  

However, many prisoners cannot rely on family for support once released from prison 

as these relationships have long been severed due to their offending behaviour, or because of 

court imposed restrictions (Denney, Tewksbury, & Jones, 2014). Despite this, the majority of 

participants in Denney’s et al (2014) study expressed to interviewers the desire for social 

support, and that poor social support is a major risk factor for reincarceration that is 

ignored/omitted from re-entry planning and programming. As such, Denney et al (2014) 

called for “less emphasis…to be placed upon traditionally identified components for 

successful re-entry; the programming must go beyond securing employment, education, 

housing, and transportation to meet the need for expanded social support in the form of a 

community environment providing accountability to all participants” (p. 48).  

Looking at ‘public’ social support, there is also an established relationship with 

reoffending/reincarceration. Worrall (2005) examined the effects of public social support 

(i.e.; housing support and/or welfare payments) on recidivism for a group of parolees in 

counties across California. Results showed there was no significant relationship between 

public social support and recidivism (Worrall, 2005). However, it is unlikely that public 

social support in the form of welfare payments is enough to encourage desistance from crime 

given the level of accumulated disadvantage that is experienced by almost all ex-prisoners. 

These findings differ to those of Chamlin, Cochran, & Lowenkamp (2002) who found a 
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relationship between homicide offenders and public social support. However, they are 

supported by more recent research that examined the effects of private social support on 

recidivism. Hipp, Jannetta, Shah, & Turner (2009, 2011) found that as the number of 

charitable associations increased in a community, so too did an individual’s risk of 

reoffending. Given these findings are mixed, it is important to note that previous studies that 

have simultaneously studied the effects of both public and private social supports on a 

person’s risk of reoffending and reincarceration is scarce.  

A study by Orrick et al (2011) simultaneously examined the effects of both public and 

private social support on male parolees’ probability of reincarceration. As a measure of 

public social support, welfare payments were used, whilst the number of charitable 

organisations was used as a proxy measure for private social support. The findings indicated 

that public social support had no direct effect on recidivism (Orrick et al., 2011). However, 

there was a significant effect for the private measure of social support, but not in the 

anticipated direction. The results indicated that as the number of charities increased in an 

area, so too did the recidivism rates of parolees (Orrick et al., 2011). Furthermore, while there 

was no direct effect for public social support on recidivism, the results show a significant 

multiplicative effect of public and private social support for drug re-offending only (Orrick et 

al., 2011), thus lending weight to Colvin et al’s (2002) suggestion that:  

“Societies that provide greater social support create the context in which social 

support is more likely to be delivered at the micro level in interpersonal relationships. 

At the micro level, social support softens or prevents the experience of coercion, 

whereas coercion undermines (and threatens to remove) social support” (p.27).  
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1.13 Community Disadvantage and Location 

Traditionally prisoner re-entry research has focused on individual level factors while 

community factors are seldomly considered. It is vital that community factors are considered 

when discussing and planning a prisoner’s re-entry as it is the ex-prisoner’s community to 

which they return that provides the environmental context to both offenders’ and non-

offenders’ lives. Thus, it is the environment that affords and constrains one’s life 

opportunities, as well as influences the development of prosocial or antisocial behaviour. 

Understanding the role of the community in the construction of social support and social 

control is a key neglected variable in the re-entry process for ex-prisoners. Progressing policy 

makers understanding of the role community plays in a prisoner’s re-entry is vital for 

advancing criminological and penological policy. To further our knowledge and 

understanding of the individual-community-crime relationship research needs to consider 

whether community characteristics are different and/or have disproportionate effects for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. If there are differences in community characteristics 

for Australia’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, and/or they have disproportionate 

effects for the two groups’ risk of reincarceration, it is critical that correctional staff, service 

providers, and prisoner re-entry policy makers are informed and take this into consideration 

when developing re-entry plans.  

Resource deprivation, otherwise known as concentrated disadvantage or community 

disadvantage, is a fundamental variable employed in ecological studies of crime, and has 

been consistently found to have a strong association with criminality (Eitle, D’Alessio & 

Stolzenberg, 2006; Huebner, Varano, & Bynum, 2007; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Land et al., 

1990; Sampson et al. 2002; Shaw & McKay, 1942; Stahler et al., 2013). However, it is 

suggested that studies place too much emphasis on concentrated disadvantage and neglect the 

role of affluence (Sampson et al., 2002). Affluent communities have been suggested to 
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possess protective factors from crime (Sampson et al., 2002). Therefore, ecological studies 

should examine both ends of the disadvantage spectrum for communities to identify 

predictors of crime. 

Prior ecological studies that have examined the disadvantage-crime relationship have 

reported mixed results. Kubrin and Stewart (2006) who followed a group of ex-prisoners for 

a 12 month period post-release from prison found that ex-prisoners who returned to 

communities characterised by high levels of concentrated disadvantage were significantly 

more likely to be re-arrested within the follow-up period, than ex-prisoners returning to 

communities characterised by lower levels of concentrated disadvantage (Kubrin & Stewart, 

2006). However, Kubrin and Stewart (2007) also conducted a comparative study that 

examined the relationship between disadvantaged and affluent communities with recidivism 

and found that disadvantage increased the risk of recidivism in some communities by less 

than 5%, where risk increased by more than 40% in other communities. These findings 

indicated that individuals from disadvantaged communities were more likely to recidiviate, 

compared to those who reside in more affluent communities, thus highlighting the importance 

of differentiating between affluent and disadvantaged communities when examining 

reoffending/reincarceration risks.  

However, research by Huebner et al. (2007) found that concentrated disadvantage was 

not associated with an ex-prisoner’s probability of reconviction. These findings are supported 

by those from Wehrman (2010) who examined the effects of disadvantage, and the 

interaction effect of disadvantage and race on an individual’s probability to reoffend, with no 

significant effect being found for both. Nevertheless, other research has found a significant 

relationship between disadvantage and reoffending for a specific type of offender only. 

Research by Grunwald, Lockwood, Harris, and Mennis (2010) that examined the effect of 

concentrated disadvantage and social capital on the probability of reoffending found that 
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when controlling for social capital, concentrated disadvantage was a significant predictor for 

repeat drug offenders only. These mixed results suggest that a community’s level of 

disadvantage may have a direct or indirect effect on an ex-prisoner’s risk of reincarceration 

post-release from prison, and therefore warrants further investigation.  

 The geographical location of a recently released ex-prisoner’s home community is 

believed to greatly influence their ability to successfully reintegrate post-release (Kubrin & 

Stewart, 2006; Rose & Clear, 1998). This is because of the issue of accessibility. For 

example, accessibility to services, treatment, and support, both at an institutional and 

community level. Where ex-prisoners choose to reside post-release may directly affect their 

ability to access important services, treatment options and hinder social support networks 

thought to be important to facilitating a successful re-entry (Hipp et al., 2009, 2011; Kubrin 

& Stewart, 2006; Rose & Clear, 1998). Those who reside in remote communities, thus 

isolating themselves from services, treatment options and support, may be increasing their 

probability of reincarceration than those who reside in communities with good accessibility.  

Few studies have examined the effect of an individual’s residential geographical 

location on their probability to commit crime, and even fewer have examined whether there is 

an association with an ex-prisoner’s probability of re-entry. Cunningham (2007) examined 

the effect that geographical location of an individual’s residence had on their probability to 

reoffend. Of the 3597 young people included in the evaluation, 54% lived in either a regional 

centre or a remote Indigenous community (Cunningham, 2007). Findings showed that 

individuals who resided in areas with high accessibility (21%), compared to medium 

accessibility (26%) and low accessibility (28%) to services, treatment and social support 

networks were significantly less likely to reoffend (Cunningham, 2007).  



CLOSING THE GAP: UNDERSTANDING RISK OF REINCARCERATION 72 

 

These findings are supported by Hipp et al., (2009, 2011) who examined the effects of 

proximity to social and health service providers for parolees in California. Their findings 

showed that more social and health services were in communities where Hispanic and black 

parolees resided. However, even though more services in these areas existed, accessibility 

was still limited compared to other areas (Hipp et al., 2009, 2011). It is suggested that the 

restricted access may be due to an increased demand for services in areas which have a higher 

spatial contagion of ex-prisoners (Hipp et al, 2009, 2011). However, this contradicts earlier 

findings by Small and McDermott (2006) who found that areas characterised by 

disadvantage, have less organisational resources than affluent areas. This is important to 

consider in an Australia context considering that areas which are geographically isolated are 

also more often characterised by extreme levels of disadvantage (Weatherburn & Lind, 

2001).  

Scholarly work examining the effects of geographical factors on an ex-prisoner’s risk 

of reincarceration is rare. With studies such as Cunningham’s (2007) that highlight the 

relationship between an individual’s residential geographical location and reoffending 

amongst young people, it would be reasonable to believe the same relationship may exist for 

adult ex-prisoners. Furthermore, with studies such as Hipp et al (2009, 2011), and Small and 

McDermott (2006) who both demonstrate that a relationship exists between accessibility to 

services and crime, this is an area that requires further investigation.   

1.14 Australia, Indigeneity, Re-offending and Prisoner Re-entry—What is and is not 

known? 

 

Australia’s population of recently released ex-prisoners is a hidden population. There 

are no uniformed requirements for jurisdictions to record who, and when, a prisoner is 

released, or their release status (Baldry et al., 2006; Hasley, 2010). This makes a difficult task 

of providing services and support to a vulnerable and disadvantaged population to prevent 
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reincarceration post-release all the more challenging. Most research attempting to explain 

Indigenous over-representation has been fixated on the systemic bias in the application of the 

law, police use of discretionary powers, and the institutional operations within the criminal 

justice system such as, arrest rates and sentencing practices (Cunneen, 2001; Cunneen & 

McDonald, 1996; Luke & Cunneen, 1995; Sarre, 2000; Weatherburn et al., 2003). Whereas, a 

possible explanation neglected by research is that, Australia’s Indigenous people compared to 

Australia’s non-Indigenous people may be more likely to be reincarcerated due to differences 

in criminogenic risk factors between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.  

Only a handful of Australian studies have examined the risk of reincarceration post-

release from prison for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. This is surprising given the 

many contextual differences that are present between Australia and the United States, the 

most obvious differences being Australia’s sentencing practices are less punitive than the 

United States, and Australia has a good social welfare system compared to the United States. 

Moreover, in Australia it is possible for a substantial proportion of prisoners to leave prison 

unsupervised. This is problematic given that research by Willis (2008) found that 50% of 

Australia’s Indigenous prisoners chose to ‘max-out’ (serve their full sentences in prison, even 

though they could have been released early on parole) their prison sentence due to perceived 

difficulties in meeting parole conditions. This may explain why non-Indigenous compared to 

Indigenous male prisoners are four times more likely to be paroled, and why non-Indigenous 

females are almost 10 times more likely to be released on parole than Indigenous female 

prisoners (Broadhurst & Maller, 1990). Research on unsupervised ex-prisoners is almost non-

existent given the difficulties associated with studying such a high transient population.  

Broadhurst, Maller, Maller, & Duffecy (1988) conducted a study in Western Australia 

that examined the failure rate of reoffending for all released prisoners (n -16,381). Results 

showed that Indigenous males were most likely to reoffend (76%), and non-Indigenous 
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females were least likely to reoffend (36%). Surprisingly, Indigenous females were the 

second most likely group to reoffend (69%). Whereas, 45% of the non-Indigenous males 

were found to reoffend in the nine years post-release (Broadhurst et al., 1988). However, 

when examining reoffending for the same groups post-release, but controlling for sentence 

length served in prison, the results revealed interesting information.  

Prisoners who ‘maxed-out’ their sentences and were released without supervision 

were significantly more likely to reoffend post-release, compared to supervised ex-prisoners 

(Broadhurst et al., 1988). Of the non-Indigenous prisoners who ‘maxed-out’, 48.6% 

reoffended post-release, compared to 32.3% of supervised ex-prisoners. While not 

significant, there still was a difference for Indigenous prisoners, with 77.4% of maxed-out 

prisoners reoffending compared to 66.6% of supervised ex-prisoners (Broadhurst et al., 

1988). These findings suggest an association between supervision and re-entry. International 

studies that have examined the effects of supervision on reoffending have produced mixed 

results. As such, to develop a comprehensive understanding of prisoner re-entry, future 

research should examine the prison population in its entirety, and not exclude those who were 

not released on supervised orders (parole).  

Broadhurst and Maller (1990) also found an association between shorter 

incarcerations and reoffending, as non-Indigenous people (46.2%) who served less than one 

month in prison reoffended more than non-Indigenous people (32.7%) who served between 

six and twelve months. However, the association with length of sentence served and 

reoffending was not found for Indigenous people as there was almost no difference in 

reoffending between those who served one month in prison (74.4%) and those who served 

between six and twelve months (75%) (Broadhurst & Maller, 1990). These findings suggest 

that the duration of time a person serves in prison may have differential effects for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration.  
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Housing, employment, treatment programs, social support, and education are all 

considered to be critically important for the re-entry process. Most Indigenous prisoners leave 

prison without accommodation (Haggerty, 2005), and remain homeless long after release, 

thus before these people have even left prison, their risk of reincarceration is already 

significantly higher than those who have accommodation upon release. Furthermore, 

evidence clearly shows that exiting prison without accommodation is a predictor of long-term 

homelessness, as 50% of Indigenous people who leave prison without accommodation are 

still without stable housing nine months after their release from prison (Baldry, McDonnell, 

Maplestone, & Peeters, 2003, 2006).  

In addition to homelessness, alcohol is suggested to be an explanatory factor for as 

much as 90% of all Indigenous contact with the Australian criminal justice system 

(Hazelhurst, 1991; Mals, Howells, Day, & Hall, 2000). Butler et al., (2003) examined the 

prevalence of tobacco, alcohol, and illicit drug use in a sample of 789 male and female 

prisoners in New South Wales and found that Indigenous (28%) compared to non-Indigenous 

people (11%) were more likely to be intoxicated from alcohol at the time of their offence. 

This is important considering that alcohol intoxication was also found to be significantly 

associated with convictions for homicide and assault (Butler et al., 2003). Moreover, an 

Australian investigation of peoples’ life conditions post-release from prison found that 77% 

(n = 36) had a history of substance use, and 75% reported using substances within four weeks 

of being released (Graffam & Shinkfield, 2012). Furthermore, when examining illicit drug 

use among Indigenous and non-Indigenous prisoners there are also substantial differences 

that could possibly result in differences in risk of reincarceration for Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people. With substance use consistently being shown to be a significant risk 

factor for reincarceration it is important for us to develop an understanding of how substance 
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use affects Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration, and whether these 

differ by Indigenous status.  

Besides the common barriers to prisoner re-entry, the forcible removal of a child from 

their biological family before the age of 14 has been found to be a significant predictor for 

Indigenous reoffending (Clayer, 1991; Hunter, 1994; McKendrick, Cutter, Mackenzie, & 

Chiu, 1992; Weatherburn et al., 2008). Moreover, forcible removal from one’s family is also 

significantly correlated with suicidal tendencies and poor mental health (Clayer, 1991; 

McKendrick et al., 1992). Forcible removal from one’s family disrupts the attachment and 

socialisation process of the child and is argued to have ripple effects for generations 

(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Collins & Read, 1990; Fitzgerald, 2001). Forcibly 

removing a child from their family and placing them in an institution or with a family who 

does not hold the same cultural norms, values, and ideologies severs the social reproduction 

process. As such, children are prevented from learning fundamental life, culture, and spiritual 

lessons that a child learns from their parents. Instead, these children become institutionalised, 

as the responsibility of childrearing is assumed by the state (Fitzgerald, 2001). 

Research on Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration is limited and has notable 

methodological/design limitations. For example, the results from prior studies often cannot be 

generalised to all Indigenous people as the samples used are often restricted by crime type. 

This was a limitation of Wundesritz’s (2010) study that employed a sample of violent male 

offenders only, and Weatherburn’s (2010) research that focused on convicted burglars. By 

concentrating on selected crime, and offender types, these studies have excluded a large 

proportion of Indigenous offenders. As such, these findings are unlikely to be accurately 

applied to all Indigenous offenders as group differences between types of Indigenous 

offenders may exist. 
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Most previous studies comparing Indigenous and non-Indigenous ex-prisoners’ 

reentry patterns have only identified whether Indigenous people are more likely to return, and 

return at a faster rate—however, the reasons why, have for the most part, been left 

unanswered (Willis & Moore, 2008). A small number of studies have attempted to answer 

why, but have limited their focus to only a couple of mediating risk factors linked to 

reincarceration (e.g., the mediating effect of studying or upskilling on the risk of 

reincarceration) (Giles & Whale, 2016), and have largely ignored the range of empirically 

based risk factors that may be linked to Indigenous and non-Indigenous reincarceration. 

Finally, comparative studies that do consider the possibility of multiple mediating effects 

when examining risk of reincarceration tend to be older studies (Broadhurst et al., 1988). This 

is problematic as multiple risks are dynamic and can change overtime due to individual and 

structural changes (i.e.., homelessness, unemployment, substance use, to name a few).  

Taking into account all of the points that have been made throughout this chapter, one 

can start to understand how Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people became 

over-represented in Australia’s prison system, and that there is an urgent need for robust 

empirical evidence to be conducted that examines Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ 

risk of reincarceration. As such, the research presented in this thesis proposes to contribute to 

limited knowledge in this area by examining why Indigenous people are more at risk of 

reincarceration, whether there are group differences in the characteristics of Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous ex-prisoners, and if their experiences prior to, during, and post-prison can 

explain any differences in risk of reincarceration. 
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Primary Data Source 

Most of the data employed in this thesis was drawn from a larger longitudinal study 

called the ‘Passport study’. The ‘Passport study’ was a single-blinded randomised control 

trial that was registered with the Australian New Zealand Clinical Trials Registry 

(ACTRN12608000232336).  Participants included in this research were recruited from seven 

adult prisons in Queensland from January 1st 2008 to December 31st 2010 (Kinner et al., 

2013; Kinner, van Dooren, Boyle, Longo, & Lennox, 2014)4.  Two of the prisons that 

participants were recruited from housed female prisoners, and five housed male prisoners. 

Three of the five male prisons and one of the female prisons that participants were recruited 

from were located in Queensland’s South East, while the remainder of the prisons were 

located in north Queensland (see Figure 1 for the geographical distribution of Queensland’s 

adult prisons).      

 
4 Queensland is an east coast state in Australia. In Australia, all criminal law proceedings and the management 

of prisons and prisoners are the responsibility of each state government.  
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  Low Security Correctional Facility                         High and Low Security Correctional Facility 

  High Security Correctional Facility       High Secuirty Correctional Facility (3 in 1) 

Figure 1. Queensland’s Correctional Facilities by Security Classification and Location.  
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Potential participants were identified via their prison records. Only individuals who 

were scheduled for release within six weeks of a baseline interview being conducted were 

included in the ‘Passport Study’ (Kinner et al., 2013; Kinner et al., 2014).  Individuals who 

were on remand (i.e.; not serving time for a convicted offence but were awaiting trial) were 

excluded due to the uncertainty surrounding their release date5 (Kinner et al., 2013; Kinner et 

al., 2014).  The baseline interview consisted of a structured questionnaire that took between 

60-90 minutes to complete. Data collected in the baseline interview consisted of participants’ 

demographic characteristics, living conditions prior to prison, level of social support, general 

and mental health, cognitive abilities, substance use prior to prison, the number of visitors 

received whilst in prison, and prison-life experiences (Kinner et al., 2013; Kinner et al., 

2014).  Following participants’ release from prison, follow-up telephone interviews were 

conducted with participants at approximately one, three, and six months using the same 

questions (except relating to life experiences post-prison) and with the additional questions 

that collected data on accessing support services post-release. In total, participants were 

interviewed a maximum of four times during the “Passport Study” (one prior to release and 

potentially three post-release).  

The self-report data collected during these interviews was linked with multiple 

datasets from Queensland Health, Queensland Corrective Services, Medicare, the National 

Death Index, and the Pharmaceutical Benefit Scheme. As a result, the dataset includes all 

 
5 A proportion of individuals in prison in Queensland are unsentenced prisoners held on remand for an offence 

they are accused of committing. These individuals have been arrested, charged, refused bail, and ordered by a 

magistrate to be held on remand until trial (Queensland Government, 2017). There are four reasons why an 

accused may be held on remand, these are (a) due to the seriousness of the charge (i.e.; murder); (b) the accused 

has a criminal history of a similar offences; (c) the accused is considered a flight risk and will skip bail, thus not 

appearing in court; and (d) belief that the accused may interfere with proceedings of the case (Unit, 2002; 

Queensland Government, 2017). While prisoners on remand were excluded from the ‘Passport Study’, it is 

acknowledged that remandees may also face similar barriers upon their release as convicted prisoners. 

Compared to prisoner re-entry, little research exists that examines barriers of re-entry for remandees. 

Furthermore, when remandees are not excluded from re-entry research the findings are not differentiated by 

remand and sentenced prisoners (Håkansson & Berglund, 2012). However, there is some evidence that suggests 

individuals who are held on remand are more likely to have limited/no social support network, suffer from 

mental health problems, have more physical health problems compared to sentenced prisoners (Unit, 2002).  
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entry and exit points from Queensland’s criminal justice system between 2006 and 2012, as 

well as the number of previous adult incarcerations for each participant prior to 2006 (Kinner 

et al., 2013; Kinner et al., 2014). When linking data across multiple datasets with offending 

populations, there is a concern over the accuracy of the data linkage due to the use of aliases 

among the population. Generally, an assumption is made that individuals’ identifying 

information (i.e.; name, date of birth etc) are accurately recorded across databases when 

conducting record linkage studies. However, this assumption cannot be made when the 

population of interest are offenders.  

A Canadian study on female prisoners linked prison data with patient records from 

Canada’s Cervical Cancer Screening Program and discovered that 50% of their sample had 

three or more aliases recorded in the correctional database (Martin et al., 2004). Due to 

concerns that the aliases would result in an increased number of false matches when the data 

linkage was completed, female prisoners with multiple aliases (four or more) were excluded 

from the study. However, excluding these prisoners potentially affected the generalisability 

of their results due to a disproportionate number of Canadian Aboriginal women and poorly 

educated women being excluded (Martin, Hislop, Grams, Moravan, & Calam, 2005).  

When linking data, sensitivity and specificity are both important aspects to the linkage 

quality. Sensitivity is the degree to which the data linkage process correctly identifies 

matches (Blakely & Salmond, 2002). Two previous data linkage studies that were conducted 

with offending populations both reported high sensitivity levels when all known aliases were 

included in the linkage process (Kariminia et al., 2005; Larney & Burns, 2011). Kariminia et 

al. (2005) examined prisoner mortality using linked administrative data where individuals had 

an average of two aliases. The linkage sensitivity was 88.4% and specificity was 99.7%. In 

other words, the data linkage process correctly identified 88.4% of participants deaths and 

incorrectly identified 0.3% of participants still alive (Kariminia et al., 2005). Furthermore, 
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research by Larney and Burns (2011) compared the sensitivity and specificity of a record 

linkage study with a prisoner population with aliases being used as the comparison group 

(i.e.; linkage process completed using prisoners’ aliases, and the linkage process completed 

without using prisoners’ aliases). Findings showed that linkage sensitivity was significantly 

higher when the linking process included all known aliases (86%), than without all known 

aliases (64%) (Larney & Burns, 2011). The findings of these two studies highlight the 

importance of including all known aliases in the data linkage process when conducting 

research with all criminal justice populations that employ linked administrative data.  

To ensure generalisability individuals who were identified to have aliases were 

included in “The Passports Study”. To ensure sensitivity and specificity “The Passport 

Study’s” research team probabilistically linked the data based on participants’ identifying 

information and all known aliases (Kinner et al., 2013; Kinner et al., 2014). The process of 

probabilistic linkage is where weights are assigned to individuals’ unique identifiers (ie.; 

name, date of birth, etc) that are being used to identify and match individuals across 

databases (Jaro, 1995). This process is used to determine which are true matches in the 

linkage process, and which to reject (Jaro, 1995). This reduces missing observations such as 

death and prevents reliability issues with the outcome measure (Larney & Burns, 2011). In 

total, 1325 Queensland prisoners completed the baseline survey for the “Passport Study” and 

had their prison records matched with records from Queensland Health, Medicare, the 

National Death Index, and the Pharmaceutical Benefit Scheme.  

2.2 Secondary Data Source 

Population data from the 2006 Australian Census was also drawn on for the research 

included in this thesis.  To use the Census data participants’ residential postcodes prior-to-

prison and post-release were matched with the aggregate level data at the suburb level (i.e.; 

community level). The 2006 Australian Census was chosen as all participants included in the 
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“Passport Study” were released from prison a minimum of 221 days before the 2011 

Australian Census6. As such, the ecological measures (i.e.; community disadvantage, 

remoteness, etc) calculated from the population data collected in the 2006 Australian Census 

is the most representative of what the participants included in the “Passport Study” would 

have experienced both prior-to-prison and post-release.   

2.2.1 Exclusion of Participants. The focus of this research was to better understand 

why Indigenous compared to non-Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration post-

release. To address this, participants whose criminal history (i.e.; prior criminal history and 

reoffending data) was not fully recorded in “The Passport Study” were excluded from the 

analyses presented in this thesis. Furthermore, participants in “The Passport Study” who were 

not released within eight weeks of completing their baseline survey were also excluded. In 

total, of the 1325 participants recruited in “The Passport Study”, 1238 were included in the 

current analyses.  

2.3 Selection of Variables  

In this section the variables included in the current research presented will be 

identified and operationalised.  The primary independent variable of interest is presented in 

Section 2.3.1.  All covariates are operationalised in Section 2.3.2.  These include variables 

pertaining to participants’ demographic characteristics, criminal history, social experiences 

prior-to-prison, prison-life experiences, ecological characteristics, and support.  Finally, in 

Section 2.3.3 the dependent variables employed in the studies presented in Chapters 3, 4, and 

5 are outlined.  

 
6 The last possible date for participants who were included in the “Passport Study” to be released from prison 

was December 31st 2010. The 2011 Australian Census was conducted on the 9th of August 2011 (ABS, 2011). 

As such, the minimum-maximum number of days that a participant could have been at risk of reincarceration 

prior to the collection of the 2011 Australian Census population data was a total of 221 days.  
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2.3.1 Independent Variable—Indigenous Status 

The primary aim of this thesis is to understand why Indigenous people are more at 

risk of reincarceration than non-Indigenous people. It is important to note that most of the 

major analyses presented in this thesis consist of separate analytic models that have been 

conducted for the Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups to compare the effect of 

independent variables on the risk of reincarceration across Indigenous status, while for other 

analyses Indigenous status has been controlled for in the models presented.  As such, the 

primary independent variable of interest is Indigenous status. Indigenous people in Australia 

can either be of Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, and/or South Sea Islander decent.  

Information pertaining to a persons’ Indigenous status was collected via self-report data at the 

baseline interview, and from Queensland Corrective Services data.  In accordance with best 

practices for recording Indigenous status (Dugaza, Scott, & McKeawn, 2012), participants 

who identified as Indigenous (i.e.; Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, and/or South Sea 

Islander) at least once in either the baseline data, post-prison interview data, or Queensland 

Corrective Services data were recorded as Indigenous (non-Indigenous = 0; Indigenous = 1).  

2.3.2 Covariates 

2.3.2.1. Gender.  Previous studies that have examined both the on-set of offending 

behaviour, and the likelihood of reoffending have consistently found that gender (i.e.; being 

male) is significantly associated with criminality. As such, it is important to control for this 

variable in all research examining ex-prisoners’ experiences and risk of reincarceration. For 

the purpose of the research included in this thesis gender will be coded as a dichotomous 

variable (0 = Female; 1 = Male).  

2.3.2.2. Education.  It is commonly reported that people in prison have a significantly 

lower level of education compared to the wider general population (Visher et al., 2003; 

Wundersitz, 2010), and that it is not uncommon for prisoners to be illiterate, and/or have very 
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poor numerical skills (Greenberg, Dunleavy, Kutner, & White, 2007; Wundersitz, 2010).  

Moreover, low levels of education have been found to be significantly associated with 

criminality (Makarios et al., 2010; Stahler et al., 2013), whereas, high levels of education 

have been found to be a protective factor (O’Brien & Bates, 2005; Steurer, Smith, & Tracy, 

2001; Uggen & Kruttschnitt, 1998). Therefore, participants’ educational level is one of the 

variables controlled for in one or more of the analyses conducted for the research included in 

this thesis.   Data pertaining to the education level of participants included in the “Passport 

Study” was collected by asking participants in the base line survey what the highest level of 

education is that they achieved. This data was collapsed into a dichotomous variable and 

participants education level was coded as either ‘Year 10 or higher’ = 0; ‘Year 9 or lower’ = 

1.    

2.3.2.3. Forcibly Removed. This covariate measures whether a participant was 

forcibly removed (i.e.; removed by child services, removed due to parental incarceration etc.) 

from their immediate biological family at the age of 14 or less. This data was collected during 

the self-report survey conducted at baseline prior to the participants release from prison. 

Previous literature has found that the forcible removal of a child at the age of 14 or less from 

their immediate biological family is a significant predictor for reoffending behaviour later in 

life (Wheatherburn et al., 2008). Therefore, to improve our understanding of ex-prisoners’ 

risk of reincarceration the variable forcibly removed has been examined in one or more 

analyses included in this research and has been coded as a dichotomous variable (Not 

Forcibly Removed = 0; Forcibly Removed = 1).  

2.3.2.4. Age at Release. Research has found that younger people are significantly 

more likely to return to prison than older people (Ryan et al., 2018). Hence, the younger a 

person is at the time of their release, the higher their risk of reincarceration is post-prison. 

Considering Indigenous people begin offending at a younger age than non-Indigenous people 
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(Little, Stewart, Ryan, 2018), it is possible that Indigenous people compared to non-

Indigenous people are younger on average when being released from prison, which would 

result in them being more at risk of reincarceration post-release.  Therefore, age at release 

was controlled for in all analyses conducted in this research. Information pertaining to the 

“Passport Study’s” participants’ age at release was drawn from the linked administrative data 

provided by Queensland Corrective Services.  

2.3.2.5. Prior Adult Imprisonment. A person’s criminal history is a well-established 

predictor of future criminal behaviour (Andrews et al., 2006; Bonta & Andrews, 2007; Ryan 

et al., 2018; Taxman & Marlowe, 2006; Taxman, Thanner, & Weisburd, 2006), and therefore 

was controlled for in this research. While prior criminal history can be measured as a singular 

event (i.e.; any criminal history, ever incarcerated, etc), measuring a person’s criminal history 

in this way treats all prisoners the same regardless of whether they are a first-time prisoner or 

a persistent life-course offender who has served numerous prison sentences, both of whom 

would have different levels of risk for reincarceration after being released from prison. 

Therefore, to adequately control for a participant’s criminal history so that a robust measure 

of their risk of reincarceration can be determined, the measure of prior adult imprisonment 

was coded as a categorical variable (First-time prisoner = 0; 1-4 prior adult imprisonments = 

1; 5 or more prior adult imprisonments = 2). Data pertaining to the number of prior adult 

imprisonments was drawn from linked administrative data from Queensland’s Corrective 

Services.  

In addition to a person’s criminal history (i.e. prior adult incarceration), the 

seriousness of a person’s most recent offence also must be controlled for when examining 

risk of reincarceration. As such the seriousness of a participant’s most recent offence for 

which they were imprisoned was controlled for in one or more of the analyses presented in 

this research. Information pertaining to participants’ most recent offence was drawn from 
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linked administrative data provided by Queensland Corrective Services. Due to the wide 

variability in the type and seriousness of the most recent offences participants were 

imprisoned for, these have been grouped and measured in the following ways:  

2.3.2.6. Violent Offence. This variable provides a measurement for all participants’ 

who were most recently imprisoned for a violent offence. This included anyone who was 

most recently convicted and sentenced for offences like murder, manslaughter, rape, sexual 

assault, assault, robbery with a weapon, paedophilia, and having relations with a child under 

the legal age. This variable was coded as a dichotomous variable (No Violent Offence = 0; 

Violent Offence = 1).  

2.3.2.7. Property Offence. This covariate provides a measure of whether participants 

included in the “Passport Study” were most recently imprisoned for a type of property 

offence. This included anyone who was most recently imprisoned for offences like theft, 

burglary, break and enter, destruction of property, unlawful entry with intent, vandalism, car 

theft, and shoplifting. This variable was coded as a dichotomous variable (No Property 

Offence = 0; Property Offence =1).  

2.3.2.8. Drug Offence. This covariate provides a measure of whether participants 

included in the “Passport Study” were most recently imprisoned for a type of drug offence. 

This includes anyone who was convicted and sentenced for offences like drug possession, 

drug supply, drug trafficking, and drug production. This variable was coded as a dichotomous 

variable (No Drug Offence = 0; Drug Offence = 1).  

2.3.2.10. Prior Juvenile Detention. In addition to a person’s previous criminal history 

and offence seriousness being significant risk factors for reoffending/reincarceration, so too is 

the person’s age of criminal onset (i.e.; the age a person was when they first committed an 

offence) (Little et al., 2018; Moffit, 1999). While the age of criminal onset was not collected 
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for participants included in the “Passport Study”, they were asked in the baseline interview if 

they had ever been detained in juvenile detention before, and if they answered yes, how many 

times they had been detained. As such, a measure of prior juvenile detention was used as a 

proxy measure for age of onset to control for participants different offending trajectories7. 

Prior juvenile detention was coded as a categorical variable (No Prior Juvenile Detentions = 

0; 1 to 4 Prior Juvenile Detentions = 1; 5 or more Prior Juvenile Detentions = 2).  

2.3.2.11. Days Served in Prison. The length of time a person spends in prison can 

greatly impact their social networks; have adverse effects on their interpersonal and 

vocational skills, social capital, and can increase the likelihood of adopting antisocial norms, 

values and ideologies that justifies and reinforces a person’s criminal tendencies. As such, it 

is important to control for the length of time people are exposed to the prison environment 

and are cut-off from family and friends on the outside when examining risk of 

reincarceration. The data for this covariate is drawn from the linked administrative data 

provided by Queensland Corrective Services.  

2.3.2.12. Unstable Housing Prior to Prison.  Homelessness is an extreme form of 

housing disadvantage, and as discussed is a significant predictor reoffending/reincarceration, 

so too is high housing mobility (Baldry et al., 2006). For these reasons it is important to 

control for not just participants who were homeless prior to prison, but also those who had 

unstable housing prior to prison.  

Data on unstable housing prior to prison was collected during the “Passport Study’s” baseline 

interview. During this interview participants were asked what their usual type of 

accommodation was in the month prior to coming to prison and were provided 10 possible 

 
7 Research by Moffit (1999) has shown that the younger a person is at the age of criminal onset, the more likely 

they are to become a life-time persistent offender who cycle in and out of the criminal justice system. To obtain 

a robust measure of a person’s risk of reincarceration it is imperative that their age of criminal onset be 

controlled for when conducting analyses.  
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answer categories to choose from. Answer categories included; no fixed address/homeless, 

public housing, rented house or flat by yourself, shared rented house or flat with other people, 

house or flat you owned/were paying off, parent’s home, boarding house/hostel/shelter or 

refuge, staying with a friend or an acquaintance, drug treatment residence, and other.  When 

deciding whether a participant had unstable housing prior to prison the three categories of 

homelessness (i.e.; Primary, Secondary, and Tertiary homelessness) were used to recode 

participants as either having stable or unstable housing prior to prison. This variable was 

coded as a dichotomous variable (Stable Housing = 0; Unstable Housing = 1).  

2.3.2.13. Unemployment Prior to Prison. This covariate provides a measure for 

whether participants in the “Passport Study” were mainly unemployed or not in the six 

months prior to their incarceration. Information pertaining to participants’ employment status 

prior to prison was collected during the baseline interview conducted prior to release. 

Participants were asked ‘how were you mainly employed in the six months before you came 

to prison’ and were provided with 10 possible answer categories from which to choose from. 

These included; employed full-time (including self-employed), employed part-time/casual 

(including self-employed), student, unemployed (looking for work), unemployed (not looking 

for work), pension, home duties, volunteering, criminal activity, and other. To create the 

measure of unemployment that is used in this research the unemployment data was collapsed 

and recoded as a dichotomous variable (Employed = 0; Unemployed = 1). Anyone who 

indicated that they had some type of ‘paid’ employment (i.e.; full-time, part-time, and/or 

casual) were considered employed and coded as a ‘0’, and everyone who did not have some 

type of paid employment were considered unemployed and coded as a ‘1’.  

2.3.2.14. High-Risk Alcohol Use Prior to Prison. To control for the type and 

frequency of substance use, data pertaining to participants’ substance use were collected 

during the baseline interview using the Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement 
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Screening Test (ASSIST). The ASSIST is a screening test that is used to assess a person’s 

risky substance use (Humeniuk, Henry-Edwards, Ali, Poznyak & Monterio, 2010)8. It 

consists of an 8-item questionnaire designed to be self-administered using paper and pencil 

(World Health Organisation [W.H.O], 2002). However, because prisoners generally have low 

literacy skills (Greenberg et al., 2007), with some even being illiterate, the ASSIST was 

interviewer-administered for all “Passport Study” participants. The ASSIST is also culturally 

neutral, thus being able to be administered across cultures (i.e.; is considered culturally 

appropriate to use with Indigenous people). It can be used to determine type and frequency of 

use for substances including tobacco products, marijuana, alcohol, methamphetamine, 

heroin/opioids, cocaine, sedatives, hallucinogens, inhalants, and other drugs. A score of 0 -10 

on the ASSIST for alcohol use equals a measure of low risk use, whereas, 11-26 is a measure 

of medium risk, and a measure of 26 or more is considered to be high-risk/dependent alcohol 

use (Humeniuk et al., 2010). It is advised that people who receive (a) a score of low risk be 

given no further treatment; (b) a medium score be given a brief intervention; and (c) a score 

of high-risk/dependent be provided with a referral to receive specialised assessment and 

appropriate substance treatment (Humeniuk et al., 2010).   

In brief, the ASSIST (Humeniuk et al., 2010, p. 2). poses the following eight 

questions to participants when administered and are asked for each type of substance.  

Q1: “asks about which substances have ever been used in the [participants] lifetime”  

Q2: “asks about the frequency of substance use in the [three months before coming to 

prison], which gives an indication of the substances which are most relevant to current 

health status”.  

 
8 While the ASSIST was originally designed to be used in primarily a health setting to allow medical 

practitioners to initiate a conversation with their patient regarding their substance use, it has since been used in 

numerous settings, including in correctional facilities, to assist in detecting high-risk and substance dependence 

in people that would otherwise go undetected (Humeniuk et al., 2010).  
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Q3: “ask about the frequency of experiencing a strong desire or urge to use each 

substance in the [three months before coming to prison]”.  

Q4: “asks about the frequency of health, social, legal or financial problems related to 

substance use in the [three months before coming to prison]”. 

Q5: “asks about the frequency with which use of each substance has interfered with 

role responsibilities in the [three months before coming to prison]”.  

Q6: “asks if anyone else has ever expressed concern about the [participant’s] use of 

each substance and how recently that occurred”.  

Q7: “asks whether the [participant] has ever tried to cut down or stop use of a 

substance, and failed in that attempt, and how recently that occurred”.  

Q8: “asks whether the [participant] has ever injected any substance and how recently 

that occurred”.  

To calculate whether participants in the “Passport Study” reported having moderate to high-

risk alcohol use in the three months prior to entering prison, their ASSIST scores were 

calculated, and they were coded as either having low-risk use or high-risk alcohol use prior to 

prison and was coded as a dichotomous variable (low-risk alcohol use = 0; moderate to high-

risk alcohol use = 1).  

2.3.2.15. High-Risk Marijuana Use Prior to Prison. This covariate provides a 

measure of participants reported moderate to high-risk marijuana use in the three months 

prior to their imprisonment. Data pertaining to this was collected during the participant’s 

baseline survey using the ASSIST. Scores were calculated, and the data was coded as a 

dichotomous variable (low-risk marijuana use = 0; moderate to high-risk marijuana use = 1).   
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2.3.2.16. High-Risk Methamphetamine Use Prior to Prison. This covariate provides 

a self-reported measure of participants’ moderate to high-risk methamphetamine use in the 

three months prior to their incarceration. Data was collected using the ASSIST, and 

participants’ scores were calculated and coded as a dichotomous variable (low-risk 

methamphetamine use = 0; moderate to high-risk methamphetamine use =1).  

2.3.2.17. High-Risk Heroin Use Prior to Prison. This covariate provides a measure 

of participants’ moderate to high-risk heroin use in the three months prior to incarceration. 

Data pertaining to high-risk heroin use was collected during the participants’ baseline survey 

using the ASSIST. Scores were calculated, and the data was coded as a dichotomous variable 

(low-risk heroin use = 0; moderate to high-risk heroin use = 1).   

2.3.2.18. Prison Work Program. Using linked administrative data from Queensland 

Corrective Services, this covariate provides a measure of whether any participants in the 

“Passport Study” ever participated in any vocational programs provided by Queensland 

Corrective Services while incarcerated9. This variable was coded as a dichotomous variable 

(No Prison Work Program = 0; Yes, Prison Work Program =1). 

2.3.2.19. No. of Visits. This variable provides a measure of the number of visits 

participants received in the four weeks prior to completing their baseline interview. Data on 

the number of visits was collected during the baseline interview by asking participants “in the 

last 4 weeks, how often have you had family, friends and/or Elders visit you at the prison?” 

Due to variability between prisoners in the number of times people were visited, the 

 
9 All Queensland prisoners are expected to participate in some type of work while imprisoned (Queensland 

Corrective Services, 2018b). This type of work can consist of anything from prison maintenance including 

working in the prison laundry, kitchen, unit cleaner, textiles, and agricultural work to prison industries that 

includes work in metal, leather, and woodworking workshops.  Some prisoners (not convicted sexual offenders, 

those with outstanding court matters, or prisoners who are subjected to extradition upon their release) may also 

participate in Prison work programs that have been run by Queensland Corrective Services since 1990 

(Queensland Government, 2017). Prison work programs offered by Queensland Corrective Services allow 

prisoners to work in the community on projects like fence maintenance, lawn mowing, and maintenance of 

public cemeteries, playgrounds, showgrounds, building and restoring structures in public places, and helping 

with disaster relief efforts after natural disasters (Queensland Government, 2017).  
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robustness of multiple measures of prisoner visitation were examined to determine the most 

robust measure of visitation to use for the current body of research10. As such, number of 

visits was measured as the total number of visits by family, friends, and/or an Elder a 

participant received in the four weeks prior to their baseline interview.  

2.3.2.20. Reintegration Plan. With numerous barriers to re-entry it is essential for 

prisoners to have a well-designed reintegration plan prior to release11. However, only some 

Queensland prisoners are released with a reintegration plan. Therefore, having a reintegration 

plan needs to be controlled for when examining peoples’ risk of reincarceration as some 

prisoners are better prepared to re-enter society than others at their time of release. This 

variable was used as a proxy measure of a prisoner’s level of preparation to re-enter the 

community. Data for this variable was collected in the baseline interview by asking 

participants “have you prepared a personal reintegration plan?” This was coded as a 

dichotomous variable (No Reintegration Plan = 0; Reintegration Plan = 1).  

2.3.2.21. Program Participation. This variable provided a measurement of any 

participation in any modules that are part of the Transitions Programme offered by 

Queensland Corrective Services prior to participants completing their baseline survey. 

 
10 Preliminary bivariate analyses were conducted to examine the association between prisoner visitation and 

reincarceration using two different measures of prisoner visitation. The first measurement used was a continuous 

measure of visitation in the four weeks prior to the baseline interview being conducted, thus recording 

participant’s total numbers of visits received. The second measurement employed measured whether prisoners 

were visited at least once in the four weeks prior to the baseline interview and was coded as a dichotomous 

variable (Not visited = 0; Visited = 1). The results of both bivariate analyses using the different measures 

showed that no matter how prisoner visitation was operationalised, it was still found to be significantly 

associated with risk of reincarceration. Therefore, for ease of interpretation (except where stated, in which case 

the dichotomous visitation variable will be employed), the chosen measure of visitation used in the analyses for 

the research conducted in this thesis was the continuous measure of prisoner visitation (i.e. total number of 

visits).  
11 Soon to be released prisoners are provided support to create a re-entry plan that identifies their risks, needs, 

and relevant available support services in the community that they can access to help with re-adjusting to life 

post-prison (Queensland Corrective Services, 2018d). However, it must be noted that not all prisoners in 

Queensland are eligible for this support, and the specific design and support provided in the plan can change 

depending on the prison which the prisoner is being released from, and the prisoners gender (Queensland 

Corrective Services, 2018d). While these are important to consider, accounting for these differences is beyond 

the scope of the research presented in this thesis. 
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Modules included in the Transitions Programme are: Budgeting, Centerlink12 and Getting ID, 

Dealing with Changes in Relationships, Employment and Training, Managing Addiction, 

Probation and Parole, and Staying Healthy. Using self-report data from participants’ baseline 

surveys, if anyone reported that they had completed at least one of the previously listed 

modules they were considered to have program participation. The data was coded into a 

dichotomous variable that measured ‘No program participation’ = 0; ‘Program participation’ 

= 1. 

2.3.2.22. Social Support. A person’s level of social support is important for a 

successful reintegration. However, a person may receive a high level of social support, but 

they may perceive themselves as only having a low level of social support which may negate 

the high level of social support they receive and increase their risk of reincarceration. It is 

important to control for participants’ perception of social support. This variable provides a 

measure of participants’ perceived level of social support in the four weeks prior to 

completing their baseline surveys. Data for this measure was collected using the ENRICHD 

Social Support Instrument (ESSI) during the baseline interview. While the ESSI was 

originally designed to be self-administered it can be orally administered. Due to most 

prisoners either being totally illiterate, or having serious reading and comprehension 

problems, the ESSI was interviewer-administered.  

The ESSI is a 7-item scale that assesses three distinct types of support (i.e.; perceived 

support, enacted support, and social integration) (Mitchell et al., 2003; Vaglio et al., 2004). 

However, in the “Passports Study” participants were only asked five questions of the 7-item 

survey. The five questions asked all consisted of five-point likert scales with answer 

categories that include: none of the time, a little of the time, some of the time, most of the 

 
12 Centerlink is the name of the Australian Government’s social welfare department that provides eligible people 

with income support and various subsidies etc (Department of Human Services, 2019).  
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time, and all of the time. Each question asked had a maximum possible score of 5, and a 

minimum possible score of 1 (Mitchell et al., 2003). The maximum a participant could score 

for all six questions that were asked was a total of 25, while the minimum was 5. Scores of 18 

or more showed that participants had a low perception of the level of social support they 

received in the four weeks prior to their baseline interview. This variable was coded as a 

dichotomous variable with all scores of 18 and above being coded as low perception of social 

support = 1; and scores of 17 and below were coded as moderate to high perception of social 

support = 0. The questions from the ESSI that participants were asked included: 

1. “Is there someone available to you whom you can count on to listen to you when 

you need to talk?” (Mitchell et al., 2003).  

2. “Is there someone available to give you good advice about a problem?” (Mitchell et 

al., 2003). 

3. “Is there someone available to you who shows you love and affection?” (Mitchell 

et al., 2003). 

5. “Can you count on anyone to provide you with emotional support (i.e.; talking over 

problems or helping you make a difficult decision)?” (Mitchell et al., 2003). 

6. “Do you have as much contact as you would like with someone you feel close to, 

someone in whom you can trust and confide?” (Mitchell et al., 2003). 

2.3.2.23. Psychological Distress. To measure a participant’s level of psychological 

distress in the four weeks prior to the baseline interview the Kessler Psychological Distress 

Scale (K10) was used. While the K10 can be self-administered, due to illiteracy problems 

within the prison population this was interviewer-administered. The K10 is a 10-item scale 

that is designed to detect an individual’s anxiety and depressive symptoms (Kessler et al., 

2002). The 10 questions that the K10 is composed of all have a five-point likert scale with the 
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answer categories: all, most, some, a little, and none. For each question the maximum 

possible score was 5, and the minimum was 1. A participant’s total score for the K10 was 

scored out of a possible 50 and was calculated by summing all scores from each question 

together. A score of 22 or more indicated participants experienced high to very high 

psychological distress in the four weeks prior to baseline. This variable provides a measure of 

participants psychological distress and was coded as a dichotomous variable (Low 

psychological distress (A score of less than 22 = 0; High to very high psychological distress 

(A score of 22 or more = 1).  The questions included in the K10 are13: 

1. Did you feel tired out for no good reason? 

2. Did you feel nervous? 

3. Did you feel so nervous that nothing could calm you down? 

4. Did you feel hopeless? 

5. Did you feel restless or fidgety 

6. Did you feel restless that you could not sit still? 

7. Did you feel depressed? 

8. Did you feel that everything was an effort? 

9. Did you feel so sad that nothing could cheer you up? 

10. Did you feel worthless? 

2.3.2.24. Remoteness. The geographical location of where a person lives could greatly 

facilitate or hinder their accessibility to support services that help to reduce ex-prisoners’ risk 

 
13 All questions from the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10) that are presented were sourced from 

Kessler et al (2000) journal article titled, ‘Short screening scales to monitor population prevalence and trends in 

non-specific psychological distress’.  
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of reincarceration. Therefore, it is important to control for the geographical location of where 

an individual resides post-release, so it is possible to determine whether there are different 

risk factors for reincarceration for those who reside in City/Urban areas, compared to ex-

prisoners who reside in rural/remote areas. To do this the level of remoteness for each 

participant included in the “Passport Study” was calculated using their postcode to assign 

them a score of remoteness as per the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA) 

(Trewin, 2006). The Aria index measures how remote a person’s community is based on the 

distance of road travel between their community and the nearest town centre (Trewin, 2006). 

Therefore, road distance is used as a proxy for the measure of remoteness, whilst the 

population size of the town centre is a proxy used for the choice and availability of services 

(Trewin, 2006). Each area assigned to a postcode received a score between 0 and 15, with 15 

labelled as very remote, and 0 labelled as highly accessible. Following this, the data for this 

variable was then collapsed into a dichotomous variable and was coded (City/Urban = 0; 

Rural/Remote/Very Remote =1). This variable provides a measure of the level of remoteness 

of the community where participants in the “Passport Study” resided post-release.  

2.3.2.25. Community Disadvantage. This variable provides a collective measure of 

socio-economic disadvantage for each of the “Passport Study” participants’ community in 

which they resided post-release.  People who reside in areas of high disadvantage are 

considered to have limited access to personal and social resources, thus limiting their ability 

to actively participate in society (ABS, 2008).  A key concern for providing services to 

communities is, how best to access and service areas of disadvantage.  Using the Index of 

Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage (IRSD) and the “Passport Study’s” participant’s 

postcode, it is possible to determine whether they reside in an area of high, moderate, or low 

disadvantage post-release.  The decile scoring method for the IRSD was used to assign a level 

of disadvantage to each participant community.  A decile score of 1 to 10 was given for each 
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community (ABS, 2008).  A community with a score of 1 is ranked in the bottom 10% of 

communities for IRSD, indicating high levels of disadvantage.  In contrast, communities with 

a score of 10 are ranked in the top 10% of communities for IRSD, indicating low levels of 

disadvantage (ABS, 2008).  The IRSD is calculated using a combination of census variables 

that are known to indicate disadvantage (ABS, 2008).  A full list of these variables is shown 

in Table 2.1.  The IRSD scores for participants communities were recoded into three 

categories; (a) High Disadvantage = 2 (communities with a score of 1 to 3); (b) Moderate 

Disadvantage = 1 (communities with a score of 4 to 7); and (c) Low Disadvantage = 0 

(communities with a score of 8 to 10). 
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Table 2.1. Variables from the 2006 Australian Census used to calculate the IRSD 

Variables Included in the IRSD 

% of occupied private dwellings with no internet connection 

% of employed people classified as Labourers 

% of people aged 15 years and over with no post-school qualifications 

% of people with stated annual household equivalised income between $13,000 and $20,799. 

% of households renting from Government or Community organisations 

% of people (in the labour force) unemployed 

% of one parent families with dependent offspring only 

% of Households paying rent less than $120.00 per week (excluding $0 per week) 

% of people under the age of 70 who have a long-term health condition/disability and need 

assistance with core activities 

% of occupied private dwellings with no car 

% of people who identified themselves as being of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 

origin 

% of occupied private dwellings requiring one or more extra bedrooms (based on Canadian 

National Occupancy Standard) 

% of people aged 15 years and over who are separated or divorced 

% of employed people classified as machinery operators and drivers 

% of people aged 15 years and over who did not go to school 

 % of employed people classified as Low Skill Community and Personal Service Workers 

% of people who do not speak English well 
Source: Information Paper: An Introduction to Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA), 2008: ABS 
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2.3.2.26. Travel Distance. This variable provides a measure for the rate of travel 

distance per 100 kilometres. This is used as a proxy measure for how far an individual would 

need to travel by road between a participant’s community where they resided prior to prison 

and the correctional facility where they were being housed if the individual were to visit the 

participant whilst in prison. To calculate the travel distance rate, the total number of 

kilometres by road that would be travelled between a participant’s community and the 

correctional facility was calculated for all participants using Goggle Maps and the post codes 

of the communities that the participants previously resided in prior to prison.  The post code 

of participants’ communities prior to prison instead of the post code of the community they 

anticipated to reside in post-release was decided to be used to calculate the travel distance 

rate for two reasons; (a) prisoners are more likely to return to the community they lived in 

prior to prison when they are released (Huebner & Berg, 2011; Yahner & Visher, 2008); and 

(b) it is most likely that participants who had established relationships in the community in 

which they resided in prior to release (i.e.; lived with a partner and/or children) would be 

more likely to be visited whilst in prison. Once the total number of kilometres that would 

need to be travelled was calculated for each participant, this was then divided by 100 to 

obtain a rate of travel distance per 100 kilometres. As such, travel distance was measured as a 

continuous variable.  

2.3.2.27. Accessed Services. This covariate provides a measure of whether a 

participant ever accessed a support service after their release from prison. This variable is a 

measurement of access only and therefore did not require participants to use the service(s) 

they accessed. Support services included any services provided by government department 

services (i.e.; Centerlink, Australia’s Welfare Department), non-profit organisations, private 

organisations, criminal justice programs, treatment and/or intervention programs designed to 

provide people with support. Furthermore, the support services included in this measure are 
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not necessarily specific support services tailored to the needs of ex-prisoners.  Accessed 

Services was coded as a dichotomous variable (No = 0; Yes = 1).  

2.4 Dependent Variable 

Scholars have operationalised recidivism in a variety of ways. These have included 

measures such as arrest, reconviction, new offence, reincarceration, parole violation, parole 

suspension, parole revocation, and probation (Maltz, 1984). While not all crime is captured 

via arrest, it is argued that utilising rearrest as a measure for reoffending provides a 

conservative measure of the sample’s true amount of recidivism (Kurbin et al., 2007). 

However, there are two limitations to this argument. First, it is possible that rearrest data does 

not reflect true reoffending behaviour, but instead reflects policing practices.  Second, by 

using rearrest data as a measure of reoffending behaviour it could increase the probability of 

finding a type one error as this measure includes individuals who will not be charged, attend 

court, or be found guilty of committing an offence. Instead, these people are released and not 

considered to have reoffended by the criminal justice system as they are not charged or found 

guilty of a crime. To avoid over-estimating reoffending behaviour a measure of 

reincarceration should be employed (Ulmer, 2001).  

Reincarceration provides a conservative measure of reoffending and is commonly 

used in prisoner re-entry research (Baldry et al., 2006; Broadhurst & Maller, 1990; Payne, 

2007; Stahler et al., 2013). While time-to reincarceration as a dependent variable is suggested 

to be a good proxy measure for serious offending over-time (Mears et al., 2012), 

reincarceration is an important measure in its own right, and should not be a proxy measure 

for serious offending as people can be reincarcerated for a parole breach and not a serious 

offence. To increase the generalisability of the findings in this research to ex-prisoners 

beyond the current sample the dependent variable reincarcerated measured whether 

participants were ever reincarcerated for a parole breach or a new offence before the 
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completion of the five-year follow-up period. This was measured as a dichotomous variable 

(No = 0; Yes =1).  

2.5 Studies & Research Questions 

The overarching focus of the research presented in this thesis was to conduct a 

comparative analysis of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ experiences prior to, during, 

and post prison to develop a better understanding of why Australian Indigenous people 

compared to non-Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration post-release. To 

address the focus of the thesis three studies were conducted that incorporated risk factors 

from across five dimensions (i.e.; prison-life, intrapersonal, subsistence, support, and 

ecological). The first study examined prisoners’ characteristics for group differences, before 

exploring the mediating effect of peoples’ social experiences prior to prison and prison-life 

experiences on their risk of reincarceration. The second study focused on identifying whether 

there were racial specific and/or racial neutral risk factors for Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people when examining their risk of reincarceration, before exploring whether there were 

differences in visitation for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, and what the predictors 

of visitation were. The third study focused on understanding the role ecology plays in risk of 

reincarceration by examining how community disadvantage, remoteness and access to 

services effect Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration and explored 

what support services were accessed post-release and by who. Below is a brief outline of the 

three studies and the research questions addressed in each.  
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Study 1: Australia’s Prison Population—Who are they and is understanding prison-life and 

social experiences important for Indigenous peoples’ re-entry outcomes.  

 

Study 2: Indigeneity & Reincarceration—Are there ‘racial specific’ and ‘racial neutral’ risk 

factors?   

 

RQ1.

• Is Australia’s prison population homogenous when examining Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples’ health, social, and criminal justice characteristics?

RQ2.

• Are Australia’s Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people more likely to 
be reincarcerated post-release from prison?

RQ3.

• To what extent can Australia’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ social 
experiences prior to prison, and their prison-life experiences explain any differences 
in their risk of reincarceration?

RQ1.

• Are there 'racial specific' risk factors for Indigenous and/or non-Indigenous people 
when examining the effect of demographics, criminal history, social experiences prior 
to prison, and prison-life experiences on risk of reincarceration? If so, what are they?

RQ2.

• Are there 'racial neutral' risk factors for Indigenous and/or non-Indigenous people 
when examining the effect of demographics, criminal history, social experiences prior 
to prison, and prison-life experiences on risk of reincarceration? If so, what are they?

RQ3. 

• Is there a difference in who gets visited in prison between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous prisoners?

RQ4. 

• Is there a difference in time to reincarceration for visited and non-visited prisoners? If 
so, does this differ by Indigenous status?

RQ5.

• What are the predictors of who gets visited in prison, and do they differ by Indigenous 
status?
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Study 3: Country Living—Risk or protective factor for Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people’s risk of reincarceration? 

 

2.6 Statistical Analyses  

In this section, the five different types of statistical analyses that were conducted 

while completing this research are identified and explained. These included: (a) Pearson’s 

Chi-Square Analysis; (b) Independent Samples T-Test; (c) Kaplan-Meier Survival Analysis; 

(d) Cox Proportional Hazard Test; and (e) Logistic Regression.    

RQ1.

• Does the risk of reincarceration differ by geographical location and 
Indigenous status?

RQ2

• When controlling for demographics and criminal history, does community 
disadvanatge reduce or increase Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples' risk 
of reincarceration?

RQ3.

• When controlling for demographics and criminal history, does remoteness 
(i.e. geographical location reduce or increase Indigenous and non-Indigneous 
peoples' risk of reincarceration?

RQ4. 

• Does accessing support services post-release reduce Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples' risk of reincarceration after controlling for 
demographics, prior criminal history, and ecological factors? 

RQ5.

• What type of support services are accessed by people in urban and 
rural/remote communities post-prison, and do they differ by Indigenous 
status?

RQ.6

• What are the predictors for who accesses support services post-release, and 
do these differ by Indigenous status?
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2.6.1 Pearson’s Chi-Square Analysis 

Pearson’s Chi-Square analyses are commonly used to assess group differences when 

using dichotomous and categorical variables (Field, 2012; McHugh, 2013), such as 

Indigenous status and homelessness. Unlike parametric tests that require equality of variance 

between the groups and good homoscedasticity, the chi-square analysis is robust to any 

violations of these. Pearson’s chi-square analysis is recommended when there are only two 

possible categories that a person can belong to (Field, 2012), such as whether a participant is 

unemployed, however it can be conducted when variables have more than two categories 

(Pallant, 2013). To conduct a Pearson’s Chi-Square analysis at least one of the following non-

parametric conditions must exist with the data:  

1. The variables are either nominal or ordinal.  

2. The size of the samples (i.e..; groups) are unequal.  

3. The data violates the assumptions required for a parametric test to be conducted.  

Furthermore, when conducting a chi-square analysis, it is important to ensure that the 

minimum expected cell frequency assumption has not been violated. As such, no less than 

80% of cells should have less than 5 frequencies per cell (Pallant, 2013). Because one of the 

main aims in study one was to identify differences within and between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples’ health, social and criminal justice characteristics that consists of nominal 

and ordinal variables, a series of Pearson’s Chi-Square Analyses were conducted. Finally, 

considering the variables age, the number of days served in prison, and number of visits are 

all measured continuously, three independent sample t-tests were also conducted.  

2.6.2 Independent Samples T-Test 

Independent sample t-test is a parametric test that is used to examine the mean scores 

of two different groups (i.e.; Indigenous and non-Indigenous ex-prisoners) (Field, 2012; 
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Pallant, 2013). This analysis is used when the dependent variable is measured continuously 

like a participant’ age. Assumptions associated with independent samples t-test include 

random sampling, independence of observations, homogeneity of variance, and the normal 

distribution of data (Pallant, 2013). 

2.6.3 Kaplan-Meier Survival Analysis & Cox Proportional Hazard Test 

Both the Kaplan Meir survival analysis and the Cox proportional hazard regression 

calculates the risk of experiencing the event of interest over time using an interaction measure 

of time (i.e.; number of days to reincarceration) (Goel, Khanna, & Kishore, 2010; Kaplan & 

Meier, 1958; Lee & Wenyu Wang, 2003; Noordjiz et al., 2013). In the studies presented in 

the result chapters, time to reincarceration (i.e.; failure) was bounded by participant’s prison 

release dates, and the date of their reincarceration which both were provided by 

administrative data from Queensland Corrective Services. With a maximum follow-up time 

of five years, participants could have been at risk of reincarceration for as much as five years, 

and as little as zero days (i.e.; the participant was reincarcerated the day they were released).  

However, not all participants experience the event of interest (i.e.; reincarceration) for 

multiple reasons (called a loss). These include but are not limited to participant death, lost 

contact with the participant over the course of the study, or the completion of the follow-up 

period in the study. As such, participants who have not experienced the event are labelled as 

censored observations (Goel et al., 2010; Kaplan & Meier, 1958; Lee & Wenyu Wang, 2003; 

Noordjiz et al., 2013). It is important to note that while participants who are censored have 

not experienced the event of interest, it is unknown if, and when, the participant will 

experience the event (i.e.; reincarceration). All that is certain is that censored participants 

have not experienced the event in the five-year follow-up period provided in the research in 

this thesis. Censored data can be considered as incomplete data (Noordzij et al., 2013).  

Furthermore, both Kaplan Meier survival analysis and Cox proportional hazard regressions 
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assume that the event of interest is independent of the ‘loss’ (Noordzij et al., 2013).  Kaplan 

Meier survival analysis and Cox proportional hazard regression are both nonparametric 

methods that are commonly used with censored data (Goel et al., 2010; Lee & Waenyu 

Wang, 2003; Noordzij et al., 2013).  

The Kaplan Meier Survival Analysis is the most simplistic method for calculating 

survival over-time (Goel et al., 2010). However, the calculated probability of the event 

occurring at any given interval is not very accurate due to the small number of events. 

Instead, the most accurate measurement is the overall probability of surviving to each point 

(Goel et al., 2010). Calculating the overall probability of the event occurring involves 

computing the probabilities of the event (i.e.; reincarceration) occurring at a certain point in 

time and multiplying these successive probabilities by any earlier computed probabilities 

(Goel et al., 2010; Kaplan & Meier, 1958).  

Furthermore, Kaplan Meier survival analysis can be used to compare survival curves 

between two groups (i.e.; Indigenous and non-Indigenous) (Goel et al., 2010; Kaplan & 

Meier, 1958). First, the survival curves can be vertically and horizontally compared. If there 

is a vertical gap in the survival curves between the two groups, this indicates that at a specific 

time point the participants in one group had a greater number surviving (i.e.; not being 

reincarcerated). If there is a horizontal gap in the survival curves between the two groups, this 

indicates that participants in one group took longer (i.e.; more days) to experience the event 

(i.e.; reincarceration). Second, the survival curves produced by the Kaplan Meier survival 

analysis can be statistically compared for significance using a Log-rank test (Goel et al., 

2010; Kaplan & Meier, 1958). The Log-rank test the null hypothesis that there is no 

difference regarding survival between the two groups.  
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Kaplan Meier survival analysis has three assumptions. First, an assumption is made 

that all censored participants possessed the same survival prospects as the uncensored 

participants. Second, assumes that all participants regardless of when they entered the study 

(i.e.; released at the beginning, half-way through, or at the end of the five-year follow-up 

period) have the same survival probabilities. Third, assumes that the event of interest (i.e.; 

reincarceration) occurs when specified (Goel et al., 2010; Kaplan & Meir, 1958). While the 

Kaplan Meier survival analysis is simple to conduct, there are two limitations to this analysis.  

While the Log-rank test can identify statistical group differences in survival times 

between groups, it does not control for the possible effects of other variables on the groups’ 

survival curves (Goel et al., 2010). Also, Kaplan Meier survival analysis cannot calculate an 

effect size (i.e.; a hazard ratio) (Noordzij et al., 2013). As such, to (a) control for the effects 

of other variables on the probability of experiencing the event of interest; and (b) to calculate 

the hazard ratio it is recommended that a Cox proportional hazard test is conducted (Cox & 

Snell, 1989; Goel et al., 2010; Noordzij et al., 2013). The hazard ratio is known as the ratio of 

the risk of the event (i.e.; reincarceration) occurring at any time in one group compared to the 

other (i.e.; the risk of an Indigenous person being reincarcerated compared to a non-

Indigenous person). It is important to note that the hazard of the event (i.e.; risk of the event) 

occurring is not a static measurement, and thus can vary over time for both groups. Moreover, 

at any point in time the hazard can be interpreted as the instantaneous risk of experiencing the 

event at that specific time, provided the participant is still at risk of the event occurring 

(Noordzij et al., 2013). Furthermore, it is important to be aware of the proportional hazard 

assumption which assumes that the hazard ratio remains constant over-time between the two 

groups (Cox & Snell, 1989; Noordzij et al., 2013). Finally, considering that the primary aim 

of this research is to better understand the impact of Indigenous status on time to 

reincarceration after adjusting for the effects of covariates identified to be associated with 
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reincarceration, Kaplan Meier survival analysis with a Cox proportional hazard test are the 

most appropriate analyses to be employed in this research. 

2.6.4 Logistic Regression 

Logistic regression is the most appropriate analysis to conduct when interested in 

assessing the predictive relationship between a dichotomous (i.e.; binary) dependent variable 

and other predictor variables (i.e.; independent variables) (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Four 

assumptions need to be met when conducting a logistic regression analysis. These are; (a) all 

observations are assumed to be independent of one another; (b) the independent variables 

should not be highly correlated; (c) there is linearity between the predictor variables and the 

log odds; and (d) there is a minimum of 10 cases per predictor included in the model 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). When conducting a logistic regression, it is important to 

consider model fit. Overfitting a model can limit the generalisability of the results beyond the 

dataset the model is fitted to. To ensure best model fit, it is recommended to conduct 

goodness of fit tests which can be done by analysing the Hosmer-Lemeshow test, or chi-

squares (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013).  

Chapter Summary 

This Chapter provided a detailed outline of the methodology used for the research 

presented in this thesis. The primary and secondary data sources were identified and 

explained, followed by a description of how the dataset employed for this research was 

created. Next, all variables included in the current research and how they were 

operationalised were explained. The studies and their research questions were also identified. 

Finally, the Chapter concluded with an explanation of the statistical analyses utilised to 

address the research questions posed in this thesis. Next in Chapter 3, an overview of study 1 

and its research questions are presented along with the results of the analyses.  
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CHAPTER 3: AUSTRALIA’S PRISON POPULATION—WHO ARE 

THEY, & IS UNDERSTANDING PRISON-LIFE & SOCIAL 

EXPERIENCES IMPORTANT FOR INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RE-

ENTRY OUTCOMES (Study 1) 

 

3.1 Study Overview & Research Questions 

A common practice among prisoner re-entry researchers and policy makers is to treat 

the prison population as a homogenous group, unless specifically examining the effects of 

race, gender, or offence type. However, even then these populations are treated as 

homogenous. As such, study one explores Australia’s prison population to determine whether 

there are group differences in characteristics within and between groups for Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people who have been reincarcerated, and those who have not been 

reincarcerated. Moreover, a fundamental criticism of how governments and the criminal 

justice system address the over-representation of Indigenous people in prison is the process of 

“generalisation” (Blagg, 1997; Cunneen, 1997; Yavu-Kama-Harathunian, 2002). The process 

of generalisation is where policy makers adopt what has worked for prisoners based on 

foreign research that is not specific to Australia, or Australia’s Indigenous population, thus 

ignoring important temporal, cultural, political, and social differences. Considering most 

prisoner re-entry research conducted with Indigenous people have primarily focused on 

comparing reincarceration rates between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people with little 

attention given to identifying and understanding risk factors for reincarceration in Australia, 

what is known about why Australian ex-prisoners are reincarcerated for both Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people is piecemeal at best. 

Without knowing why Indigenous people are more likely to return to prison, 

introducing Indigenous specific policy and practices in the absence of strong empirical 
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evidence is unlikely to be effective. Considering the recent push by governments to focus on 

best practices, cultural competence and evidence-based policy and programming, the practice 

of generalisation across cultures is no longer acceptable. While it is important to know if 

Indigenous compared to non-Indigenous people are more likely to be reincarcerated, this 

provides little empirical evidence that can inform culturally appropriate targeted 

interventions, rehabilitation programs, and re-entry services.  Therefore, in addition to 

examining differences in group characteristics within and between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people this study will also (a) identify whether Indigenous compared to non-

Indigenous people are more likely to be reincarcerated post-release; and (b) whether any 

difference in risk of reincarceration can be partially explained by Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples’ social experiences prior-to-prison, and/or their prison-life experiences. 

To achieve this, the following three research questions were addressed: 

 

3.2 Variable Selection 

The variables from “The Passport Study” included in this study measured participants 

Indigenous status, demographics, criminal history, social experiences prior-to-prison, and 

RQ1.

• Is Australia’s prison population homogenous when examining Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous peoples’ health, social, and criminal justice characteristics?

RQ2.

• Are Australia’s Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people more 
likely to be reincarcerated post-release from prison?

RQ3.

• To what extent can Australia’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ social 
experiences prior to prison, and their prison-life experiences explain any 
differences in their risk of reincarceration?
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prison-life experiences. The primary independent variable of interest in this study was 

Indigenous status and the dependent variable was reincarceration for either a new offence or a 

parole breach. Given the previous chapter provided a detailed operationalisation of each 

variable included in the research presented in this thesis Table 3.1 provides a summarised 

description and percentage of missing data for each variable employed in this study.   
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Table 3.1. Description of variables and number of participants with missing data (Study 1) 

Variable Description (Number with missing data out of full sample) 

Demographic  

Indigenous 

Identified as Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, or South Sea Islander (0). No = 0; 

Yes = 1 

Gender Identified as male (0). No = 0; Yes = 1 

Removed from family Was removed from their family as a child (2). No = 0; Yes = 1 

Education Achieved year 9 or less in education (4). No = 0; Yes = 1  

Age Age at time of release. Queensland Corrective Services (QCS) data (0).  

Criminal History  

Adult imprisonment 
Number of prior adult prison sentences categorised as; first time prisoner (no prior 

adult prison sentence) = 0; one to four prior adult prison sentences = 1; 5 or more 

prior adult prison sentences = 2 (QCS data) 

Violent offence Imprisoned for a violent offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Property Offence Imprisoned for a property offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Drug Offence Imprisoned for a drug offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Traffic/Public Order Offence Imprisoned for a traffic public order offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Juvenile Detention  Number of prior juvenile detentions (7) categorised as; no prior juvenile detentions 

= 0; 1-4 juvenile detentions = 1; 5 or more juvenile detentions = 2.  (QCS Data) 

    Days served in prison Number of days recently served in prison (0). (QCS) data. 

Prior Prison Social Experiences  

Unstable housing PP No permanent address in the 6 months prior-to-prison (0). No = 0; Yes = 1.  

Unemployment PP Mainly unemployed for the 6 months prior-to-prison (0). No = 0; Yes = 1.  

HR alcohol use PP 

Score of ≥16 on the Alcohol Use Disorder Identification Test (Babor et al., 2011). 

Indicates high-risk drinker to possible alcohol dependence in the 12 months prior-

to-prison (2).  

HR marijuana use PP 
Score of ≥ 4 for marijuana on the Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement 

Screening Test (ASSIST) (Humeniuk et al., 2010).  Indicates moderate to high-risk 

marijuana use in the 3 months prior-to-prison (1).  

HR methamphetamine use PP Scored ≥ 4 for methamphetamine on the ASSIST. Indicates moderate to high-risk 

methamphetamine use in the 3 months prior-t- prison (2).  

HR heroin use PP Scored ≥ 4 for heroin on the ASSIST. Indicates moderate to high-risk heroin use in 

the 3 months prior-to-prison (3).  

Prison-Life Experiences  

Prison work 

Employed in a prison work program while incarcerated (0), Yes = 0; No = 1. (QCS 

data) 

No. of Visits Number of visits received in the month prior to release (0) (QCS data).  

No Reintegration plan Did not have a reintegration plan when released (2), Yes = 0; No = 1 (QCS data).  

Incomplete transition program 
Did not complete a transition program prior to release from prison (1), Yes = 0; No 

= 1 (QCS data) 

Low perceived social support 
Scored ≥18 on the five item ENriCHD Social Support Inventory (Mitchell et al. 

2003) (4), No = 0; Yes = 1 

High psychological distress  

Scored ≥22 on the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (Kessler et al., 2002) (4). 

Indicates high to very high psychological distress in the month prior to release from 

prison, No = 0; 1 = Yes.  

Note: Measurements for variables are from self-report data unless specified otherwise. HR = high-risk; PP = 

prior-to-prison 
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3.3 Statistical Methods and Software used 

First, to examine whether there were group differences within and between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ characteristics a series of Pearson’s Chi-Square 

Analyses, and Independent t-tests were conducted. Second, to determine whether Indigenous 

compared to non-Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration post-release a Kaplan 

Meier Survival Analysis was conducted. Third, to examine whether social experiences prior-

to-prison and prison-life experiences can partially explain any differences in risk of 

reincarceration for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people while controlling for other known 

risk factors a series of Cox Proportional Hazard Regression analyses were employed. A full 

explanation of these analyses was provided in the previous chapter. Finally, all analyses for 

this study were conducted and analysed using SPSS version 24. 

3.4 Study 1—Results 

 

3.4.1 Is Australia’s prison population homogenous? 

First, to address research question one the dataset was split by Indigenous status and 

re-entry status effectively making four groups; (a) reincarcerated Indigenous people; (b) non-

reincarcerated Indigenous people; (c) reincarcerated non-Indigenous people; and (d) non-

reincarcerated non-Indigenous people.  Next a series of descriptive analyses was conducted to 

explore the characteristics of the four groups. A series of chi-square analyses and a t-test were 

also conducted to examine whether the groups were statistically different from one another 

for each characteristic. Establishing whether there are group differences between and within 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous ex-prisoners are important for two reasons. First, by 

establishing whether there are differences between groups may help to identify potential 

mediating factors for further examination that may help to explain any difference between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration. Second, if there are group 

differences in characteristics between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people this may 
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indicate that there could be Indigenous and non-Indigenous specific risk factors that need 

further examination so that empirical evidence can be presented for consideration when 

policy makers are designing and implementing re-entry policy and programming. For a full 

description of the characteristics for each group (i.e.; Non-Reincarcerated Indigenous people, 

Reincarcerated Indigenous people, Non-Reincarcerated Non-Indigenous people, and 

Reincarcerated Non-Indigenous people) and the results from the chi-square analyses see 

Table 3.2. 

Of the 1238 ex-prisoners included in the study, 651 (52.6%) were reincarcerated 

during a maximum 5-year follow-up (Mdn follow-up = 2.94 years). This included, 71.3% (n 

= 216) Indigenous participants, and 48.1% (n = 450) non-Indigenous participants. In total, 

587 (47.4%) ex-prisoners included in the study had not been reincarcerated during the follow-

up time. This included 87 (28.7%) Indigenous participants, and 485 (51.8%) non-Indigenous 

participants. Of all four groups, the non-reincarcerated non-Indigenous group had the highest 

mean average age of 36.80 years (SD = 13.16) at the time of release, followed by the non-

reincarcerated Indigenous group with a mean average of 32.52 years (SD = 9.33) at time of 

release, the reincarcerated non-Indigenous group with a mean average age of 30.75 years (SD 

= 9.16) at time of release, and the reincarcerated Indigenous group who had a mean average 

age of 28.96 years (SD = 7.41) at the time of release. These results suggest that not only is 

there a significant difference in the mean age at release for both Indigenous (t = 2.51, p = 

.012) and non-Indigenous people (t = 2.91, p = .004) who were and were not reincarcerated 

post-release, the findings also indicate that there is significant group differences in age at 

release between Indigenous and non-Indigenous participants who were not reincarcerated (t = 

8.09, p ≤ .001) and those who were reincarcerated (t = 3.50, p = .001).    
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Note: HR = High Risk; PP = Prior-to-prison

 Non-Indigenous Indigenous Differences by ATSI 

   Covariates Reintegrated Reincarcerated Difference Reintegrated Reincarcerated Difference Reincarcerated Reintegrated 

 N = 485 (%) N = 450 (%) Chi-Sq p N = 87 (%) N = 216 (%) Chi-Sq p Chi-Sq p Chi-Sq p 

Gender (Male) 80 83.6 1.62 .230 77 57.5 12.01 ≤ .001 3.83 .050 22.23 ≤ .001 

Forcibly Removed 14.6 17.5 3.80 .160 33 27.6 .95 0.33 21.58 ≤ .001 8.6 .006 

Education 31.8 44.6 18.60 ≤ .001 59 52.9 .89 0.35 12.78 .002 15.43 ≤ .001 

Prior Adult Imprisonment - 90.71 ≤ .001 - - 15.67 ≤ .001 8.56 .014 6.82 .033 

1-4 prior imprisonments 29.7 42.8 - - 39 39.1 - - - - - - 

5 ≤ prior imprisonments 17.7 34.4 - - 44 25.3 - - - - - - 

Violent Offence 47.2 48.1 .04 .830 61 63.2 .17 .680 9.19 .002 6.96 .008 

Property Offence 18.4 29 14.57 ≤ .001 26 17.2 2.36 .120 .933 .330 .09 .770 

Drug Offence 7.2 4 4.62 .032 1.4 2.3 .37 .570 3.24 .070 3.01 .080 

Traffic/Public Order Offence 27.2 18.8 8.40 .004 13 17.2 1.17 .280 4.21 .040 3.17 .080 

Juvenile Detention - 17.65 ≤ .001 - - 11.29 .004 7.15 .028 22.93 ≤ .001 

1-4 juvenile detentions 13.2 20.6 - - 28 24.1 - - - - - - 

5 ≤ juvenile detentions 3.9 8 - - 17 4.6 - - - - - - 

HR Alcohol Use PP 34.8 37.7 .87 .351 61 60.9 .01 .902 1.86 .170 22.03 ≤ .001 

HR Marijuana Use PP 29.9 56.8 68.88 ≤ .001 62 42.5 9.88 .002 .05 .170 6.05 .014 

HR Methamphetamine Use PP 24.7 57.9 104.90 ≤ .001 33 19.5 5.56 .018 35.4 ≤ .001 1.21 .270 

HR Heroin Use PP 9.7 30.2 61.94 ≤ .001 13 4.6 4.31 .038 24.27 ≤ .001 2.43 .120 

Unstable Housing PP 17.1 20.4 1.58 .210 29 19.5 2.70 .100 5.67 .017 .25 .620 

Unemployed PP 39.2 54.1 21.55 ≤ .001 73 70.1 .20 .650 21.04 ≤ .001 29.58 ≤ .001 

No Reintegration Plan 18.8 21.5 1.20 .270 19 20.7 .09 .760 .48 .490 .38 .540 

Program Participation 88.9 81.2 10.80 ≤ .001 80 79.3 .02 .890 .13 .720 5.89 .015 

Prison Employment 48.5 45.7 .83 .360 43 47.1 .42 .520 .41 .520 .10 .750 

Visited at least once 59.8 44.6 21.71 ≤ .001 30 33.3 .40 .530 13.61 ≤ .001 21.74 ≤ .001 

Low Social Support 19.2 24.8 4.37 .036 25 21.8 .39 .530 .01 .940 .28 .600 

High Psychological Distress 30.7 31.9 .33 .570 19 27.6 .32 .570 .14 .710 .01 .940 
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As seen in Table 3.2, results showed statistical group differences within and between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous participants, thus indicating Australia’s prison population is 

far from homogenous. Upon examining individual groups, results showed there were 18 risk 

factors that non-Indigenous participants who were and were not reincarcerated differed on, 6 

risk factors that Indigenous participants who were and were not reincarcerated differed on, 12 

risk factors that Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who were reincarcerated differed on, 

and 10 risk factors that Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who were not reincarcerated 

differed on. First, risk factors non-Indigenous participants who were and were not 

reincarcerated differed on included; gender (male), being forcibly removed as a child, having 

an education level of year 9 or less, number of prior adult imprisonments, being most recently 

imprisoned for a property offence, drug offence, number of prior juvenile detentions, high-

risk marijuana, methamphetamine, and heroin use prior-to-prison, unstable housing prior-to-

prison, unemployed prior-to-prison, no reintegration plan, prison program participation, 

prison employment, number of times visited in the four weeks prior-to-baseline, and a low 

perception of social support. Second, risk factors Indigenous participants who were and were 

not reincarcerated differed on included; gender (male), prior adult imprisonments, prior 

juvenile detentions, high-risk marijuana, methamphetamine, and heroin use prior-to-prison. 

Third, risk factors Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who were reincarcerated differed 

on included; gender (male), being forcibly removed as a child, education level of year 9 or 

less, prior adult imprisonments, most recently imprisoned for a violent offence, prior juvenile 

detentions, high-risk methamphetamine and heroin use prior-to-prison, unstable housing 

prior-to-prison, unemployed prior-to-prison, and number of times visited in the four weeks 

prior-to-baseline. Finally, non-reincarcerated Indigenous and non-Indigenous participants 

differed on the following risk factors; gender (male), being forcibly removed as a child, 

education level of year 9 or less, prior adult imprisonments, prior juvenile detentions, high-
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risk alcohol use prior-to-prison, high-risk marijuana use prior-to-prison, unemployed prior-to-

prison, prison program participation, and the number of visits in the four weeks prior-to-

baseline. With many significant group differences within and between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous participants it is possible these differences may have a differential effect on 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration post-release.  

3.4.2 Multicollinearity Test  

To ensure that multicollinearity is not present in the Cox proportional hazard 

regression models conducted, multicollinearity was checked by conducting a linear 

regression in SPSS to check the collinearity statistics (tolerance and VIF) with all 

independent variables that were included in this study using the same dependent variable (i.e. 

reincarceration). The tolerance measure and VIF for each independent variable is presented in 

Table 3.3. 

The two variables with the lowest tolerance are represented by ‘violent offence’ and 

‘property offence’ with values of 0.394 and 0.431 respectively (see Table 3.3). With neither 

of these below .10 there are no tolerance values that suggest there is a collinearity problem 

present. This is further supported by the VIF estimates for each independent variable. As can 

be seen in Table 5.3 ‘violent offence’ and ‘property offence’ had the highest VIF estimates at 

2.535 and 2.321, both of which are well under the recommended cut off of 10 (Cohen & 

Cohen, 1983; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). 
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Table 3.3. Assessing Tolerance and VIF Values 

Variables 

Collinearity 

Statistics 

Tolerance VIF 

Indigenous 0.738 1.355 

Gender (Male) 0.787 1.270 

Education (≤ 9 years) 0.868 1.153 

Forcibly Removed  0.854 1.171 

Age at Release 0.800 1.249 

Prior Adult Imprisonment 0.679 1.473 

Violent Offence 0.394 2.535 

Property Offence 0.431 2.321 

Drug Offence 0.762 1.312 

Traffic/Public Order Offence 0.677 1.477 

Prior Juvenile Detention 0.721 1.387 

Days Served in Prison 0.799 1.251 

Unstable Housing PP 0.915 1.093 

Unemployment PP 0.835 1.197 

HR Alcohol Use PP 0.855 1.170 

HR Marijuana Use PP 0.759 1.317 

HR Methamphetamine Use PP 0.734 1.363 

HR Heroin Use PP 0.853 1.173 

Prison Employment 0.937 1.067 

Visited^ 0.887 1.128 

No Reintegration Plan 0.895 1.117 

Program Participation 0.836 1.196 

Low Social Support^ 0.899 1.112 

High Psychological Distress^ 0.917 1.091 

      Note: HR = High Risk; PP = Prior to prison    

     Note: ^ = Measurement for the 4 weeks prior to baseline 

 

3.4.3 Proportional Hazard Assumption Test 

A main assumption of a Cox proportional hazards regression is that the “relative 

effect of a covariate on the hazard function does not change overtime” (Austin, 2018, p. 2); 

this is known as the proportional hazard assumption (Austin, 2018). To test whether the 

proportional hazard assumption has been violated an interaction coefficient between time and 

each of the independent variables were created in SPSS using the survival Cox regression 

with time-dependent covariate function so that the coefficients of each variable could be 

examined to see if they were significantly different from zero (Austin, 2018). The results of 
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the proportional hazards assumption test in Table 3.4 show that the independent variables do 

not significantly interact with time, and that the coefficients are not significantly different 

from zero. Therefore, the proportional hazard assumption can be considered not to be 

violated and the null hypothesis can be rejected.  
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Table 3.4. Testing Proportional Hazards Assumption 

Variables B SE Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

T_COV_Indigenous .001 .000 9.246 1 .002 1.00 

T_COV_Gender (Male) .000 .000 .525 1 .469 1.00 

T_COV_Education (≤ 9 years) .000 .000 .046 1 .830 1.00 

T_COV_Forcibly Removed  .000 .000 1.197 1 .274 1.00 

T_COV_Age at Release .000 .000 .727 1 .394 1.00 

T_COV_Prior Adult Imprisonment .000 .000 .496 1 .481 1.00 

T_COV_Violent Offence .000 .000 .299 1 .585 1.00 

T_COV_Property Offence .000 .000 2.062 1 .151 1.00 

T_COV_Drug Offence .001 .000 4.508 1 .034 1.00 

T_COV_Traffic/Public Order 

Offence 

.000 .000 .038 1 .846 1.00 

T_COV_Prior Juvenile Detention .000 .000 .313 1 .576 1.00 

T_COV_Days Served in Prison .000 .000 .001 1 .975 1.00 

T_COV_Unstable Housing PP .001 .000 12.534 1 .000 1.00 

T_COV_Unemployment PP .000 .000 .555 1 .456 1.00 

T_COV_HR Alcohol Use PP .000 .000 2.264 1 .132 1.00 

T_COV_HR Marijuana Use PP .000 .000 3.439 1 .064 1.00 

T_COV_HR Methamphetamine 

Use PP 

.000 .000 .118 1 .731 1.00 

T_COV_HR Heroin Use PP .000 .000 .057 1 .811 1.00 

T_COV_Prison Employment .000 .000 .815 1 .367 1.00 

T_COV_Visited^ .000 .000 .478 1 .489 1.00 

T_COV_No Reintegration Plan .000 .000 1.584 1 .208 1.00 

T_COV_Program Participation .000 .000 2.358 1 .125 1.00 

T_COV_Low Social Support^ .000 .000 .121 1 .728 1.00 

T_COV_High Psychological 

Distress^ 

.000 .000 .003 1 .958 1.00 

Note: HR = High Risk; PP = Prior to prison; ^ = Measurement for the 4 weeks prior to baseline 

 

3.4.4 Is risk of reincarceration differentiated by Indigenous status? 

Next, to address the question of whether Indigenous people are more at risk of 

reincarceration post-prison compared to non-Indigenous people a Kaplan Meier survival 

analysis was conducted to examine whether there was a statistical difference between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration over-time. Results of the 

Log-Rank test showed that Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people were 
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significantly more at risk of reincarceration over the five year follow-up period (p ≤ .001) 

(see Figure 3.1), thus allowing the null hypothesis to be rejected.  

  

Indigenous     Non-Indigenous 

Figure 3.1 Indigenous and Non-Indigenous peoples’ hazard risk for reincarceration post-release. 

 

Even though the Kaplan Meier survival analysis with the Log-Rank test clearly shows 

Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration post-release than non-Indigenous 

people, this analysis is limited in the helpful information that can be provided to legislators 

and policy makers as it cannot explain why there is a difference between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration. To provide empirical evidence that would be 

beneficial for informing legislation, policy and practice, it is important to control for other 
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potential risk factors as well as Indigenous status when examining risk of reincarceration over 

time. This can be achieved by employing a Cox proportional hazards regression model which 

could potentially identify risk factors that may partially explain why there is a difference 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples' risk of reincarceration. Considering one of 

the main aims of Study 1 was to better understand why Indigenous people are more at risk of 

reincarceration post-release compared to non-Indigenous people, a Cox proportional hazards 

regression model is the most appropriate analysis to be used. As such, a series of Cox 

proportional hazards regressions were conducted to address the third research question for 

Study 1.  

3.4.5 Social Experiences Prior to Prison and Prison-life Experiences—A Partial 

Explanation? 

Before conducting a multivariate Cox proportional hazards regression model, a series 

of bivariate Cox proportional hazards regression models were conducted to establish a 

baseline association between each independent variable and reincarceration. As such, a total 

of 24 bivariate Cox proportional hazard tests were conducted. Before interpreting the results 

of the bivariate analyses, the goodness of fit for each model was checked using the Omnibus 

test. This test compares the -2 log likelihood statistic from Block 0 (the initial model) with 

the -2 log likelihood statistic from Block 1 (the model containing the independent variable) to 

determine whether all parameters are zero (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). If the results of the 

Omnibus test show a negative relationship between the -2 log likelihood statistic in block 0 

and the -2 log likelihood statistic in block 1this may indicate goodness of fit of the Cox 

proportional hazards regression model. Finally, if the chi-square that measures the statistical 

difference in the -2 log likelihood statistics between block 0 and block 1 is significant the null 

hypothesis that the coefficients are equal to zero is rejected and a relationship between the 
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independent and dependent variable is confirmed. The Omnibus test results for all 24 

bivariate models are presented in Table 3.5. 
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Table 3.5. Omnibus Tests of Model Coefficients  

 
   

Overall (score) Change from Previous 

Step 

Variables Block -2 Log 

Likelihood 

Chi-

square 

df. P Chi-

square 

df. P 

Indigenous 0 9009.63 
      

  1 8965.28 49.16 1 ≤ .001 44.35 1 ≤ .001 

Gender (Male) 0 9009.63 
      

  1 9004.68 4.75 1 .029 4.95 1 .026 

Education (≤ 9 years) 0 8965.4 
      

  1 8937.15 28.91 1 ≤ .001 28.24 1 ≤ .001 

Forcibly Removed  0 8981.15 
      

  1 8971.33 10.46 1 .001 9.82 1 .002 

Age at Release 0 9009.63 
      

  1 8917.85 79.49 1 ≤ .001 91.78 1 ≤ .001 

Prior Adult Imprisonment 0 8981.14 
      

  1 8782.7 188.63 2 ≤ .001 198.44 2 ≤ .001 

Violent Offence 0 9009.63 
      

  1 9008.81 .82 1 .367 .815 1 .367 

Property Offence 0 9009.63 
      

  1 8991.78 19.20 1 ≤ .001 17.853 1 ≤ .001 

Drug Offence 0 9009.63 
      

  1 8999.96 8.19 1 .004 9.67 1 .002 

Traffic/Public Order 

Offence 

0 9009.63 
      

  1 9009.32 .31 1 .579 .315 1 .575 

Prior Juvenile Detention 0 8935.44 
      

  1 8850.14 101.11 2 ≤ .001 85.3 2 ≤ .001 

Days Served in Prison 0 9009.63 
      

  1 9002.27 6.07 1 .014 7.362 1 .007 

Unstable Housing PP 0 9009.63 
      

  1 9001.65 8.43 1 .004 7.98 1 .005 

Unemployment PP 0 9009.63 
      

  1 8973.11 36.37 1 ≤ .001 36.52 1 ≤ .001 

HR Alcohol Use PP 0 8981.15 
      

  1 8976.56 4.63 1 .031 4.59 1 .032 

HR Marijuana Use PP 0 8995.39 
      

  1 8908.6 88.88 1 ≤ .001 86.79 1 ≤ .001 

HR Methamphetamine 

Use PP 

0 8981.15 
      

  1 8887.81 100.16 1 ≤ .001 93.33 1 ≤ .001 

HR Heroin Use PP 0 8966.91 
      

  1 8907.21 71.55 1 ≤ .001 59.69 1 ≤ .001 

Prison Employment 0 9009.63 
      

  1 9007.99 1.64 1 .201 1.64 1 .200 
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Table 3.5. Omnibus Test of Model Coefficients Continued. 

   
Overall (score) Change from Previous 

Step 

Variables Block -2 Log 

Likelihood 

Chi-

square 

df. P Chi-

square 

df. P 

Visited^ 0 9009.63 
      

  1 8977.05 27.02 1 ≤ .001 32.58 1 ≤ .001 

No Reintegration Plan 0 8981.15 
      

  1 8981.02 .13 1 .718 .13 1 .719 

Program Participation 0 8995.39 
      

 
1 8986.77 9.23 1 .002 8.61 1 .003 

Low Social Support^ 0 8952.66 
      

  1 8950.74 1.99 1 .159 1.92 1 .166 

High Psychological Distress^ 0 8977.98 
      

 
1 8977.97 .01 1 .909 .013 1 .909 

Note: HR = High Risk; PP = Prior to prison; ^ = In the four weeks prior to baseline.  

 

Results from the bivariate Cox proportional hazard tests identified 13 potential risk 

factors, and 3 protective factors for reincarceration. Identifying as Indigenous, being male, 

low education (≤ 9 years), having been forcibly removed from the family as a child, prior 

adult imprisonments, being most recently imprisoned for a property offence, prior juvenile 

detentions, serving more days in prison, having unstable housing prior-to-prison, 

unemployment prior-to-prison, high-risk alcohol, marijuana, methamphetamine, and heroin 

use prior-to-prison were all significantly associated with an increased hazard of 

reincarceration. In contrast, being older at release, currently imprisoned for a drug offence, 

receiving more visitations in the month prior to baseline were all found to be significantly 

associated with a decreased hazard of reincarceration (see Table 3.6).
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Table 3.6. Reincarceration hazard (n = 1238) 

Note: HR = High Risk; PP = Prior to Prison; ^ = Measurements for the 4 weeks prior to baseline.   

Note: LL = Lower Level; UL = Upper Level 

 Unadjusted Adjusted 

 
Covariates HR LL UL p HR LL UL p 

Indigenous 1.78 1.51 2.09 ≤ .001 1.33 1.10 1.62 .004 

Gender (male) 1.24 1.02 1.51 .030 1.39 1.11 1.73 .004 

Education achieved (≤ 9years) 1.52 1.30 1.76 ≤ .001 1.00 .84 1.18 .952 

Forcibly Removed 1.35 1.12 1.62 .001 .85 .69 1.05 .122 

Age at release .96 .96 .97 ≤ .001 .97 .96 .98 ≤ .001 

Prior Adult Prison Sentences (First-

time)    ≤ .001    ≤ .001 

1-4 prior imprisonments 2.87 2.31 3.56 ≤ .001 2.00 1.59 2.53 ≤ .001 

5 or more prior imprisonments 4.20 3.37 5.22 ≤ .001 2.78 2.15 3.61 ≤ .001 

Violent Offence 1.07 .92 1.25 .367 1.20 .91 1.57 .191 

Property Offence 1.46 1.23 1.73 ≤ .001 1.01 .76 1.36 .938 

Drug Offence .54 .36 .83 .005 .85 .52 1.39 .520 

Public Order Offence .92 .69 1.23 .579 1.22 .84 1.77 .302 

Prior Juvenile Detentions (none)    ≤ .001    .005 

1-4 prior juvenile detentions 1.92 1.60 2.30 ≤ .001 1.23 1.00 1.50 .050 

5 or more prior juvenile detentions 2.72 2.14 3.46 ≤ .001 1.57 1.18 2.09 .002 

Days in Prison 1.00 1.00 1.00 .014 1.00 1.00 1.00 .048 

Unstable Housing PP 1.31 1.09 1.56 .004 1.10 .91 1.34 .336 

Unemployed 6mths PP 1.61 1.38 1.88 ≤ .001 1.11 .93 1.32 .236 

HR Alcohol Use PP 1.18 1.02 1.38 .032 .896 .76 1.06 .202 

HR Marijuana Use PP 2.07 1.78 2.42 ≤ .001 1.32 1.11 1.56 .002 

HR Methamphetamine Use PP 2.14 1.84 2.50 ≤ .001 1.40 1.18 1.67 ≤ .001 

HR Heroin Use PP 2.11 1.77 2.52 ≤ .001 1.50 1.23 1.83 ≤ .001 

Not Employed in Prison 1.11 .95 1.29 .201 1.09 .93 1.28 .290 

No. of Visits .90 .86 .94 ≤ .001 .97 .93 1.01 .085 

No Reintegration Plan .97 .80 1.17 .718 .88 .72 1.07 .195 

Not Completed Transition Program .93 .77 1.11 .403 .85 .69 1.05 .123 

Low Perception of Social Support 1.16 .95 1.41 .159 .95 .76 1.18 .616 

High Level of Psychological Distress 1.01 .85 1.20 .909 .94 .78 1.131 .513 
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After running the bivariate analyses all of the independent variables were next 

included in a multivariate Cox proportional hazard regression model so that all known and 

criminogenic risk factors of interest were controlled for to examine whether social 

experiences prior-to-prison and/or prison-life experiences could partially explain why 

Indigenous compared to non-Indigenous people were more at risk of reincarceration post-

release. The Omnibus test for the multivariate model indicated good overall fit of the Cox 

proportional hazards regression model (see Table 3.7).  

Table 3.7. Omnibus tests of the multivariate model coefficients.  

Block -2 Log 
Likelihood 

Overall (score) Change From Previous 
Step 

Change From Previous 
Block 

  

Chi-
square df. P 

Chi-
square df. P 

Chi-
square df. P 

0 8703.33          

1 8308.05 373.74 26 ≤ .001 395.28 26 ≤ .001 395.28 26 ≤ .001 

 

In total, the results from the multivariate model found eleven covariates were 

significantly associated with risk of reincarceration. Of the demographic and prior criminal 

history covariates included in the full multivariate model gender (male), 1 to 4 prior adult 

imprisonments, and 5 or more prior adult imprisonments, 1 to 4 prior juvenile detentions, and 

5 or more prior juvenile detentions, and the number of days last served in prison were all 

associated with an increased hazard ratio for reincarceration (see Table 3.7). However, age at 

release was associated with a reduction in the hazard ratio for reincarceration, thus indicating 

that increased age at the time of release may be a protective factor for reincarceration. Of the 

prior-prison social experiences high-risk marijuana use prior-to-prison, high-risk 

methamphetamine use prior-to-prison, high-risk heroin use prior-to-prison were all associated 

with an increased hazard for reincarceration. After examining the hazard ratios for the prison-

life covariates controlled for in the multivariate model the results suggest that prison-life 
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experiences do not help to explain why Indigenous people have an increased risk of 

reincarceration compared to non-Indigenous people. 

The Indigenous-reincarceration relationship was examined after controlling for 

demographics, prior criminal history, prior-prison social experiences, and prison-life 

experiences. The results showed that when these variables were controlled for there was a 

large attenuating effect on the hazard ratio for Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration. As 

such, the results indicate that without controlling for the above covariates, Indigenous people 

compared to non-Indigenous people are 78% more likely to be reincarcerated post-release. 

However, when a more comprehensive model is used that controls for not just demographic 

and criminal history factors, but also social experiences prior-to-prison and prison-life factors 

to help better understand the Indigenous-reincarceration relationship, Indigenous peoples’ 

risk of reincarceration is reduced to 33% more than non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of 

reincarceration. Whilst 45% of Indigenous peoples’ increased risk of reincarceration has been 

able to be explained by incorporating measures of social experiences prior-to-prison and 

prison-life experiences, thus creating a more comprehensive model of risk of reincarceration, 

a considerable portion (33%) of Indigenous peoples’ increased risk of reincarceration remains 

unexplained.  

5.5 Summary of Study One 

In total there were three research questions addressed in Study 1. Research question 

one examined whether there were differences in and between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

peoples’ health, social and criminal justice characteristics. Research question two compared 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration to identify if Australia’s 

Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration than Australia’s non-Indigenous people. 

Finally, research question three explored whether any differences in risk of reincarceration 
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could be explained by Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ social experiences prior to 

prison, and their prison-life experiences.  

Evidence presented indicated that the sample of prisoners included in the study was not a 

homogenous group, thus suggesting that Australia’s prison population also is a heterogeneous 

population as Indigenous and non-Indigenous prisoners were identified to be statistically 

different in many characteristics. For example, differences in education level, prior criminal 

history, substance use, unemployment, unstable housing, and social support were found 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous reincarcerated people. Moreover, to no surprise 

evidence presented confirmed the findings from previous research that Indigenous people are 

significantly more at risk of reincarceration post-release than non-Indigenous people. Finally, 

the evidence presented also indicated that prison-life experiences had little to no effect on 

one’s risk of reincarceration, which is surprising considering no relationship between 

visitation and reincarceration was identified. Instead, evidence presented indicates that all 

risk factors that were found to be associated with either an increase or decrease in risk of 

reincarceration are risk factors that have all occurred before an individual is incarcerated (i.e. 

demographics, prior criminal history, and social experiences prior-to-incarceration). As such, 

the evidence presented in this study strongly supports the need for early intervention 

programs and diversion programs to be fully utilised, whilst relegating incarceration to a last 

resort option as it was intended.  

5.6 The gap—linking Study 2  

Despite the importance for policy and practice to have a better understanding of why 

Australia’s Indigenous people compared to Australia’s non-Indigenous people are more at 

risk of reincarceration post-release, the analyses performed in Study 1 only allows for the 

identification of the risk factors that can explain some of the difference in risk of 

reincarceration between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. By controlling for 
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Indigenous status in the Cox proportional hazard regression instead of differentiating the 

multivariate model by Indigenous status it is possible that an interaction effect with 

Indigenous status could have been masked. Considering risk factors can be multi-directional, 

and potentially affect other risk factors at different levels of society, it is possible that they 

may have different effects for different groups of people (i.e. Indigenous compared to non-

Indigenous people). Essentially, it is possible that there may be specific Indigenous and non-

Indigenous risk factors (i.e. racial specific risk factors) for reincarceration, as well as neutral 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous risk factors (i.e. racial neutral risk factors). Considering this 

study only provides part of the information required by policy and practice makers for 

designing and implementing effective culturally appropriate programs and policy for 

Australia’s prisoner re-entry practices, further research is required to establish evidence of 

how risk factors of reincarceration effect Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, and whether 

there are differences between the two groups.  By addressing this gap in our knowledge, more 

robust empirical evidence can be provided for policy and program makers. Only by 

identifying and understanding Indigenous peoples’ risk factors and how these risk factors 

affect Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration may it be possible to 

reduce their risk of reincarceration and successfully reintegrate Indigenous people back into 

the community, thus reducing Indigenous over-representation in prison. This is addressed in 

Study 2 and the results are presented in the next chapter of this thesis, Chapter 4.   

Conclusion—Study 1 

Reducing the over-representation of Indigenous people in prison has been an 

unachievable goal of governments and criminal justice systems in post-colonial countries for 

some time. As policy makers and correctional officers do their best to successfully reintegrate 

Indigenous people, there is a need for Indigenous specific research to help understand why 

Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people are more likely to be reincarcerated. 
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Most importantly, we need to identify what the re-entry needs are for Indigenous people, so 

policy makers can create informed, culturally appropriate policy that enable relevant services 

to facilitate positive change for Indigenous people, their family and community. This study 

extends on previous prisoner re-entry literature by focusing on the risk of reincarceration for 

Australia’s Indigenous people, and the impact that social experiences prior-to-prison, and 

prison-life experiences have on one’s risk of reincarceration. Furthermore, no prior re-entry 

study has examined the effect of type and prevalence of drug use on risk of reincarceration. 

Like previous literature, this study indicates that once Indigenous people experience prison-

life, they become embedded in the system accumulating a higher level of disadvantage, thus 

supporting calls for targeted intervention programs to prevent Indigenous people from being 

imprisoned, and the development of culturally appropriate through-care programs to 

successfully reintegrate Indigenous people back into the community. 
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CHAPTER 4: INDIGENEITY & REINCARCERATION—ARE THERE ‘RACIAL 

SPECIFIC’ & ‘RACIAL NEUTRAL’ RISK FACTORS? (Study 2) 

 

4.1 Study Overview & Research Questions 

Since the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, Australia’s prison 

population has increased from 15 021 prisoners in 1991 (Walker, Hallinan, & Dagger, 1991) 

to 41 202 as of the 30th of June 2017 (ABS, 2017). This is approximately a 174% increase. 

When differentiated by Indigenous status the numbers tell an oppressing story. In the same 

time period Australia’s Indigenous prison population has increased from 2 166 in 1991 

(Walker et al., 1991) to 11 307 (ABS, 2017), which is a 422% increase. This is a significant 

increase when compared to the increase of Australia’s non-Indigenous prison population. In 

1991, Australia’s non-Indigenous prison population was 12 855 (Walker et al., 1991), and as 

of the 30th of June 2017 it was 29 895 (ABS, 2017). This is an increase of approximately 

132%. Despite Indigenous people only accounting for approximately 2% of Australia’s 

population aged 18 and over, they account for 27% of Australia’s prison population.  

Given the chronic state of Indigenous imprisonment in Australia, it is surprising the 

lack of scholarly work examining the problem of Indigenous reincarceration. Despite this, 

there is a large body of work that theorises that Indigenous people will experience and be 

affected by criminogenic risk factors more so than non-Indigenous people because of 

colonisation, dispossession, the process of institutionalisation, attachment to culture and 

country, and the stigmatisation of being Indigenous. With evidence from study one showing 

71.3% of Indigenous and 48.1% of non-Indigenous prisoners are reincarcerated, and that the 

prison population is by no means homogenous in characteristics, it is hypothesised that when 

the effects of demographics, prior criminal history, social experiences prior-to-prison and 

prison-life experiences on the risk of reincarceration are examined by Indigenous status, 
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racial specific and racial neutral risk factors will be identified. If these hypothesised risk 

factors exist, identifying and understanding this knowledge is critical to providing policy 

makers and legislators with strong robust empirical evidence that will allow for culturally 

appropriate tailored programs to help address and reduce the over-representation of 

Australia’s Indigenous people in prison, as well as non-Indigenous people in prison. This 

study proposes to address the following research questions: 

 

4.2 Variable Selection 

The variables included in study 2 measured participants’ demographics (i.e. gender 

and age), criminal history (i.e.; prior adult imprisonment, violent offence, property offence, 

drug offence, and prior juvenile detention), social experiences prior-to-prison (i.e.; unstable 

housing, unemployment, high-risk alcohol use, high-risk marijuana use, high-risk 

methamphetamine use, and high-risk heroin use), prison-life experiences (i.e.; visitation in 

prison), and ecological factors (i.e.; community disadvantage and travel distance). Since the 

primary focus of this study was to test for the presence of racial specific and racial neutral 

risk factors for reincarceration Indigenous status will not be controlled for in the analysis. 

Instead, all models used to answer research question one and two of study two, will be 

differentiated by Indigenous status. Table 4.1 provides a summarised description and 

RQ1.

• Are there 'racial specific' risk factors for Indigenous and/or non-Indigenous 
people when examining the effect of demographics, criminal history, social 
experiences prior to prison, and prison-life experiences on risk of 
reincarceration? If so, what are they?

RQ2.

• Are there 'racial neutral' risk factors for Indigenous and/or non-Indigenous 
people when examining the effect of demographics, criminal history, social 
experiences prior to prison, and prison-life experiences on risk of 
reincarceration? If so, what are they?
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percentage of missing data for each variable employed in this study. For a full description of 

how each variable was operationalised refer to Chapter 2. The dependent variable employed 

in this study to address research question one and two was reincarceration for a new offence 

or a parole breach.  
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Table 4.1. Description of variables and number of participants with missing data 

Variable Description (Number with missing data out of full sample) 

Demographic  

Gender Identified as male (0). No = 0; Yes = 1 

Removed from family Was removed from their family as a child (2). No = 0; Yes = 1 

Education Achieved year 9 or less in education (4). No = 0; Yes = 1  

Age Age at time of release. Queensland Corrective Services (QCS) data (0).  

Criminal History  

Adult imprisonment 

Number of prior adult prison sentences categorised as; first time prisoner (no prior 

adult prison sentence) = 0; one to four prior adult prison sentences = 1; 5 or more 

prior adult prison sentences = 2 (QCS data) 

Violent offence Imprisoned for a violent offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Property Offence Imprisoned for a property offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Drug Offence Imprisoned for a drug offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Traffic/Public Order Offence Imprisoned for a traffic public order offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Juvenile Detention  Number of prior juvenile detentions (7) categorised as; no prior juvenile detentions 

= 0; 1-4 juvenile detentions = 1; 5 or more juvenile detentions = 2.  (QCS Data) 

    Days served in prison Number of days recently served in prison (0). (QCS) data. 

Prior Prison Social Experiences  

Unstable housing PP No permanent address in the 6 months prior-to-prison (0). No = 0; Yes = 1.  

Unemployment PP Mainly unemployed for the 6 months prior-to-prison (0). No = 0; Yes = 1.  

HR alcohol use PP 

Score of ≥16 on the Alcohol Use Disorder Identification Test (Babor et al., 2011). 

Indicates high-risk drinker to possible alcohol dependence in the 12 months prior-

to-prison (2).  

HR marijuana use PP 
Score of ≥ 4 for marijuana on the Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement 

Screening Test (ASSIST) (Humeniuk et al., 2010).  Indicates moderate to high-risk 

marijuana use in the 3 months prior-to-prison (1).  

HR methamphetamine use PP Scored ≥ 4 for methamphetamine on the ASSIST. Indicates moderate to high-risk 

methamphetamine use in the 3 months prior-t- prison (2).  

HR heroin use PP Scored ≥ 4 for heroin on the ASSIST. Indicates moderate to high-risk heroin use in 

the 3 months prior-to-prison (3).  

Prison-Life Experiences  

No. of Visits^ Number of visits received in the 4 weeks prior to baseline (0) (QCS data).  

Ecological Factors  

Community Disadvantage 

Using SEIFAs IRSD index (ABS, 2008) level of community disadvantage 

categorized as; Low level of disadvantage = 0; Moderate level of disadvantage = 1; 

High level of disadvantage = 2. (10) 

Travel Distance 

Using participants’ postcodes of their home community we calculated total travel 

distance by road that a visitor would need to travel using Goggle Maps. This was 

then converted to a rate per 100km. 

Note: Measurements for variables are from self-report data unless specified otherwise. HR = high-risk; PP = 

prior-to-prison; ^ Measurement for the 4 weeks prior to baseline.  

4.3 Statistical Methods and Software used 

The statistical analyses conducted in this study were performed using SPSS 24. To 

identify whether there are racial specific and/or racial neutral risk factors for Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people when examining risk of reincarceration over time, the dataset was 

stratified by Indigenous status (i.e. the dataset was split into two groups, Indigenous and non-
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Indigenous) and two multivariate Cox proportional hazards regressions were conducted. For 

an explanation of what a Cox proportional hazards regression is, and why it is most 

appropriate for this study refer to in Chapter 2. 

4.4 Study 2—Results  

4.4.1 Multicollinearity Test  

Before conducting the Cox proportional hazards regressions to identify whether there 

were racial specific risk factors for reincarceration between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people multicollinearity needed to be checked again because the variables included in the 

model differs from those used in Study 1. Again, this was done by conducting a linear 

regression in SPSS using the independent variables and dependent variable that were 

included in the stratified Cox proportional hazard model to check the tolerance and VIF 

measures for each independent variable. The tolerance measure and VIF for each independent 

variable is presented in Table 4.2  

The two variables with the lowest tolerance were violent offence and property offence 

with values of 0.547 and 0.560 respectively (see Table 4.2). Considering no independent 

variables had a tolerance measure below .10, the results of the multicollinearity test indicate 

that there were no collinearity problems present. This is further supported by the VIF 

estimates for each independent variable, as none of the VIF estimates were even close to the 

recommended cut-off of 10 (Cohen & Cohen, 1983; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). The two 

independent variables with the highest VIF estimates were property offence and violent 

offence with VIF estimates of 1.787 and 1.828 respectively (see Table 4.2).  
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Table 4.2. Assessing Tolerance and VIF Values 
 Collinearity Statistics 

Variables Tolerance VIF 

Indigenous 0.819 1.221 

Gender (Male) 0.865 1.157 

Age at Release 0.851 1.175 

Prior Adult Imprisonment 0.769 1.301 

Violent Offence 0.547 1.828 

Property Offence 0.560 1.787 

Drug Offence 0.852 1.174 

Prior Juvenile Detention 0.838 1.193 

Unstable Housing PP 0.965 1.036 

Unemployment PP 0.963 1.039 

HR Alcohol Use PP 0.868 1.152 

HR Marijuana Use PP 0.767 1.304 

HR Methamphetamine Use PP 0.762 1.313 

HR Heroin Use PP 0.868 1.152 

Visited^ 0.878 1.139 

Community Disadvantage 0.981 1.020 

Travel Distance 0.940 1.063 

   Note: HR = High Risk; PP = Prior to prison 

   Note: ^ = Measurement for the 4 weeks prior to baseline 

 

4.4.2 Are There ‘Racial Specific’ and ‘Racial Neutral’ Risk Factors? 

Descriptive analyses for each variable included in the study were conducted using 

Indigenous status as a grouping variable (see Table 4.3). Of the 1,238 ex-prisoners included 

in the study, 935 (76%) were non-Indigenous and 303 (24%) were Indigenous.  
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Table 4.3 Participant characteristics at baseline, according to Indigenous status. 

Note: PP = Prior-to-Prison 

Next, two multivariate Cox proportional hazard regression models, one for Indigenous 

participants and one for non-Indigenous participants were conducted to examine the 

association between the independent variables and risk of reincarceration over time for the 

two groups to identify whether there were any racial specific and racial neutral risk factors 

for Indigenous and/or non-Indigenous people. Before interpreting the results of the 

multivariate analyses, the goodness of fit for each model (i.e.; Indigenous and non-

Indigenous model) was checked using the Omnibus test to compare the -2 log likelihood 

 Non -Indigenous 

(n =935) 

Indigenous 

(n = 303) 

All Participants             

(n = 1238) 

Covariates % % % 

Gender (Male) 82 72 79 

Prior Adult Imprisonment (First Time) 40 17 34 

1-4 prior imprisonments 35 41 37 

5 or more prior imprisonments 25 42 29 

Violent Offence 47 61 51 

Theft Offence 23 23 23 

Drug Offence 6 2 5 

Prior Juvenile Detention (None) 79 51 72 

1-4 prior juvenile detentions 16 31 19 

5 or more juvenile detentions 5 17 8 

High-Risk Marijuana Use PP 43 56 46 

High-Risk Methamphetamine Use PP 41 29 38 

High-Risk Heroin Use PP 20 10 17 

High-Risk Alcohol Use PP 36 61 42 

Unemployed 6mth PP 46 72 53 

Unstable housing PP 19 26 21 

Community Disadvantage (Low) 24 13 22 

Moderate Disadvantage 32 48 36 

High Disadvantage 43 39 42 

Covariates M SD M SD M SD 

Age at release in years 33.89 11.8 29.98 8.15 32.93 11.14 

No. of times visited 1.76 2.64 0.82 1.71 1.53 2.48 

Travel Distance 1.79 4.07 3.10 5.24 2.11 4.42 
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statistics from Block 0 (the initial model) with the – 2 log likelihood statistic from Block 1 

(the model containing the independent variables) to determine whether there is a negative 

relationship between the blocks (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). As can be seen in Table 4.4, a 

negative relationship between the -2 log likelihood statistics for Block 0 and Block 1 of both 

models (i.e.; Indigenous and non-Indigenous) indicate goodness of fit of the multivariate Cox 

proportional hazard regressions. In addition, the chi-square that measures the statistical 

difference in the negative relationship of the -2 log likelihood statistics from Block 0 to Block 

1 for both models were examined and found to be significant (see Table 4.4), thus indicating 

that the null hypothesis that the coefficients are equal to zero can be rejected for both models, 

and that the relationships between the independent variables and dependent variable is 

confirmed.  

Table 4.4. Omnibus Test of Model Coefficients. 

Block 

-Log 

Likelihood Overall (score) 

Change From Previous 

Step 

Change From Previous 

Block 

Non-Indigenous 

Chi-

square df. P 

Chi-

square df. P 

Chi-

square df. P 

0 5685.779          
1 5391.771 282.20 28 ≤ .001 294.01 28 ≤ .001 294.01 28 ≤ .001 

Indigenous 

Chi-

square df. P 

Chi-

square df. P 

Chi-

square df. P 

0 2081.145          

1 1978.247 100.79 28 ≤ .001 102.90 28 ≤ .001 102.90 28 ≤ .001 

 

Results from the multivariate Cox proportional hazard tests indicated that there were 

four significant risk factors for reincarceration for non-Indigenous people and three 

significant risk factors for reincarceration for Indigenous people (see Table 4.5). In particular, 

prior adult imprisonment (1-4 times, and 5 or more times) was associated with the largest 

increase in non-Indigenous participants’ risk of reincarceration, with those who were 

previously imprisoned 5 or more times in an adult prison being 2.20 times (95% CI: 1.65, 

2.93, p <.001) more likely to be reincarcerated compared to non-Indigenous participants who 
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were first-time prisoners. The risk of reincarceration dropped to 1.62 times (95% CI: 1.26, 

2.10, p < .001) when comparing non-Indigenous participants who had previously been 

imprisoned as an adult 1 to 4 times with first time non-Indigenous prisoners. Moreover, high-

risk marijuana (HR = 1.29, 95% CI: 1.05, 1.58, p = .017), methamphetamine (HR = 1.65, 

95% CI: 1.34, 2.04, p ≤ .001), and heroin (HR = 1.59, 95% CI: 1.28, 1.98, p ≤ .001) use, were 

all significantly associated with an increased hazard of reincarceration for non-Indigenous 

people by 29%, 65%, and 59% respectively.  

Interestingly, being male was associated with an 84% increase in risk of 

reincarceration for Indigenous participants (HR = 1.84, CI: 1.30, 2.60, p = .001) only. 

However, it must be noted that while the hazard ratio for being male was positive (i.e. 

indicating an increase in risk), it was not found to be a significant risk factor for non-

Indigenous people. Unlike non-Indigenous participants, prior adult imprisonment was found 

to be significant only for Indigenous participants who had previously served 5 or more adult 

prison sentences (HR = 1.96, CI: 1.30, 2.97, p = .001) and was found to increase their risk of 

reincarceration by 96%. Of interest, 5 or more prior juvenile detentions was also found to 

have a strong association with risk of reincarceration for Indigenous participants only (HR = 

1.83, CI: 1.22, 2.76, p = .004). Results indicated that Indigenous participants’ risk of 

reincarceration post-release increased by 83% if they self-reported previously being in 

juvenile detention 5 or more times compared to those who had not previously spent time in 

juvenile detention (see Table 4.5).   

Results also highlighted two potential protective factors against reincarceration for 

non-Indigenous and one for Indigenous participants. Age at release from prison was found to 

significantly reduce the risk of reincarceration for both Indigenous (HR = 0.97, 95% CI: 0.95, 

0.99, p = .004) and non-Indigenous participants (HR = 0.97, 95% CI: 0.96, 0.98, p <.001) by 

3% for each 12-month increase in age when released.  Being visited at least once in prison 
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was also significantly associated with a decrease in risk of reincarceration by 22% per visit 

(HR = 0.80, 95% CI: 0.65, 0.97, p = .026) for non-Indigenous people only.   

These results suggest that when examining risk of reincarceration over time for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, there are potentially racial-specific risk factors and 

racial-neutral risk factors for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. In total, the results 

suggest that there were four racial-specific risk factors for non-Indigenous people and one for 

Indigenous people when examining risk of reincarceration. For non-Indigenous people the 

racial-specific risk factors that were identified include high-risk marijuana use prior-to-

prison, high-risk methamphetamine use prior-to-prison, high-risk heroin use prior-to-prison, 

and visited (i.e. being visited in prison). For Indigenous people, the racial-specific risk factor 

that was identified was prior juvenile detentions. In addition, the results also suggested that 

there were two racial-neutral risk factors for non-Indigenous and Indigenous people when 

examining risk of reincarceration. The two racial-neutral risk factors identified were age at 

release and prior adult imprisonment.  
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Table 4.5. Multivariate Reincarceration Hazard, Assessing Risk of Reincarceration.  

Note: PP = Prior-to-Prison 

It is interesting that visitation was only found to be a protective factor against 

reincarceration for non-Indigenous people considering all previous visitation literature has 

found being visited in prison a protective factor for reoffending/reincarceration (Bales & 

Mears, 2008; Derkzen et al., 2009; Duwe & Clark, 2011).  To my knowledge there has been 

no prior research conducted that has examined the effects of visitation on Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration, or whether there is a difference in ‘who’ is 

visited between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people while in prison. In other words, little 

is known about the relationship between visitation and Indigeneity. Considering the potential 

  
Non-Indigenous (n = 935) Indigenous (n = 303) 

  

Covariates HR LL UL p HR LL UL p 

Gender (Male) 1.14 .87 1.48 .353 1.84 1.30 2.60 .001 

Age at Release .97 .96 .98 < .001 .97 .95 .99 .004 

Prior Adult Imprisonment (1st time)         

     1-4 prior imprisonment 1.62 1.26 2.10 < .001 1.45 .97 2.18 .070 

     5+ prior imprisonment 2.20 1.65 2.93 < .001 1.96 1.30 2.97 .001 

Violent Offence 1.27 .98 1.65 .071 1.06 .68 1.66 .805 

Property Offence 1.18 .89 1.57 .250 1.00 .60 1.67 .998 

Drug Offence .76 .46 1.27 .293 .46 .11 1.99 .301 

Prior Juvenile Detentions (none)         

     1-4 juvenile detentions 1.15 .90 1.47 .263 1.19 .86 1.64 .306 

     5+ juvenile detentions 1.09 .76 1.57 .635 1.83 1.22 2.76 .004 

Unstable Housing .98 .77 1.23 .832 1.21 .87 1.68 .252 

Unemployment .97 .80 1.17 .729 .83 .63 1.11 .207 

High Risk Alcohol Use PP .93 .76 1.14 .491 .94 .69 1.28 .675 

High Risk Marijuana Use PP 1.29 1.05 1.58 .017 1.31 .96 1.79 .089 

High Risk Methamphetamine Use PP 1.65 1.34 2.04 < .001 1.23 .89 1.70 .208 

High Risk Heroin Use PP 1.59 1.28 1.98 < .001 1.35 .86 2.12 .200 

Visited .80 .65 .97 .026 .98 .71 1.35 .889 
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benefits visitation has been known to provide (i.e.; reduced risk of recidivism/reincarceration, 

informal social control, a source of social capital, prevents feelings of strain, and in-prison 

conformity) it is important that further investigation is conducted to develop an understanding 

of why being visited in prison was found to be a protective factor for non-Indigenous people 

only.  Therefore, further analyses were conducted to answer the following three questions: 

 

4.4.3 Visitation and Time to Reincarceration 

Next, the median number of days it took for visited and non-visited prisoners to be 

reincarcerated was examined. Results showed that non-Indigenous people who were not 

visited returned faster (n = 249) (Mdn = 227, SD =356.87) than non-Indigenous people who 

were visited (Mdn = 265, SD = 382.98). However, no difference was found when comparing 

Indigenous people who were not visited (n = 152) (Mdn = 264, SD = 369.26) and Indigenous 

people who were visited (Mdn = 263, (399.35). As such, there was a difference in the length 

of time to reincarceration for non-Indigenous people who were visited compared to non-

RQ3. 

• Is there a difference in time to reincarceration for visited and non-visited 
prisoners? If so, does this differ by Indigenous status?

RQ4. 

• Is there a difference in who gets visited in prison between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous prisoners?

RQ5.

• What are the predictors of who gets visited in prison, and do they differ 
by Indigenous status?
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Indigenous people who were not visited, given that being visited increased non-Indigenous 

peoples’ length of time in the community before being reincarcerated by a median of 38 days. 

There was also a difference in the length of time to reincarceration for non-Indigenous and 

Indigenous people who were visited, as visited non-Indigenous people remained in the 

community a median of 36 days longer than visited Indigenous people. While it is important 

for policy and practice to understand that visitation can have a different effect on Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration and time to reincarceration, it is also 

important to develop an understanding regarding (a) whether there is a difference in the 

proportion of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people; and (b) what the predictors are for who 

is visited in prison.  

Understanding the predictors of visitation and who is visited is important as ‘not’ 

being visited could potentially have a criminogenic effect on a prisoner, thus negatively 

impacting on their likelihood of successfully reintegrating into the community post-release. A 

lack of, or no visitation may indicate a prisoner having limited, and/or under resourced social 

support networks. Newly released prisoners who have no/limited social support networks 

face greater challenges to re-entry than those with strong social support networks, as most ex-

prisoners rely heavily on family and friends for housing, transportation, employment, health 

care, and financial assistance post-release (Berg & Huebner, 2011; Maruna et al., 2004; 

Petersilia, 2003; Visher & Travis, 2003). Furthermore, prisoners with strong social support 

networks that can provide continuity in social resources over-time are more likely to re-

establish ties to conventional adult roles, and not cumulate further disadvantage that increases 

their risk of reincarceration post-release. As such, having strong social support networks 

when released is important for prisoners, yet is difficult to achieve, especially if they are not 

visited in prison.  
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4.4.4 Who Gets Visited 

To examine whether there is a difference in who gets visited between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people descriptive analyses, a Pearson’s Chi-square analysis and an 

Independent samples t-test was conducted. Results showed that non-Indigenous (52.5%) than 

Indigenous (30.7%) people were significantly more likely to be visited at least once in the 

four weeks prior to baseline (χ² (1, n = 1238) = 43.72, p ≤ .001). Of those who were visited, 

non-Indigenous people (Mdn = 1.76, SD = 2.64) were visited more frequently than 

Indigenous people (Mdn = 0.82, SD = 1.71). This difference was statistically significant (t = 

5.85, p <.001). This contrast implies that the largest difference between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous prisoners was in the proportion of those who are visited at least once, versus the 

mean number of visits among those who do receive at least one visit. As such, these results 

clearly show that there is a difference in who gets visited in prison between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people, with non-Indigenous people being significantly more likely to 

receive a visit and be visited significantly more frequently than Indigenous people.  

Table 4.6 also indicates several other differences between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous prisoners in ways that suggest that these differences should be examined as 

potential explanatory or mediating factors underlying visitation differences across the two 

groups. Among the largest differences are prior adult imprisonments and juvenile detentions. 

Descriptive analyses show that only 25% of non-Indigenous prisoners had more than five 

prior adult imprisonments, compared to 42% of Indigenous prisoners. There was also 

difference between the groups for prior juvenile detentions with only 5% of non-Indigenous 

prisoners having 5 of more, compared to 17% of Indigenous prisoners. 

Table 4.6 expands upon the differences found in Table 4.5 by providing information 

about how these factors relate to prison visitation. These independent variables were entered 

in four models to examine whether they might explain why Indigenous people are visited less 
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while in prison than non-Indigenous people and if so, which among these factors provides the 

largest share of the explanation.  The bivariate association between Indigenous status and 

visitation is shown in Model 1. This initial model indicates that Indigenous status is 

significantly associated with visitation such that the odds of visitation decrease by 61% for 

prisoners who are Indigenous. Additional demographic variables were introduced in Model 2 

to determine the extent which these might provide a “compositional” (Kitagawa, 1955) 

explanation for Model 1’s visitation differences.  

Model 2’s findings indicate that while gender is significantly associated with 

visitation, the overall demographic composition of these two groups explains little of the 

reasons for why Indigenous and Non-Indigenous prisoners have different visitation rates. 

More specifically, the odds-ratio for Indigenous status increases by only .03 between Model 1 

to Model 2. Of particular interest to our research was the addition of travel distance in Model 

3. Although travel distance was significantly associated with visitation, the inclusion of travel 

distance increased the odds ratio for Indigenous status by only .02. Again, this indicates that 

the increased distances Indigenous individuals are required to travel from their communities 

to prison explains only a small portion of their decreased visitation.  
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Table 4.6 Explanatory factors for visitation (n = 1238) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Variables OR LL UL P OR LL UL P OR LL UL P OR LL UL P 

Indigenous .39 .30 .52 .000 .42 .31 .56 .000 .44 .33 .59 .000 .51 .38 .69 .000 

Gender (Male) - - - - 2.02 1.50 2.72 .000 2.02 1.50 2.72 .000 2.44 1.79 3.32 .000 

Age - - - - 1.01 1.00 1.02 .335 1.01 1.00 1.02 .255 1.00 .99 1.01 .567 

Community Disadvantage (Low)        .752    .840    .701 

    Moderate - - - - 1.03 .75 1.42 .847 1.09 .79 1.51 .609 1.12 .81 1.55 .505 

    High - - - - .93 .69 1.27 .664 .96 .70 1.31 .788 1.01 .73 1.38 .970 

Travel Distance       .96 .94 .99 .017 .95 .93 .99 .004 

Prior Adult Imprisonment (0)                .000 

    1 – 4 times - - - - - - - - - - - - .54 .41 .72 .000 

    5+ times - - - - - - - - - - - - .33 .24 .46 .000 

Prior Juvenile Detention (0)                .254 

    1 – 4 times - - - - - - - - - - - - .85 .62 1.17 .312 

    5+ times - - - - - - - - - - - - .69 .43 1.12 .135 

Constant 1.11   .131 .53   .012 .54   .013 .87   .62 
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The strongest but still moderate explanatory effects for the visitation differences were 

observed when variables associated with prior adult imprisonment and prior juvenile 

detention were added in Model 4. In preliminary analyses, it was determined that 

institutionalisation, regardless of whether that involved adult imprisonment or juvenile 

detention, had negative effects upon visitation. Because the different types of 

institutionalisation were strongly correlated with each other, and because both provided 

approximately equal degrees of explanatory power when each was entered into Model 3 

separately, these variables were included together rather than trying to separate their effects. 

A 0.07 increase in the odds-ratio of Indigenous status can be seen in Model 3, which indicates 

that these imprisonment and detention variables explain the largest portion of the 

Indigenous/Non-Indigenous visitation difference. Model 4’s combined explanatory effect of 

all independent variables resulted in an increase of the unadjusted odds-ratio of .39 in Model 

1, to the fully-adjusted odds-ratio of .51 in Model 4, which represents a 30.8 % increase.  

Beyond showing how the independent variables explain a portion of the 

Indigenous/Non-Indigenous visitation differences, there are some additional results within 

Table 3 worthy of notice. In addition to the findings noted above, Model 4 also indicates that 

net of the other variables in the model, males are substantially more likely to be visited while 

in prison, with the odds of male visitation being 144% higher than females. Travel distance 

also impacts visitation. A 100-kilometre increase in the distance between the prisoner’s home 

community and the incarceration site results in a 5% reduction in the odds of visitation, net of 

the other variables in the model. Finally, prior adult imprisonment had a substantial impact 

upon visitation. The odds of prisoner visitation among those who had one to four prior adult 

imprisonments was 46% less than those without prior adult imprisonments, while those who 

had five or more prior adult imprisonments had 67% less visitation. Although Model 4 
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indicates that prior juvenile detentions were not significantly associated with prison visitation 

at the traditional .05 level, caution must be used when interpreting this finding, given the 

association between juvenile detentions and adult incarcerations noted above. For this reason, 

it is likely best to suggest that Model 4 indicates that institutionalisation at any time in the 

life-course is negatively associated with prison visitation as an adult. Overall, Model 4 

explained between 10.7% (Cox and Snell R square) and 14.2% (Nagelkerke R square) of the 

variation in visitation. 

4.5 Summary of Study Two 

In total there were five research questions addressed in Study 2. Research question 

one identified whether there were any racial specific risk factors for Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people when examining risk of reincarceration, whereas research question two 

identified if there were any racial neutral risk factors. Research question three, four and five 

further examined the relationship between Indigenous status, visitation and reincarceration 

due to the surprising findings presented from the analyses used to address research question 

one and two. As such, research question three sought to identify if there were group 

differences in who gets visited, whereas, research question four sought to identify whether 

there was a difference in time to reincarceration for visited prisoners compared to non-visited 

prisoners, and whether this difference also persisted across Indigenous status. Finally, 

research question five examined whether visitation differences between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people could be explained by social demographic circumstances prior-to-prison, 

criminal history and travel distance.  

Evidence presented indicates that there are racial specific and racial neutral risk 

factors that should be considered when examining risk of reincarceration for Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people. This finding further strengthens the calls that re-entry programming, 

practices and policies not only need to be individually tailored, but they also should be 
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culturally appropriate for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. Additionally, evidence 

presented also indicates that there are differences in who gets visited, and in time to 

reincarceration for visited non-Indigenous prisoners and non-visited non-Indigenous 

prisoners, however, no difference in time to reincarceration was found between visited non-

Indigenous prisoners and visited Indigenous prisoners. When examining why there is a 

difference between the likelihood of being visited for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 

the strongest explanatory factor identified was prior institutionalisation (i.e. prior adult 

imprisonment and/or prior juvenile detention). This provides further evidence that 

incarceration hinders the maintenance of prisoners’ social support systems, yet non-

Indigenous people who are being visited and are able to maintain their social support 

networks are staying out of prison longer post-release, and as such have a reduced risk of 

reincarceration compared to their non-Indigenous counterparts.  

4.6 The Gap – Linking Study 3 

Despite being able to identify Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk factors for 

reincarceration and understanding how the differing effects of these relationships can effect 

risk of reincarceration, more information is required if policy and practice makers are going 

to be able to design, and implement, reintegration practices, programs and policy that 

specifically targets Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ criminogenic needs that are both 

effective and culturally appropriate. A commonly cited problem when discussing prisoner 

reintegration and how to achieve success, thus preventing reincarceration, is the provision of 

services and programs to assist ex-prisoners in becoming law-abiding and productive 

community members post-release. Furthermore, in a country with a population as dispersed 

as Australia’s it follows that this problem is coupled with the problems of not knowing how, 

where, and what programs/services should be provided in rural/remote/very remote areas of 

the country.  
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While non-profit organisations, the criminal justice system, and governments continue 

to try and rectify the problem and do their best to provide appropriate, effective services post-

release for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people to prevent reincarceration, the issue 

is, they are unlikely to achieve success and decrease people’s risk of return due to the simple 

fact that there is a short supply of empirical research that exists in this space. As such, what 

we known about Indigeneity, ecological criminogenic risk factors, geographical location, and 

reincarceration is piece meal at best. There is a clear need for research examining: (a) 

whether risk of reincarceration for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people differ by 

residential location (i.e. city/urban vs rural/remote); (b) the effects that ecological factors 

such as community disadvantage, remoteness, and accessing services has on Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration; and (c) what support services  are accessed 

post-prison by Indigenous and non-Indigenous people and by who. As such, Study 3 

presented in the next chapter addresses these identified gaps.  

Conclusion—Study 2 

This Chapter presented an overview of why Study 2 was conducted and identified the 

four research questions that were addressed. The independent and dependent variables, as 

well as the statistical analyses employed in Study 2 were also identified in this Chapter. In 

addition, all diagnostic procedures and their results for the statistical analyses included in 

Study 2 were presented, before the results of each analysis were interpreted. Finally, this 

Chapter concluded with a summary discussion of the evidence presented in Study 2 and the 

gaps in the literature that inform Study 3 being identified. The next Chapter, Chapter 5, will 

present the third and final study to be included in this thesis.  
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CHAPTER 5: COUNTRY LIVING—RISK OR PROTECTIVE FACTOR 

FOR INDIGENOUS & NON-INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RISK OF 

REINCARCERATION? (Study 3) 
 

5.1 Study overview & Research Questions 

Prior research suggests that the best way to reduce recidivism among ex-prisoners is 

to tailor treatment and support programs to each prisoner’s criminogenic needs (Andrews et 

al., 1990; Bonta et al., 1998; Yavu-Kama-Harathunian, 2002). From arrest through to release 

from prison, the criminal justice system’s response to offending, and the public, is focused on 

the individual relegating crime to an individual level problem, thus, not recognising crime as 

a symptom of a wider social health problem (i.e. growing inequality). It can be argued that 

the individual chooses to commit crime, and as such should be held accountable and made to 

take responsibility for their behaviour. However, choices are not made in a vacuum 

uninfluenced by wider cultural and structural mechanisms. Crime is the by-product of larger 

social problems that exist beyond the individual; therefore, not all blame can, or should, be 

placed on the offender (Bernie & Messerschmidt, 1995; Rose & Clear, 1998; Sampson & 

Laub, 1997). A person’s environment in which they live can provide or constrain one’s life 

opportunities for development and social progression due to individual’s community’s level 

of social disadvantage, its geographical location (i.e.; city/urban vs rural/remote), and the 

support services available (Jobes, Barclay, Weinand, & Donnermeyer, 2004; McCausland & 

Vivian, 2010).  

 

Australia is the sixth largest country by land mass, but only has a national population 

of approximately 25 million people (ABS, 2018). Considering Australia’s population is 

widely dispersed across both disadvantaged and affluent communities in city/urban areas, and 

rural, remote and very remote areas, it is possible that due to the ecological differences 
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between communities, the characteristics of a person’s environment and how they interact in 

this environment may affect their risk of reincarceration differently. International studies that 

have examined the reincarceration-ecological relationship have found (a) mixed results when 

examining the effect of community disadvantage (Huebner et al., 2007; Grunwald et al., 

2010; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Kubrin et al.,2007; Wehrman, 2010); and (b) that 

geographical location is important for successful re-entry due to accessibility of services, 

availability of treatment services, and having a reduced social support network, all of which 

are important to the re-entry process (Hipp et al., 2009, 2011; Kubrin & Stewart, 2006; Rose 

& Clear, 1998). In Australia there is a lack of ecological research that focuses on risk of 

reincarceration, and even less with Indigenous people. Consequently, what we know about 

ecological risk factors is predominantly from research using a theoretical framework of social 

disorganisation that is mostly informed by a white urbanised American perspective. This is 

potentially problematic when using to explain differences in Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

peoples’ risk of reincarceration due to the historical, political, cultural, social and 

geographical differences between the United States and Australia. Identifying and 

understanding how one’s environment affects a person’s risk of reincarceration is critical for 

legislators, policy, and program makers, especially when it comes to reducing Indigenous 

over-representation in prison, and the overall prison population.  

To address this gap and contribute to the re-entry literature, this study will examine 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ ecological risk factors to identify an understanding 

of: (a) whether risk of reincarceration is different by Indigenous status and geographical 

location (i.e.; urban vs rural/remote); (b) whether ecological risk factors such as community 

disadvantage, remoteness (i.e. geographical location), and accessing support services post-

release increases or reduces Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration 

post-release; and (c) what type of support services are accessed by Indigenous and non-
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Indigenous people in urban and rural/remote areas. Consequently, the following research 

questions will be addressed:  

 

 

 

5.2 Variable Selection 

The variables selected from the “Passports Study” that were included in this study to 

address the six research questions measured the participants’ demographics, criminal history, 

RQ1.

• Does the risk of reincarceration differ by geographical location and Indigenous 
status?

RQ2

• When controlling for demographics and criminal history, does community 
disadvanatge reduce or increase Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples' risk of 
reincarceration?

RQ3.

• When controlling for demographics and criminal history, does remoteness (i.e. 
geographical location reduce or increase Indigenous and non-Indigneous peoples' 
risk of reincarceration?

RQ4. 

• Does accessing support services post-release reduce Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples' risk of reincarceration after controlling for demographics, 
prior criminal history, and ecological factors? 

RQ5.

• What type of support services are accessed by people in urban and rural/remote 
communities post-prison, and do they differ by Indigenous status?

RQ.6

• What are the predictors for who accesses support services post-release, and do 
these differ by Indigenous status?
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social experiences prior-to-prison, ecological factors, and access to support services. Because 

this study’s primary focus is to examine whether the impact of ecological factors upon 

reincarceration (i.e. community disadvantage, remoteness, accessing support services) differ 

for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, all models will be differentiated by Indigenous 

status, thus effectively creating two models for each analysis conducted, one for non-

Indigenous people and one for Indigenous people. Table 5.1 contains a summarised 

description for each variable used in this study.  Additional information about the 

operationalisation of each variable can be found in Chapter 2.
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Table 5.1. Study 3 Variables 

Variable Description (Number with missing data out of full sample) 

Demographic  

Indigenous 

Identified as Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, or South Sea Islander (0). No = 0; 

Yes = 1 

Gender Identified as male (0). No = 0; Yes = 1 

Removed from family Was removed from their family as a child (2). No = 0; Yes = 1 

Education Achieved year 9 or less in education (4). No = 0; Yes = 1 

Age Age at time of release. Queensland Corrective Services (QCS) data (0).  

Criminal History  

Adult imprisonment 

Number of prior adult prison sentences categorised as; first time prisoner (no 

prior adult prison sentence) = 0; one to four prior adult prison sentences = 1; 5 or 

more prior adult prison sentences = 2 (QCS data) 

    Violent offence Imprisoned for a violent offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Property offence Imprisoned for a property offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Drug offence Imprisoned for a drug related offence (0). No = 0; Yes = 1. (QCS Data) 

Juvenile Detention  

Number of prior juvenile detentions (7) categorised as; no prior juvenile 

detentions = 0; 1-4 juvenile detentions = 1; 5 or more juvenile detentions = 2.  

(QCS Data) 

Social Experiences Prior Prison  

    Unstable housing PP No permanent address in the 6 months prior to prison (0). No = 0; Yes = 1 

    Unemployment PP Mainly unemployed for the 6 months prior to prison (0). No = 0; Yes = 1 

    HR alcohol use PP 

Score of ≥16 on the Alcohol Use Disorder Identification Test (Babor et al., 2011). 

Indicates high-risk drinker to possible alcohol dependence in the 12 months prior-

to-prison (2). 

    HR marijuana use PP 

Score of ≥ 4 for marijuana on the Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involvement 

Screening Test (ASSIST) (Humeniuk et al., 2010).  Indicates moderate to high-

risk marijuana use in the 3 months prior-to-prison (1). 

    HR methamphetamine use PP 
Scored ≥ 4 for methamphetamine on the ASSIST. Indicates moderate to high-risk 

methamphetamine use in the 3 months prior-t- prison (2). 

    HR heroin use PP 
Scored ≥ 4 for heroin on the ASSIST. Indicates moderate to high-risk heroin use 

in the 3 months prior-to-prison (3). 

Prison-Life Experiences  

    No. of Visits Number of visits received in the month prior to release (0) (QCS data).  

    No Reintegration plan Did not have a reintegration plan when released (2), Yes = 0; No = 1 (QCS data).  

    Program participation 
Participated in at least one of the transition program modules prior to release (1), 

No = 0; Yes = 1 

    Low perception of Social Support 
Scored ≥18 on the five item ENriCHD Social Support Inventory (Mitchell et al. 

2003) (4), No = 0; Yes = 1  

    High psychological distress 
Indicates high to very high psychological distress in the month prior to release 

from prison, No = 0; 1 = Yes. 

Ecological  

Community disadvantage 

The level of a community’s disadvantage (low, moderate, & high) as measured 

by the IRSD index (ABS, 2006). Low disadvantage = 0; Moderate disadvantage = 

1; High Disadvantage = 2 

   Accessed Services 

Accessed any support service provided by government, non-profit organisations, 

private organisations, and/or the criminal justice system post-release (0). No = 0; 

Yes = 1.  

Note: Measurements for variables are from self-report data unless specified otherwise. HR = high-risk; PP = 

prior-to-prison; ^ Measurement for the 4 weeks prior to baseline.  
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5.3 Statistical Methods and Software Used 

First, to identify whether there is a difference in risk of reincarceration for Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous people in urban and rural/remote communities a Kaplan Meier Survival 

Analysis with a Log Rank test was conducted. T-test analyses were also conducted to 

examine whether there were differences in time to reincarceration between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people who lived in city/urban areas compared to Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people who lived in remote/rural/very remote areas.  Second, two Cox 

proportional hazards regression were conducted to identify whether community disadvantage, 

remoteness (i.e. geographical location) and accessing support services post-release were 

protective factors or risk factors when examining Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ 

risk of reincarceration. Third, descriptive analyses were conducted to identify the types of 

support services Indigenous and non-Indigenous people accessed post-release. Following 

this, a series of Chi-square analyses were conducted to identify whether there were group 

differences in the types of support services that were accessed post-release between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in urban and rural/remote communities.  Finally, two 

logistic regression analyses were conducted to explore and identify the important 

reincarceration predictors for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who accessed support 

services post-release. All analyses were conducted using SPSS 24. For a full explanation of 

each of these analyses and justification for why they are the most appropriate for this study 

see to Chapter 2.  

5.4 Study 3—Results 

5.4.1 Multicollinearity Test 

With the addition of accessed services to the multivariate model, and the removal of 

Indigenous status (i.e.; as the model is differentiated by Indigenous status) multicollinearity 

was examined before proceeding with analyses. The tolerance measure and VIF for each of 
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the independent variables is presented in Table 5.2. Because none of the independent 

variables had a tolerance measure below .10, the results suggest no problem of 

multicollinearity is present. This is further supported by VIF estimates for all the independent 

variables that were below the recommended cut-off of 10 (see Table 5.2) (Cohen & Cohen, 

1983; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013).  

Table 5.2. Assessing Tolerance and VIF Values 

 Collinearity Statistics 

Variables Tolerance VIF 

Gender (Male) 0.905 1.105 

Age at Release 0.945 1.058 

Prior Adult Imprisonment 0.847 1.180 

Violent offence 0.553 1.807 

Property offence 0.579 1.728 

Drug offence 0.854 1.171 

Prior Juvenile Detention  0.846 1.183 

Community Disadvantage 0.968 1.034 

Remoteness 0.866 1.154 

Accessed Services 0.991 1.009 

   Note: HR = High Risk; PP = Prior to prison 

   Note: ^ = Measurement for the 4 weeks prior to baseline 

 

5.4.2 Indigeneity, geographical location, and risk of reincarceration (Research Question 

1: Results) 

Before conducting the Kaplan Meier Survival analysis, descriptive analyses stratified 

by Indigenous status and remoteness (i.e.; urban vs rural/remote) were performed. For a full 

description of the characteristics of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people from urban and 

rural/remote areas that were included in this study see Table 5.3. Of the 1238 prisoners 

included in the study 816 were non- Indigenous people from urban communities, 114 non-

Indigenous people from rural/remote communities, 179 Indigenous people from urban 

communities, and 121 Indigenous people from rural/remote communities. Of the four groups, 

Indigenous people (72.6%) from urban communities had the highest proportion of people 

reincarcerated within the five year follow-up. This was followed by Indigenous people from 
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rural/remote communities (69.4%), and non-Indigenous people from rural/remote 

communities (49.1%), while non-Indigenous people from urban communities (47.9%) were 

the least likely to be reincarcerated post-release. When examining time to reincarceration for 

the four groups, what was interesting to note is that those who were from rural/remote 

communities took longer to return to prison than those from urban communities. For those 

who were reincarcerated, Non-Indigenous people from urban communities returned to prison 

the fastest (M = 372.28 days: SD = 363.94), followed by Indigenous people from urban 

communities (M = 387.15 days: SD = 383.94). Of those who were from rural/remote 

communities’ non-Indigenous people were the next fastest to be reincarcerated post-release 

(M = 401.61 days: SD = 407.96). Finally, Indigenous people from rural/remote communities 

who were reincarcerated post-release took the longest amount of time to return to prison (M = 

434.45 days: SD = 368.82).  
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Table 5.3. Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Participants Characteristics by Urban and 

Rural/Remote at Baseline.  

 
Non-

Indigenous 

Urban 

(n = 816) 

Non-

Indigenous 

Rural/Remote  

(n = 114) 

Indigenous 

Urban     

 (n = 179) 

Indigenous 

Rural/Remote 

(n = 121)  
Covariates % % % % 

Gender (Male) 82.2 77.2 72.6 69.4 

Education (≤ 9 years) 37.4 43.0 59.8 52.9 

Forcibly Removed 15.6 16.7 33.0 29.8 

Prior Adult Imprisonment (First-time) 40.1 37.7 20.1 12.4 

    1-4 prior imprisonments 35.0 36.0 38.0 47.1 

    5 or more prior imprisonments 24.8 26.3 41.3 40.5 

Violent Offences 46.8 50.9 62.6 60.3 

Property Offences 23.9 20.2 26.3 16.5 

Prior juvenile detention (none) 78.4 86.0 50.8 52.1 

    1-4 prior juvenile detentions 16.3 10.5 27.9 33.9 

    5 or more prior juvenile detentions 5.0 3.5 18.4 14.0 

Unstable Housing PP 18.1 22.8 31.8 18.2 

Unemployment PP 45.6 51.8 71.5 72.7 

High-Risk Substance Use PP 73.0 67.5 83.8 86.0 

Prison Work Program 53.7 45.6 59.2 50.4 

Visited in Prison^ 54.7 36.8 38.0 19.8 

Reintegration Plan 80.1 78.1 78.2 82.6 

Program Participation 85.8 79.8 82.1 75.2 

Social Support^ 15.8 16.7 15.6 17.4 

Psychological Distress^ 24.6 25.4 25.1 33.9 

Socio-Economic Disadvantage (Low) 27.0 5.3 21.2 1.7 

    High levels of disadvantage 31.0 42.1 45.8 51.2 

    Moderate levels of Disadvantage 41.8 51.8 33.0 47.1 

Ever Accessed Services 64.1 64.0 69.3 55.4 

Variables M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

Age at Release 33.55 36.19 29.99 30.05 

 (11.470) (13.530) (8.090) (8.340) 

Variables Mdn (SD) Mdn (SD) Mdn (SD) Mdn (SD) 

Days Served in Prison 176.00 175.50 129.00 119.00 

 (504.220) (676.880) (533.890) (377.260) 

Note: HR = High Risk; PP = Prior to prison; ^ = Measurement for the 4 weeks prior to baseline 

 

 

Using a one-way ANOVA, the mean number of days until reincarceration for each 

group was compared to determine whether there was any statistical difference in time to 

reincarceration between the groups. When checking the assumptions for a one-way ANOVA 

it was found that the Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance was non-significant, 
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however, the data for the dependent variable ‘time to reincarceration’ was found to be 

skewed and not normally distributed, thus violating the normality assumption (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2013). However, a one-way ANOVA is considered to be robust against the normality 

assumption and can tolerate breaches of this assumption if the data is skewed or kurtotic 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). The results of the one-way ANOVA indicate that there is no 

statistically significant difference at the traditional .05 alpha probability level between the 

groups in the number of days to reincarceration (see Table 5.4).  The findings indicate that 

the variation in days to reincarceration is more likely due to other factors than group 

membership.  

Table 5.4. Comparing Group Means of Days to Reincarceration.  

Source Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 284515.07 3        94838.36 .684 .562 

Within Groups 91116607.00 657 138685.86   

Total 91401122.07 660    
 

Next, to understand whether Indigenous people in urban and rural/remote 

communities are more at risk of reincarceration than non-Indigenous people in urban and 

rural/remote communities the data was split by ‘remoteness’ and a bivariate Cox proportional 

regression analysis was conducted using Indigenous status as the independent variable. 

Results indicated that Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people were 

significantly more at risk of reincarceration in both the urban and remote/rural groups (see 

Table 5.5). Of the two groups (i.e.; urban Indigenous and non-Indigenous vs rural/remote 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous), the results showed that urban Indigenous people had an 

86% increased risk of reincarceration compared to urban non-Indigenous people. Whereas, 

rural/remote Indigenous people had a 66% increased risk of reincarceration post release 

compared to rural/remote non-Indigenous people. Furthermore, to examine whether there was 
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a statistical difference between the two groups a Kaplan Meier survival analysis with a Log 

Rank test was conducted (see Figure 5.1). The results of the Log Rank test indicate that there 

is significant difference in risk of reincarceration between the two groups (p ≤ .001).  

Table 5.5. Bivariate Cox Proportional Regression Results. 

   95% CI  

Group Variable HR LL UL p 

Urban Indigenous  1.862 1.526 2.272 ≤ .001 

Rural/Remote Indigenous  1.659 1.181 2.330    .004 

 Note: HR = Hazard ratio; LL = Lower Level; UL = Upper Level 

 The ANOVA results suggest there is a large amount of variance within groups when 

examining difference in days to reincarceration, and the results from the bivariate Cox 

proportional hazard regression show a difference in reincarceration risk by Indigenous status 

in both the urban and rural/remote groups. It is important to investigate this further by 

examining whether differences in risk of reincarceration for Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people can be partially explained by their demographic, criminal history, and ecological risk 

factors. To do this a multivariate Cox proportional hazard regression model that was 

differentiated by Indigenous status was conducted.  
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Figure 5.1. Indigenous and Non-Indigenous peoples’ hazard risk for reincarceration by urban and rural/remote location post-release. 

URBAN HAZARD FUNCTION RURAL/REMOTE HAZARD FUNCTION 

Indigenous people Non- Indigenous people 
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5.4.3 Community disadvantage, remoteness, and accessing support services (Research 

Questions 2, 3, and 4) 

Before interpreting the results of the multivariate Cox proportional hazard regression 

models the models’ goodness of fit were examined using the Omnibus test to compare the -2 

log likelihood statistics from Block 0 (the initial model) with the -2 log likelihood statistic 

from Block 1 (the model containing the independent variables) to determine whether there is 

a negative relationship between the blocks (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). As can be seen in 

Table 5.6, a negative relationship between the -2 log likelihood statistics from Block 0 to 

Block 1 for all four models were examined and found to be significant, thus indicating that 

the null hypothesis that the coefficients are equal to zero can be rejected for both models, and 

that the relationships between the independent variables and dependent variable is confirmed. 

Table 5.6.  Omnibus Test of Model Coefficients. 

Block 

Log 

Likelihood Overall (score) 

Change From Previous 

Step 

Change From Previous 

Block 

Non-Indigenous  

Chi-

square df. p 

Chi-

square df. p 

Chi-

square df. p 

0 5798.902          

1 5618.305 162.42 13 ≤ .001 180.60 13 ≤ .001 180.60 13 ≤ .001 

Indigenous 

Chi-

square df. p 

Chi-

square df. p 

Chi-

square df. p 

0 2149.250          

1 2085.447 68.31 13 ≤ .001 63.80 13 ≤ .001 63.80 13 ≤ .001 

 

Next, examining the multivariate Cox proportional hazard models conducted for 

Study 3, the results indicate that there are four risk factors for non-Indigenous people when 

examining risk of reincarceration, and three risk factors for Indigenous people (see Table 

5.7). For non-Indigenous people, having five or more prior adult imprisonments had the 

largest effect on their risk of reincarceration post release, with results suggesting that those 

who had previously been imprisoned as an adult five or more times were 2.10 times more 

likely to be reincarcerated than a first-time non-Indigenous prisoner (HR = 3.10, 95% 
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C.I:2.36, 4.09, p < .001). Whereas, non-Indigenous people who had been previously 

imprisoned one to four times as an adult were 1.12 times more likely to be reincarcerated 

than a first-time non-Indigenous prisoner (HR = 2.12, 95% C.I: 1.65, 2.71, p < .001). In 

addition, results also indicated that non-Indigenous people who were imprisoned due to a 

violent offence had an increased risk of reincarceration (34%) compared to non-Indigenous 

people who were not imprisoned for a violent offence (HR = 1.34, 95% C.I: 1.04, 1.74, p = 

.026), and those who were imprisoned for a property offence had an increased risk of 

reincarceration (36%) compared to non-Indigenous people who were not most recently 

imprisoned for a property offence (HR = 1.36, 95% C.I: 1.03, 1.80, p = .033). 

Indigenous males had an 86% increased risk of reincarceration post-release when 

compared to Indigenous females. In addition, those who had served five or more prior adult 

prison sentences were 89% more likely to be reincarcerated post-release than first-time 

Indigenous prisoners (HR = 1.89, 95% C.I: 1.26, 2.84, p = .002). Interestingly, having 

previously served five or more sentences in a juvenile detention centre had the strongest 

effect on Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration. Results showed that Indigenous people 

who had previously served five or more sentences in a juvenile detention centre had an 

increased risk of reincarceration post-release as an adult by 110% (HR = 2.10, 95% C.I: 1.39, 

3.17, p < .001) compared to Indigenous people who had never spent time in a juvenile 

detention centre.  

Results from the multivariate models also identified one protective factor that reduced 

the risk of reincarceration for non-Indigenous people, and three protective factors for 

Indigenous people. Older age at the time of release from prison was found to reduce the risk 

of reincarceration for both non-Indigenous (HR = 0.96, 95% C.I: .95, .97, p < .001) and 

Indigenous people (HR = 0.97, 95% C.I: .95, .99, p < .001). For non-Indigenous people the 

results indicated that for every 12-month increase in age at the time of release, their risk of 
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reincarceration decreased by 4%, whereas, the risk of reincarceration for Indigenous people 

was reduced by 3% for every 12-month increase in age at their time of release. Moreover, 

results also showed that Indigenous people who resided in communities with high levels of 

disadvantage (39%) or moderate levels of disadvantage (43%) had a reduced risk of 

reincarceration post-release compared to Indigenous people who lived in communities 

characterised by low levels of disadvantage (see Table 5.7). Finally, results from the 

multivariate analyses indicate that after controlling for socio-demographics, prior criminal 

history, and ecological factors such as community disadvantage, remoteness, and accessing 

support services, no significant relationships were identified between any of the ecological 

factors and reincarceration for non-Indigenous people, whereas, a significant relationship was 

only established between community disadvantage (both high and moderate levels of 

disadvantage) and reincarceration for Indigenous people.   
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Table 5.7. Multivariate model examining the effects of community disadvantage, remoteness, and accessing services on risk of reincarceration 

by Indigenous status.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: * = p ≤ .050; ** = p ≤ .010; *** = p ≤ .001.  

Note: LL = Lower Level; UL = Upper Level 

 

 

 Non-Indigenous 

(n = 935) 

Indigenous 

(n = 303) 

 95% C.I 95% C.I 

Variables HR LL UL P HR LL UL P 

Age 0.96 0.74 1.250 .779 1.86 1.32 2.61 .000 

Gender (Male) 0.96 0.95 0.974 .000 0.97 0.95 0.99 .000 

Prior Adult Imprisonment (first 

imprisonment) 
   .000    .008 

    1 - 4 prior imprisonments 2.12 1.65 2.708 .000 1.47 0.98 2.19 .061 

    5 + imprisonments 3.10 2.36 4.088 .000 1.89 1.26 2.84 .002 

Violent Offence 1.34 1.04 1.735 .026 0.97 0.62 1.50 .882 

Property Offence 1.36 1.03 1.798 .033 1.10 0.67 1.82 .705 

Drug Offence 0.82 0.49 1.370 .452 0.78 0.23 2.64 .689 

Juvenile Detention (none)    .375    .002 

    1 - 4 prior juvenile detentions 1.19 0.93 1.520 .164 1.12 0.81 1.54 .494 

    5+ prior juvenile detentions 1.09 0.76 1.567 .642 2.10 1.39 3.17 .000 

Community Disadvantage (Low)    .480    .050 

    High Disadvantage 1.17 0.90 1.513 .242 0.61 0.39 0.94 .026 

    Moderate Disadvantage 1.07 0.83 1.373 .599 0.57 0.36 0.91 .018 

Remoteness 1.07 0.80 1.423 .662 0.92 0.68 1.24 .595 

Accessed Services 0.94 0.77 1.142 .535 0.95 0.71 1.27 .742 
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5.4.4 What Support Services are Accessed? 

Considering limited research has examined (a) what support services people access post-

release from prison; and (b) if those who decide to access support services in urban and rural 

locations differ by Indigenous status, descriptive and chi-square analyses were conducted to 

address research question five: ‘What type of support services are accessed by people in 

urban and rural/remote communities post-release, and do they differ by Indigenous status?” 

Even though there was no relationship identified between accessing services and 

reincarceration for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, this is still an important question 

to examine for literature that examines who accesses services post-release in regards to 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in Australia is scarce. For example, are Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous people accessing services in urban and rural/remote communities or does 

geographical location (i.e. remoteness) restrict people from accessing services that may be 

important to their re-entry process. It may be possible that geographical location acts as a 

mediator when examining the effects of accessing services post release on risk of 

reincarceration.  A series of questions pertaining to accessing support services post-release 

were asked of the “Passports Study’s” participants one month, three months, and six months 

post-release. Of these, the following questions were used to calculate what type of services 

people accessed post-release from prison: 

1. How many times since your release from custody have you contacted a government or 

non-government service to find somewhere to live? (0 = No; 1 = Yes) 

2. How many times since your release from custody have you contacted a government or 

non-government service to find a job or get income support? (0 = No; 1 = Yes) 
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3. How many times since your release from custody have you contacted a government or 

non-government agency to get some personal or emotional support? (0 = No; 1 = 

Yes) 

4. How many times since your release from custody have you contacted a government or 

non-government service in relation to your mental health? (0 = No; 1 = Yes) 

5. How many times since your release from custody have you contacted a government or 

non-government service in relation to your alcohol or other drug use? (0 = No; 1 = 

Yes) 

As can be seen in Table 5.8, the following groups accessed employment services the most 

after being released from prison; 59.2% of non-Indigenous urban people, 59.8% of 

Indigenous urban people, 57.9% of non-Indigenous rural/remote people, and 52.9% of 

Indigenous rural/remote people. The next service most accessed by non-Indigenous urban 

people (21.4%) and Indigenous urban people (23.5%) were social support services, whereas, 

non-Indigenous rural/remote (16.7%) and Indigenous rural/remote (15.7%) accessed housing 

services the most after employment services. Non-Indigenous urban people (18.4%) accessed 

mental health services the least once released, where Indigenous urban people (19.0%) 

accessed housing services the least post-release. Non-Indigenous rural/remote people 

accessed mental health (14.9%) and drug treatment services (14.9%) the least post-prison, 

whereas, Indigenous rural/remote people were least likely to access social support services 

(12.4%) and mental health services (12.4%). However, for each type of support service 

results from the chi-square analyses showed that there were no statistical differences in 

whether Indigenous or non-Indigenous people in urban and rural/remote communities 

accessed these support services post-release (see Table, 5.8).  

While these results indicate that there is no difference between groups in the type of 

support services that are being accessed by Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, the results 
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provide no information about who may be accessing support services post-release. Knowing 

who is more likely to access or not access support services post-prison is critical information 

for not just policy makers and legislators, but also for service providers. Having this 

information could potentially identify at risk people who are not accessing services that 

would greatly benefit from the available services provided, as well as provide service 

providers with valuable information that can be used for marketing support services to 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous ex-prisoners. Therefore, a series of logistic regressions were 

conducted to examine who accesses support services after being released from prison.  
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Table 5.8. Services Accessed Post-Release by Indigenous and Non-Indigenous People in Urban and Rural/Remote Communities. 

 Urban Rural 

Variables 

Non-

Indigenous Indigenous 

Chi-

square p 

Cramer’s 

V 

Non-

Indigenous Indigenous 

Chi-

Square p 

Cramer's 

V 

Housing Services 18.8 19.0 .006 .916 .002 16.7 15.7 .040 .861 .013 

Employment Services 59.2 59.8 .021 .933 .005 57.9 52.9 .594 .512 .050 

Social Support Services 21.4 23.5 .350 .550 .019 15.8 12.4 .560 .461 .049 

Mental Health Services 18.4 20.7 .504 .462 .022 14.9 12.4 .316 .704 .037 

Drug Treatment Services 20.1 20.7 .030 .838 .005 14.9 14.0 .035 .855 .012 
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 5.4.5 Who Accesses Support Services Post-Prison? 

 

As this is largely an exploratory question a series of bivariate logistic regressions 

were conducted to establish a baseline association between each independent variable 

included in the study and the probability of accessing services post-release. Results showed 

that of the 29 bivariate analyses conducted, only three independent variables were found to be 

associated with accessing services post-release (see Table 5.9). These were education (≤ 9 

years), unstable housing, and high disadvantage. Results indicated that people with an 

education level of year 9 or less were 22% (CI: .62, .99, p = .037) less likely to access any 

support services post-release, compared to those with an education level of year 10 or higher. 

Moreover, those who had unstable housing prior-to-prison compared to people who had 

stable housing prior-to-prison were 39% (CI: 1.03, 1.86, p = .032) more likely to access at 

least one type of support service post-release. Finally, results also showed that when 

examining who accessed any support services that people from high disadvantaged areas 

were 29% (CI: .51, .98, p = .034) less likely to access support services post-release than 

someone from a community characterised by low disadvantage.  
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Table 5.9. Bivariate Logistic Regressions—Ever Accessed Support Services Post-Release.  

 

Exp(B) 

95% CI 

Sig. Variables Lower Upper 

Indigenous 0.989 0.755 1.295 0.935 

Gender (Male) 0.773 0.577 1.037 0.086 

Education 0.780 0.617 0.985 0.037 

Forcibly Removed 1.009 0.754 1.350 0.952 

Age at Release 0.999 0.989 1.010 0.921 

Prior Adult Imprisonment    0.508 

    1-4 prior adult 

imprisonment 0.849 0.644 1.119 0.246 

    5 or more prior adult 

imprisonments 0.905 0.674 1.215 0.508 

Violent Offense 1.078 0.855 1.360 0.524 

Property Offense 0.834 0.635 1.094 0.189 

Drug Offense 0.975 0.569 1.670 0.926 

Prior Juvenile Detention 0.887 0.737 1.068 0.207 

Unstable Housing 1.385 1.029 1.864 0.032 

Unemployed PP 0.933 0.739 1.177 0.558 

HR Alcohol Use PP 1.163 0.919 1.473 0.208 

HR Marijuana Use PP 0.813 0.645 1.026 0.082 

HR Methamphetamine Use 0.905 0.713 1.148 0.410 

HR Heroin Use PP 0.987 0.726 1.340 0.932 

HR Substance Use 1.143 0.875 1.493 0.326 

Visited 1.000 0.954 1.048 0.994 

No Reintegration Plan 1.015 0.760 1.356 0.921 

Program Participation 0.804 0.582 1.110 0.184 

Social Support^ 0.994 0.725 1.363 0.969 

Psychological Distress^ 1.045 0.801 1.363 0.746 

Low Socio-economic status    0.103 

    High Disadvantage 0.706 0.512 0.975 0.034 

    Moderate Disadvantage 0.821 0.599 1.126 0.220 

Remoteness 0.793 0.592 1.061 0.118 

Note: HR = High Risk; PP = Prior to prison; ^ = Measurement for the 4 weeks prior to baseline 

While only three independent variables were identified to be associated with 

accessing support services post-release it must be recognised that reincarceration is a 

complex multi-level facetted problem, and as such it is believed that independent variables 

may not only have a direct and/or indirect effects on risk of reincarceration, but may in fact 

have a multiplicative effect between groups, culture, and time. As such, it may be possible 

that the effects of a few predictors may differ across Indigenous and non-Indigenous status, 

but if the two groups are analysed in the same model the different effects may be hidden 
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since they could average out to near zero. Therefore, using the three identified predictors 

from the bivariate logistic regressions that examined the likelihood of ever accessing 

services, as well as the independent variables that are believed to have theoretical or 

empirical relevance to the prisoner population, a logistic regression model stratified by 

Indigenous status was conducted to examine Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ 

likelihood to access any support service post-release. 

Results from the two multivariate logistic regression models showed that five 

independent variables were significantly associated with accessing any services post-release 

for non-Indigenous people, while only one was identified for Indigenous people (see Table 

5.10).   For non-Indigenous people, the results indicated that males compared to females were 

35% (CI: .44, .97, p = .037) less likely to access any services post-release, and non-

Indigenous people with an education level of year nine or less were 29% (CI: .53, .97, p = 

.029) less likely to access any services once released, compared to non-Indigenous people 

who had an education level of year ten or above. Results also highlighted non-Indigenous 

people who came from communities characterised by high disadvantage were 32% (CI: .46, 

1.00, p = .050) less likely to access services once released compared to non-Indigenous 

people from low disadvantaged communities. However, non-Indigenous people who had 

unstable housing prior-to-prison were 48% (CI: 1.00, 2.17, p = .048) more likely to access 

services post-prison than non-Indigenous people who had stable housing prior to prison. In 

addition, results also showed that non-Indigenous people who were high-risk alcohol users 

prior-to-prison were 37% (CI: 1.01, 1.86, p = .045) more likely than non-Indigenous people 

who were not high-risk alcohol users prior-to-prison to access services post-release. For 

Indigenous people, results showed that those who lived in rural/remote communities were 

45% (CI: .31, .99, p = .050) less likely than those who lived in urban communities to access 

services post-release. 
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Table 5.10. Accessed Any Services Post-Release 

  

 Non-Indigenous (n = 935) Indigenous (n = 303) 

  

Exp(B) 

95% CI 

p Exp(B) 

95% CI 

p   LL UL LL UL 

Gender (Male) 0.652 0.437 0.974 .037 1.164 0.634 2.139 .624 

Education 0.713 0.527 0.965 .029 1.206 0.708 2.055 .490 

Forcibly Removed 1.338 0.872 2.052 .182 0.832 0.469 1.476 .529 

Age at Release 0.998 0.986 1.011 .804 0.995 0.962 1.029 .772 

Prior Adult Imprisonment 
   

.485       .180 

    1-4 adult imprisonments 1.097 0.774 1.554 .603 0.480 0.219 1.053 .067 

    5 or more adult imprisonments 1.300 0.847 1.995 .231 0.521 0.229 1.185 .120 

Prior juvenile detentions 
   

.620       .783 

1-4 prior juvenile detentions 0.962 0.636 1.455 .854 0.819 0.444 1.512 .523 

5+ juvenile detentions. 0.714 0.363 1.404 .328 0.810 0.366 1.794 .603 

Unstable Housing 1.477 1.004 2.174 .048 1.153 0.622 2.137 .650 

Unemployed PP 0.885 0.658 1.190 .420 1.393 0.768 2.527 .275 

HR Alcohol Use PP 1.369 1.007 1.861 .045 1.126 0.646 1.963 .675 

HR Marijuana Use PP 0.879 0.635 1.217 .438 0.580 0.329 1.022 .059 

HR Methamphetamine Use PP 0.889 0.635 1.244 .492 1.082 0.565 2.071 .812 

HR Heroin Use PP 0.967 0.660 1.417 .865 0.889 0.357 2.213 .801 

Visited 1.009 0.955 1.066 .756 0.962 0.825 1.122 .623 

No Reintegration Plan 1.125 0.785 1.611 .522 1.271 0.657 2.457 .477 

Program Participation 0.700 0.457 1.070 .099 0.910 0.481 1.720 .771 

Social Support 0.877 0.588 1.306 .517 1.079 0.519 2.244 .839 

Psychological Distress 1.143 0.816 1.600 .437 0.761 0.427 1.355 .354 

Community Disadvantage 
   

.111       .989 

High Disadvantage 0.681 0.463 1.003 .052 0.940 0.389 2.270 .890 

Moderate Disadvantage 0.889 0.617 1.282 .530 0.937 0.381 2.308 .888 

Remoteness 1.057 0.680 1.644 .805 0.553 0.306 0.999 .050 

Note: HR = High Risk; PP = Prior to prison; ^ = Measurement for the 4 weeks prior to baseline 

Note: LL = Lower Level; UL = Upper Level 

 

5.5 Summary of Study Three 

In total there were six research questions addressed in Study 3. Research question one 

examined whether Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration differed 

depending on geographical location (i.e. if they lived in city/urban communities compared to 

rural/remote/very remote communities). Second, research questions two, three, and four 

examined the effects of ecological factors on Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of 
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reincarceration after controlling for socio-demographics and prior criminal. Third, research 

question five sought to identify what types of support services were accessed by Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous people post-release and whether the types of support services accessed 

post-release were different for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. Finally, research 

question six was an exploratory analysis that sought to identify what the predictors were for 

who accessed support services post-release, and to understand whether this differed by 

Indigenous status.   

Evidence presented showed that Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of 

reincarceration was significantly different between those who resided in city/urban 

communities and rural/remote communities. However, once socio-demographics and prior 

criminal history were controlled for in the multivariate model no association between 

remoteness and reincarceration, and between accessed support services and reincarceration 

was found. Surprisingly though, evidence suggested that living in a moderate or highly 

disadvantaged community was a protective factor against reincarceration post-release for 

Indigenous people only; no association was identified between community disadvantage and 

reincarceration for non-Indigenous people. Moreover, while evidence showed that 

employment services were the most accessed services post-release for urban/city and 

rural/remote Indigenous, and urban/city and rural/remote non-Indigenous people, some 

differences in types of services accessed post-release were found between the four groups, 

however, these were not found to be statistically different. Finally, evidence presented in this 

study suggested there are differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in the 

predictors of who accessed support services post-release.  
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Conclusion—Study 3 

This chapter presented an overview of Study 3 and its six research questions. 

Following this, the independent variables, dependent variables, and statistical analyses that 

were employed in Study 3 were also identified. The diagnostic procedures and results from 

each research question were discussed, before the chapter concluded with a succinct 

summary of the research questions and findings that were addressed in Study 3. The next 

Chapter, Chapter 6, will present the final discussion that will draw on the findings from all 

three studies so a final conclusion can be presented, thus highlighting the strengths and 

limitations of the research presented in this thesis.  
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND FINAL CONCLUSION 
 

6.1 Final justifications and contributions 

Currently with the Indigenous prison population being at an all-time high (ABS, 

2019) Australia is releasing more Indigenous prisoners back into the community than ever 

before, and as a result there is a greater demand on the back-end of the criminal justice 

system to successfully reintegrate these prisoners back into the community and prevent their 

reincarceration. However, our understanding of why Indigenous people compared to non-

Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration is limited. Considering the Australian 

Federal Government has a criminal justice target for ‘closing the gap’ regarding Indigenous 

imprisonment rate by 2040 the research presented in this dissertation is of critical importance. 

The present body of work has advanced empirical knowledge about the Indigenous-

reincarceration relationship by conducting a comparative analysis of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous prisoners (i.e. Indigenous status is the focus and not simply another control 

variable) that examined social experiences prior-to-prison, prison-life experiences, and 

differences in ecological risk factors. By employing a sample of prisoners and not excluding 

people based on gender or offence type, the current research uniquely describes findings that 

are more generalisable to the wider Australian prison population, and perhaps may also be 

applicable to other countries experiencing problems with Indigenous over-representation in 

prison (i.e. New Zealand, Canada, and the United States). The generalisability of this research 

is a significant benefit as other re-entry research may not be generalisable to other ex-prisoner 

populations due to methodological limitations and/or research design decisions such as; (a) 

employing samples of specific types of offenders (Weatherburn, 2010); (b) including only 

male participants (Wundersitz, 2010); and/or (c) including community based offenders or 

probationers in the sample with prisoners, thus confounding the findings of these studies. 
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Besides the listed contributions above, the body of research presented here is one of few that 

has examined prisoner re-entry in Australia and is one of very few that has specifically 

focused on trying to better understand the Indigenous-reincarceration relationship.  

Moreover, instead of simply examining whether Indigenous people are more likely to 

be reincarcerated, this body of work endeavoured to further explain the overarching question 

of this dissertation: Why are Indigenous Australians more at risk of reincarceration than non-

Indigenous Australians? To achieve this the thesis presents three studies that specifically 

examined (a) whether Australia’s prison population is homogenous, and whether prior social 

experiences and prison-life experiences could explain any difference between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration (i.e. Study 1); (b) whether there are any racial 

specific or racial neutral risk factors for reincarceration between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people, as well as, whether there are differences in visitation occurring and the 

predictors of visitation (i.e. Study 2); and (c) whether there are differences in ecological risk 

factors for reincarceration between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people such as 

community disadvantage, remoteness and access to support services (i.e. Study 3). 

Collectively, from these studies three manuscripts have been produced to date. Underneath 

the overarching research question 14 focused research questions were examined. Below is a 

detailed summary of the contribution that each study makes to the literature, thus addressing 

(a) the shortcomings of the prisoner re-entry literature in relation to Indigenous people; and 

(b) answering each focused research question of the current dissertation.  

6. 2 Homogeneity, social experiences, and prison-life—unpacking the relevance to 

examining Indigenous peoples’ re-entry outcomes (Study 1) 

The aim of this study was to better understand why Australia’s Indigenous people compared 

to Australia’s non-Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration post-release. This 
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study addresses limitations from previous research by identifying group differences in 

characteristics between and within Indigenous and non-Indigenous people (i.e. reincarcerated 

Indigenous people, non-reincarcerated Indigenous people, reincarcerated non-Indigenous 

people and non-reincarcerated non-Indigenous people), and by employing a comprehensive 

multivariate model that allowed for the examination of risk factors for reincarceration beyond 

the standard demographic and prior criminal history measures normally employed in re-entry 

research with Indigenous people. Due to the quality of the dataset used in this study, 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ social experiences prior-to-prison and their prison-

life experiences were able to be examined for the first time when assessing Australia’s 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration, thus allowing for a greater 

understanding to be developed as to why Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous 

people are more at risk of reincarceration post-release. To achieve this understanding Study 1 

addressed three research questions. These were: 

1. Is Australia’s prison population homogenous when examining Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples’ health, social, and criminal justice characteristics? 

2. Are Australia’s Indigenous people more likely than non-Indigenous people to be 

reincarcerated post-release? 

3. To what extent can Australia’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ social 

experiences prior to prison, and their prison-life experiences explain any differences 

in their risk of reincarceration?  

Overall the findings suggest that, just like the front-end of the criminal justice system, 

Indigenous people are also over-represented at the back-end of the criminal justice system 

with nearly 3 in every 4 Indigenous people being reincarcerated within five years of their 

release, compared to approximately 1 in 2 non-Indigenous people. This is consistent with 
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previous literature (Baldry et al., 2006; Broadhurst et al., 1988; Jones et al., 2006).  When 

examining why Indigenous people were more likely to return to prison post-release, it was 

clear that group differences in demographics, prior criminal history, and social experiences 

prior-to-prison between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people are contributing to their 

different re-entry outcomes. This evidence highlights that even before participants were 

sentenced to prison there were differences in behaviour between these groups.   

Additionally, results showed high-risk marijuana use, high-risk methamphetamine 

use, and high-risk heroin use prior-to-prison, were significant risk factors for risk of 

reincarceration post-release with all three having a moderately positive effect on the hazard 

ratio of each variable. These results highlight two important things for consideration. First, 

risk of reincarceration may be predicted by behaviour and experiences prior to the criminal 

justice system officially sanctioning and labelling an individual a prisoner. Second, risk of 

reincarceration varies depending on type and prevalence of illicit drug use. This finding is 

important, for traditionally all substance use in re-entry research has been measured as any 

substance use, thus, treating all substances and their effects as homogenous, when the results 

suggest they are anything but homogenous. Furthermore, previous research demonstrates that 

high-risk substance use prior-to-prison significantly predicts substance use post-prison 

(Kinner, 2006). However, caution is advised when interpreting these results due to the small 

proportion of Indigenous people who self-identified to be high-risk heroin users prior-to-

prison. Generalising these findings to all Indigenous ex-prisoners without further research 

into type and prevalence of substance use would be detrimental to the development and 

implementation of treatment programs that address type and prevalence of substance use for 

Indigenous people.  

Results also suggest that prison-life experiences may not be important for explaining 

why Indigenous than non-Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration, despite there 
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being between group differences in the number of times people were visited in the four weeks 

prior to baseline, and transition program participation. While a significant relationship 

between visitation and reincarceration was found, this relationship did not persist in the 

multivariate analysis. This contradicts previous work that has consistently shown visitation as 

a protective factor for reincarceration/reoffending (Bales & Mears 2008; Derkzen et al., 2009; 

Duwe & Clark 2011; Wolff & Draine 2004). When interpreting these findings, consideration 

should be given to the low number of visits participants received in the month prior to 

baseline. It stands to reason, that for visitation to be a protective factor for reincarceration, 

people must first be visited while in prison. It may be possible that visitation was not found to 

be a significant protective factor due to the variance in number of visits received between 

people being relatively small.  

Furthermore, of all the risk factors examined; prior adult imprisonment was found to 

have the strongest relationship with risk of reincarceration. The number of prior adult 

imprisonments for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people represents one of the largest 

differences between the two groups.  The results highlight prior adult imprisonment can 

significantly increase risk of reincarceration by up to 2.7 times that of a first-time prisoner. 

This is consistent with previous literature examining Indigenous reoffending (Gilbert & 

Wilson 2009; Snowball & Weatherburn 2006; Weatherburn et al., 2003; Willis 2008). 

Considering over 80% of Indigenous people and 60% of non-Indigenous people have 

previously been incarcerated, there is a need for greater emphasis to be placed on repeat 

prisoners’ criminogenic needs (i.e. focusing on our non-serious offenders who serve multiple 

short sentences) so policy makers and program administrators can better reintegrate prisoners 

into the community, thus preventing their reincarceration.  

However, results such as these are often misconstrued, and used by politicians and 

media to highlight the need for increased supervision (over-policing) of Indigenous people, as 
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we know they are going to reoffend; after all, the best predictor of future behaviour is past 

behaviour—thus identifying Indigeneity itself as a significant risk factor for crime. This 

practice not only promotes an individualistic approach to offender management where sole 

responsibility and accountability is placed on the individual, it dismisses the greater 

underlying social, environmental, and/or psychological problems that can lead to offending 

behaviour, thus framing criminal behaviour as an individual problem, rather than a social 

health problem. People sentenced to prison not only lose their freedom, most lose their 

employment, homes, possessions, friends, family, and many incur a debt that cannot be 

repaid (Baldry et al., 2006; Makarios et al., 2010). In addition, employment skills become 

outdated, further increasing the difficulty of gaining employment post-prison (Bowman & 

Travis, 2012). Stigmatisation often results in a level of distrust for ex-prisoners where people 

are less likely to lease a residential premise or employ them (Pager 2003; Petersilia 2003, 

2005). Stigmatisation may be worse for Indigenous than non-Indigenous people due to the 

effect of ‘othering’, as seen in US research where employers were more likely to employ a 

white person with a criminal record over a black person without a criminal record, let alone a 

black person with a criminal record (Pager 2003, 2007). 

6.2.1. Implications for Policy 

When examining the results in Study 1, of concern is that participation in prison 

programming had minimal effect on the Indigenous-Reincarceration relationship. Current 

prison programs may be of no relevance to the everyday lives of Indigenous people due to 

the, social, cultural and environmental differences that exist between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people. Instead of providing Indigenous specific culturally appropriate programs 

founded in Indigenous ideology and culture that promotes self-determination, and 

empowerment that deals with grief and loss, programs often simply emphasise self-
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disclosure, self-awareness and accountability (Willis, 2008). What is not being addressed in 

these programs are measures that address the systematic structural oppression that Indigenous 

people are too often subjected to in Australia.  

To increase Indigenous peoples’ responsivity to prison programs the programs should 

be relevant to Indigenous peoples’ day-to-day lives, and not be westernised programs that 

consists of Indigenous adaptations. Also, with type and prevalence of drug use being 

highlighted as significant risk factors for reincarceration post-release, these results provide 

further evidence for why treatment programs should be tailored to the individual instead of a 

one-size-fits-all approach, regardless of psychological, sociological, or environmental 

differences that actually exist. The results from Study 1 support prior calls for improved 

accessibility to treatments in prison and post-prison, and the incorporation of screening and 

targeted interventions that is complimented by tailored post-release support services based on 

individuals’ needs and risks (Kinner, 2006; Kinner et al., 2009).  

6.2.2. Implications for theory—Social Ecology and Prisoner Re-Entry—Moving Beyond 

Individualistic Risk Factors of Prisoner Re-Entry 

Study 1 is one of the most comprehensive studies to examine individual level risk 

factors for reincarceration for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. However, even after 

controlling for peoples’ social experiences prior-to-prison and their prison-life experiences, 

there is still a considerable amount of difference in the level of risk of reincarceration that 

Indigenous people experience compared to non-Indigenous people that is left unexplained.  

Given Indigenous and non-Indigenous people are reincarcerated due to a multitude of 

variables operating at different levels of the environment in which they reside and interact, it 

may be time to look beyond individual level risk factors to better understand why Indigenous 

people compared to non-Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration post-release. I 
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argue the need for a more integrated theoretical approach to understanding Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration. One potential theory that may be useful in 

explaining the influence of a multitude of variables is the Ecological Systems Theory 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  

Ecological systems theory views a person’s environment as consisting of five 

different levels or systems in which the individual resides and interacts (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979; Wunderitz, 2010; Zubrick & Robinson, 2003). These systems include (a) the 

microsystem that consists of the individual themselves and their immediate family; (b) the 

mesosystem that extends beyond the individual and includes aspects like the person’s school 

and work environment; (c) the exosystem that includes the individual’s community where 

their social support network can be found; (d) the macrosystem that through society’s 

institutions, cultural values, norms and ideologies influences the structure of a person’s 

exosystem; and (e) the chronosystem that encompasses broad historical forces that are still 

impacting society today, like colonisation (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Wunderitz, 2010; Zubrick 

& Robinson, 2003). Adopting an ecological systems approach shifts focus from an 

individualistic perspective where blame is firmly on the individual, to a social health 

perspective that considers not only individual level variables, but historical, social, 

environmental, and/or psychological problems that may affect an individual’s risk of 

reincarceration. Furthermore, not only does an ecological systems approach allow us to focus 

on risk over-time instead of causation, thus acknowledging not all people who exhibit risk 

factors for reincarceration will be reincarcerated, it also highlights risk factors for 

reincarceration are interconnected, multi-directional, and may differ in affects at different 

levels of an individual’s environment. By adopting an ecological systems perspective, it may 

be possible to achieve a better understanding of how experiences can affect a person’s risk of 

reincarceration over time.  
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6.3 Unpacking the Indigeneity-Reincarceration Relationship (Study 2) 

A large body of literature exists that has claimed Indigenous people are adversely 

effected more so than non-Indigenous people by the risk factors for reincarceration due to 

multiple reasons (i.e. the effects of colonisation, dispossession of land, the systematic 

destruction of culture, stigmatisation, institutionalisation and living in entrenched poverty) 

(Baldry & Cunneen, 2014; Blagg, 2008; Cunneen, 2001, 2006; Snowball & Weatherburn, 

2006; Weatherburn & Lind, 2001). However, there has been limited empirical research that 

has sought to statistically examine the merit of these claims. As such, Study 2 that was 

presented in Chapter 4 sought to address this limitation in the re-entry research.  

Study 2 posed two main research questions. Research question one was: Are there 

‘racial specific’ risk factors for Indigenous and/or non-Indigenous people when examining 

the effect of demographics, criminal history, social experiences prior to prison, and prison-

life experiences on risk of reincarceration? If so, what are they? The second research 

question asked was: Are there ‘racial neutral’ risk factors for Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people when examining the effect of demographics, criminal history, social experiences prior 

to prison, and prison-life experiences on risk of reincarceration? If so, what are they? When 

examining the effects of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ demographics, criminal 

history, social experiences prior-to-prison, and prison-life experiences, results suggested that 

there may be racial specific risk factors and racial neutral risk factors for reincarceration for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. While age at release was identified to be a significant 

protective factor against Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration (i.e. 

increased age at time of release was negatively correlated with a person’s risk of 

reincarceration), and prior adult imprisonment (5 or more times) was found to be a risk factor 

of reincarceration for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people (i.e. prior adult 
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imprisonment increased one’s risk of reincarceration), the results from study two suggest that 

both of these variables are racial neutral risk factors; this means that both groups (i.e. 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people) share these risk factors and that the risk factor has the 

same or similar effect on their risk of reincarceration. Of particular importance, the findings 

from study two also suggests that there may be four racial specific risk factors for non-

Indigenous people (prior adult imprisonment 1-4 times, high risk marijuana use prior-to-

prison, high risk methamphetamine use prior-to-prison, high risk heroin use prior-to-prison, 

and being visited); meaning that non-Indigenous people only experience these risk factors for 

reincarceration. Furthermore, two racial specific risk factors for Indigenous people were also 

identified (male and juvenile detentions).  

When examining the differences in the risk factors for reincarceration for Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous people, the only risk factors besides gender and age that are significantly 

associated with risk of reincarceration for Indigenous people are structural and systemic risk 

factors (i.e.; environment and system practices). However, given the findings from Study 2 

suggest that gender (i.e. being male) may be a racial specific risk factor for Indigenous people 

when examining reincarceration. This may be due to the cumulative effects of these structural 

and systemic risk factors that lead to greater adverse circumstances for Indigenous people in 

adulthood because of the constraints placed upon their life opportunities from being 

sanctioned and labelled as a criminal. Once labelled, Indigenous people are subjected to the 

effects of the ‘rule of colonial difference’ where the act of labelling the racialised other 

justifies maintaining a level of surveillance on them that is above and beyond normal 

surveillance practices by authorities (Baldry & Cunneen, 2014). Prior literature has found 

evidence that Indigenous people, especially Indigenous males are disproportionately policed 

(i.e. over-policed) (Blag, Morgan, Cunneen, & Ferrante, 2005; Cunneen, 1992, 2006 ; 

Feerick, 2004; White, 1997), thus resulting in Indigenous people having more system contact 
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than non-Indigenous people. Therefore, one could arguably reason if Indigenous people are 

having more system contact because they are being disproportionately policed, a logical 

consequence of this would be having an increased risk of reincarceration.  

Due to contradictory findings regarding visitation that were presented in the main 

results of Study 2 to address the first two research questions, further post-hoc analyses were 

conducted to address three additional research questions which were: 

4. Is there a difference in who gets visited in prison between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

prisoners? 

5. Is there a difference in time to reincarceration for visited and non-visited prisoners? If so, 

does this differ by Indigenous status? 

6. To what extent can social-demographic circumstances prior to prison, criminal history, 

and travel distance explain any differences in Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ 

likelihood of being visited in prison? 

The aims of the additional analyses were to (a) investigate whether Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people experience differences in visitation while in prison, and (b) to identify 

potential explanations for why there appears to be a difference in visitation between the two 

groups by examining the predictors of who is visited. Given the fact Australia’s population is 

widely dispersed over a vast amount of land, a relatively large proportion of people may need 

to travel a substantial distance to visit loved ones in prison, thus the geographical location of 

where a prisoner is housed in comparison to their home community may impact on a person’s 

likelihood to be visited while in prison. Moreover, considering that Indigenous people are 

more likely than non-Indigenous people to reside in remote communities (AIHW, 2015), it is 

reasonable to anticipate that Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people may have 

further to travel to visit loved ones in prison, and therefore, may experience greater costs 
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related to the act of visitation like transportation, accommodation, time off work, and 

childcare. These expenses may be particularly challenging for some Indigenous families to 

afford as Indigenous people are also more likely to reside in low socio-economic areas and 

experience structural disadvantage to a greater degree compared to non-Indigenous people 

(ABS, 2017; Weatherburn & Lind, 2001). 

As anticipated, the results showed that Indigenous people were significantly less 

likely than non-Indigenous people to be visited in the four weeks prior to participating in 

their baseline survey. This finding of the minority group (i.e. Indigenous people) being less 

likely to be visited in prison aligns with earlier research conducted by Cochran et al., (2014) 

that found African-Americans were less likely to receive visits in prison. Our results indicate 

that this difference can be partially explained by the travel distance a person must travel in 

order to visit someone in prison and a prisoners’ criminal history.  Travel distance, however, 

played a relatively small explanatory role in the group visitation differences.  

After accounting for differences in age, gender, and travel distance between the two 

groups, Indigenous peoples’ probability of being visited in prison was still significantly less 

compared to non-Indigenous people.  The results also indicated that prisoners with previous 

adult incarcerations were significantly less likely to be visited in prison (the odds of visitation 

for those with 1-4 prior adult incarcerations were 46% less than those without any prior 

incarcerations, and 67% less for those with 5 or more prior adult incarcerations). Earlier 

research by Hagan (1991) suggests that young people who spend more of their young lives in 

custody (i.e., total incarceration time over all sentences) have the greatest risk of 

reincarceration as an adult. Considering almost 50% of Indigenous people in this study had 

previously spent time in juvenile detention compared to 21% of non-Indigenous people, and 

over 80% of the Indigenous people compared to 60% of the non-Indigenous people had 

previously been incarcerated as an adult, we can start to understand how Australia’s criminal 
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justice system has, for many Indigenous individuals, effectively sanctioned them to an 

institutional life (Cunneen, 2001), thus increasing the probability in Indigenous people

X
Nicole R Ryan

 being unable to meet normal adulthood markers of 

development (i.e. full-time employment, stable relationships etc.) which more than likely 

eventuates in their alienation from family, friends and community (Sampson & Laub, 1997).  

With the breakdown of personal relationships and limited prosocial bonds to the 

community it may be possible that when young Indigenous people are reincarcerated as an 

adult they are less likely to have meaningful relationships that anchor them to conventional 

life. Therefore, they may be more likely to have no prison visitation. Cochran et al. (2014) 

supports this notion, as they found that the more times a person had been incarcerated, the 

less likely they were to receive visits. Furthermore, prior literature also shows that the more 

experienced an offender is, the more unlikely it is that they have established social ties that 

result in being visited whilst incarcerated (Cobbina et al., 2012; Massoglia & Uggen, 2010; 

Uggen & Kruttschnitt, 1998). The fact that Indigenous people are more likely to commit 

crime at a younger age than non-Indigenous people (Little et al., 2018) and are more likely to 

have extensive criminal histories when compared to non-Indigenous people (Ryan et al., 

2018), may explain why Indigenous people are more likely to not receive visits while 

incarcerated compared to non-Indigenous people.  

Other possible explanations for why older prisoners are not visited in prison are due to 

them drifting away from family and friends (Rose & Clear, 2003; Uggen & Wakefield, 

2005), being perceived as more culpable than younger prisoners (Massoglia & Uggen, 2010), 

and being considered to be less vulnerable to the harsh realities of prison-life (Cochran et al., 
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2014). However, these explanations do not consider the cultural and systematic implications 

of being an Australian Indigenous person and/or the benefits of the kinship system. 

Furthermore, it is reported that large proportions of Australia’s Indigenous people do not 

believe in the legitimacy of Australia’s ‘white; criminal justice system (Cunneen, 2007; 

Dawes, 2007) and as such, the question of culpability may not be applicable to Indigenous 

people. However, this is unknown as no research has been conducted that examines the 

decision-making processes of Indigenous people when deciding whether to visit someone in 

prison. Finally, given Australia’s Indigenous people have an extremely high imprisonment 

rate, it is highly probable that Indigenous people entering prison have an already established 

support network in prison (Dawes, 2007), and for this reason it may be possible that they do 

not need to be visited by outsiders (people outside of prison) to receive social support. 

Furthermore, Indigenous peoples’ family and friends on the outside may not feel the need to 

visit and check-in with Indigenous prisoners to see how they are coping as there may be the 

shared belief and expectation that the support network on the inside will take care of them 

while in prison. However, we do not know if this kinship network exist in prison for 

Indigenous people, or if it does, how it operates inside the prison walls, and we do not know 

if this is a deciding factor that is considered by family and friends of Indigenous people when 

making decisions about whether to visit.  

Finally, the contradictory results that were identified in the Cox proportional hazard 

models employed in Study 2 found that after controlling for demographics, criminal history, 

and prior social experiences, that visitation was a significantly-important protective factor 

against reincarceration for non-Indigenous people only. This was a surprise to find no 

significant relationship between visitation and risk of reincarceration for Indigenous people 

because previous research has found consistent protective effects for visitation (Bales & 

Mears, 2008; Derkzen et al., 2009; Duew & Clark, 2011). It must be noted, however, that 
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even though a non-statistically-significant relationship between visitation and risk of 

reincarceration for Indigenous people was identified, the odds ratio for visitation was still in 

the direction that would be expected (i.e. reducing risk) based on the prior literature (Bales & 

Mears, 2008; Berg & Huebner, 2011; Cullen, 1994; Derkzen et al., 2009; Duwe & Clark, 

2011; Hirschi, 1969; Sampson & Laub, 1993; Solomon et al., 2002).  

The lack of a significant relationship between visitation and reincarceration for 

Indigenous people could possibly be explained due to the low variance and mean number of 

visitations for Indigenous people. In other words, I may not have detected statistically 

significant visitation effects for Indigenous prisoners simply because the number of 

visitations between those who were visited the most was not substantially more from those 

who were visited the least, and all Indigenous prisoners received fewer visitations overall. 

Therefore, further investigation into why visitation has less of an effect on reincarceration 

risk for Indigenous people compared to non-Indigenous people is required to determine 

whether it is simply a methodological and/or measurement issue, or whether this result is 

something else more substantive.  One such possibility relates to potential differences in the 

effects of visitation by different types of visitors as explained in the limitations section of this 

thesis. 

6.3.1  Implications for Policy and Practice (Study 2) 

Because Indigenous people are less likely to receive visits it is possible that 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people may be receiving different levels of social support 

while in prison. This may translate to differences in emotional support, advice, access to 

helpful information, and companionship (e.g., sense of connectedness). Even though 

visitation was not found to be a protective factor against reincarceration for Indigenous 

people, there are many other benefits of visitation that have been previously identified by 
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other research that would warrant wanting to increase Indigenous prisoners’ likelihood to 

receive visits whilst in prison. These benefits include, but are not limited to, improved 

prisoner behaviour during incarceration (Bales & Mears, 2008; Monahan et al., 2011), 

reduction in feelings of strain (Blevins, Listwan, Cullen, & Jonson, 2010; Listwan, Sullivan, 

Agnew, Cullen, & Colvin, 2013), thus reducing suicidal tendencies, improved adjustment to 

prison-life (Monahan et al., 2011) and increased access to social capital on release (Berg & 

Huebner, 2011; Cobbina et al., 2012).   

Steps can be taken at the institutional level to increase visitation, thus potentially 

increasing the level of social support prisoners receive, and thus hypothetically reducing their 

risk of reincarceration.  For example, familial support networks may be more easily able to 

remain intact and supportive of incarcerated inmates if correctional institutions review 

visitation policies, adjust visiting hours, and simplify the application process for visitation 

because working families and families with young children may find the restricted visiting 

hours offered by many correctional facilities impractical. Extending or staggering visiting 

hours over different periods of the day, and different days (i.e.; late afternoon/early evening 

visitation, and increased weekend visiting hours) may facilitate an increase in frequency, 

regularity and the number of people engaging in visitation. Increasing the number of personal 

visits a prisoner is allowed in a one week period may also help to increase the 

likelihood/frequency of visitation occurring14, thus increasing a prisoners ability to maintain 

pro-social relationships with family and friends. Correctional institutions may also consider 

playing a role in helping to coordinate visitation when families, children and close friends 

have extenuating circumstances that restrict their ability to visit. For example, institutions 

could consider investing in transport assistance (i.e., carpooling, shuttles, and subsidised 

transportation) to help visitors who experience difficulties with the cost of travel due to 

 
14 Currently, Queensland Corrective Services Visitation policy allows for a prisoner to have a maximum of two 

hours visiting time per week in addition to visits by legal representatives (QCS, 2018c).  
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limited personal finances and distance required to travel between community and correctional 

facility15. Institutions could also explore options for video calls and other innovative ways of 

maintaining prosocial connections with family and friends in rural/remote communities. 

Finally, dedicated full-time visitation liaison officers could be provided to inform family and 

friends of sentenced prisoners about the processes of applying for visitation, and assist with 

applying and organising visitation access16.  

The application process to visit prisoners may serve as a barrier to visitation, 

particularly for Indigenous people. Currently, to visit a prisoner in Queensland, Australia, an 

individual must lodge a visitation application with the correctional facility that houses the 

prisoner (Queensland Corrective Services, 2018c). Processing this application can take up to 

a month due to the requirements that visitors must undergo a criminal history check. It is 

possible that the bureaucratic and administrative hurdles visitors must navigate may 

disproportionately impact on family members of Indigenous prisoners because Indigenous 

compared to non-Indigenous people are more likely to have literacy and computer literacy 

problems (Cooke et al., 2007; Korff, 2018). Consequently, Indigenous people may not apply 

for visitation access because completing the application may be confusing and stressful. 

Streamlining the application process or centralising multiple requests to visit the same 

individual may allow for a visitor’s application to span a longer period of the prisoner’s 

 
15 In Queensland, visitation transport to all correctional facilities is provided free of charge to family and friends 

of prisoners (QCS, 2018c). However, this service is limited and requires visitors to meet at a central pick-up 

location that is normally situated in the middle of a metropolitan area (Prison Transport Group, 2019). There is 

no transportation service or subsidy to assist visitors traveling long distances.  
16 While the support service Court Network provides family members and friends of sentenced prisoners with a 

sentencing pack that contains information on the process of applying for visitation access and a visitor 

application form, this service is only available to people who have made a request for support from Court 

Network (Court Network, 2019). Furthermore, this service is only provided if the support personnel is present in 

the court room on the day of sentencing. For family and friends who may have literacy difficulties and/or who 

need help completing the visitor application form, they can ask for assistance from Court Network and a time 

and resources are made available at the court to assist (Court Network, 2019). However, no community based 

services are provided, and there is no dedicated court personnel or visitation liaison officer whose job it is to 

inform family and friends of sentenced prisoners, who may or may not have been present at sentencing, what the 

process is for applying for visitation, or providing assistance to people who may experience difficulties in 

completing this process (Court Network, 2019).  
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incarceration, regardless of transfers between facilities, thus reducing administrative burden 

and unnecessary stress on families, friends, and prisoners17. Additionally, by streamlining the 

process and centralising requests for repeat applicants there is a potential for support services 

(i.e. visitation liaison officers) to be provided to assist families new to the process, or who 

have literacy and computing problems in completing the application.  

6.4 Country Living -Risk or Protective Factor for Reincarceration? (Study 3) 

 

With Australia’s population being widely dispersed across both city/urban and 

rural/remote communities a common assumption is that Australia’s communities are quite 

diverse in structure and disadvantage and varies greatly in how structure and disadvantage 

influence offending behaviour (Jobes et al., 2004). However, what is known about how an 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous person’s community affects their risk of reincarceration is 

limited. Treatment, reintegration, and support programs for ex-prisoners should not be 

designed solely focusing on the individual but should also consider other critical factors such 

as one’s local ecological factors that interact with individual level risk factors for 

reincarceration. As such, Study 3 sought to (a) identify if Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

peoples’ risk of reincarceration differed for those who resided in city/urban communities 

compared to rural/remote communities; (b) examine the effects that ecological factors like 

community disadvantage and remoteness had on Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ 

risk of reincarceration after controlling for demographics and prior criminal history; (c) 

explore the effects that accessing support services post-release had on Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration; and (d) to identify what support services 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people are accessing and what the predictors are for who 

accessed support services post-release.  

 
17 It is acknowledged that Queensland Corrective Services (QCS) are in the process of centralising all visitor 

applications, thus reducing unnecessary administrative burden on individual correctional facilities, families and 

friends of visitors.  
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The first research question posed in Study 3 was: Is the risk of reincarceration for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who reside in city/urban communities different to 

those who reside in rural/remote/very remote communities? As expected, Indigenous people 

who resided in city/urban and rural/remote communities had a significantly higher risk of 

reincarceration post-release than non-Indigenous people who lived in city/urban and 

rural/remote communities. While I found no statistical difference between the four groups 

(i.e. Indigenous city/urban people, Indigenous rural/remote people, non-Indigenous city/urban 

people, and non-Indigenous rural remote people) in the number of days to reincarceration, it 

is interesting to note that in city/urban communities Indigenous people took longer to be 

reincarcerated than non-Indigenous people, while Indigenous people who resided in 

rural/remote communities remained in their communities the longest before being 

reincarcerated post-release. It is possible that this difference could be explained by 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ release status, as most Indigenous people are 

believed to ‘max-out’ their prison sentence (i.e. serve the whole sentence of incarceration in 

prison) because they either believe they cannot fulfil the parole conditions that would be 

enforced if they were to be released on parole, or they do not wish to be subjected to 

supervision post-release (Willis, 2008). If most Indigenous people are choosing to ‘max-out’ 

their prison sentence it may be possible that there is a difference in the number of Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous people who are leaving prison that are subjected to competing risks of 

reincarceration; the risk of being reincarcerated for a new offence, and the risk of being 

reincarcerated for a parole breach. Considering people can be reincarcerated because of a 

parole breach for something as little as a no show to a parole supervision meeting, or a dirty 

urine test (i.e. testing positive for any alcohol or illicit substance), and are monitored by a 

parole officer upon release (QCS, 2018e; QLD Government, 2017), one could reasonably 

assume that people who are subject to a parole order are more likely to return to prison 
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quicker simply because they are being monitored and have more risks that can subject them 

to reincarceration when compared to individuals not subjected to parole conditions upon their 

release.  

The next research question examined in Study 3 was: When controlling for 

demographics and criminal history, does community disadvantage reduce or increase 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration? Surprisingly, despite 

previous studies finding a relationship between communities characterised by high 

disadvantage and reoffending/reincarceration, I found no association between high 

disadvantaged communities or moderately disadvantaged communities and reincarceration 

for non-Indigenous people. However, even more interesting, a negative association between 

high and moderate disadvantaged communities and reincarceration was identified for 

Indigenous people, with results indicating that Indigenous people who resided in highly 

disadvantaged communities had a 39% reduced risk of reincarceration, and those who resided 

in a moderately disadvantaged community had a 43% reduced risk of reincarceration.  As 

such, these findings suggest that community disadvantage is a protective factor for 

Indigenous people. To make any sense of these findings the operationalisation of community 

disadvantage that was employed in this thesis needs to be reviewed in conjunction with 

findings from the social disorganisation literature.  

Communities may share common characteristics. However, Indigenous communities 

have specific historical experiences stemming from colonisation, enforced government 

policies, culture, and social structure (i.e. kinship) that shape and influence Indigenous 

peoples’ relationships and interactions in ways that may be unique to Indigenous people. 

While communities that have high levels of disadvantage and racial heterogeneity are 

considered to result in disorganised communities that have minimal social interactions, low 

levels of trust and limited collective efficacy due to a lack of shared values and beliefs 
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resulting in a community’s inability to enact informal social controls that prevent the 

formation of sub-cultural antisocial behaviour (Bursik & Grasmick, 1993; Osgood & 

Chambers, 2000; Pratt & Cullen, 2005; Sampson & Groves, 1989; Sampson, Raudenbush, & 

Earls, 1997), Australian rural research that examined two Indigenous communities 

highlighted that community social factors were of more importance to understanding 

Indigenous offending behaviour than socio-economic factors (Jobes et al., 2004; Jobes, 

Donnermeyer, & Barclay, 2005). Specifically, Jobes et al (2004) found that the presence of 

strong extended family social groups, and dense acquaintanceship (i.e. kinship) were strong 

predictors of informal relationships that positively influenced community members 

behaviour, thus preventing the formation of antisocial tendencies, and the stigmatisation of 

offenders.  

Considering communities with a dense acquaintanceship (i.e. kinship) has a greater 

capacity to foster informal social control and thus prevent crime (Jobes et al., 2004; Jobes et 

al., 2005; Pratt & Cullen, 2005; Sampson & Groves, 1989; Sampson et al., 1997)it may be 

possible that the measurement of community disadvantage is not measuring disadvantage for 

Indigenous people but the presence of a dense acquaintanceship in their community. One of 

the measures taken from the census population data that the Australian Bureau of Statistics 

used to create the IRSD scale is the total percentage of people who reside in the community 

that identifies as either Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander (ABS, 2006). Thereby, 

employing a scale that is calculated using a total measure of Indigenous people – measure of 

‘dense acquaintanceship’ – the measure of community disadvantage employed in my research 

may not in fact be measuring disadvantage when applied to Indigenous people.  

The third research question examined in Study 3 was: When controlling for 

demographics and criminal history, does remoteness (i.e. geographical location) reduce or 

increase Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration? Contrary to 
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previous findings in the literature (Cunningham, 2007; Jobes et al., 2004) no relationship 

between remoteness and reincarceration was detected for both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people once demographics, prior criminal history and community disadvantage 

were controlled for. This is a surprising finding considering the importance that treatment 

services, and social support services are believed to play in a person’s successful 

reintegration from prison to the community (Bowman & Travis, 2012; Stahler et al., 2013; 

Willis, 2008), and the belief that people who reside in rural and remote communities may be 

disadvantaged compared to those who reside in city/urban communities due to having limited 

or no access to, and limited or no choice of treatment services and social support services 

(Willis, 2008). It is interesting to note that even though no significant relationship was found, 

the hazard ratio is in the expected direction for non-Indigenous people (i.e. living in 

rural/remote communities would increase risk of reincarceration), whereas for Indigenous 

people, the hazard ration is in the opposite direction (i.e. living in rural/remote communities 

would decrease risk of reincarceration) to what would be expected considering previous 

research. Considering earlier bivariate findings reported in this thesis suggested there was a 

relationship between Indigenous status, remoteness and reincarceration, it may be possible 

that this relationship is being masked by one or multiple other risk factors (i.e. demographics, 

prior criminal history, community disadvantage, accessed services) that were controlled for in 

the multivariate model. To unpack this finding further the next research question was 

examined.  

The fourth research question examined in Study 3 was: Does accessing support 

services post-release reduce Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration 

after controlling for demographics, prior criminal history, and ecological factors? I found 

that while the hazard ratio suggests that Indigenous and non-Indigenous people who do 

access support services post-release have a reduced risk of reincarceration, no significant 
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relationship was detected for either Indigenous or non-Indigenous people. This result may be 

an indicator of people accessing support services, but not using or engaging with the support 

services accessed and therefore, not receiving and benefiting from the anticipated assistance 

support services are designed to provide. It is possible that individuals may not use or engage 

in support services post-release from prison due to a lack of trust (Bowman & Travis, 2012; 

Maguire & Nolan, 2012; Vail, Niyogi, & Henderson, Wennerstrom, 2017). Moreover, newly 

released prisoners may also be resistant to people in positions of authority, and to 

services/organisations that are, or are perceived to be attached to the criminal justice system 

due to their experiences in the justice system (Bowman & Travis, 2012). Furthermore, 

considering ex-prisoners often possess multiple criminogenic risk factors that need to be 

addressed to successfully reintegrate into society, most community treatment and support 

services are not equipped with the skilled staff or resources required to provide a holistic 

support service that targets all of a person’s criminogenic risk factors under the one roof. As 

such, people may be accessing support services post-release that only addresses a specific 

risk factor but negates other significant risk factors of reincarceration that also need to be 

addressed to increase their likelihood of successfully reintegrating from prison to the 

community (i.e.; an individual may access housing services, but not a drug treatment service 

to assist with their addiction), thus leaving the individual vulnerable to falling back into old 

habits and increasing their risk of reincarceration.  

Another possible explanation for these findings is that individuals may be accessing 

support services post-release, however, due to where they reside (i.e. city/urban vs 

rural/remote) they may not actually be able to engage with the services contacted for three 

reasons. These reasons are: (a) they may not be able to use/engage with the service(s) 

contacted due to the service(s) being inaccessible because its geographical location in relation 

to the individual (Willis, 2008); (b) the support service has no available places to offer the 
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individual due to overwhelming demand from other clients (Hipp et al., 2009, 2011); and/or 

(c) budget constraints that restrict the service(s) operational capacity (Willis, 2008). 

Furthermore, when using a top-down approach to providing services that have a lack of 

consultation with the community members/individuals they are in-place to serve, prior 

research has found that people will become reluctant to engage with the services being 

provided (McCausland & Vivian, 2010), essentially rendering them pointless. Unfortunately, 

by using the measure of ‘accessing support services’ that was utilised in this study, it was not 

possible to distinguish between individuals who accessed and individuals who used the 

support services accessed. However, what was possible was to examine what services were 

being accessed post-release by Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, as well as the 

predictors of who accessed services. Considering the vast sum of money that is invested into 

providing support services to individuals post-release, this information is critical in helping to 

determine whether services are being effectively accessed by those who are considered most 

at risk of reincarceration. To investigate this, the final two research questions examined in 

Study 3 asked: What type of support services were accessed by Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people in urban and rural/remote communities’ post-prison, and do they differ by 

Indigenous status? And, what are the predictors for who accesses support services post-

release, and do these differ by Indigenous status? 

Of the five ‘types’ of support services measured (i.e. housing, employment, social 

support, mental health, and drug treatment services), employment services were the type of 

service most Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in city/urban and rural/remote 

communities accessed post-release. However, this is where the commonality between the 

groups ended. Social support services were the second most accessed service for Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous people in city/urban communities, whereas, housing services was the 

second most accessed service for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in rural/remote 
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communities. Surprisingly, considering a large proportion of prisoners are believed to have 

been diagnosed with, or display symptoms of mental health problems (AIHW, 2015; 

Heffernan et al., 2012; Korff, 2016), mental health services were the least likely to be 

accessed by Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in both city/urban and rural/remote 

communities. What is most interesting to note is that besides employment services, no other 

‘type’ of service was accessed by more than 22% of individuals, regardless of which group 

was examined (i.e. Indigenous city/urban, non-Indigenous city/urban, Indigenous 

rural/remote, non-Indigenous rural/remote). As such, these findings suggest that most ex-

prisoners do not access support services post-release apart from accessing employment 

services. Furthermore, no significant difference in accessing the five types of services post-

release was found between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in urban/city and 

rural/remote communities.  

Besides the lack of trust, resistance to authority, and the desire to stay clear of 

anything attached to the criminal justice system (Bowman & Travis, 2012), there are perhaps 

three simple explanations for why most prisoners do not access support services post-release. 

First, ex-prisoners simply may not be aware of what support services exist that they are 

eligible to access. It stands to reason that to access a support service a person must first be 

aware of its existence. Considering many prisoners have limited literacy and computer skills 

(Creese, 2016; Greenberg et al., 2007; Grunseit, Forell & McCarron, 2008), the likelihood of 

people identifying potential support services they can access on their own is very unlikely.  

Second, it may be possible that another person (i.e. partner, parent, family member, and/or 

friend) may have accessed support services on a prisoner’s behalf, and therefore, while they 

personally did not access the service they have still received or been helped by the support 

service that was accessed. Third, depending on the community a person resides in post-
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release from prison (i.e.; affluent or disadvantaged; city/urban or rural/remote) there may be 

limited or no support services available (Stahler et al., 2013; Willis, 2008).  

When examining the predictors of ‘who’ accessed support services post-release there 

were three surprise findings. First, despite employment services being the type of support 

services to be accessed the most by Indigenous and non-Indigenous people post-release, 

unemployment prior to prison was not identified as a predictor for accessing services post-

release for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. Second, non-Indigenous people who 

resided in highly disadvantaged communities were less likely to access support services post-

release when compared to those who resided in low disadvantaged communities. Considering 

individuals who resided in communities characterised by high levels of disadvantage are 

significantly more likely to not possess high levels of social capital, social support networks, 

high-levels of wellbeing and optimism, and pro-social attachment to society (i.e.; 

employment, romantic relationships, and civic responsibilities) (see Blevins et al., 2010; 

Listwan et al., 2013; Rose & Clear, 1998, 2003; Sampson, 2004; Sampson et al., 2002; 

Weatherburn & Lind, 2001), compared to individuals who reside in low disadvantaged 

communities post-release, one would anticipate that individuals in high disadvantaged 

communities would be more in need of support services post-release to help address their 

many criminogenic risk factors that put them more at risk of reincarceration post-release. 

Finally, only one predictor was identified when examining ‘who’ out of Indigenous people 

accessed support services post-release; Indigenous people who resided in rural/remote 

communities compared to urban/city communities were significantly less likely to access 

support services post-release.  
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6.4.1  Implications for Policy and Practice 

Considering there is a clear interaction effect between Indigenous status and 

community disadvantage that indicates Indigenous people who reside in moderate and high 

level disadvantaged communities post-release have a reduced risk of reincarceration while 

there is no such association for non-Indigenous people, these findings suggest that race and 

ecological factors are critically important to consider when designing and implementing re-

entry policy and programs. For some time, Australia’s re-entry policy and programming has 

been criticised for using a one-size-fits-all approach, instead of designing policy and practice 

that enable the implementation of programs that can be individually tailored to address a 

person’s criminogenic needs that accounts for individual and local environmental needs, 

whilst being culturally appropriate (Blagg, 1997; Cunneen, 1997; Day, 2003; Yavu-Kama-

Harthunian, 2002). While in Queensland there are multiple re-entry programs designed to 

support prisoners transitioning from prison to the community, very few, if any, consist of a 

multisystemic approach where individual, local environmental and cultural needs of the 

person are considered in the process18. As such, for individuals to receive all the assistance 

they require when transitioning from prison to the community, so all their needs are 

addressed, more than likely requires accessing multiple different services which probably 

requires more resources than an individual has access to upon their release from prison. 

Furthermore, this does not consider whether the available services are known to the 

 
18 Since 2016 the Queensland government has invested in increasing the quality and quantity of rehabilitation 

and re-entry services to support Queensland prisoners transitioning from prison to the community (QCS, 2018f). 

Some of these services include but are not limited to (a) Community Re-entry Services Team (CREST); (b) 

South East Queensland Women’s Re-entry Service (MARA); (c) Borallon Training and Correctional Centre 

(BTCC) Throughcare Services; (d) Partnership with the Commonwealth Department of Human Services 

(Centerlink, Medicare, and Childcare Agency); (e)  Queensland health and mental health services; (f) additional 

drug and alcohol programs; (g) Opioid Substitution Treatment Program; (h) Department of Housing and Public 

Works (DPHW) housing taskforce; and (i) The Time to Work Employment Service for Indigenous prisoners 

(QCS, 2018f). However, while there has been an injection of funding for these programs to assist with the 

transition process, many of these programs do not follow the individual from prison to the community, which is 

arguably when the individual would require the most care and are at the greatest risk of death, reoffending and 

being reincarcerated ( Forsyth, Carroll, Lennox, & Kinner, 2018; Ryan et al., 2018; Spittal, Forsyth, 

Borschmann, Young, & Kinner, 2017; ).  
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individual19, whether they can even access the services required in the area they reside, and 

whether the services provided in prison follow them through into the community.  

As such, individuals transitioning from prison to the community may greatly benefit 

from having access to a one-stop-shop support service that utilises a multisystemic approach 

to prisoner re-entry where the individual would be assessed by a team of specialists that can 

identify their individual, local environmental, and cultural needs to design a tailored re-entry 

program with services that are specific to the person.  Considering risk factors for 

reincarceration are complex and can be multi-directional in effect, by having a multisystemic 

support service in place for all prisoners as they transition from prison to the community can 

be greatly beneficial to increasing the likelihood of a successful reintegration, as the trained 

professionals can monitor how each aspect of a person’s support service is affecting their 

competing needs and make adjustments as required, thus balancing their risk of 

reincarceration and increasing the likelihood of a successful reintegration.  

Furthermore, the findings from Study 3 possibly suggest the presence of a dense 

acquaintanceship (i.e. kinship) for Indigenous people in moderate and high disadvantaged 

communities. Previous research has found communities that have a dense acquaintanceship 

have strong informal social control mechanisms that enable them to manage/prevent crime 

(Jobes et al., 2004; Jobes et al., 2005), thus significantly reducing Indigenous people’s risk of 

reincarceration/reoffending. This arguably lends weight to earlier suggestions that 

“…[programs] should therefore never be focused solely on the offender or even on [their] 

immediate family, but also on critical elements of their relationships and social environment 

that interact with individual qualities in ways that produce negative outcomes (Homel, 

 
19 As part of the Queensland Governments efforts to address the 89 recommendations made by the Sofronoff 

Review for improving Queensland’s parole system, some services like CREST have been implemented that 

provide in-prison information and referral services to prisoners before release to connect them with available 

services in the community (QCS, 2018f). It should be noted, these services are not available to all Queensland 

prisoners, and were not available to the participants of the “Passport Study”.  



CLOSING THE GAP: UNDERSTANDING RISK OF REINCARCERATION  207 
 

Lincoln, & Herd, 1999, p. 183). When providing programs that offers a ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

solution to the problem, a basic assumption is made that all Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people are the same, regardless of contextual factors. Considering the strong possibility that 

Indigenous people live in communities with dense acquaintanceship, and the differences 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people that have been identified in the research 

presented in Study 1 and Study 2, I make an amendment to the earlier suggestions of Homel 

et al., (1999), and add that not only do re-entry programs need to consider individual, ‘local’ 

environmental and cultural needs of a person when being designed and implemented, these 

programs should also be designed in conjunction with “grass-root” level organisations and/or 

groups from prisoners’ communities to which they will be returning to post-release.   

6.5 Limitations & Future Research 

Despite this project’s contribution to the existing prisoner re-entry literature and the 

guidance it provides for policy alterations, it is not without limitations. First, the current 

research does not differentiate between reincarceration for a new offence and reincarceration 

for a parole breach. Thus, for this research reincarceration was counted if a person was 

returned to prison for either a new offence or a parole breach. As such, caution should be 

used when interpreting the results as there is the possibility that had a person’s competing 

risk been controlled for (i.e. their risk of being incarcerated for a new offence and their risk of 

being incarcerated for a parole breach) the results may have been different. Considering a 

person can breach parole and be reincarcerated for not reporting to their parole officer, which 

is contextually very different from being reincarcerated for a new offence, it is important for 

policy and practice to identify whether the risk factors for reincarceration for both Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous people differ for a parole breach and new offence. Considering the high 

number of people who are returned to prison for a parole breach, this is a consideration that 

future research may wish to examine.  
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Second, by relying on administrative data for the measurement of reincarceration it 

may be possible the findings reflect system practices (i.e.; bias in decision making), and not 

recidivism. Indigenous people have a long history of abnormally high levels of police 

surveillance (‘over-policing’) (Blagg & Valuri 2004; Cunneen 2001; Weatherburn et al., 

2003; Weatherburn et al., 2006). As such, one could reasonably argue that having more 

system-contact may increase one’s risk of reincarceration. Furthermore, it may be possible 

that racial differences in arrest rates (Weatherburn et al., 2006), and sentencing outcomes 

(Bond & Jeffries 2012a, 2012b; Jeffries & Bond 2009) also permeates the decision-making of 

parole officers when deciding whether to breach Indigenous compared to non-Indigenous 

people. This may be a by-product of the ‘rule of colonial difference’, where the labelling of 

the racialised other justifies maintaining “…a level of surveillance, intervention and control 

outside of, an in contradistinction to the ‘universal’ rights of liberal subjects (Baldry & 

Cunneen 2014, p.282). Unfortunately, little research examining decision-making processes 

and outcomes of parole officers when managing Indigenous people exists. To understand if 

decision-making processes and outcomes of parole officers are differentially affecting 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of reincarceration more research is required.  

Third, because of the way the Passport study collected and measured prisoner 

visitation, it is not possible to know who visited the prisoners (i.e., family member, friend, or 

Indigenous Elder). While previous visitation research has found visits from family members 

to have the strongest effect on reducing risk of reoffending (Bales & Mears, 2008; Derkzen et 

al., 2009), no prior research has examined the effect of Elder visitations. Given the protective 

factors that can be found in a kinship network that is common among Indigenous people, it 

might be anticipated that the effect of kinship in the form of Elder visitations may have 

protective factors for Indigenous people in prison. In the context of this research, some 

Indigenous prisoners may have participated in an Elders Visitation program that provides 
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Indigenous Elders with regular access to support Indigenous prisoners with maintaining their 

connection to culture and country. Unfortunately, very little is known about this program or 

how many people participated. Future research should consider examining who is visiting 

Indigenous people in prison, so we can better understand why no good evidence of the 

expected relationship between visitation and risk of reincarceration for Indigenous people 

was found.  

Fourth, because the research was limited to using self-reported measures of visitation 

for the four weeks prior to participants’ baseline surveys, it is possible that Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people could have been visited prior-to or post completion of their baseline 

survey before being released from prison. Consequently, there is a lot that is still not known 

about the role visitation plays in the experiences of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in 

prison, and the longitudinal effects of being visited. Future researchers may wish to explore 

visitation over the life-cycle of a prisoner’s period of incarceration to identify patterns and 

gaps in visitation, and optimal times for visitation to achieve the best re-entry outcomes for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. Employing self-reported measures and administrative 

records of visitation over multiple time points would allow for this to be achieved. Finally, 

while visitation was found to be protective against reincarceration for non-Indigenous 

prisoners it is not known what the underlying mechanism(s) of visitation is that provides 

prisoners this protective quality. To progress, the literature on visitation requires research that 

explores and identifies the mechanisms of visitation that are important for improving prisoner 

re-entry outcomes.  

Despite these limitations, there are considerable strengths in the research presented in 

this dissertation. The research is one of few that employ a large representative sample of ex-

prisoners, thus allowing results to be generalisable to the wider population of ex-prisoners. 

This is unique in re-entry research as samples in other studies contain either people sentenced 
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to community-based corrections, and/or do not include females, or have enough females and 

minority participants to enable any meaningful statistical analyses to be conducted. The 

research also employed very rich baseline survey data that allowed the examination of the 

‘Indigenous-reincarceration’ relationship more extensively than achieved in prior research, 

thus contributing valuable knowledge to a considerably under researched area.  

6.6 Overall Conclusions 

The current body of work aimed to compare Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ 

experiences prior-to, during, and post-prison to develop a better understanding of why 

Australian Indigenous people compared to Australian non-Indigenous people are significantly 

more at risk of reincarceration post-release. Evidence from this dissertation suggests that the 

structured experiences one has in prison while incarcerated have no detectable bearing on 

whether Indigenous and non-Indigenous people will be reincarcerated. Instead, evidence 

presented in Chapters 3, 4 and 5 all demonstrates that the experiences one has prior to being 

incarcerated are among the most important when trying to understand one’s risk of 

reincarceration post-release. Specifically, results demonstrate the importance of 

understanding how prior criminal history (i.e. prior adult imprisonment and prior juvenile 

detention) may have different effects on Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of 

reincarceration due to potential differences in how the two groups are stigmatised because of 

their offending behaviour (Ryan et al., 2018).  

Second, this dissertation presented evidence showing that the only risk factors that 

were associated with an increased risk of reincarceration post-release for Indigenous people 

besides gender and age, were those that can be considered systematic or structural risk 

factors. Considering most Indigenous re-entry literature do not differentiate their models by 

Indigenous status this research expands on previous research and identifies potential 
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Indigenous-specific and Indigenous-neutral risk factors for reincarceration. Moreover, results 

presented in Chapter 5, 6 and 7 suggests that there are complex systematic and structural 

factors present that may have a cumulative detrimental effect on Indigenous peoples’ life 

opportunities that render them more susceptible to risk of reincarceration than non-

Indigenous people.  

Third, evidence presented in Chapters 4 and 5 also demonstrated that it is important to 

foster, encourage and maintain avenues of social support for both Indigenous (in the 

community) and non-Indigenous people (in prison). Evidence suggests that while social 

support is important for reducing Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples’ risk of 

reincarceration, this protective factor comes in different forms for Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people at different stages of the person’s journey through the prison-reintegration 

process. Identifying and understanding these key differences between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous ex-prisoners advances our knowledge and allows for policy and practice makers 

to design and implement culturally appropriate programs and practices that embraces the 

mechanisms of social support.  

Finally, the current dissertation demonstrates how this research can expand upon 

existing ecological knowledge to improve our understanding of why Indigenous compared to 

non-Indigenous people are more at risk of reincarceration post-release. Evidence presented in 

Chapter 5 demonstrates why it is important that re-entry programs should not only be 

individually tailored, but also tailored to one’s ‘local’ environment and culture, with evidence 

suggesting living in a moderate or highly disadvantaged community decreases Indigenous 

peoples’ risk of reincarceration significantly compare to non-Indigenous people. Thus, this 

demonstrates the importance for not only policy and practice to consider contextual, cultural, 

spatial, political, temporal, and social differences, but future research as well.  
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To conclude, the mechanisms that underlie the reasons why Indigenous people are 

more at risk of reincarceration are likely complex and multifaceted. Several theoretical 

perspectives, historical accounts, policy legislations, and prior research have all contributed 

to our current understanding of the Indigenous-reincarceration relationship. This dissertation 

has shown how researchers can begin to consolidate this knowledge to develop a more 

wholistic model for advancing our understanding of this complex relationship between 

Indigenous status and reincarceration. It is hoped that the current dissertation may be used as 

(a) a guide for future research that looks to further unpack the intricate effects that Indigenous 

status may have on the different risk factors associated with reincarceration; and (b) an 

evidence base from which informed re-entry policy, practice and programs can be designed 

that are tailored to the individual and local ecology and are culturally appropriate, thus 

helping to reduce the over-representation of Australia’s Indigenous people in prison.   
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