
Introduction
In 2018, the Australian Law Reform Commission’s Inquiry 
into the Incarceration Rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples concluded that a cycle of reoffending can 
result for those prisoners who are released from prison 
without support to transition into the community. It noted that 
incarceration leads to significant disruption in a person’s 
life that can include the loss of employment, housing, 
relationships and social support (see also Abbott et al. 
2017) and identified the need for throughcare programs to 
be made more readily available (ALRC 2018). Although a 
large number of organisations, both government and non-
government, now provide these programs, submissions to the 
Commission only identified a small number of programs that 
had been developed specifically for Indigenousi  prisoners – 
and these were diverse in terms of both the scope and the 
types of service that were offered. The purpose of this Brief 
is to consider the current status of throughcare programs in 
both Australia and New Zealand and to identify some key 
issues going forward. 

The term ‘throughcare’ has been used in various fields, 
including health and social work for many years, but was 
first used in Australian and New Zealand correctional 
settings in the late 1990s to refer to the provision of pre- 
and post-release services for prisoners. Broadly, the term 
is used to refer to programs that aim to break the cycle 
of reoffending by improving continuity between a prison 
sentence and life in the community after release (Baldry & 
Sotiri 2018). However, the services provided by throughcare 
programs are referred to using a range of different terms, 
including ‘end-to-end offender management’, ‘transition 
management’, and ‘resettlement’. Other terms that are 
also commonly used include ‘re-integration’, ‘re-entry’, and 
‘aftercare’ (Moore 2011; Willis & Moore 2008). 

In a context in which multiple agencies are often responsible 
for service delivery, the lack of shared understanding about 
the meaning of the term throughcare and the absences of 
a common language to classify different programs prohibits 
the setting of common performance indicators against which 
program success can be measured. Progress in this area 
has been made in the US where the term re-entry has 
been adopted. This followed significant federal investment 
(through the US$100 Serious and Violent Offender Re-
entry Initiative, see Berghuis 2018) for a total of 89 adult 
and juvenile programs that provide services that provide 
offer continuity of services, involving institutional (up to 
6 months before release), structured re-entry (6 months 
before release and 30 days after), and integration (31-
plus days after release) components (see Taxman, Young, 
Byrne, Holsinger & Anspach 2003). The integration stage 
is regarded as the most critical period for service delivery, 
given that the risk of recidivism is considered to be highest 
at this time (Langan & Levin 2002). Nonetheless, In Australia 
and New Zealand there is a need for policy makers to adopt 
consistent terminology to describe the range of services 
and programs that might be made available to Indigenous 
people before they leave prison and after they return to the 
community.

Throughcare in Practice
Although there are numerous examples of throughcare 
programs that have been trialled across both Australia and 
New Zealandii, these are often pilot projects. They may be 
government-funded (and sometimes designed) but are run 
by non-government organisations and subject to short-term 
funding cycles which makes formal documentation relating 
to either service description or participant outcomes diffi-
cult to access. This creates significant difficulties in efforts 
to even describe current throughcare services, let alone to 
identify those that achieve the best outcomes or to make 
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Introduction 

Past critiques of the social sciences 
focused primarily on the identity of the 
researcher and his or her relationship 
with the ‘subject’ Indigenous person, 
but over time more sophisticated 
and practical approaches have 
emerged related to participant-
focused methodologies and design. 
More specifically, past research 
involving Indigenous people has 
been criticised as inherently biased 
and disempowering (Henry et al 
2004; Davey and Day 2008; Kidman 
2007; Sherwood 2010). Recent 
responses that seek to improve all 
forms of research practice involving 
Indigenous people in Australia and 
internationally, include funding 
for Indigenous-specific research 
institutes, dedicated funding for 
Indigenous academics and research 
networks, and ethical guidelines. 
Some of the most interesting and 
substantial Indigenous-led or informed 
research that has emerged in the 
past 20 years has often related to 
health, although such innovative 
approaches remain under-developed 
in the criminological domain. Today, 
Indigenous researchers argue the focus 
should be on working with Indigenous 
people who hold the knowledge and 

expertise of their circumstances past 
and present, and on positive change 
(Smith 1999; Sherwood 2010).

This brief provides an overview of 
innovative and exemplary research 
approaches and practice undertaken 
with and by Indigenous communities 
that is relevant to crime and justice 
research. A number of critical 
questions guided this brief, including:

• What have been the research 
topics and methods undertaken in 
Australia in recent years on justice 
issues and Indigenous people?

• What constitutes good practice 
in criminological research and 
evaluation?

• What are some of the key 
considerations when conducting 
research with Indigenous people 
and communities?

• What should constitute good 
practice and what are examples?

• What are the main practical 
challenges associated with such 
practice?

The brief is divided into four sections, 
covering research practice and 
context, ethical frameworks and review 
processes, practical constraints and 
challenges, and promising practice. 
Where appropriate, examples are 
drawn from other countries, most 
notably New Zealand and Canada.

Research practice and 
context

The research ‘business’ 
Research can be broadly divided 
into that which is investigator-driven 
and that which is policy-driven, with 
the former generating proposals 
through thesis work and academic 
interest that are submitted for funding 
whilst the latter arises primarily 
through commissioned projects and 
evaluations. Research institutions 
and funding bodies therefore play 
an important role in supporting 
locally-driven research and setting 
national priorities for research that 
incorporates Indigenous perspectives 
or supports Indigenous control or 
direction (Henry et al 2004). 

In terms of crime and justice 
research, the main sources of 
government funding and the kind of 
research questions that preoccupy 
policy makers means that much 
of the research with Indigenous 
people relies on secondary analysis 
of administrative data and national 
surveys. Driven by governmental 
agreements at the national level, in 
Australia, the focus is on monitoring 
Indigenous over-representation in 
the criminal justice system and 
evaluations of programs and 
initiatives that seek to ‘close the 
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ethics approval in Australia (Graham 
2011; Kidman 2007; Sherwood 2010). 
Considerable time may be required 
to plan and develop a partnership 
or collaborative arrangement 
with Indigenous communities or 
organisations and to obtain letters 
of support from key representatives 
prior to submitting an application. For 
example, Coram (2011) describes a 
12-month application process to obtain 
approval from an ethics committee, for 
a small scale study of a community 
project involving young people. 

Based upon researchers’ reflections of 
their experiences, it is evident that there 
are often gaps between the theory of 
good research and practice (Blagg 
2011; Davey and Day 2011; Sherwood 
2010; Williams et al 2011). Despite the 
best of intentions, there are inherent 
tensions between a commitment to 
the principles of participatory and 
ethical research and the expectations 
of funding agencies and academia. 
Strict adherence to ethical guidelines 
and research protocols does not 
necessarily translate into day-to-day 
good practice. Nor may there be the 
funding, capacity and timeframe to 
allow all parties to devote the energy 
and resources to follow through on the 
ideal. 

From a non-Indigenous perspective, 
the research process can be difficult, 
subject to change and negotiation over 
time and the ceding of control and re-
orientation in thinking (Coram 2012; 
Davey and Day 2008; Nicholls 2009). 
Blagg (2011) states that researching 
in the Aboriginal domain is never easy 
or straightforward, whether working 
with an Aboriginal urban group or in a 
remote community. Sherwood (2010) 
(herself an Indigenous researcher) 
found a common refrain amongst the 
Aboriginal people she talked with, 
was that researchers did not ‘listen’ 
and did not get the story ‘right’. As she 
underlines, being able to listen and 
hear is an active process that requires 
openness and can be discomforting. 
Another risk, according to Davey 
and Day (2008), is that of over-
identification or romanticism, and 
reifying the construct of Indigenous 
identity or reproducing stereotypes. 

For Indigenous researchers, there 
can be significant challenges and 
difficulties associated with being 

placed in a cultural brokerage role. 
Sherwood (2010) refers to tensions 
related to Indigenous researchers’ 
responsibilities to their community 
and the aim of making research a safe 
and beneficial process for Indigenous 
people, whilst working within a western 
academic environment. There is a 
lack of documented perspectives from 
community-based researchers, and 
accounts of the strengths they bring 
to the research process. Canadian 
research, however, suggests those 
who have been directly involved 
certainly have more positive attitudes 
about research than those who had 
only heard about research in the 
community (Edwards et al 2008).

Who benefits?
Academic research has certain 
values and practices that are 
continually reinforced through the 
definition and recognition of ‘experts’ 
and their role in peer review of funding 
assessments and acceptance of 
research products (Sherwood 2010). 
In many circumstances, funding 
applications and research outputs 
are still assessed in terms of scientific 
quality not social benefit (Henry et 
al 2004), although this is changing 
with the NHMRC grant guidelines 
for medical and health research 
with Indigenous communities now 
requiring applicants to demonstrate 
community engagement, capacity 
building and benefit. The question of 
benefit – short term to participants 
and to collaborators and partners – 
and longer term, to Indigenous people 
and social science is not always easy 
to determine and to agree upon, let 
alone deliver. 

Challenges of community-based 
collaborative approaches include 
the agenda for research, the power 
differentials, and ownership and 
identity of the research project, with 
political dimensions to the process 
and outcomes (Edwards et al 2008). 
Other challenges may relate to the 
scepticism and resistance from 
Indigenous gatekeepers (Davey and 
Day 2008) and as Blagg (2011) points 
out, the needs of non-Indigenous 
researchers may not be a priority in 
Indigenous communities. 

There can be different notions 
of accountability – to the funding 
body, to the university and the 

scientific community – which may 
be sometimes at odds with the need 
to be accountable and respectful of 
Indigenous cultural priorities. Davey 
and Day (2008) found this occurred 
during data collection – with the non-
Indigenous researchers seeking to 
ensure compassionate professional 
distance whilst Indigenous colleagues 
wanted to assist and counsel the 
men, mindful of the wellbeing of 
participants. Coram (2011) found that 
she was criticised for not recording 
‘negative’ observations in her 
research but she argues she could 
not retain the trust of the community 
if she did so. 

Evaluation challenges
Much of the research that Indigenous 
people have experienced relates to 
evaluations, and may be largely a 
consultation process. As Williams et al 
(2011) stress, the AIATSIS guidelines 
on Indigenous research do not deal 
specifically with evaluation, despite 
the particular challenges surrounding 
evaluations of programs and initiatives 
that involve Indigenous people. 
The common business model for 
evaluations adopted by governments 
is to contract external or independent 
groups to undertake the work with the 
specifications, including the timeline, 
determined by the contracting party. 
Collaborative and participatory 
research methodologies do not lend 
themselves to short timeframes. They 
also note that they are relatively easy 
to talk about but difficult to do. There 
are limited resources, and limited time 
to develop the trust and confidence at 
the heart of true partnerships.  

Research instruments
There may be serious flaws in 
standard research instruments 
that require adaption or redesign 
(Anderson 2008). Survey questions 
are asked slightly differently in remote 
and non-remote contexts in NATSISS 
(ABS 2010), and Blagg (2008) refers 
to the development of a community 
safety questionnaire that required 
reformulating questions about safety 
and social problems.  This initial 
work was further built upon in a large 
scale survey of community safety 
and wellbeing in remote communities 
(Shaw and d’Abbs 2011). 

In certain contexts, due regard should 
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In Australia, submissions to the ALRC made reference to four different programs (although many others clearly exist), each 
of which was referred to as a ‘throughcare’ program (Box 2). 

Source: ABS 2015: Tables 15 and 16; ABS 2018: Tables 8, 13 and 14

Box 1: Tai Aroha, a government-run, open community residential program for high risk adult male 
offenders based in the Waikato region of New Zealand

Tai Aroha is offered to male offenders who have been assessed as being at ‘high-risk’ of future serious offending and who are 
serving community sentences. It is a modular program utilising a rolling (open) group format in the context of a therapeutic 
community, which is supported by intense case management from departmental psychologists, probation officers, and the house 
manager. Participants are expected to stay for 14 to 16 weeks in order to allow for passage through the programme phases such 
as orientation, full residence, transition/ bridging, and through-care. This last component involves a 6-week minimum period after 
which participants can continue their involvement with the program on a voluntary basis. In the first two years of operation, Tai 
Aroha residents are mostly of Maori descent (74%), a higher proportion than the broader community offender population (45%) 
(King 2012).

Box 2: Examples of Australian Throughcare Programs (adapted from ALRC 2018)

The Young Women Christian Association Darwin voluntary transitional program provides 6 months pre- and 12 months post-
release support for female offenders whether they are on remand, sentenced or under a community corrections order. The 
program offers case management support, learning opportunities and practical assistance to re-engage with the community 
(including reconnection with children, family and community, accommodation and education and employment pathways and help 
with transport), as well as focusing on personal development, and parenting, life and social skills. An independent evaluation of 
this program is reported to be underway. 

The WA Fairbridge Bindjareb program provides workplace training for male prisoners to operate machinery. This includes 
training, qualifications, lifestyle and personal development training, the inclusion of mentors and Elders, and the provision of 
temporary accommodation where required Those placed in the program are relocated to the Karnet Prison Farm and travel to 
Fairbridge Village daily to participate. 

The NSW Community Restorative Centre post-release programs start prior to release and are community-based, long-term, 
and be staffed by skilled and dedicated workers who are able to incorporate system advocacy. 

ACT Corrective Services’ Extended Through Care Program provides services to all sentenced detainees as well as to female 
detainees on remand. Participants are identified four months prior to release and a case manager allocated to develop a release 
plan. They are then referred to partner service providers that provide support in particular areas of need, with Indigenous detainees 
given a choice of providers depending on their individual needs and preferences.

It is clear from the throughcare literature that some 
throughcare programs target a specific area (e.g., substance 
use), whilst others have multiple goals (e.g., employment, 
housing, social support, and substance use). Some aim to 
provide continuity of service, transcending the period from 
prison through to the community, whereas others will only be 
available at certain times (e.g., pre-release).  The unifying 
feature is probably the provision of intensive support based 
on structured assessment and case planning (ALRC 2018), 
although the defining feature of service delivery is typically 
case management. The Council of Australian Governments 

in their 2016 Prison to Work report, for example, describes 
throughcare projects as providing “comprehensive case 
management for prisoners in the lead up to their release 
from prison and throughout their transition to life outside, 
with good throughcare starting in custody well before 
walking out of the prison gate” (p.62). MacDonald et 
al. (2012:3) have, however, described ‘throughcare’ as 
beginning much earlier; drawing on the work of Clay (2002), 
these authors see throughcare as an umbrella term that 
relates to the continuous, co-ordinated and integrated 
management of offenders from the offender’s first point 

meaningful comparisons between different programs. In New Zealand, for example, Gilbert and Wilson (2009:1) have 
observed that despite “some activity regarding the reintegration of Maori offenders, there is little published work describ-
ing specific program approaches”. In fact, it is probably the case that there are currently no throughcare programs in New 
Zealand - if throughcare is defined as the provision of a single program with institutional, structured re-entry, and integration 
services components. There are, however, a number of programs that do provide ‘aftercare’ (i.e., post-release support) and 
offer pathways through which prisoners can reintegrate back into the community (Box 1). 
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people who hold the knowledge and 

expertise of their circumstances past 
and present, and on positive change 
(Smith 1999; Sherwood 2010).

This brief provides an overview of 
innovative and exemplary research 
approaches and practice undertaken 
with and by Indigenous communities 
that is relevant to crime and justice 
research. A number of critical 
questions guided this brief, including:

• What have been the research 
topics and methods undertaken in 
Australia in recent years on justice 
issues and Indigenous people?

• What constitutes good practice 
in criminological research and 
evaluation?

• What are some of the key 
considerations when conducting 
research with Indigenous people 
and communities?

• What should constitute good 
practice and what are examples?

• What are the main practical 
challenges associated with such 
practice?

The brief is divided into four sections, 
covering research practice and 
context, ethical frameworks and review 
processes, practical constraints and 
challenges, and promising practice. 
Where appropriate, examples are 
drawn from other countries, most 
notably New Zealand and Canada.

Research practice and 
context

The research ‘business’ 
Research can be broadly divided 
into that which is investigator-driven 
and that which is policy-driven, with 
the former generating proposals 
through thesis work and academic 
interest that are submitted for funding 
whilst the latter arises primarily 
through commissioned projects and 
evaluations. Research institutions 
and funding bodies therefore play 
an important role in supporting 
locally-driven research and setting 
national priorities for research that 
incorporates Indigenous perspectives 
or supports Indigenous control or 
direction (Henry et al 2004). 

In terms of crime and justice 
research, the main sources of 
government funding and the kind of 
research questions that preoccupy 
policy makers means that much 
of the research with Indigenous 
people relies on secondary analysis 
of administrative data and national 
surveys. Driven by governmental 
agreements at the national level, in 
Australia, the focus is on monitoring 
Indigenous over-representation in 
the criminal justice system and 
evaluations of programs and 
initiatives that seek to ‘close the 

www.indigenousjustice.gov.au Standing Council on 
Law and Justice

3

Evaluation of Throughcare Programs  
A useful starting point to efforts to identify evidence about 
program outcomes for Indigenous prisoners is to search the 
Australian Criminology Database - Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Subset (CINCH-ATSIS). This is a bibliographic 
database that indexes and abstracts articles from published 
and unpublished material on all aspects of crime and criminal 
justice and includes information on the involvement of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in the justice 
system. It collates both published and grey literature (e.g., 
Koori Mail articles). However, searches using the keyword 
‘throughcare’ in the title or abstract of the paper produced 
just six articles, although a search using the term ‘re-entry’ 
produced nine articles, and ‘reintegration’ a larger pool of fifty-
six. Of all of these only nine articles made any reference to the 
word ‘evaluation’ and none reported outcome data that could 
be used to assess the effectiveness of a particular program. 
This suggests that evidence documenting the outcomes of 

throughcare programs has yet to be collected or reported. 

This is not to suggest that evaluation activity has not occurred; 
indeed, there are many examples of process evaluations 
that assess whether a program has been implemented as 
intended and levels of stakeholder satisfaction. In Australia, 
for example, a national review of Indigenous Justice programs 
has described eight federally-funded offender support and 
reintegration programs, reporting that participants in each 
program felt that they had benefitted from attending (CIRCA 
2013). However, they also noted a lack of data about the impact 
of these programs on recidivism, and there was no evidence 
to suggest that participation in any particular program would 
actually result in lower rates of reoffending or reincarceration. 
The CIRCA review was nonetheless able to summarise the 
key features of offender throughcare programs in relation to 
three key questions: What is a good intervention and model?; 
What is a well-managed and delivered program?; and What 
are the strategies for achieving good practice? (Table 1).

Box 3: Correctional Case Management

Correctional case management systems in both Australia and New Zealand involve a sequence of activities related to assessment, 
goal setting and planning, monitoring, and reviewing progress. It typically involves six related stages. The first stage, admission, 
involves an intake assessment and assignment to a case manager. This is then followed by an assessment stage, screening, in which 
offender needs are assessed (this includes screening for risk of reoffence, needs, and eligibility for home detention or bail). The next 
stage, planning, is where the case plan is developed, and is followed by the supervision stage (face-to-face contacts, exchanging 
information with other agencies). Finally, a 6-month review takes place (although more frequent reviews occur depending on the 
length of the order), which is followed by case closure, reintegration, and exit. The frequency of the supervision and monitoring of 
offender responsibilities, such as attendance at programs, is determined by the outcome of an initial screening process, with higher 
risk offenders receiving what has been termed “intensive” case management or supervision. This requires more frequent supervision 
meetings and referral to targeted programs.

of contact with correctional services to their successful reintegration into the community and completion of their legal 
order. Both descriptions nonetheless emphasise the “importance of intervention, service coordination, and support” (ALRC 
2018:315) (Box 3).

KEY POINT 1: It is not possible to understand ‘throughcare’ programs when there are inconsistencies in how programs are 
defined and the type of services that are provided. There is a need to develop a shared terminology, used across jurisdictions, to 
classify different types of program. 

Exploratory  
evaluations

These can help at the beginning of a program to identify what services to provide and the best approaches to providing those 
services. They also help to determine what outcomes will be appropriate to measure, given the type of services offered. The 
purpose of an exploratory study is to gain familiarity, increase understanding, and to help to formulate better program services, 
evaluation questions and approaches. 

Descriptive studies 

These can help show whether a program is operating as planned, provide feedback about the services offered, determine 
whether a program is producing the types of outputs and outcomes wanted, and help to clarify program processes, goals 
and objectives. The purpose of a descriptive study is to provide an in-depth description of a phenomenon or the relationships 
between two or more phenomena. A descriptive study differs from an exploratory study in that there is more attention to securing 
a representative sample and the study may involve comparison groups. Data-gathering techniques also tend to be more precise 
in a descriptive study and there is a clearer and more specific focus on what is being studied. 

Experimental and  
quasi-experimental 
studies

These can help provide more evidence of a causal or correlational relationship between services and the outcomes that are 
measured and are often utilised in summative evaluations. Experimental studies try to determine causality or correlation (in so 
far as this is possible); experimental studies compare an experimental group (the group that received the program) to a control 
group (a similar group that did not receive the program). Experimental and quasi-experimental approaches, when carried out 
well, can help to show that it is the program (not something else that happens to participants at the same time, or some change 
in the participant’s environment etc.) that leads to the outcomes.

Table 1: Different Types of Program Evaluation 
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ethics approval in Australia (Graham 
2011; Kidman 2007; Sherwood 2010). 
Considerable time may be required 
to plan and develop a partnership 
or collaborative arrangement 
with Indigenous communities or 
organisations and to obtain letters 
of support from key representatives 
prior to submitting an application. For 
example, Coram (2011) describes a 
12-month application process to obtain 
approval from an ethics committee, for 
a small scale study of a community 
project involving young people. 

Based upon researchers’ reflections of 
their experiences, it is evident that there 
are often gaps between the theory of 
good research and practice (Blagg 
2011; Davey and Day 2011; Sherwood 
2010; Williams et al 2011). Despite the 
best of intentions, there are inherent 
tensions between a commitment to 
the principles of participatory and 
ethical research and the expectations 
of funding agencies and academia. 
Strict adherence to ethical guidelines 
and research protocols does not 
necessarily translate into day-to-day 
good practice. Nor may there be the 
funding, capacity and timeframe to 
allow all parties to devote the energy 
and resources to follow through on the 
ideal. 

From a non-Indigenous perspective, 
the research process can be difficult, 
subject to change and negotiation over 
time and the ceding of control and re-
orientation in thinking (Coram 2012; 
Davey and Day 2008; Nicholls 2009). 
Blagg (2011) states that researching 
in the Aboriginal domain is never easy 
or straightforward, whether working 
with an Aboriginal urban group or in a 
remote community. Sherwood (2010) 
(herself an Indigenous researcher) 
found a common refrain amongst the 
Aboriginal people she talked with, 
was that researchers did not ‘listen’ 
and did not get the story ‘right’. As she 
underlines, being able to listen and 
hear is an active process that requires 
openness and can be discomforting. 
Another risk, according to Davey 
and Day (2008), is that of over-
identification or romanticism, and 
reifying the construct of Indigenous 
identity or reproducing stereotypes. 

For Indigenous researchers, there 
can be significant challenges and 
difficulties associated with being 

placed in a cultural brokerage role. 
Sherwood (2010) refers to tensions 
related to Indigenous researchers’ 
responsibilities to their community 
and the aim of making research a safe 
and beneficial process for Indigenous 
people, whilst working within a western 
academic environment. There is a 
lack of documented perspectives from 
community-based researchers, and 
accounts of the strengths they bring 
to the research process. Canadian 
research, however, suggests those 
who have been directly involved 
certainly have more positive attitudes 
about research than those who had 
only heard about research in the 
community (Edwards et al 2008).

Who benefits?
Academic research has certain 
values and practices that are 
continually reinforced through the 
definition and recognition of ‘experts’ 
and their role in peer review of funding 
assessments and acceptance of 
research products (Sherwood 2010). 
In many circumstances, funding 
applications and research outputs 
are still assessed in terms of scientific 
quality not social benefit (Henry et 
al 2004), although this is changing 
with the NHMRC grant guidelines 
for medical and health research 
with Indigenous communities now 
requiring applicants to demonstrate 
community engagement, capacity 
building and benefit. The question of 
benefit – short term to participants 
and to collaborators and partners – 
and longer term, to Indigenous people 
and social science is not always easy 
to determine and to agree upon, let 
alone deliver. 

Challenges of community-based 
collaborative approaches include 
the agenda for research, the power 
differentials, and ownership and 
identity of the research project, with 
political dimensions to the process 
and outcomes (Edwards et al 2008). 
Other challenges may relate to the 
scepticism and resistance from 
Indigenous gatekeepers (Davey and 
Day 2008) and as Blagg (2011) points 
out, the needs of non-Indigenous 
researchers may not be a priority in 
Indigenous communities. 

There can be different notions 
of accountability – to the funding 
body, to the university and the 

scientific community – which may 
be sometimes at odds with the need 
to be accountable and respectful of 
Indigenous cultural priorities. Davey 
and Day (2008) found this occurred 
during data collection – with the non-
Indigenous researchers seeking to 
ensure compassionate professional 
distance whilst Indigenous colleagues 
wanted to assist and counsel the 
men, mindful of the wellbeing of 
participants. Coram (2011) found that 
she was criticised for not recording 
‘negative’ observations in her 
research but she argues she could 
not retain the trust of the community 
if she did so. 

Evaluation challenges
Much of the research that Indigenous 
people have experienced relates to 
evaluations, and may be largely a 
consultation process. As Williams et al 
(2011) stress, the AIATSIS guidelines 
on Indigenous research do not deal 
specifically with evaluation, despite 
the particular challenges surrounding 
evaluations of programs and initiatives 
that involve Indigenous people. 
The common business model for 
evaluations adopted by governments 
is to contract external or independent 
groups to undertake the work with the 
specifications, including the timeline, 
determined by the contracting party. 
Collaborative and participatory 
research methodologies do not lend 
themselves to short timeframes. They 
also note that they are relatively easy 
to talk about but difficult to do. There 
are limited resources, and limited time 
to develop the trust and confidence at 
the heart of true partnerships.  

Research instruments
There may be serious flaws in 
standard research instruments 
that require adaption or redesign 
(Anderson 2008). Survey questions 
are asked slightly differently in remote 
and non-remote contexts in NATSISS 
(ABS 2010), and Blagg (2008) refers 
to the development of a community 
safety questionnaire that required 
reformulating questions about safety 
and social problems.  This initial 
work was further built upon in a large 
scale survey of community safety 
and wellbeing in remote communities 
(Shaw and d’Abbs 2011). 

In certain contexts, due regard should 
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Introduction 

Past critiques of the social sciences 
focused primarily on the identity of the 
researcher and his or her relationship 
with the ‘subject’ Indigenous person, 
but over time more sophisticated 
and practical approaches have 
emerged related to participant-
focused methodologies and design. 
More specifically, past research 
involving Indigenous people has 
been criticised as inherently biased 
and disempowering (Henry et al 
2004; Davey and Day 2008; Kidman 
2007; Sherwood 2010). Recent 
responses that seek to improve all 
forms of research practice involving 
Indigenous people in Australia and 
internationally, include funding 
for Indigenous-specific research 
institutes, dedicated funding for 
Indigenous academics and research 
networks, and ethical guidelines. 
Some of the most interesting and 
substantial Indigenous-led or informed 
research that has emerged in the 
past 20 years has often related to 
health, although such innovative 
approaches remain under-developed 
in the criminological domain. Today, 
Indigenous researchers argue the focus 
should be on working with Indigenous 
people who hold the knowledge and 

expertise of their circumstances past 
and present, and on positive change 
(Smith 1999; Sherwood 2010).

This brief provides an overview of 
innovative and exemplary research 
approaches and practice undertaken 
with and by Indigenous communities 
that is relevant to crime and justice 
research. A number of critical 
questions guided this brief, including:

• What have been the research 
topics and methods undertaken in 
Australia in recent years on justice 
issues and Indigenous people?

• What constitutes good practice 
in criminological research and 
evaluation?

• What are some of the key 
considerations when conducting 
research with Indigenous people 
and communities?

• What should constitute good 
practice and what are examples?

• What are the main practical 
challenges associated with such 
practice?

The brief is divided into four sections, 
covering research practice and 
context, ethical frameworks and review 
processes, practical constraints and 
challenges, and promising practice. 
Where appropriate, examples are 
drawn from other countries, most 
notably New Zealand and Canada.

Research practice and 
context

The research ‘business’ 
Research can be broadly divided 
into that which is investigator-driven 
and that which is policy-driven, with 
the former generating proposals 
through thesis work and academic 
interest that are submitted for funding 
whilst the latter arises primarily 
through commissioned projects and 
evaluations. Research institutions 
and funding bodies therefore play 
an important role in supporting 
locally-driven research and setting 
national priorities for research that 
incorporates Indigenous perspectives 
or supports Indigenous control or 
direction (Henry et al 2004). 

In terms of crime and justice 
research, the main sources of 
government funding and the kind of 
research questions that preoccupy 
policy makers means that much 
of the research with Indigenous 
people relies on secondary analysis 
of administrative data and national 
surveys. Driven by governmental 
agreements at the national level, in 
Australia, the focus is on monitoring 
Indigenous over-representation in 
the criminal justice system and 
evaluations of programs and 
initiatives that seek to ‘close the 
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These observations are important as they offer a foundation 
for the design and implementation of throughcare programs 
that are stable enough to support meaningful outcome 
evaluation. This will inevitably require the articulation of a 
clear approach to program design (e.g., co-design with local 
communities and stakeholders), governance, the theory of 
change underpinning program activities and interventions, 
and the routine collection of data relevant to the assessment 
of program outcomes. 

In Australia, the Senate Standing Committee on Legal 
and Constitutional Affairs’ report, the Value of a Justice 
Reinvestment Approach to Criminal Justice in Australia 
(2013), further noted that effective throughcare models 
will rely upon working closely with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander controlled organisations and/or ex-prisoner 
organisations.  The involvement of family is also likely to be 
critical, with both Willis (2008) and Abbott et al. (2018) arguing 
that family members often play a key role in supporting 
successful transitions back into community. This reflects 
an understanding that incarceration and Indigenous family 
issues are both intertwined and complex with imprisonment 
not viewed separately from other issues in the community. 
This is illustrated in Box 4 by a personal statement which 

draws attention to how the separation from ‘country’ that 
occurs after imprisonment hinders the normal family support 
process. Not only is there is a need to involve family members 
in throughcare planning, but families need to be supported to 
receive family members back after release. Whilst there are 
not discrete models of practice (see Muru Marri 2014; Sivak 
et al. 2017; Williams 2015), some communities already do 
substantial work in this area through:

•   Local community development initiatives that involve 
working with corrections and justice agencies in the 
community, including Elders groups and women’s and 
men’s groups;

•   Community engagement through local justice groups or 
family support services from court to prison;

•  Male and female Elder involvement in community 
corrections processes extending into prison through 
prison visiting programs; 

•  Providing family support and diversionary services in 
community to work with families from entry through to exit 
from prison;

Box 4: The Importance of Family Support 

“When an Indigenous person is arrested and sentenced in community, it is the family (adults and children) that will often be 
present and who will witness the whole process. Both adults and children observe their family member being transported in a 
police vehicle handcuffed and at times leg-shackled. Communication is minimal, but families are afforded a short time to say 
goodbye and then the prisoner is led away. This is a traumatic experience, and families return home to deal with the separation, 
experiencing grief and loss and left feeling isolated from the criminal justice processes. 

Family care is neglected when a family member is incarcerated, moreover, family members are often left in ignorance of the 
potential contribution they can make in supporting their loved one to stay out of prison and leading meaningful lives in community. 
The impact of a prison sentence not only impacts the Indigenous offender, it also has direct impact on the family in community. 
Families of prisoners are often an unseen and unserved group in our communities and current correctional service practice 
generally falls short of involving family members in prisoner through care processes”

Dr Lynore Geia (personal communication)

The CIRCA (2013) review raises some important distinctions 
between different types of evaluation question; and how 
exploratory evaluations and descriptive studies of programs 
will produce different types of knowledge from experimental 
and/or quasi-experimental evaluations (Table 2). The need 
to establish whether participation in a throughcare program 
causes an improvement in criminal justice outcomes, 
such as lower rates of return to prison, is considered key 

information for policy makers who have responsibility for 
identifying which types of program are likely to offer the 
best outcomes for Indigenous peoples and communities. 
However, this is the type of information that is usually 
derived from experimental or quasi-experimental evaluation 
studies in a context in which concerns have been expressed 
about the ethical and cultural appropriateness of these 
methodologies (e.g., Putt 2013). 
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ethics approval in Australia (Graham 
2011; Kidman 2007; Sherwood 2010). 
Considerable time may be required 
to plan and develop a partnership 
or collaborative arrangement 
with Indigenous communities or 
organisations and to obtain letters 
of support from key representatives 
prior to submitting an application. For 
example, Coram (2011) describes a 
12-month application process to obtain 
approval from an ethics committee, for 
a small scale study of a community 
project involving young people. 

Based upon researchers’ reflections of 
their experiences, it is evident that there 
are often gaps between the theory of 
good research and practice (Blagg 
2011; Davey and Day 2011; Sherwood 
2010; Williams et al 2011). Despite the 
best of intentions, there are inherent 
tensions between a commitment to 
the principles of participatory and 
ethical research and the expectations 
of funding agencies and academia. 
Strict adherence to ethical guidelines 
and research protocols does not 
necessarily translate into day-to-day 
good practice. Nor may there be the 
funding, capacity and timeframe to 
allow all parties to devote the energy 
and resources to follow through on the 
ideal. 

From a non-Indigenous perspective, 
the research process can be difficult, 
subject to change and negotiation over 
time and the ceding of control and re-
orientation in thinking (Coram 2012; 
Davey and Day 2008; Nicholls 2009). 
Blagg (2011) states that researching 
in the Aboriginal domain is never easy 
or straightforward, whether working 
with an Aboriginal urban group or in a 
remote community. Sherwood (2010) 
(herself an Indigenous researcher) 
found a common refrain amongst the 
Aboriginal people she talked with, 
was that researchers did not ‘listen’ 
and did not get the story ‘right’. As she 
underlines, being able to listen and 
hear is an active process that requires 
openness and can be discomforting. 
Another risk, according to Davey 
and Day (2008), is that of over-
identification or romanticism, and 
reifying the construct of Indigenous 
identity or reproducing stereotypes. 

For Indigenous researchers, there 
can be significant challenges and 
difficulties associated with being 

placed in a cultural brokerage role. 
Sherwood (2010) refers to tensions 
related to Indigenous researchers’ 
responsibilities to their community 
and the aim of making research a safe 
and beneficial process for Indigenous 
people, whilst working within a western 
academic environment. There is a 
lack of documented perspectives from 
community-based researchers, and 
accounts of the strengths they bring 
to the research process. Canadian 
research, however, suggests those 
who have been directly involved 
certainly have more positive attitudes 
about research than those who had 
only heard about research in the 
community (Edwards et al 2008).

Who benefits?
Academic research has certain 
values and practices that are 
continually reinforced through the 
definition and recognition of ‘experts’ 
and their role in peer review of funding 
assessments and acceptance of 
research products (Sherwood 2010). 
In many circumstances, funding 
applications and research outputs 
are still assessed in terms of scientific 
quality not social benefit (Henry et 
al 2004), although this is changing 
with the NHMRC grant guidelines 
for medical and health research 
with Indigenous communities now 
requiring applicants to demonstrate 
community engagement, capacity 
building and benefit. The question of 
benefit – short term to participants 
and to collaborators and partners – 
and longer term, to Indigenous people 
and social science is not always easy 
to determine and to agree upon, let 
alone deliver. 

Challenges of community-based 
collaborative approaches include 
the agenda for research, the power 
differentials, and ownership and 
identity of the research project, with 
political dimensions to the process 
and outcomes (Edwards et al 2008). 
Other challenges may relate to the 
scepticism and resistance from 
Indigenous gatekeepers (Davey and 
Day 2008) and as Blagg (2011) points 
out, the needs of non-Indigenous 
researchers may not be a priority in 
Indigenous communities. 

There can be different notions 
of accountability – to the funding 
body, to the university and the 

scientific community – which may 
be sometimes at odds with the need 
to be accountable and respectful of 
Indigenous cultural priorities. Davey 
and Day (2008) found this occurred 
during data collection – with the non-
Indigenous researchers seeking to 
ensure compassionate professional 
distance whilst Indigenous colleagues 
wanted to assist and counsel the 
men, mindful of the wellbeing of 
participants. Coram (2011) found that 
she was criticised for not recording 
‘negative’ observations in her 
research but she argues she could 
not retain the trust of the community 
if she did so. 

Evaluation challenges
Much of the research that Indigenous 
people have experienced relates to 
evaluations, and may be largely a 
consultation process. As Williams et al 
(2011) stress, the AIATSIS guidelines 
on Indigenous research do not deal 
specifically with evaluation, despite 
the particular challenges surrounding 
evaluations of programs and initiatives 
that involve Indigenous people. 
The common business model for 
evaluations adopted by governments 
is to contract external or independent 
groups to undertake the work with the 
specifications, including the timeline, 
determined by the contracting party. 
Collaborative and participatory 
research methodologies do not lend 
themselves to short timeframes. They 
also note that they are relatively easy 
to talk about but difficult to do. There 
are limited resources, and limited time 
to develop the trust and confidence at 
the heart of true partnerships.  

Research instruments
There may be serious flaws in 
standard research instruments 
that require adaption or redesign 
(Anderson 2008). Survey questions 
are asked slightly differently in remote 
and non-remote contexts in NATSISS 
(ABS 2010), and Blagg (2008) refers 
to the development of a community 
safety questionnaire that required 
reformulating questions about safety 
and social problems.  This initial 
work was further built upon in a large 
scale survey of community safety 
and wellbeing in remote communities 
(Shaw and d’Abbs 2011). 

In certain contexts, due regard should 
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Introduction 

Past critiques of the social sciences 
focused primarily on the identity of the 
researcher and his or her relationship 
with the ‘subject’ Indigenous person, 
but over time more sophisticated 
and practical approaches have 
emerged related to participant-
focused methodologies and design. 
More specifically, past research 
involving Indigenous people has 
been criticised as inherently biased 
and disempowering (Henry et al 
2004; Davey and Day 2008; Kidman 
2007; Sherwood 2010). Recent 
responses that seek to improve all 
forms of research practice involving 
Indigenous people in Australia and 
internationally, include funding 
for Indigenous-specific research 
institutes, dedicated funding for 
Indigenous academics and research 
networks, and ethical guidelines. 
Some of the most interesting and 
substantial Indigenous-led or informed 
research that has emerged in the 
past 20 years has often related to 
health, although such innovative 
approaches remain under-developed 
in the criminological domain. Today, 
Indigenous researchers argue the focus 
should be on working with Indigenous 
people who hold the knowledge and 

expertise of their circumstances past 
and present, and on positive change 
(Smith 1999; Sherwood 2010).

This brief provides an overview of 
innovative and exemplary research 
approaches and practice undertaken 
with and by Indigenous communities 
that is relevant to crime and justice 
research. A number of critical 
questions guided this brief, including:

• What have been the research 
topics and methods undertaken in 
Australia in recent years on justice 
issues and Indigenous people?

• What constitutes good practice 
in criminological research and 
evaluation?

• What are some of the key 
considerations when conducting 
research with Indigenous people 
and communities?

• What should constitute good 
practice and what are examples?

• What are the main practical 
challenges associated with such 
practice?

The brief is divided into four sections, 
covering research practice and 
context, ethical frameworks and review 
processes, practical constraints and 
challenges, and promising practice. 
Where appropriate, examples are 
drawn from other countries, most 
notably New Zealand and Canada.

Research practice and 
context

The research ‘business’ 
Research can be broadly divided 
into that which is investigator-driven 
and that which is policy-driven, with 
the former generating proposals 
through thesis work and academic 
interest that are submitted for funding 
whilst the latter arises primarily 
through commissioned projects and 
evaluations. Research institutions 
and funding bodies therefore play 
an important role in supporting 
locally-driven research and setting 
national priorities for research that 
incorporates Indigenous perspectives 
or supports Indigenous control or 
direction (Henry et al 2004). 

In terms of crime and justice 
research, the main sources of 
government funding and the kind of 
research questions that preoccupy 
policy makers means that much 
of the research with Indigenous 
people relies on secondary analysis 
of administrative data and national 
surveys. Driven by governmental 
agreements at the national level, in 
Australia, the focus is on monitoring 
Indigenous over-representation in 
the criminal justice system and 
evaluations of programs and 
initiatives that seek to ‘close the 
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Moving Forward  

This Brief has highlighted the lack of uniform terminology 
in describing programs considered to provide throughcare 
in Australia and New Zealand. This, coupled with the 
diversity of services that are offered, creates challenges for 

evaluation efforts that seek to establish whether programs 
actually deliver outcomes for the criminal justice system 
and the community. There is a need to support the further 
development of throughcare programs in both Australia and 
New Zealand such that robust evaluation can occur, and the 
most effective approaches are identified and supported. 

Question Program Feature Description

What is a good 
intervention and 
model? 

Cultural appropriateness and inclusion Based on the participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in 
design and delivery.

Advocacy Includes both system advocacy and individual advocacy as well as program 
co-design.

Developing monitoring and evaluation functions

Measurement of program success that focusses on intended intermediate 
and long- term program outcomes (such as the development of skills, 
acquisition of competencies, placement in work or community settings, or 
increased motivation and capacity for program participants to successfully 
access and utilise other related and necessary support services or 
programs). 

What is a 
well-managed 
and delivered 
program? 

Effective governance and management 
When there is a clear and realistic program intent through program logic 
mapping (or similar), particularly for those that operate as a gateway to other 
services. Robust client monitoring systems are needed.

Sustainability in funding Adequate, stable and ongoing funding is required, particularly to monitor 
client outcomes. 

Strategies for 
achieving good 

A valid design and program planning process

Focus on planning functions (including a comprehensive programme 
design document, attention to programme objectives, specifying expected 
outcomes, and regular reporting of progress in relation to intent, processes 
and critical issues). 

Develop monitoring and evaluation capacity 

Initial and continued training and adequate resourcing to ensure continual 
quality improvement of the services and the capacity to meet changing 
needs. The adoption of data systems that include program and participant 
identifiers that enable access to and comparisons with criminal justice data 
collected by key government departments and agencies.

Conduct research and use evidence-based 
interventions 

The ability to articulate theoretical foundations and deliver interventions 
known to be effective in reducing offending behaviour. 

Adequate resourcing to achieve program aims 
and objectives 

Many programs experience challenges in program resources and sustainable 
funding. 

Table 2: Components of effective throughcare programs (adapted from CIRCA 2013)

KEY POINT 2:  There are insufficient publicly available and methodologically robust throughcare evaluations to make any 
firm judgements about program effectiveness – at least in relation to the impact of programs on rates of return to custody. There 
is, as a result, insufficient evidence to determine what constitutes an effective program. 

KEY POINT 3:  There are descriptions of potentially effective practice. Throughcare programs should, for example, work 
closely with communities and families when planning for release and supporting ex-prisoners post-release.
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ethics approval in Australia (Graham 
2011; Kidman 2007; Sherwood 2010). 
Considerable time may be required 
to plan and develop a partnership 
or collaborative arrangement 
with Indigenous communities or 
organisations and to obtain letters 
of support from key representatives 
prior to submitting an application. For 
example, Coram (2011) describes a 
12-month application process to obtain 
approval from an ethics committee, for 
a small scale study of a community 
project involving young people. 

Based upon researchers’ reflections of 
their experiences, it is evident that there 
are often gaps between the theory of 
good research and practice (Blagg 
2011; Davey and Day 2011; Sherwood 
2010; Williams et al 2011). Despite the 
best of intentions, there are inherent 
tensions between a commitment to 
the principles of participatory and 
ethical research and the expectations 
of funding agencies and academia. 
Strict adherence to ethical guidelines 
and research protocols does not 
necessarily translate into day-to-day 
good practice. Nor may there be the 
funding, capacity and timeframe to 
allow all parties to devote the energy 
and resources to follow through on the 
ideal. 

From a non-Indigenous perspective, 
the research process can be difficult, 
subject to change and negotiation over 
time and the ceding of control and re-
orientation in thinking (Coram 2012; 
Davey and Day 2008; Nicholls 2009). 
Blagg (2011) states that researching 
in the Aboriginal domain is never easy 
or straightforward, whether working 
with an Aboriginal urban group or in a 
remote community. Sherwood (2010) 
(herself an Indigenous researcher) 
found a common refrain amongst the 
Aboriginal people she talked with, 
was that researchers did not ‘listen’ 
and did not get the story ‘right’. As she 
underlines, being able to listen and 
hear is an active process that requires 
openness and can be discomforting. 
Another risk, according to Davey 
and Day (2008), is that of over-
identification or romanticism, and 
reifying the construct of Indigenous 
identity or reproducing stereotypes. 

For Indigenous researchers, there 
can be significant challenges and 
difficulties associated with being 

placed in a cultural brokerage role. 
Sherwood (2010) refers to tensions 
related to Indigenous researchers’ 
responsibilities to their community 
and the aim of making research a safe 
and beneficial process for Indigenous 
people, whilst working within a western 
academic environment. There is a 
lack of documented perspectives from 
community-based researchers, and 
accounts of the strengths they bring 
to the research process. Canadian 
research, however, suggests those 
who have been directly involved 
certainly have more positive attitudes 
about research than those who had 
only heard about research in the 
community (Edwards et al 2008).

Who benefits?
Academic research has certain 
values and practices that are 
continually reinforced through the 
definition and recognition of ‘experts’ 
and their role in peer review of funding 
assessments and acceptance of 
research products (Sherwood 2010). 
In many circumstances, funding 
applications and research outputs 
are still assessed in terms of scientific 
quality not social benefit (Henry et 
al 2004), although this is changing 
with the NHMRC grant guidelines 
for medical and health research 
with Indigenous communities now 
requiring applicants to demonstrate 
community engagement, capacity 
building and benefit. The question of 
benefit – short term to participants 
and to collaborators and partners – 
and longer term, to Indigenous people 
and social science is not always easy 
to determine and to agree upon, let 
alone deliver. 

Challenges of community-based 
collaborative approaches include 
the agenda for research, the power 
differentials, and ownership and 
identity of the research project, with 
political dimensions to the process 
and outcomes (Edwards et al 2008). 
Other challenges may relate to the 
scepticism and resistance from 
Indigenous gatekeepers (Davey and 
Day 2008) and as Blagg (2011) points 
out, the needs of non-Indigenous 
researchers may not be a priority in 
Indigenous communities. 

There can be different notions 
of accountability – to the funding 
body, to the university and the 

scientific community – which may 
be sometimes at odds with the need 
to be accountable and respectful of 
Indigenous cultural priorities. Davey 
and Day (2008) found this occurred 
during data collection – with the non-
Indigenous researchers seeking to 
ensure compassionate professional 
distance whilst Indigenous colleagues 
wanted to assist and counsel the 
men, mindful of the wellbeing of 
participants. Coram (2011) found that 
she was criticised for not recording 
‘negative’ observations in her 
research but she argues she could 
not retain the trust of the community 
if she did so. 

Evaluation challenges
Much of the research that Indigenous 
people have experienced relates to 
evaluations, and may be largely a 
consultation process. As Williams et al 
(2011) stress, the AIATSIS guidelines 
on Indigenous research do not deal 
specifically with evaluation, despite 
the particular challenges surrounding 
evaluations of programs and initiatives 
that involve Indigenous people. 
The common business model for 
evaluations adopted by governments 
is to contract external or independent 
groups to undertake the work with the 
specifications, including the timeline, 
determined by the contracting party. 
Collaborative and participatory 
research methodologies do not lend 
themselves to short timeframes. They 
also note that they are relatively easy 
to talk about but difficult to do. There 
are limited resources, and limited time 
to develop the trust and confidence at 
the heart of true partnerships.  

Research instruments
There may be serious flaws in 
standard research instruments 
that require adaption or redesign 
(Anderson 2008). Survey questions 
are asked slightly differently in remote 
and non-remote contexts in NATSISS 
(ABS 2010), and Blagg (2008) refers 
to the development of a community 
safety questionnaire that required 
reformulating questions about safety 
and social problems.  This initial 
work was further built upon in a large 
scale survey of community safety 
and wellbeing in remote communities 
(Shaw and d’Abbs 2011). 

In certain contexts, due regard should 

References
Abbott P, Lloyd JE, Joshi C, Malera-Bandialan K, Baldry E, McEntyre 
E, Sherwood J, Reath J, Indig D & Harris M 2018. Do programs 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people leaving prison meet 
their health and social support needs? Australian Journal of Rural 
Health 26: 6-13

ALRC 2018. Pathways to Justice–Inquiry into the Incarceration 
Rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples (ALRC Report 
133). https://www.alrc.gov.au/publications/indigenous-incarceration-
report133

Anstiss B 2003. Short Motivational Programme: A Manual for 
Community Probation and Psychological Services Staff. Wellington, 
New Zealand: Department of Corrections.  

Baldry E & Sotiri M 2018.  Social work and prisons. In S. Rice, A. 
Day, & L. Briskman (Eds.). Social Work: In the Shadow of the Law 
5th Ed. (pp. 93-108). Annandale NSW: Federation Press.

Berghuis M 2018. Reentry programs for adult male offender 
recidivism and reintegration: A systematic review and meta-analysis. 
International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology 62 online first. DOI: 10.1177%2F0306624X18778448

CIRCA 2013. Evaluation of Indigenous Justice Programs Project B: 
Offender Support and Reintegration. http://www.circaresearch.com.
au/wp-content/uploads/CIRCA-Project-B-Final-report.pdf

Clay C 2002. Case management and throughcare–can it work? In 5th 
Annual Conference of the Case Management Society of Australia: 
Case Management: Cohesion and Diversity, The Wentworth Hotel, 
Sydney (pp. 21–22).

COAG 2016. Prison to Work Report. https://www.coag.gov.au/sites/
default/files/reports/prison-to-work-report.pdf 

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 2018. 
Closing the Gap - Prime Minister’s Report 2018. https://doi.
org/10.1145/2897683.2897692

Griffiths A, Wicks A, Zmudzki F & Bates S 2016. Evaluation of 
Extended Throughcare Pilot Program: Evaluation Plan. Sydney: 
University of New South Wales Social Policy Research Centre. 

King L 2012. Tai Aroha: The First Two Years. Wellington, NZ: 
Department of Corrections. https://www.corrections.govt.nz/__data/
assets/pdf_file/0017/10772/COR_Tai_Aroha_WEB.pdf

Langan PA & Levin DJ 2002. Recidivism of prisoners released 
in 1994. Federal Sentencing Reporter 15:58-65. DOI: 10.1525/
fsr.2002.15.1.58

MacDonald M, Weilandt C, Popov I, Joost I, Alijev L, Berto D, & 
Parausanu P 2012.  Throughcare Services for Prisoners with 
Problematic Drug Use: A Toolkit. Birmingham: Birmingham City 
University. www.throughcare.eu/reports/throughcare_toolkit.pdf 

Moore R 2011. Beyond the prison walls: Some thoughts on prisoner 
‘resettlement’ in England and Wales. Criminology and Criminal 
Justice 12:129-47. 

Muru Marri 2014. Returning Home, Back to Community from 
Custodial Care: Learnings from the first year pilot project evaluation 
of three sites around Australia. Prepared by the Evaluation Team, 
Muru Marri, SPHCM. Sydney, UNSW.

Putt J 2013. Conducting research with Indigenous people and 
communities. Brief 15.  Sydney: Indigenous Justice Clearinghouse.

Senate Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs 
2013. Value of a Justice Reinvestment Approach to Criminal Justice 
in Australia. https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/
committees/senate/legal_and_constitutional_affairs/completed_
inquiries/2010-13/justicereinvestment/report/index

Sivak L, Cantley L, Kelly J, Reilly R, Hawke K, Mott K, Stewart H, 
Mckivett A, Rankine S, Coulthard A, Miller W & Brown A. 2017. 
Model of Care for Aboriginal Prisoner Health and Wellbeing for 
South Australia – Final Report. Wardliparingga Aboriginal Health 
Research Unit: SAHMRI Adelaide, South Australia.

Taxman FS, Young DW & Byrne J 2004. Transforming offender 
reentry into public safety: Lessons from OJP’s reentry partnership 
initiative. Justice Policy and Research 5: 101-128. 

Taxman F, Young D, Byrne JM, Holsinger A & Anspach D 2003. 
From Prison Safety to Public Safety: Innovations in Offender Re-
entry. Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice.  

Williams, M. 2015. Connective services: Post-prison release support 
in an urban Aboriginal population, Unpublished thesis Muru Marri, 
School of Public Health and Community Medicine. Sydney: UNSW.

Willis M 2008. Reintegration of Indigenous prisoners: Key findings. 
Trends & Issues in Crime & Criminal Justice 364.

Willis M & Moore JP 2008. Reintegration of Indigenous Offenders. 
Research and Public Policy Series No. 90. Canberra: Australian 
Institute of Criminology. 

8

I n d i g e n o u s  J u s t i c e  C l e a r i n g h o u s e
Kidman J 2007. Engaging with Māori 
communities: An exploration of some 
tensions in the mediation of social 
sciences research. Tihei Oreore 
Monograph Series. Auckland: Ngā 
Pae o te Māramatanga, University of 
Auckland. http://www.maramatanga.

Kidman.pdf
Kovach M 2010. Conversational 
method in Indigenous research. First 
Peoples Child and Family Review 
5(1): 40-48
Laycock A, Walker D, Harrison N and 
Brands J 2009. Supporting Indigenous 
researchers: a practical guide for 
supervisors. Darwin: Cooperative 
Research Centre for Aboriginal Health.
http://www.lowitja.org.au/sites/default/

Laycock A, Walker D, Harrison N 
and Brands J 2011. Researching 
Indigenous health: a practical guide 
for researchers. Melbourne: Lowitja 
Institute. http://www.lowitja.org.au/
lowitja-publishing/L009
Lovell J, Armstrong AM, Inkamala 
M, Lechleitner A and Fisher S 2012. 
Final report: strengthening community 
research in remote service delivery 
at Ntaria. A report produced for the 
Australian Government by Ninti One 
Limited, Alice Springs. http://www.
nintione.com.au/resource/Ntaria_
FaHCSIA_ProjectReportFinal.pdf
McCausland R and Vivian A 2009. 
Factors affecting crime rates in 
Indigenous communities in NSW: 
a pilot study in Wilcannia and 
Menindee. Community Report. 
Jumbunna House of Learning, 
Sydney: University of Technology. 
http://www.jumbunna.uts.edu.au/pdfs/

Morgan A and Louis E 2010. 
Evaluation of the Queensland 

. Technical 
and background paper series 
no. 39. Canberra: Australian 
Institute of Criminology. http://
www.aic.gov.au/documents/9/

C/3/%7B9C3FF400-3995-472B-B442-
789F892CFC36%7Dtbp039.pdf
National Health and Medical Research 
Council 2003. Values and Ethics 
- Guidelines for Ethical Conduct
in Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Health Research. Canberra:
Commonwealth of Australia. http://

publications/attachments/e52.pdf
National Health and Medical Research 
Council, the Australian Research 
Council and Universities Australia 
(NHMRC et al) 2007a. Australian 
Code for the Responsible Conduct 
of Research. Canberra: Australian 
Government. http://www.nhmrc.

attachments/r39.pdf
National Health and Medical Research 
Council, Australian Research Council 
and Australian Vice-Chancellors’ 
Committee (NHMRC et al) 2007b. 
National Statement on Ethical Conduct 
in Human Research. Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia. http://

publications/attachments/e35.pdf
Nicholls R 2009. Research and 

methods. International journal of social 
research methodology 12(2): 117-126
Orr M, Kenny P, Gorey IN, Mir A, 
Cox E, Wilson J 2009. Aboriginal 
Knowledge and Intellectual Property 
Protocol: Community Guide. 
Alice Springs: Desert Knowledge 
Cooperative Research Centre. http://

Aboriginal-Knowledge-and-IP-
Protocol-Community-Guide.pdf
Pilkington J 2009. Aboriginal 
communities and the police’s 
Taskforce Themis: case studies in 
remote Aboriginal community policing 
in the Northern Territory. Darwin: North 
Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency 
Pyett P, Waples-Crowe P and van 
der Sterren A 2009. Engaging with 

Aboriginal communities in an urban 
context: some practical suggestions 
for the public health researchers. 
Australian and New Zealand Journal 
of Public Health 33(1): 51-41
Shaw G and d’Abbs P 2011. 
Community safety and wellbeing 
research study: A consolidated report. 
Canberra: Department of Families, 
Housing, Community Services and 
Indigenous Affairs
Sherwood J 2010. Do no harm: 
decolonising Aboriginal health 
research. PhD thesis, University of 
New South Wales
Smith L T 1999. Decolonizing 
methodologies: Research and 
Indigenous Peoples. Dunedin: 
University of Otago Press
Social Policy Evaluation and 
Research Committee and Aotearoa 
New Zealand Evaluation Association 
(SPEaR and ANZEA) 2007. Report 
on the SPEaR Best Practice Māori 
Guidelines Hui 2007. http://www.spear.
govt.nz/documents/good-practice/

Social Policy Evaluation and Research 
Committee 2008. SPEaR Good 
Practice Guidelines 2008. http://
www.spear.govt.nz/good-practice/
statement-purpose.html 
Taylor N and Putt J 2007. Adult sexual 
violence in Indigenous and culturally 
and linguistically diverse communities 
in Australia. Trends & Issues in Crime 
and Criminal Justice no.345. http://aic.
gov.au/publications/current%20series/
tandi/341-360/tandi345/view%20
paper.html
Tuhiwai Smith L and Cram F 1997. An 
evaluation of the Community Panel 
Diversion Pilot Programme. Report 
commissioned by the NZ Crime 
Prevention Unit, Auckland Uniservices
Williams, E, Guenther, J and Arnott, 
A 2011. Beyond informed consent: 
how is it possible to ethically evaluate 
Indigenous programs? Paper to the 
NARU Public Seminar Series, Darwin, 
23 November 

ISSN 1837-6223 (print) © 2013 Indigenous Justice Clearinghouse. 

You may copy, distribute, display, download and otherwise freely deal with this work for any purpose, provided that you attribute the Indigenous 
Justice Clearinghouse as the owner.  However, you must obtain permission if you wish to (a) charge others for access to the work (other than 
at cost), (b) include the work in advertising or a product for sale, or (c) modify the work. 

While every effort has been made to ensure that this document is correct at the time of printing, the Indigenous Justice Clearinghouse, its 
agents and employees, disclaim any and all liability to any person in respect of anything done or omitted to be done in reliance or upon the 
while or any part of this document. 

This information can be provided in alternative formats such as braille, audiotape, large print or computer disk. Please contact the Indigenous 
Justice Clearinghouse by phone: (02) 8346 1743 (voice) or National Relay Service TTY or Voice call 133 677 or speak and listen 1300 555 727 
(for people who are deaf or have a speech impairment) or email ijc@justice.nsw.gov.au 

A series of Research Briefs designed to bring research findings to policy makers

Conducting research with Indigenous people 
and communities
 Brief 15, January 2013
Dr Judy Putt
Written for the Indigenous Justice Clearinghouse

Introduction 

Past critiques of the social sciences 
focused primarily on the identity of the 
researcher and his or her relationship 
with the ‘subject’ Indigenous person, 
but over time more sophisticated 
and practical approaches have 
emerged related to participant-
focused methodologies and design. 
More specifically, past research 
involving Indigenous people has 
been criticised as inherently biased 
and disempowering (Henry et al 
2004; Davey and Day 2008; Kidman 
2007; Sherwood 2010). Recent 
responses that seek to improve all 
forms of research practice involving 
Indigenous people in Australia and 
internationally, include funding 
for Indigenous-specific research 
institutes, dedicated funding for 
Indigenous academics and research 
networks, and ethical guidelines. 
Some of the most interesting and 
substantial Indigenous-led or informed 
research that has emerged in the 
past 20 years has often related to 
health, although such innovative 
approaches remain under-developed 
in the criminological domain. Today, 
Indigenous researchers argue the focus 
should be on working with Indigenous 
people who hold the knowledge and 

expertise of their circumstances past 
and present, and on positive change 
(Smith 1999; Sherwood 2010).

This brief provides an overview of 
innovative and exemplary research 
approaches and practice undertaken 
with and by Indigenous communities 
that is relevant to crime and justice 
research. A number of critical 
questions guided this brief, including:

• What have been the research 
topics and methods undertaken in 
Australia in recent years on justice 
issues and Indigenous people?

• What constitutes good practice 
in criminological research and 
evaluation?

• What are some of the key 
considerations when conducting 
research with Indigenous people 
and communities?

• What should constitute good 
practice and what are examples?

• What are the main practical 
challenges associated with such 
practice?

The brief is divided into four sections, 
covering research practice and 
context, ethical frameworks and review 
processes, practical constraints and 
challenges, and promising practice. 
Where appropriate, examples are 
drawn from other countries, most 
notably New Zealand and Canada.

Research practice and 
context

The research ‘business’ 
Research can be broadly divided 
into that which is investigator-driven 
and that which is policy-driven, with 
the former generating proposals 
through thesis work and academic 
interest that are submitted for funding 
whilst the latter arises primarily 
through commissioned projects and 
evaluations. Research institutions 
and funding bodies therefore play 
an important role in supporting 
locally-driven research and setting 
national priorities for research that 
incorporates Indigenous perspectives 
or supports Indigenous control or 
direction (Henry et al 2004). 

In terms of crime and justice 
research, the main sources of 
government funding and the kind of 
research questions that preoccupy 
policy makers means that much 
of the research with Indigenous 
people relies on secondary analysis 
of administrative data and national 
surveys. Driven by governmental 
agreements at the national level, in 
Australia, the focus is on monitoring 
Indigenous over-representation in 
the criminal justice system and 
evaluations of programs and 
initiatives that seek to ‘close the 
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i The term Indigenous is used, respectfully, in this Brief to refer to First Nations peoples of both Australia and New Zealand, recognising the considerable diversity that exists both 
within and between different groups.

ii For example, the Reintegration Puzzle is an annual conference which rotates across Australia and New Zealand to provide opportunities to hear the latest information concerning 
programs and services which aim to assist people to successfully reintegrate back into the community after prison. See http://www.reintegrationpuzzle.com.au


