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ABSTRACT
Recent policy discourse in Australia focuses on the minimum age of criminal responsibility with minimal attention to pre-
vention strategies. Guided by theory which views child development within nested environmental contexts and recognises the 
cumulative impact of risk factors, this retrospective cohort study uses de-identified linked administrative data to investigate the 
prevalence of, and factors associated with, alleged offending among children aged 10–13 years (recorded in police data). The 
study included all Northern Territory (NT) government school children who turned 10 between 1/7/2014 and 30/6/2015 (turning 
14 before 1/7/2019) and remained in NT until age 14 (n = 2530). Results showed 10.3% of children had at least one alleged offence 
before age 14, with higher rates among Aboriginal children. High levels of ‘crossover’ with the child protection system was identi-
fied among alleged offenders with 87.8% subject to child protection notifications and 10.0% with experiences of out-of-home care. 
Mental health issues (20.3%), exposure to domestic violence (64.0%) and school changes (57.5%) were common among alleged 
offenders. The findings suggest alleged youth offending has multiple risk factors, requiring a paradigm shift towards multifac-
eted, prevention-focused and culturally responsive interventions. This includes early intervention, public health approaches and 
acknowledging the existence of institutional racism and intergenerational trauma.

1   |   Introduction

One of the pressing social issues in Australia is the over-
representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
in both child protection and youth justice systems. Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Australians comprise 6% of the 
Australian population aged 10–17, but 42% of those in out-of-
home care and 49% of those in detention (Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare 2022; Productivity Commission 2022). This 
disparity is particularly pronounced in the Northern Territory 
(NT), where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (hereafter 
respectfully referred to as Aboriginal people, which is the 

stated preference of NT Aboriginal people) children constitute 
91% of children in out-of-home care and 96% of youth detain-
ees, despite representing only 42% of the total 10–17-year-old 
population (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2022; 
Productivity Commission  2022). This over-representation 
stems from a complex interplay of factors, including poverty, 
social disadvantage and the enduring legacy of historically 
forced assimilation and child removal policies (Australian 
Law Reform Commission 2017; Cunneen and Libesman 2000; 
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Affairs  2011; Menzies  2019; 
Wilkie 1997). Institutional and systemic racism within these 
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systems further compounds this disparity (Cunneen  2019), 
intersecting with the well-established link between child 
maltreatment and youth offending (Malvaso et al. 2016). This 
link is illuminated through multiple theoretical frameworks. 
Developmental perspectives suggest early maltreatment dis-
rupts age-appropriate development (Cicchetti and Toth 1995), 
while life-course approaches emphasise the significance of 
adolescent experiences in behavioural outcomes (Sampson 
and Laub 2005). These complementary frameworks align with 
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory, which posits 
that child development unfolds through nested environmen-
tal contexts—from immediate family units to broader socie-
tal structures (Bronfenbrenner 2005). This bio-ecological lens 
reveals how various risk factors rarely occur in isolation but 
rather co-occur and compound over time.

A growing concern in Australia centres on alleged youth offend-
ing occurring between ages 10 and 13. In the NT, the prevalence 
of being charged for alleged offending has increased more sig-
nificantly for this age group compared to those aged 14–17 from 
the year 2001 to 2019 (He et  al.  2023). This trend is mirrored 
in other jurisdictions, such as South Australia, where despite 
overall decreases in youth justice system contact, the propor-
tion of younger children entering the system has risen (Malvaso 
et  al.  2020). The South Australia research also indicates that 
children first supervised between ages 10 and 13 often face 
more punitive supervision types compared to those entering 
the system later (Malvaso et al. 2020). Victorian studies further 
demonstrate that early police charges correlate with complex 
support needs, including emotional, mental, behavioural and 
disability-related issues (Baidawi and Sheehan  2019). Notably, 
a previous NT study found increased alleged youth offending 
among Aboriginal children with child protection notifications 
in both early and middle childhood, and among those with sub-
stantiated maltreatment in middle childhood (He et  al.  2021) 
compared to Aboriginal children without any child protection 
notifications. Collectively, these studies emphasise the critical 
importance of identifying specific risks and protective factors 
associated with youth offending in Australia.

The media exposure of young Aboriginal detainee mistreat-
ment in 2016 (Australian Broadcasting Commission 2016) cat-
alysed significant system reform through a Royal Commission. 
Informed by the extensive existing research linking child 
maltreatment and youth offending, the scope of the Royal 
Commission was widened to include young people in both child 
protection and youth justice systems. To inform the adoption of 
a public health approach, the Royal Commission recommended 
identifying the size and characteristics of ‘crossover children’. 
‘Crossover children’ are children with experience of child mal-
treatment and engagement in delinquent behaviour, who may 
or may not be involved with child protection or youth justice 
systems (Herz et  al.  2019). Other recommendations from the 
Royal Commission included taking a public health approach to 
child protection and youth justice systems, in which punitive 
practices for managing youth detainees were replaced by ther-
apeutic and trauma-informed approaches. However, while the 
Royal Commission reported significant unmet mental health 
needs among children involved with both systems, its recom-
mendations for mental healthcare were notably limited to clin-
ical services and assessments for high-risk youth in detention 

or residential care, with no mention of a potential preventive 
role for mental health services or behavioural interventions in 
primary healthcare, education or community settings (Royal 
Commission and Board of Inquiry into the Protection and 
Detention of Children in the Northern Territory 2017).

Another significant outcome of the Royal Commission was re-
form to the minimum age of criminal responsibility (MACR). 
Prior to 2023, Australian jurisdictions uniformly maintained 
this age at 10 years. The NT led national reform by increasing 
the MACR to 12 years on 1 August 2023, sparking similar ini-
tiatives across Australia, with the Australian Capital Territory, 
Tasmania and Victoria committed to raising the MACR to 14. 
However, the policy landscape and legislative provisions regard-
ing the MACR are dynamic and may change over time and across 
different jurisdictions. In August 2024, Victoria revised its ini-
tial commitment of raising the MACR from 14 to 12 (Australian 
Broadcasting Commission 2024a). Furthermore, on 17 October 
2024, the NT enacted legislation to reinstate the minimum age 
to 10 years, becoming the first jurisdiction to lower the MACR 
from 12 to 10 (Australian Broadcasting Commission 2024b).

Recent policy discourse in Australia has focused on legislative 
changes in the MACR across jurisdictions, yet insufficient at-
tention has been directed towards a critical aspect of prevention: 
identifying and addressing the underlying factors that lead to 
children's contact with the justice system. Understanding youth 
justice requires viewing it as ‘a continuum of services and re-
sponses from preventative, policing, pre-court, correctional 
and post-release’ (Northern Territory Government  2011). This 
comprehensive perspective is crucial, as focusing solely on leg-
islative reform overlooks the complex nature of youth justice 
interventions.

Whilst police represent children's initial contact with the sys-
tem, most Australian research on crossover children has con-
centrated on those formally charged or convicted, with limited 
investigation of police contact (Baidawi  2020; Baidawi and 
Ball  2023; He et  al.  2021; Malvaso et  al.  2020, 2017, 2019). 
Addressing this research gap requires extending beyond these 
formal systems to identify underlying issues facing children 
and families that lead to justice system contact (Australian 
Law Reform Commission  2017; House of Representatives 
Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Affairs 2011). Examining system involvement necessitates dis-
tinguishing between two interconnected yet distinct concepts: 
the risk of committing an offence and the risk of being appre-
hended by police or classified as a person of interest (hereafter 
referred to as ‘alleged offending’). Disadvantaged children, par-
ticularly those involved with child protection services, might 
face a higher risk of ‘alleged offending’ due to heightened police 
surveillance, even if their risk of committing an offence is simi-
lar to other population groups.

Recognising these complexities, this study addresses a sig-
nificant research gap by extending previous NT research (He 
et al. 2021) through a longitudinal analysis using police data to 
examine the prevalence and factors relating to ‘alleged offend-
ing’. It broadens the traditional definition of crossover children 
to encompass those with police-recorded alleged offences, rather 
than limiting the scope to those formally charged. To address 
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this research gap, this study aims to investigate the three key 
research questions below.

1.	 What is the prevalence of police-recorded alleged offend-
ing among NT children aged 10–13 years?

2.	 What is the extent of overlap between involvement of NT 
children, aged 10–13 years, with the child protection sys-
tem and alleged offending?

3.	 What are the key characteristics associated with alleged 
offending for NT children, aged 10–13 years?

2   |   Methods

2.1   |   Study Design and Study Population

This is a retrospective population-based cohort study of all 
children enrolled in NT government schools who turned 10 be-
tween 1/7/2014 and 30/6/2015 (thus turning 14 before 1/7/2019) 
and remained in NT until age 14, referred to as Study Cohort 
A. Children with a school record of having moved interstate or 
who died between ages 10 and 13 years were excluded. To make 
use of information on children from earlier ages, we established 
Study Cohort B. This excludes from Cohort A those born out-
side of the NT. The advantage of the use of Cohort B lies in the 
availability of comprehensive data from earlier ages, including 
school records from preschool through Year 4, child protec-
tion records from ages 0 to 9, and hospital records of the child's 
mother, including instances of mental health issues, self-harm 
and all births. Note that individuals included in Cohort A and B 
turned 12 before 1/7/2017 and were therefore subject to an age of 
criminal responsibility of 10 years.

2.2   |   Data Sources

Data for this study were obtained from an extensive repository 
of de-identified, individual-level, linked administrative data-
sets established by the Child and Youth Development Research 
Partnership (CYDRP). The data repository and its linkage pro-
cess have been reported elsewhere (Su et al. 2020). This study 
utilised linked records from nine NT government datasets. 
Three related to NT government schools (the government school 
enrolment dataset, the government school attendance dataset, 
and the government school student information dataset); the 
NT Police Real Time Online Information Management System 
(PROMIS); the NT Integrated Justice Information System (IJIS); 
the Department of Children and Families child protection data-
set; NT mortality register; NT Perinatal Data Register; the NT 
hospital inpatient dataset; and the government mental health 
outpatient dataset.

The study cohort was identified using information from the 
NT government school enrolment dataset and the NT mortality 
dataset (with the later used to identify children who had died 
before reaching 14 years of age). The school enrolment data-
set also provided information on school mobility through its en-
rolment records. The NT government school attendance dataset 
supplied information on school attendance and the NT govern-
ment school student information dataset provided information 

on demographic variables, including ‘English as an additional 
language’ (binary) and ‘maternal education status’ (categorical). 
The remoteness classification was based on school location, 
with children attending schools in six urban centres (Darwin, 
Palmerston, Katherine, Nhulunbuy, Alice Springs and Tennant 
Creek) categorised as ‘urban’, whilst the remainder were classi-
fied as ‘remote’.

The Police Real Time Online Information Management System 
(PROMIS) dataset, available from 2014 onwards, was used to 
identify children with alleged offences at ages 10 through 13 in-
clusive. PROMIS contained information on all incidents reported 
to police and alleged offences recorded by police officers, includ-
ing the incident dates. PROMIS also captures incidents of family 
and domestic violence. The NT Integrated Justice Information 
System (IJIS) provided records for individuals charged with an 
offence, including court appearances.

The child protection dataset from the Department of Children 
and Families contained comprehensive records detailing the 
dates and types of child protection notifications, alongside the 
source and nature of reported concerns. These records further 
included the dates and outcomes of investigations, substantia-
tion status and harm types, as well as information about out-of-
home care placements, including start and end dates.

Several health-related datasets were used: the NT Perinatal Data 
Register, a statutory collection of demographic, antenatal and 
birth information, enabled the identification of NT-born chil-
dren and provided parity information for this subset. The hos-
pital inpatient dataset contains records on hospital admissions 
from all NT public hospitals, including admission and discharge 
dates and primary diagnoses (including for mental health-
related hospitalisations) and length of stay. The mental health 
collection dataset provided details of NT government mental 
health outpatient consultations, including consultation dates.

An algorithmic approach was used to determine Aboriginal sta-
tus which prioritised datasets based on their data quality (i.e., 
firstly using the Aboriginal status variable in the health datasets, 
followed by child protection data, and then education and youth 
justice records) (Silburn  2018). In the hierarchy of data qual-
ity, there was a systematic evaluation of the completeness and 
quality of each data referenced to the inpatient hospital data. An 
audit in 2011 demonstrated 98% consistency between recorded 
Aboriginal status and inpatient interviews (Foley et  al.  2012). 
This approach is consistent with best practice guidelines for 
linked datasets (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare and 
Australian Bureau of Statistics 2012). The ‘sex’ variable was de-
rived in the same way.

2.3   |   Outcome Variable

The primary outcome of interest was the first alleged offence 
recorded in police offender data between ages 10 and 13 years 
(inclusive). This outcome encompassed instances where a 
young person was either apprehended by police or classified as 
a person of interest, irrespective of whether they were formally 
charged, or any subsequent legal action was pursued. This study 
measured the prevalence of first ‘alleged offence’ between ages 
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10 and 13 years (inclusive), which is specifically referred to four-
year prevalence. In epidemiological terms, the outcome is the 
‘four-year period prevalence’.

2.4   |   Risk Factors

For Cohort A, the following risk factors measured at ages 
10–13 years (inclusive) examined were: mental health events 
(i.e., defined as outpatient mental health consultations); child 
protection interactions (as measured by notifications by type, 
and out of home placement); and exposure to family and domes-
tic violence (as identified from the police data).

For Cohort B, the following risk factors measured at ages 
5–9 years (inclusive) examined were: mental health events, 
child protection interactions, mother hospitalised with a men-
tal health/behavioural disorder and mother hospitalised with 
self-harm.

2.5   |   Characteristics of the Child

The characteristics of the child we controlled for in the analysis 
based on Cohorts A and B are: place of birth (with an indicator 
for NT-born), Aboriginal status, sex, English as an additional 
language, remoteness (Urban or Remote) and mother's educa-
tional status. For Cohort A, we additionally control for school 
mobility from Y5 to Y6 and school attendance at age 10. For 
Cohort B, we additionally control for parity, being born to a 
mother less than 18 years old, school mobility from Y1 to Y4, 
preschool attendance rate and school attendance rate for Y1–Y4.

2.6   |   Analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using Stata for Windows, 
Version 17. Firstly, we characterised cohort members with alleged 
offences and without alleged offences by providing descriptive 
statistics for each subsample for study Cohort A and B. Given 
the previously documented role of overlap between the child 
protection and youth justice system, we provided a visualisation 
of child protection notifications, out-of-home care and youth 
court and police alleged offending using a Venn diagram created 
with the Stata module (‘pvenn2’) (Gong and Ostermann 2011). 
We then reported the prevalence of alleged offending (from age 
10 to 13) for study Cohort A and B by demographic variables. 
Modified Poisson regression (with robust variance) (Zou 2004) 
was then used to examine the association between the risk fac-
tors and having at least one alleged offence from the ages of 10 
to 13 years (inclusive) for Cohort A and B using multivariable 
analyses (controlling for child characteristics).

2.7   |   Ethical Approval and Adherence to AIATSIS 
Code of Ethics

The study was approved by the Human Research Ethics 
Committee of the NT Department of Health and the Menzies 
School of Health Research (HREC-2018-3261) and was sup-
ported by a First Nations Advisory Group, which includes 

independent Aboriginal community members. The First Nations 
Advisory Group endorses and supports the methodology, aims, 
and objectives of this research and supports the progression of 
this research study. This group has been instrumental in guid-
ing the research in CYDRP to ensure its alignment with com-
munity priorities and values and ensuring that the management 
and use of research data is adhering to the AIATSIS Code of 
Ethics and Indigenous Data Sovereignty principles (Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 2020). 
The research team includes an Aboriginal researcher with a 
legal background, who has made substantial contributions to 
this study, ensuring Indigenous perspectives were embedded in 
the study analysis and writing.

3   |   Results

3.1   |   Characteristics of the Study Cohort

A total of 2975 children who turned 10 years of age were en-
rolled in NT government schools from 1/7/2014 to 30/6/2015 
(Figure  S1). After applying the exclusion criteria, there were 
2530 children in study Cohort A, with similar proportions of 
Aboriginal (50.8%) and non-Aboriginal children (49.2%). The 
most significant of the exclusion criteria was children who moved 
interstate at ages 10–13. Similar proportions of Aboriginal chil-
dren (15.9%) and non-Aboriginal children (13.7%) were recorded 
as having moved interstate. For Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
children, there were no differences in the age 10 school atten-
dance rates between children who moved to interstate schools 
and those who remained in the NT from age 10 to 13 (Table S1). 
For non-Aboriginal children, there was a higher proportion of 
children in remote regions among those who moved to inter-
state schools compared to those who remained in the NT (10.7% 
c/w 3.4%, p < 0.001); for Aboriginal children, the proportions of 
children in remote regions were similar for those who moved 
and those who remained in the NT (62.5% c/w 58.8%, p = 0.290) 
(Table S1). The proportion of children having alleged offences 
was similar for children who moved to interstate schools and 
those who remained in NT from age 10–13 (10.0% c/w 10.3%, 
p = 0.840). The proportions of children with an alleged offence 
were also similar for the two groups (i.e., interstate movers 
and stayers) among both the Aboriginal children (17.3% c/w 
18.6%, p = 0.631) and non-Aboriginal children (1.0% c/w 1.8%, 
p = 0.443). In the life-course analysis (Cohort B), children born 
interstate were excluded, leaving 1766 children in Cohort B.

Of the 2530 children in Cohort A, 10.3% had at least one alleged 
offence (in police data) before their 14th birthday, 4.3% had been 
charged, 39.1% had been notified to the child protection system 
and 2.8% had at least one out-of-home care placement from age 
10 to 13. The characteristics of the study cohort and by alleged 
offending status are summarised in Table 1.

Table  1 showed that one-tenth of children who were alleged 
offenders (from Cohort A) had an out-of-home care placement 
(10.0%), while the majority of them had child protection noti-
fications from ages 10 to 13 (87.8%). In contrast, less than 2% 
(1.9%) of children without an alleged offence had an out-of-home 
care placement, and 43.5% had a child protection notification. 
Aboriginal children comprised 91.6% of children with alleged 
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TABLE 1    |    Socio-demographic, perinatal and child protection 
characteristics of children with alleged offending (in age 10–13), 
children without alleged offending, and all children in the study cohort 
(children enrolled in NT government schools at age 10 from 1 July 2014 
to 30 June 2015).

Alleged 
offending

AllYes No

All children (study Cohort A)

Number of children, N 261 2269 2530

Proportion, %

Born in NT

NT-born 91.2 67.3 69.8

Interstate/overseas 8.8 32.7 30.2

Aboriginal status

Aboriginal 91.6 46.1 50.8

Non-Aboriginal 8.4 53.9 49.2

Sex

Female 31.0 50.1 48.1

Male 69.0 49.9 51.9

English as an additional language

No 13.8 37.4 35.0

Yes 86.2 62.6 65.0

Remoteness

Urban 46.0 69.0 66.6

Remote 54.0 31.0 33.4

Mother education status

Completed school (Year 10) 46.0 74.0 71.1

Not completed school (Year 
10)

31.4 15.3 17.0

Enrolled to school not by 
mother

13.4 5.2 6.0

Missing data 9.2 5.6 6.0

Mobility from Y5 to Y6

Not changed school 42.5 74.1 70.8

Moved from urban to urban 7.7 5.3 5.5

Moved from remote to remote 18.8 10.0 10.9

Moved from remote to urban 
(or vice-versa)

31.0 10.0 12.2

School attendance at age 10

> 80% 33.0 67.6 64.0

60%–79% 41.4 21.5 23.6

(Continues)

Alleged 
offending

AllYes No

< 60% 25.7 10.8 12.3

Experience from age 10–13 year old

Mental health event

No 79.7 95.5 93.9

Yes 20.3 4.5 6.1

Out-of-home care placement

No 90.0 98.1 97.2

Yes 10.0 1.9 2.8

CP notifications

No 12.3 66.5 60.9

Abuse only 9.2 11.3 11.1

Neglect only 17.6 8.6 9.6

Abuse and neglect 60.9 13.6 18.5

Exposed to Family/Domestic Violence

No 36.0 81.7 77.0

Yes 64.0 18.3 23.0

NT-born children (study Cohort B)

Number of children, N 238 1528 1766

Proportion, %

Parity

0 26.1 34.4 33.2

1 28.6 27.3 27.5

≥ 2 45.4 38.4 39.3

Born to mother aged < 18 year old

No 81.9 91.6 90.3

Yes 18.1 8.4 9.7

Mobility from Y1 to Y4

Not changed school 32.4 59.2 55.5

Moved from urban to urban 8.8 10.5 10.3

Moved from remote to remote 24.4 15.1 16.3

Moved from remote to urban 
(or vice-versa)

33.6 13.6 16.3

Preschool school attendance

> 80% 14.7 40.6 37.1

60%–79% 29.8 24.6 25.3

< 60% 36.6 20.8 22.9

(Continues)

TABLE 1    |    (Continued)
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offences and 46.1% of children without alleged offences (in 
Cohort A). It is also notable that one-fifth of alleged offenders 
had at least one mental health event, and more than two-thirds 
were exposed to family/domestic violence from age 10 to 13 
(Table 1). About three-fifths of the children who were alleged of-
fenders had changed schools between Years 5 and 6. Among the 
NT-born children who were alleged offenders, about one-third 
had moved between remote and urban schools, and one-quarter 
had moved between different remote schools from Years 1 to 4 
(Table 1).

In terms of the overlap between child protection and youth justice 
systems, most children with child protection notifications (89.5%; 
886 out of 990 children) and children with out-of-home care 
placements (84.2%; 59 out of 70 children) did not face charges in 
court from ages 10 to 13 (Figure S2). This is also the case when 
the justice outcome is alleged offence in police data from age 10 to 
13 (76.9% and 62.9% respectively) (Appendix S3). However, com-
pared to children without child protection notifications, there 

was an over-representation of children with child protection no-
tifications among children with alleged offences or charges.

The majority of children who faced charges in court, or who had 
allegations against them in police data, from ages 10 to 13 had 
previously been reported to child protection services but had 
not been placed in out-of-home care from age 10 to 13. Children 
who had been placed in out-of-home care accounted for 10.2% of 
children with charges in court (11 out of 108 children). On the 
other hand, children with child protection notifications, but who 
were not placed in out-of-home care, made up 86.1% of children 
with charges in court from ages 10 to 13 (93 out of 108 children) 
(Figure S2).

Similarly, children in out-of-home care accounted for 10.0% of 
children with alleged offences in police data from ages 10 to 13 
(26 out of 261 children). In contrast, children with child protec-
tion notifications, but not in out-of-home care, accounted for 
77.8% of children with alleged offences in police data from ages 
10 to 13 (203 out of 261 children) (Figure S3).

Nearly half of the children with alleged offences in police data 
from ages 10 to 13 had been reported to the child protection 
system for experiencing abuse (49.8%; 130 out of 261 children) 
and/or neglect (55.9%; 146 out of 261 children) from age 10 to 13 
(Figure S4).

3.2   |   Prevalence of Alleged Offending (In Age 
10–13) and the Association With Explanatory 
Variables in Univariate and Multivariable Analyses

Tables 2 and 3 showed the prevalence of alleged offending (at 
ages 10–13) and the associations between the risk factors expe-
rienced by the child (as well as child and mother characteristics) 
and alleged offending estimated using univariate and multivari-
able Modified Poisson models for Cohort A, all children (Table 2) 
and Cohort B, NT-born children (Table 3) enrolled in NT gov-
ernment schools at age 10 from 1 July 2014 to 30 June 2015, re-
spectively. The prevalence of alleged offending (at ages 10–13) 
among Aboriginal males, Aboriginal females, non-Aboriginal 
males and non-Aboriginal females was 24.2%, 12.3%, 2.5% and 
1.0% respectively (not shown in tables).

For both study cohorts, child protection notifications had 
the strongest association with alleged offending in the mul-
tivariable regressions that adjusted for characteristics of the 
child and mother. In the multivariable analysis, children 
with abuse only notifications at ages 10–13 years (inclusive) 
were twice as likely to have an alleged offence, children with 
neglect only notifications from the ages of 10 to 13 years (in-
clusive) were four times as likely to have an alleged offence, 
and children with both abuse and neglect notifications at 
ages 10–13 were five times more likely to have an alleged of-
fence relative to a child without a child protection notifica-
tion (Table  2). Similarly, children with either only abuse or 
only neglect notification over ages 0–9 were twice as likely to 
have an alleged offence while children with both abuse and 
neglect notifications at ages 0–9 were three times more likely 
to have an alleged offence relative to a child without a child 
protection notification (Table 3). Children with mental health 

Alleged 
offending

AllYes No

Not enrolled in preschools 18.9 13.9 14.6

School attendance at Y1–Y4

> 80% 26.9 57.3 53.2

60%–79% 46.2 27.1 29.7

< 60% 26.1 14.0 15.6

Experience from age 0–9 year old

Mental health event

No 89.5 96.6 95.6

Yes 10.5 3.4 4.4

Mother hospitalised with mental health/behaviour 
disorder

No 68.5 87.9 85.3

Yes 31.5 12.1 14.7

Mother hospitalised with self-harm

No 68.9 89.2 86.5

Yes 31.1 10.8 13.5

Out-of-home care placement

No 89.5 96.6 95.6

Yes 10.5 3.4 4.4

CP notifications

No 23.1 62.2 56.9

Abuse only 20.2 16.3 16.8

Neglect only 16.4 7.7 8.9

Abuse and neglect 40.3 13.8 17.4

TABLE 1    |    (Continued)
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TABLE 2    |    Prevalence (%) of alleged offending aged 10–13 years and the association with explanatory variables in univariate and multivariable 
analyses, children enrolled in NT government schools at age 10 from 1 July 2014 to 30 June 2015 (Cohort A).

Prevalence

Univariate Multivariable

Ratioa 95% CI Ratiob 95% CI

Place of birth

NT-born 13.5 1.00 1.00

Interstate/overseas 3.0 0.22 [0.15–0.34]** 0.76 [0.51–1.12]

Aboriginal status

Non-Aboriginal 1.8 1.00 1.00

Aboriginal 18.6 10.51 [6.84–16.15]** 3.05 [1.87–4.99]**

Sex

Female 6.7 1.00 1.00

Male 13.7 2.06 [1.61–2.65]** 2.21 [1.77–2.75]**

English as an additional language

No 4.1 1.00 1.00

Yes 13.7 3.36 [2.39–4.73]** 1.19 [0.85–1.68]

Remoteness of school at age 10

Urban 7.1 1.00 1.00

Remote 16.7 2.34 [1.86–2.95]** 0.99 [0.76–1.29]

Maternal educational status

Completed school (Year 10) 6.7 1.00 1.00

Not completed school (Year 10) 19.1 2.86 [2.21–3.72]** 1.21 [0.94–1.57]

Unknownb 23.0 3.45 [2.46–4.84]** 1.57 [1.13–2.17]**

Missing 15.9 2.38 [1.59–3.57]** 1.25 [0.86–1.82]

School mobility from Y5-Y6

Not changed school 6.2 1.00 1.00

Moved from urban to urban 14.3 2.31 [1.48–3.60]** 1.18 [0.79–1.76]

Moved from remote to remote 17.7 2.86 [2.09–3.90]** 1.04 [0.75–1.44]

Moved from remote to urban (or 
vice-versa)

26.3 4.25 [3.27–5.50]** 1.17 [0.91–1.50]

School attendance at age 10

> 80% 5.3 1.00 1.00

60%–79% 18.1 3.41 [2.61–4.46]** 1.11 [0.84–1.47]

< 60% 21.5 4.06 [3.02–5.45]** 1.13 [0.84–1.54]

Mental health event (age 10–13)

No 8.8 1.00 1.00

Yes 34.4 3.93 [3.05–5.07]** 1.74 [1.38–2.20]**

Out-of-home care (age 10–13)

No 9.6 1.00 1.00

Yes 37.1 3.89 [2.80–5.40]** 1.07 [0.78–1.47]

(Continues)
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events (at ages 10–13 for Cohort A, or ages 0–9 for Cohort B) 
were twice as likely to have an alleged offence at ages 10–13, 
as shown in Tables 2 and 3. Children who had been exposed 
to family/domestic violence were also twice as likely to have 
an alleged offence compared to a child who had not been ex-
posed to family/domestic violence at ages 10–13 years (inclu-
sive) (Table 2). Family characteristics that may be associated 
with disadvantage, such as being born to a mother aged less 
than 18, a mother who has not completed Year 10 education, 
having siblings, and moving from remote to urban schools, 
are also risk factors for having an alleged offence (Table  3). 
Males are twice as likely as females to have an alleged offence 
in both univariate and multivariable Modified Poisson esti-
mates. While Aboriginal status is associated with an 8–10 fold 
increase in the likelihood of having an alleged offence at ages 
10–13 in the univariate analysis, after adjusting for character-
istics of the child (including the child's mother), Aboriginal 
status is associated with a threefold increase in the likelihood 
of being an alleged offender.

4   |   Discussion

This study documents the prevalence of alleged offending 
among children aged 10–13 years (recorded in police admin-
istrative data) and examines associations between alleged of-
fending and risk factors. Compared to previous studies, we 
broaden the consideration of crossover children from those 
who are in out-of-home care and who either face charges in 
court or who are in detention, to include those with any child 
protection notifications and to those with police recorded al-
leged offences.

Our findings reveal that 10.3% of children in our cohort had at 
least one alleged offence recorded in police data before their 
14th birthday. This four-year period prevalence varied by gender 
and Aboriginal status, with Aboriginal males showing the high-
est rate (24.2%), followed by Aboriginal females (12.3%), while 
non-Aboriginal children had substantially lower rates (2.5% for 
males and 1.0% for females).

Regarding the overlap between systems, whilst the majority of 
children with child protection notifications (89.5%) and out-of-
home care placements (84.2%) did not face charges in court, 
there was a clear over-representation of children with child 
protection histories among alleged offenders. Strikingly, 87.8% 
of alleged offenders had prior child protection notifications, 
though only 10% had experienced out-of-home care. Nearly half 
of alleged offenders had been reported for experiencing abuse 
(49.8%) and/or neglect (55.9%). Further, 64% of alleged offend-
ers were recorded as exposed to family or domestic violence 
and 20% experienced a mental health event over ages 10 to 13, 
compared to 18% and 4%, respectively, among 10 to 13-year-olds 
without an alleged offence. These statistics highlight the signifi-
cant intersection between victimisation and subsequent contact 
with the justice system.

The characteristics and experiences associated with alleged of-
fending paint a complex picture. Aboriginal children comprised 
91.6% of alleged offenders, despite representing only 50.8% of 
the total cohort. Our multivariable regression analyses demon-
strated that while Aboriginal status was significantly associated 
with alleged offending, this relationship was substantially medi-
ated by other socioeconomic and environmental factors.

These empirical findings demonstrate that alleged youth offend-
ing emerges from a complex interplay of cumulative risk factors 
rather than a singular factor, necessitating a multifaceted ap-
proach to prevention and intervention strategies. Three crucial 
implications for policy and practice emerge from these empirical 
findings.

4.1   |   Early Contact With the Child Protection 
System Is an Opportunity to Support Youth 
and Their Families and Prevent Future Youth 
Offending

Our findings highlight the critical importance of strengthening 
early intervention services for children with child maltreatment. 
Our study corroborates previous studies showing a link between 

Prevalence

Univariate Multivariable

Ratioa 95% CI Ratiob 95% CI

CP notifications (age 10–13)

No 2.1 1.00 1.00

Abuse only 8.5 4.11 [2.46–6.87]** 1.72 [1.00–2.96]*

Neglect only 19.0 9.15 [5.95–14.07]** 3.81 [2.43–5.96]**

Abuse and neglect 34.0 16.39 [11.37–23.61]** 4.81 [3.14–7.37]**

Exposed to DV (age 10–13)

No 4.8 1.00 1.00

Yes 28.6 5.93 [4.69–7.51]** 2.12 [1.65–2.71]**

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
aPrevalence ratio.
bUnknown as the school enrolment of the child was completed by a person other than the mother.

TABLE 2    |    (Continued)
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TABLE 3    |    Prevalence (%) of alleged offending aged 10–13 years and the association with extended explanatory variables in univariate and 
multivariable analyses, NT-born children enrolled in NT government schools at age 10 from 1 July 2014 to 30 June 2015 (Cohort B).

Prevalence

Univariate Multivariable

Ratioa 95% CI Ratioa 95% CI

Aboriginal status

Non-Aboriginal 2.5 1.00 1.00

Aboriginal 19.8 7.94 [4.83–13.07]** 3.06 [1.74–5.39]**

Sex

Female 8.9 1.00 1.00

Male 17.7 2.00 [1.55–2.58]** 1.95 [1.53–2.49]**

English as an additional language

No 5.3 1.00 1.00

Yes 17.3 3.28 [2.27–4.74]** 1.09 [0.73–1.63]

Remoteness of school at age 10

Urban 9.9 1.00 1.00

Remote 18.6 1.88 [1.48–2.38]** 0.88 [0.65–1.18]

Parity

0 10.6 1.00 1.00

1 14.0 1.33 [0.96–1.83] 1.53 [1.09–2.14]*

≥ 15.6 1.47 [1.10–1.97]** 1.57 [1.11–2.22]*

Born to mother aged < 18 year-old

No 12.2 1.00 1.00

Yes 25.1 2.06 [1.54–2.75]** 1.75 [1.23–2.48]**

Maternal educational status

Completed school (Year 10) 8.8 1.00 1.00

Not completed school (Year 10) 21.2 2.41 [1.85–3.16]** 1.33 [1.01–1.75]*

Unknownb 29.2 3.33 [2.35–4.72]** 1.58 [1.09–2.30]*

Missing 21.6 2.46 [1.65–3.67]** 1.32 [0.88–1.99]

School mobility from Y1 to Y4

Not changed school 7.8 1.00 1.00

Moved from urban to urban 11.5 1.47 [0.93–2.32] 1.16 [0.72–1.85]

Moved from remote to remote 20.1 2.57 [1.87–3.51]** 1.33 [0.95–1.85]

Moved from remote to urban (or vice-versa) 27.8 3.54 [2.66–4.70]** 1.48 [1.10–2.00]**

Preschool attendance

< 80% 5.3 1.00 1.00

60%–79% 15.9 2.98 [2.02–4.38]** 1.09 [0.75–1.59]

< 60% 21.5 4.03 [2.77–5.84]** 1.14 [0.76–1.72]

Not enrolled in preschools 17.4 3.27 [2.15–4.96]** 1.15 [0.76–1.74]

School attendance at Y1–Y4

< 80% 6.8 1.00 1.00

(Continues)
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child maltreatment and youth offending (Ferrante  2013; He 
et al. 2019; Hurren Paterson 2015; Hurren Paterson et al. 2017; 
Malvaso 2017; Malvaso et al. 2016, 2017; Royal Commission and 
Board of Inquiry into the Protection and Detention of Children 
in the Northern Territory  2017; Stewart et  al.  2008). Children 
with more than one type of maltreatment were at the highest 
risk of youth offending. This finding reaffirms previous re-
search that documents a high proportion of Aboriginal children 
being reported for multiple types of child maltreatment (He 
et al. 2019). These findings underscore the need for the devel-
opment of targeted interventions to prevent subsequent involve-
ment in the youth justice system, particularly for children who 
have been notified for multiple types of maltreatment.

4.2   |   An Expansion of Public Health Approaches

Our findings also demonstrate the necessity of adopting a com-
prehensive public health approach for the prevention of child 
maltreatment and respond to youth offending. Early contact 
with the child protection system has previously been recognised 
as an opportunity for prevention beyond statutory obligations to 
determine and respond to child maltreatment. In 2010, a pub-
lic inquiry raised concerns about the child protection system 

adopting a ‘forensic approach that focuses more on the techni-
calities of whether harm occurred than on meeting the actual 
needs of families and children’ (Bamblett et  al.  2010). Among 
the recommendations in the Inquiry report was a focus on a 
public health approach supporting early intervention through 
pathways for families to receive services and support, even 
for children without any notification or unsubstantiated no-
tification (Bamblett et  al.  2010). Such approaches are priori-
tised in the Australian government's ‘National Framework for 
Protecting Australia's Children 2021–2031’ (Department of 
Social Services 2021) which emphasises public health principles 
of access to quality, universal and targeted services to strengthen 
families, help children to thrive and divert children away from 
statutory services (Jenkins 2021).

4.3   |   A Life-Course and Cumulative Risks 
Lens Which Considers the Complex Interplay 
of Historical and Contemporary Factors

Our findings underscore the urgent need for a multifaceted ap-
proach to address the over-representation of Aboriginal children 
in the youth justice system—one that acknowledges the com-
plex interplay of historical trauma and contemporary factors, 

Prevalence

Univariate Multivariable

Ratioa 95% CI Ratioa 95% CI

60%–79% 21.0 3.08 [2.31–4.11]** 1.15 [0.83–1.58]

< 60% 22.5 3.30 [2.39–4.55]** 1.15 [0.77–1.71]

Mental health event (age 0–9)

No 12.6 1.00 1.00

Yes 32.5 2.57 [1.82–3.64]** 2.13 [1.50–3.03]**

Maternal mental hospitalisation

No 10.8 1.00 1.00

Yes 28.8 2.67 [2.10–3.39]** 1.24 [0.95–1.63]

Maternal self-harm hospitalisation

No 10.7 1.00 1.00

Yes 31.0 2.88 [2.27–3.66]** 1.08 [0.81–1.44]

Out-of-home care (age 0–9)

No 12.6 1.00 1.00

Yes 32.5 2.57 [1.82–3.64]** 0.88 [0.59–1.31]

CP notifications (age 0–9)

No 5.5 1.00 1.00

Abuse only 16.2 2.95 [2.05–4.25]** 2.06 [1.42–2.99]**

Neglect only 24.8 4.54 [3.12–6.60]** 2.23 [1.52–3.28]**

Abuse and neglect 31.3 5.71 [4.21–7.76]** 3.01 [2.14–4.25]**

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
aPrevalence ratio.
bUnknown as the school enrolment of the child was completed by a person other than the mother.

TABLE 3    |    (Continued)
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including systemic bias, through both life-course and cumu-
lative risk perspectives. Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems 
Theory provides a valuable framework for our study, illuminat-
ing how child development is shaped by interconnected envi-
ronmental layers (Bronfenbrenner  2005). This bio-ecological 
lens reveals how risk exposures compound over time: children 
experiencing mental health challenges alongside domestic vio-
lence face elevated risks of youth offending, whilst school mo-
bility might disrupt learning. These interconnected risk factors 
highlight the need for comprehensive, multi-agency prevention 
and intervention approaches.

Our study also emphasises the need to understand the underly-
ing causes of the over-representation of Aboriginal children in 
the youth justice system. Although our multivariable Modified 
Poisson model estimates indicated that various disadvantage-
related factors could explain over half of the elevated risk of 
police-recorded alleged offences among Aboriginal youth aged 
10–13, a significant risk remained even after adjusting for these 
factors. This persistent disparity suggests the influence of fac-
tors not captured in our datasets, such as differential treatment 
by law enforcement, the enduring legacy of historical policies 
(including child removal policies) and a higher likelihood of 
encountering individual, family, social and contextual cir-
cumstances that raise the risk of justice system involvement 
(Cunneen  2020; Homel et  al.  1999). The proximal reasons for 
this over-representation, and how to address it, need to be con-
sidered in light of the intergenerational impacts on Aboriginal 
people of poverty, displacement, and institutional and social 
disadvantage stemming from historic policies (Atkinson 2002; 
McCallum 2022).

Previous research provides some insights into the contribut-
ing environmental and socio-political factors that lead to the 
overrepresentation of Aboriginal crossover children (Ball and 
Baidawi  2021). Evidence indicates that maltreated Aboriginal 
children face a higher likelihood of criminal charges and con-
victions compared to their non-Aboriginal peers (Stewart 
et al. 2002) (Malvaso et al. 2017). Environmental factors, includ-
ing inadequate access to safe and affordable housing, health and 
social services, further exacerbate child protection involvement 
(Hunter et  al.  2020). A lack of culturally competent practice 
across child protection and youth justice systems may also con-
tribute to higher levels of criminal justice involvement, such as 
in circumstances of culturally inappropriate practice in residen-
tial care (Gerard et al. 2019), and in systems and interventions 
unable to support Aboriginal children's connections with com-
munity, spirituality and cultural practices (Mendes et al. 2016). 
Addressing the overrepresentation of Aboriginal children in the 
justice system requires a multifaceted approach that acknowl-
edges the historical context and focuses on culturally appro-
priate family welfare and child protection system responses, 
along with preventative interventions (Atkinson 2002; Ball and 
Baidawi 2021; Malvaso et al. 2019; McCallum 2022).

Furthermore, our findings highlight the need for a life-course 
perspective that recognises the interconnectedness of various 
systems. The significant association between mental health 
events and offending risk emphasises the need for accessible 
mental healthcare beyond detention settings. Although the NT 
Royal Commission recommended improved access to mental 

healthcare assessments and clinical treatment for high-risk 
youth in detention or residential care, our findings suggest that 
extending these services to a broader population of children 
could play a crucial preventative role. This approach aligns with 
the principle of early intervention, aiming to address mental 
health needs before they escalate and potentially contribute to 
justice system involvement. Similarly, school mobility—par-
ticularly prevalent among Aboriginal students at 24.7% annu-
ally compared to 12.1% for non-Aboriginal students—requires 
culturally responsive, targeted educational support and inter-
regional collaboration to maintain learning continuity (Su 
et al. 2023).

4.4   |   Limitations

Our study is limited to the information in the available admin-
istrative datasets and may not fully account for or character-
ise the context of young people's initial alleged offences. As a 
consequence, it provides an incomplete view of the nature of 
interactions of young people with the justice system, or why 
and how the justice system interacts with them. The study also 
lacked information on disabilities, such as neurodevelopmental 
impairments, which previous studies have demonstrated to be 
linked to youth offending (Baidawi 2020). Another limitation 
is the absence of data regarding specific interventions imple-
mented following child protection notifications, precluding 
examination of their potential influence on subsequent youth 
offending. Furthermore, the study did not explore the protec-
tive factors against offending, such as family, Country, culture 
and spirituality—elements that would be more appropriately 
explored through qualitative methodologies. A final and meth-
odological limitation in our study is the near-complete nesting 
of out-of-home placements within child protection notifications 
in our multivariable model, potentially leading to collinear-
ity. Despite this limitation, both variables were retained in the 
model as conceptually they capture two distinct aspects of child 
protection involvement—notifications indicate identified risks 
of harm, whilst placements reflect systemic responses to these 
concerns.

The aforementioned limitations, along with the use of a single-
year cohort in the smallest Australian jurisdiction, suggest that 
caution should be taken when drawing general conclusions from 
the findings. Despite these limitations, this study extends our 
current understanding and provides valuable new insights for 
future research of crossover children.

5   |   Conclusion

This study reveals the multifaceted nature of risk factors asso-
ciated with alleged youth offending among NT children aged 
10–13 years. Our findings suggest that preventing youth offend-
ing requires a nuanced understanding of how various risk fac-
tors interact and compound over time. This calls for integrated, 
culturally responsive services that can address multiple needs. 
The disproportionate representation of Aboriginal children in 
both systems—comprising 91.6% of alleged offenders despite 
representing only 50.8% of the cohort—demands urgent atten-
tion. While socioeconomic disadvantage explains part of this 
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disparity, the persistent overrepresentation even after account-
ing for these factors points to deeper systemic issues.

The recent policy focus on the MACR in Australia, while im-
portant, should not overshadow the need for more fundamental 
systemic change. Our research highlights three crucial areas for 
reform. First, there is a pressing need to strengthen early inter-
vention services for children with child protection notifications, 
particularly those experiencing multiple forms of maltreatment. 
Second, the adoption of a comprehensive public health ap-
proach—extending beyond minimum statutory obligations—
could help address the underlying factors that lead to system 
involvement. Third, any effective response must acknowledge 
and address the historical context of institutional racism and 
intergenerational trauma that continues to impact Aboriginal 
communities. Looking ahead, future research should explore 
protective factors, particularly those grounded in Aboriginal 
culture and community strengths. There is also a need to evalu-
ate early intervention and youth justice programmes and to bet-
ter understand how different systems—education, health, child 
protection and justice—can work together more efficiently and 
effectively to support vulnerable children and their families.

Ultimately, this study reinforces the urgent need for a paradigm 
shift in how we approach youth justice and child protection. 
Rather than waiting for children to accumulate risk factors that 
lead to system involvement, we must move towards prevention-
focused, culturally responsive approaches that strengthen fam-
ilies and communities. Only through such fundamental change 
can we hope to break the cycle of system involvement that 
continues to disproportionately affect Aboriginal children and 
young people.
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