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About this report

This report was commissioned by the Department of Families, Fairness and Housing, Ovens Murray Area —
East Division, on behalf of the Ovens Murray Local Site Executive Committee.

Executive Summary

This report provides an overview of evidence-
based strategies for addressing youth violence

and contributes to broader efforts to deliver more
integrated and responsive services across the
region. The report draws on an umbrella review of
systematic and literature reviews, supplemented by
secondary analysis of de-identified data on justice-
involved youth in Ovens Murray.

Youth violence is a complex and multi-causal issue,
closely linked to the broader socio-economic
conditions in which it takes place. To strengthen
rigour and clarity, this report adopts a definition
focused on actual physical violence perpetrated by
young people. However, the evidence and insights
presented have relevance to risk and protective
factors for vulnerable youth more broadly.

The evidence base for youth violence prevention
and reduction is well-established. Effective
strategies typically operate across multiple levels
of influence—including individuals, families,
schools, and communities—and combine
universal prevention with more intensive, targeted
interventions for high-risk youth.

Youth violence overall in Ovens Murray has
declined steadily over the past decade. However,
a subgroup of high-risk young people with

justice system involvement reflects patterns of
vulnerability consistent with known drivers of youth
violence identified in the evidence base. They are
disengaged from school, are high users of other
services such as homelessness and emergency
services and have been victims of crime, especially
family violence, themselves.

These findings are consistent with broader patterns
of youth vulnerability and prevention science, but
they also offer specific insights into how services

in the region might better target resources to

those most in need. This report does not provide
formal recommendations. However, it highlights
the potential value of an ongoing program of
monitoring and evaluation to inform collaborative,
multi-targeted strategic interventions that respond
to place-based needs.
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Approaches to youth violence in research and
policy

Ecological systems theory

Contemporary approaches to youth violence often have roots in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory (1979) which explains how a child’s development is influenced by their surrounding environment.
The theory conceptualises human development as occurring within a set of nested systems, each exerting
influence on the individual and interacting with one another over time. The theory has been widely
adopted across disciplines, including public health, education, and social policy.

A range of international and domestic bodies use models influenced by ecological systems theory to
understand youth violence. These models underscore the importance of context — in both risk and
protective factors — in the emergence of youth violence and the design of effective interventions.

The WHO model of violence prevention is commonly cited. Originally applied to understanding child
abuse, the model was subsequently applied to understanding the complexities of youth violence!

Table 1| An ecological model of risk and protective factors for youth violence

EXAMPLES OF RISK /

LEVEL DESCRIPTION PROTECTIVE FACTORS EXAMPLE INTERVENTIONS
Individual Personal characteristics and « History of abuse - Life skills or emotional regulation
biological factors that influence . | gw self-control training
behaviour . Substance use - School-based social development
- Mental health challenges programs
« Impulse control and coping
skills
Relationship Close relationships that may « Family conflict - Parenting training
increase or mitigate risk « Harsh or neglectful - Mentoring programs
parenting - Family therapy
« Peer pressure
« Supportive adult
relationships
Community Settings such as schools and « Unsafe schools « Improve school climate and safety
neighborhoods where social « High-crime neighbourhoods -« After-school and youth engagement
relationships occur . Social cohesion programs
. Presence of gangs « Community policing
Societal Broader structural, cultural, « Income inequality « Social policy reforms

and policy context affecting all . Cultural norms supporting  « Anti-poverty and equity programs

other levels i . . .
violence « Public education campaigns

- Poor access to education or , jystice system reform
employment

« Discrimination
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In the Australian context, social ecological models are also used to identify risk factors for youth violence,
using a public health approach. There are known risk factors for youth who become involved in violence.
Understanding these factors can help policy makers identify those at risk, understand the complexities of
the influences that exacerbate that risk, and help to direct resources in an impactful and evidence-based

manner.

Table 2 | An Australian public health perspective on ecological factors for youth violence

ECOLOGICAL DOMAIN RISK FACTOR

Individual and peer - Being male

« Alcohol use

» Previous violent, delinquent or antisocial behaviour
« Association with antisocial or delinquent peers

« Impulsivity

School

« Low academic achievement

« Low school engagement, absenteeism

« Suspensions

Family « Family conflict

« Family history of violence
» Poor family management

Community

« Availability of drugs and alcohol

« Community norms conducive to violence
» Situational risk factors

« Trauma

Prevention science

Evidence-based approaches to address youth
violence integrate insights from ecological systems
and specifically target risk and protective factors
within populations and at different stages of
development to reduce the likelihood of youth
becoming involved with violence.

These approaches fall under prevention science

— an interdisciplinary field that seeks to mitigate
poor social, physical, and mental health outcomes
by identifying the root causes of these issues. A
core premise is that adverse outcomes — whether
substance misuse, delinquency, or violence — are
not inevitable; instead, they can be prevented or
mitigated by reducing risk factors and strengthening
protective factors in people’s lives.?

Prevention approaches are classified by two
distinct, yet often overlapping, definitions.

The Universal / Selected / Indicated classification
describes the population the intervention is applied
to. Universal programs are applied universally to

a defined population regardless of risk; Selective
programs target populations assessed as being
at-risk of violence; and Indicated programs directly
target youth who are already exhibiting violent
behaviour.

WHAT WORKS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE A re-appraisal of the evidence

The Primary / Secondary / Tertiary classification
refers to the point in the violence trajectory at which
a prevention program is applied and describes

the objective. Primary programs address risk and
protective factors to prevent violence before it
occurs, Secondary programs intervene immediately
after a violent act occurs to minimize short term
consequences, and Tertiary programs take place
after violent events to address and ameliorate long
term consequences of violence.?

The two systems often overlap in real-world
application. For example, while universal
interventions are often primary, primary
interventions are also frequently applied to
populations assessed at being at high-risk of
violence. In addition, as prevention approaches
incorporate core insights from ecological theories
and models of violence prevention, tertiary
interventions such as rehabilitation or justice
interventions might also seek to ameliorate long
term impacts of violence within a community,

as well as directly targeting the young offender
individually.

While these systems help to clarify the vast and
heterogeneous range of youth violence prevention
interventions available to communities, the
complexity of real-world application presents
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challenges in evaluation. It is often difficult to clearly
categorise interventions within a single model

or system. As such, assessing the effectiveness

of individual programs—and identifying the
mechanisms that contribute to their success or
failure—remains an ongoing task for researchers
and practitioners in youth violence prevention.
While existing frameworks have advanced
evaluation practices in the field?3, important
challenges persist and are referred to in this report.

Despite these complexities, evidence for prevention
strategies is notable; many hypotheses of
prevention science are now supported by decades
of long-term, longitudinal data and research that
demonstrates how risk and vulnerability accumulate
over the life-cycle. These advances bolster the
evidence base for rigorous interventions that are
developmentally targeted.?#

Examples include the US-based Center for Disease
Control (CDC)’s Youth Violence Prevention Centers
(YVPC), which partner with local communities to
develop youth violence prevention strategies and

identify and test youth violence interventions.
According to a 2015 systematic evaluation of 53
of these programs, the interventions resulted in a
median reduction in youth violence of 15%.5

From Australia, a nine-year evaluation of
Communities That Care in Victoria found significant
decreases in municipal youth crime rates in

towns using the prevention system compared to
control towns.® In 2024, a long-term evaluation of

a community initiative, Pathways to Prevention,
found a reduction in youth violence of 50% at an
individual level and 20% at a community level in
communities that received the intervention.” Both of
these examples are explored further in Examples of
effective, evidence-based interventions.

These findings contribute to a growing body

of evidence for the approaches of prevention
interventions in an Australian context and are of
great use for communities looking for rigorous,
evidence-based tools and strategies to prevent and
reduce youth violence and respond to populations
who are most at risk.

WHAT WORKS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE A re-appraisal of the evidence
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What works? An umbrella review and re-appraisal

of the literature
Goal

A vast amount of literature has been written about
youth violence, in an effort to answer questions
about “what works?” in youth violence prevention.

The goal of this study was to conduct an umbrella
review of systematic evaluations, reviews and meta-
analyses to synthesize and identify widespread
themes and context dependent outliers.

The review was guided by principles of the realist
framework which seeks to address questions
about how, why, for whom, and in what context
certain interventions or programs function. A realist
perspective is based on the premise that for any
observed outcome, there are one or more causal
processes (“mechanisms”) that only become active
in certain contexts.® In line with this pragmatic and
applied approach, reviews were mapped according
to the realist Context (C) + Mechanism (M) =
Outcome (O) framework.

Data from the reviews was extracted according

to typology of the interventions; the populations
the interventions were applied to (Universal/
Selected/ Indicated), and at which point of the youth
violence prevention trajectory they were applied
at (Prevention/ Secondary/ Tertiary). In line with
ecological models of youth violence prevention,
the review also collected data about the ecological
level the interventions were applied within: either
individuals, peers and relationships, families,
schools, and/or communities.

Finally, in a continuous effort to interpret this
evidence within the context it was commissioned,
the scope prioritised insights from evidence

most relevant for the audience intended for this
report. For example, judicial interventions such

as restorative justice programs or raising the age
of criminal responsibility are widely accepted as
evidence-based initiatives to address recidivism in
young people®, and might be considered efficacious
youth violence interventions. However, local
community service bodies have no power over
the law’s application, and thus such interventions
were considered irrelevant for this review. Rather,
evaluations of programs targeting youth at risk of
becoming justice-involved or diverted from the
justice system were considered relevant and thus
included. More information about the inclusion
and exclusion criteria follows in the methodology
section.

WHAT WORKS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE A re-appraisal of the evidence

Methodology

The search began by consulting experts in the
field and within the community for examples of
program evaluations and grey literature that speak
to the issue of youth violence and determined as
especially relevant. These were not necessarily
included if they fell outside out the inclusion and
exclusion criteria but provided a valuable direction
from which to begin. Then, several ‘gold-standard’
articles and documents were collected to provide
the list of key words and terms that formed the

basis of the search strategy.

PsycINFO and Google Scholar and Dimensions
databases were searched for the following terms:

(aggress* OR violen* OR assault OR abus*) AND
(intervention OR program* OR training OR reduc*
OR prevent*) AND (review* OR meta* OR analysis
OR meta-analysis OR evaluat*) AND (youth OR
young OR adolesc* OR teen®)

The Australian policy database Analysis and

Policy Observatory (APO) was searched under
subject headings ‘Juvenile Offenders’, ‘Youth
Justice’, “Youth’, Youth and Violence’ and ‘Violence
Prevention’ for relevant literature. The Australian
Institute of criminology’s database was also
searched using the key word: ‘youth violence’,
under the subject: Crime Prevention.

Covidence was used for data management. A
model outlining the screening process in available

in Appendix A.
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The review sought to synthesize the evidence base
of interventions to address youth violence. This is

a huge topic with a vast array of literature. While
the umbrella review method was used to limit and
‘pre-synthesize’ some evidence, some limitations
on scope regarding the definition of youth violence
was applied.

Systematic reviews and meta-analyses were
included when they evaluated the effectiveness

of interventions to reduce or prevent the actual
perpetration of physical violence by young people.

Young people were defined as 0-25 years old in
recognition that rigorous evaluations often consider
long term effects on a population.

Included reviews measured actual perpetration of
violence using a variety of methods; including but
not limited to crime statistics, court records, and
behavioural surveys (self, teacher, peer, or parent
reported). Reviews were excluded if they solely
focused on other types of adverse behaviours

in youth such as general aggressive behaviour
(bullying, anger, or emotional dysregulation) or
general delinquent behaviours (such as drug
abuse or non-violent crime). However, reviews that
included general adverse behaviours as part of an
overall strategy to reduce actual perpetration of
violence were included.

In addition, reviews of interventions focused solely
on intimate partner violence (IPV) or adolescent
dating violence (ADV) were excluded. While ADV
may involve physical violence and shares many
of the same risk and protective factors with other
forms of youth violence, it also presents distinct
contextual and aetiological features. Interventions
often address victims as well as perpetrators,

and outcomes, mechanisms of change, and
measurement approaches can introduce features
which heighten comparison difficulties. Thus,

to preserve conceptual coherence and analytic
validity, such reviews are excluded unless they
explicitly situate ADV within a broader youth
violence prevention framework.

Reviews of interventions for individuals, families
and communities that were administered by or
took place (in whole or in part) in schools, homes,
community services or in the general community
were included.

Interventions conducted in highly specialised
settings were excluded from this review if they were
deemed to fall outside the scope of policy and
program design for governments, executive bodies
and community services. For example, evaluations

WHAT WORKS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE A re-appraisal of the evidence
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of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) for youth
violence applied in clinical settings were excluded.
However, many programs utilise an element of
CBT or other therapeutic methods within a wider
strategy to reduce violence, and reviews including
programs of this type were included.

Youth violence interventions: insights from
the evidence base

Youth violence interventions work. Effective
interventions are appropriately designed for the
context in which they occur, are targeted to the right
populations, and are invested in and implemented
rigorously according to evidence. Integrated
interventions that combine primary and universal
strategies with highly targeted strategies for high-
risk youth address the multifactorial causes of youth
violence, especially when delivered as part of a
coordinated strategy involving multiple levels of
influence.

Mechanisms to foster engagement are crucial,

as even the most ‘effective’ interventions can fail
without genuine involvement by youth, families,
schools and the broader community. Finally,
effective interventions must coincide with a
rigorous regime of data collection, evaluation and
monitoring. Targeting appropriate interventions
requires thorough planning and analysis of needs.
Monitoring and evaluation allows successful
programs to be embedded and sustainable.

While short-term interventions show stronger results
than prevention measures, the most effective programs
include a combination of both approaches.

Evaluations of highly targeted secondary and
tertiary programs show stronger effectiveness
results compared to universal preventative
measures when measured within the same group.
This result was consistent across the group reviews
that included interventions with a heterogeneous
range of intervention approaches.

However, several considerations must be made
when considering this evidence.

First, program evaluations typically measure
outcomes immediately after or at a relatively
short-term period after the intervention has taken
place. This makes it difficult to measure impact of
genuinely universal or prevention interventions
that target broad risk and protective factors. While
these can be measured in other ways (for example,
improvement in child health outcomes or school
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attendance) and rigorous examples of long term
outcomes do exist’, such studies are still fewer

in number and slower to produce evidence of
results compared with short term programs for high
risk youth.? In addition, the prevalence of youth
violence is often highly dependent on community
dynamics which is difficult to control for over time,
especially in quantitative assessments with narrow
outcome measures. While improvements in the
field of evaluations have been made to address
these difficulties?, this should be kept in mind when
comparing such a broad range of approaches.
Finally, the goal of universal and primary
interventions is to prevent violence before it
occurs. While there are many examples of effective
strategies to address youth crime among at-risk

or justice-involved youth, development of such
conditions is an indication of systemic failure — an
issue that universal and preventative approaches
are designed to address.

However, while stronger effects were usually
produced by secondary and tertiary programs for
selective and indicated populations, programs
assessed as most effective were often combined
with primary prevention measures that targeted
broader populations. For example, in a systematic
review of 20 place-based approaches, research
designs with the greatest impact overall combined
strategies targeting high-risk youth (e.g. outreach,
mentoring, case management, conflict resolution)
with programs designed to foster better outcomes
at a whole school level or in communities.®

WHAT WORKS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE A re-appraisal of the evidence
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Targeting multiple levels of influence leads to stronger,
broader outcomes, across program types.

One of the most consistent findings across 33
meta and systematic reviews was that effective
interventions target multiple levels of society.
This finding was consistent across all program
classifications.

Programs that target multiple domains might
include intensive therapeutic support for the youth
(individual), a program of school re-engagement to
support learning objectives (school), family therapy
or support and greater involvement of parents

in schooling (family), and a mentorship program

to engage youth in pro-social activities and the
broader community (community).

This evidence supports insights from ecological
models that view involvement from more than one
level of influence as essential to changing youth
behaviour. For example, several reviews found

that training programs set in schools and aimed at
developing social, academic, or conflict resolution
skills, were most effective when they included some
aspect of parental, carer or family involvement.
Examples of this were diverse but included regular
and consistent communication between teachers
and parents or carers such as regular updates or
meetings. From a realist perspective, this approach
aims to improve engagement with school by
fostering parental ownership of a youth’s educational
success within the school environment.”012
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Successful implementation and evaluation of multi-
domain approaches relies on engagement.

Engagement by youths, families, schools, and
communities is crucial. Low engagement can
undermine program mechanisms and the ability to
evaluate the effectiveness of programs.

For example, a review of seven school-based
programs in the United States targeting students
identified as at risk of violent behaviour (i.e.
secondary interventions delivered to a selected
population) found that effective training models
typically combined elements of cognitive
behavioural therapy (CBT) with broader social
skills and conflict resolution education? These
interventions were primarily child-focused

and centred on individual-level training in

anger management, emotional regulation,

and interpersonal communication. While the
review identified several programs as effective,
it acknowledged substantial limitations in the
evidence base. In particular, follow-up evaluations
were heterogeneous, with only two programs
assessing impact beyond one year.

Notably, the two interventions that reported mixed
outcomes incorporated parental involvement and
teacher training as core components, appearing
to conflict with calls for a multi-domain approach.

WHAT WORKS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE A re-appraisal of the evidence
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However, actual engagement from parents was
minimal. In one instance, parental participation
was limited to signing consent forms, with no
substantive involvement in the intervention itself.
These same two programs were also the only ones
to conduct long-term evaluations (at two and five
years).

The review concluded that interventions
incorporating CBT alongside social skills
development appeared most promising for at-risk
youth. However, it also highlighted that without
genuine engagement from key adults—particularly
parents and educators—claims of long-term impact
and transferability across holistic domains of
influence remain tenuous.?

This finding was replicated across several reviews.
In another review of 26 randomised control trials
(RCTs) of youth violence intervention programs (for
selective populations), a lack of cooperation by
school organisation and staff and a lack of parental
attendance resulted in low overall implementation
of the intervention and poor effectiveness results.”®

The findings underscore a critical tension in the
literature: while multi-domain engagement is
well-established as necessary for lasting change,
reviewed programs who fail to secure engagement
in practice can impact the effectiveness results of
otherwise well-designed interventions.
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Context-sensitive design ensures programs are
responsive to the community, enhance engagement,
maximise resources by targeting the right populations,
and make use of existing infrastructure.

Effective programs are designed for and reflect

the specific characteristics and needs of the

target population. From a realist perspective, this

is a foundational consideration: the mechanisms

by which interventions produce change must be
understood in relation to the contexts in which they
are applied.

Universal, selective, and indicated interventions

are all useful in different contexts. However, to
maximise limited resources, enhance engagement;
and to support evaluation, monitoring and
sustainability, strategies should be guided by an
in-depth understanding of the violence profile of the
community™

A major theme across effective youth violence
prevention interventions was the importance of
collaborating with communities in design and
implementation.*"® The benefits of this approach
are manifold: collaborative design integrates real-
world knowledge into the interventions, strengthens
community bonds, and increases engagement.
Reviews of successful interventions also highlighted
the value of collaborative design in increasing
cultural sensitivity and trust within ethnic minority
populations.

One study of the implementation strategies of
positive youth development (PYD) programs in
the Northern Territory (reviewed in a study of 12
PYD programs), highlighted how early perceptions
of the intervention as externally imposed, a
“non-Indigenous solution” reduced community
engagement.® The program improved engagement
by holding regular meetings with members

of the community which was assessed as an
effective mechanism to improve overall success in
implementation.

Collaborative approaches can also help to build
trust and enhancing involvement of families,
overcoming low engagement of some parents who
were resistant to exposing family issues or who felt
threatened by mentor relationships, as highlighted
by another program in the same study.”®

Designing programs for context also calls for
considering the existing infrastructure and capacity
of community services and broader networks of
supports and influences. Building on capacity where

WHAT WORKS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE A re-appraisal of the evidence
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it already exists, and enhancing capacity where it is
lacking is crucial, informed by an understanding of
the local context.

While schools are often sites of youth violence
programs, and the involvement of a supportive
school is seen as critical to success, several reviews
noted the complexity of relying on busy teachers to
rigorously administer elements of an intervention,
and keep lines of communication open with parents
and social workers.®"® Suggestions to overcome
this barrier were context dependent but included
appointing a school-based liaison to bridge gaps
between multiple off-site programs and having
certain programs in schools delivered by external
practitioners.®

A number of tools and frameworks exist to assist
communities design, implement and evaluate
programs in light of their unique context and needs.
In a review of 20 place-based youth violence
intervention models, five Communities that Care
(CTC) based models demonstrated statistically
significant reductions in a range of youth violence
indicators.® CTC emphasises involving multiple
agencies and stakeholders in the community to
rigorously assess community need, and to design
and evaluate interventions based on a unique
profile. More information about Communities that
Care is covered in Examples of effective, evidence-
based interventions.

Universal strategies that focus on prevention by
identifying risk factors and enhancing protective
factors can be supported with community planning and
a public health approach.

Continuous, long-term strategies that focus on
embedding better models of behaviour and
improving systems of support are the most

effective universal and prevention strategies. These
interventions have a broader range of social health
indicators in the short term and can be evidenced in
the youth crime rate after extended and continuous
application.

Community wide planning, collaboration, and local
implementation of evidence-based programs have
shown effectiveness internationally to prevent
violence before it occurs. With a detailed risk
assessment, the clusters of known risk factors for
violence can be detected and addressed, improving
protective factors in that area and lowering the
likelihood that youth will become involved in
violence over time.
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Common examples of effective universal youth
violence prevention strategies include limiting the
availability of alcohol, improving maternal child
health and early childhood education, fostering
supportive school environments, increasing
parental involvement with school, and having a
broad range of community services to respond

to crisis situations, such homelessness, drug

and alcohol, family violence, and mental health
services.?

While universal applications of prevention
interventions are understood to involve all

domains of society (as in the ecological model),
preventative approaches might be indicated in a
school context, within a community considered at
risk of violence due to broader social conditions.
School disengagement is one of the key risk factors
for youth violence, and school success is a strong
predictor for many positive outcomes for youth. In
whole school programs that offer students training
in social and emotional regulation, interventions
show increased success when combined with
teacher training, and parental involvement.+%*

The Australian Pathways to Prevention initiative
(covered further in Examples of effective, evidence-
based interventions) showed long term positive
impacts on youth crime rates by improving school
success and fostering parental support.’

Effective interventions for selective and indicated
populations were highly targeted, included an element
of expert-delivered therapeutic support, and involved
multiple levels of influence.

There is strong evidence for a range of effective
interventions for youth at risk of violence or who
are justice-involved. Most reviews found effective
interventions included some element of intensive,
individual therapy such as CBT to teach and
reinforce social and emotional regulation and
improve overall mental health and coping skills.™

Multiple studies demonstrate the effectiveness

of Multisystemic Therapy (MST), an intensive,
individualised intervention that engages families
and communities to address the complex, multi-
level drivers of serious antisocial behaviour. MST is
designed for chronic, violent, or substance-involved
youth offenders and their families, targeting the
social systems that influence behaviour™"”

A review of mentoring relationships for selective
and indicated populations found broad effects for
mentoring effectiveness as part of a broad system,

WHAT WORKS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE A re-appraisal of the evidence

although the reviewers did concede it was difficult
to separate the mentoring element from other
characteristics of well-designed and appropriate
strategies (targeting multiple domains of influence)®

All reviews that included strategies for at-risk
youth highlighted that when professional or clinical
interventions were indicated, expert delivery by
trained professionals (social workers, therapists,
MST practitioners) was crucial.””® Even in the case
of mentors, results suggested mentors were more
effective when engaged as professionals (for
example when the mentoring program had mutual
benefits such as advancing their careers).

Interventions found to be most effective were

those that included families, schools, services, and
in general, targeted multiple domains of influence
with intensive re-engagement. For example, an
analysis of 7 place-based approaches in selective
communities (very high crime rates and gang
association), found effective interventions for violent
youth combined focused deterrence!, mentoring,
school re-engagement, and highly targeted
therapeutic interventions. The review highlighted
that the therapeutic elements were delivered by
trained professionals with expertise in youth crime;
and, that these interventions were delivered by
multiple agencies, and with parental or carer/
mentor involvement. In addition, interventions found
to be most effective combined targeted strategies
for high-risk youth with a broad range of universal
prevention strategies for the community.®

'Focussed deterrence is a crime prevention strategy for high-risk
individuals involving justice and law enforcement and social services.
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Youth violence profile: Identifying moments
for intervention for high-risk youth

This section (pages 13—18) contains analysis of sensitive data and has been removed from this
public version of the report to protect confidentiality and privacy. The complete analysis is
available upon approval for legitimate research, policy, or professional purposes.

To request access to this section, please contact:

Senior Program Manager
North Area - Department of Justice and Community Safety
ovensmurraybcc@justice.vic.gov.au
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Examples of effective, evidence-based

interventions

Place-based approaches

Place-based approaches are a group of strategic
frameworks for youth crime prevention that tailor
interventions to the specific social, economic, and
environmental conditions of a local area. Rather
than applying one-size-fits-all solutions, they
emphasise context-sensitive design, drawing on
local data, community input, and multi-agency
collaboration. These approaches can be applied
to different stages of the youth crime life cycle
(Prevention/Secondary/Tertiary), in communities at
different risk levels (Universal/Selective/Indicated).
They aim to address concentrated disadvantage,
build community capacity, and promote long-term
safety and wellbeing.

Throughout the literature, interventions that follow
a place-based approach (whether explicitly or
implicitly) are evaluated as being effective for youth
violence prevention. While the approaches applied
within this framework are vast and heterogeneous
(reflecting the heterogeneity of the population

and issues they are applied to), PBAs can be
understood as involving certain key characteristics:

Place based approaches:
are geographically bound in a defined location.

address local needs, solutions and the unique
conditions of that location.

are opportunity-driven and reflect local resources
and constraints

are collaborative and engage multiple community
stakeholders and domains in design and
implementation, including:

involving multiple agencies (e.g. schools, police,
community services, health services)

meaningfully engaging with communities at all
levels.”

Below, two examples of place-based approaches,
Communities that Care and Pathways to Prevention
are discussed with regards to their approach,
mechanisms, and outcomes.

Communities that care

Communities That Care (CTC) is a coalition-

based, evidence-informed prevention framework
developed by Dr. David Hawkins and Dr. Richard
Catalano at the University of Washington’s Social

Development Research Group. CTC applies a public

health approach to reduce youth risk behaviours
such as substance use, violence, and school

WHAT WORKS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE A re-appraisal of the evidence
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dropout. It engages community stakeholders in
identifying local needs, setting priorities, and
implementing evidence-based strategies to
strengthen protective factors and promote positive
youth development. Grounded in research across
public health, education, and social sciences, the
model supports schools and communities through
five structured phases, and has demonstrated
success internationally and in Australia in improving
youth wellbeing, academic outcomes, and reducing
harmful behaviours.??*

Mechanism and prevention approach

CTC supports multi-agency coordination and
community collaboration. While it is usually applied
to a whole population (Universal) in order to
strength protective factors and reduce risk factors,
insight from the method can be used to assess risk
and target interventions as well.”°

CTC seeks to:

Strengthen community ownership and leadership
of prevention initiatives

Enhance the efficient use of local resources by
minimising duplication and fragmentation

Reduce inter-agency competition in the delivery of
human development services

Improve the long-term sustainability of prevention
efforts

Support coordinated, cross-sector responses to
complex social challenges

One of CTC’s defining features is the establishment
of community coalitions that bring together
members of the public, local authorities, and key
stakeholders to collaborate across all stages of
planning, implementation, and ongoing review.”©

It uses five “phases” that guide communities to
evaluate their needs, set priorities and implement a
program, and evaluate the progress.
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Table 6 | The following model is adapted from the Communities That Care Australia. X'V 24

PHASE ACTION

1 - Get Started

Communities initiate the process by identifying and engaging key stakeholders to

participate in the Communities That Care framework.

2 - Get Organised

A formal Communities That Care Partnership is established to oversee planning,

coordination, and decision-making within the school community.

3 - Develop a Profile

A Community Profile Report is compiled using data from the Communities That Care

Youth Survey, public sources, and a review of existing services and strengths. The
Partnership sets priority areas for intervention.

4 - Create a Plan

The Partnership develops a detailed Community Action Plan for mental health

promotion, outlining selected evidence-based programs, expected outcomes, and
implementation roles and responsibilities

3 - Implement and Evaluate The Action Plan is put into practice, with the Partnership ensuring programs are
delivered with fidelity and that implementation is systematically monitored and

evaluated.

Evidence of impact

The evidence base for CTC is strong and growing.
It has been tested internationally and in Australia. In
a review of 20 place based approaches included in
the meta-review for this report, CTC interventions
were found to have statistically significant positive
impact on youth delinquent behaviour and other
risk factors for youth violence, compared to the
control group (similar communities that did not
implement CTC). It also found lower arrests in

12 months after the program and at a long term
follow up, another found a 5% annual reduction of
crimes of property and deception for adolescent
aged between 10-17 years old.”° In Victoria, a study
of youth crime statistics between 2010-2019
compared the impact on youth crime statistics in
LGAs that had implemented the CTC framework
compared with similar communities who had not.
The Australian model of CTC adapted to focus

on reducing adolescent alcohol supply, it also
examined the effects on alcohol supply on youth
crime trends. While the study called for further
evaluation, it finds evidence for positive effects

of youth crime: An annual reduction of for crimes
against persons was observed for all age groups
and a 5% reduction for crimes of property and
deception where the alleged perpetrator was aged
10-17 years old. In addition, risk rates for child injury
in hospital reduced by 12%.°

Pathways to prevention

Pathways to Prevention is an early intervention
program to prevent youth violence commissioned
by the Federal Government and developed under
the leadership of Professor Ross Homel AO. The
initial round was trialled in several disadvantaged

suburbs of Brisbane from 2001-2011.

The intervention combined two preschool
enrichment programs for four-year-old children in
2002 and 2003 with comprehensive family support,
which extended from 2002 until 2011. More than
1,000 families and nearly 1,500 children aged four
to 11 were involved.

Mechanism and prevention approach

The program was developmentally focused
and collected extensive data throughout the
implementation.

This initiative delivered integrated services,
including a preschool enrichment program to
support children’s social and communication
skills for school readiness; parent training and
support to enhance families’ capacity to foster
child development; and initiatives to strengthen
partnerships between families, schools, and
community organisations.?®

It combined two key forms of intervention:

- The Preschool Intervention Program (PIP) targeted
four-year-old children and comprised two main
components: a communication skills program
delivered throughout the preschool year in two
settings by specialist teachers in collaboration with
regular staff and parents; and a 14-week social
skills program delivered in two other preschools
by postgraduate psychology students under the
supervision of the Griffith University research
team.

- Family Independence Program, delivered by

Mission Australia, provided flexible support to
families with children attending free preschools on

XV There CTC Australia mentions indication to improve mental health outcomes, however the CTC method is a broad prevention method that has
also been rolled out and tested for youth violence internationally and in Australia.
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primary school grounds or those who had recently
transitioned to Year 1.

A follow-up report identified additional mechanisms
as key to the program’s success:

- Early intervention in the pre-school years (i.e. in
developmental pathways linked to later crime)

- Delivery by skilled professionals supported by
trusted community workers

- Integration into existing systems such as schools
and community services

- A multisystemic and ecological approach

- Guided by universal, prevention-focused
framework with optional early intervention
components

- A commitment to capacity building among
frontline staff

- Sustained delivery over time to achieve
measurable impact, and

- Sustained and rigorous data collection throughout
the intervention to measure impact.’

Evidence of impact

A report on the program’s long-term impact,
analysed by linking data collected over the program
with youth justice records, was released in 2024.
Evaluation of the Pathways to Prevention Analysis
of youth outcomes found that children who received
the preschool skills program plus family support had
significantly lower rates of offending later in life with
a 50% reduction in the number of young people
with court-recorded offenses by age 17. None of

WHAT WORKS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE A re-appraisal of the evidence

the children who got both the preschool program
and intensive family support ended up engaging in
youth crime by age 17. Crime rate reductions at a
population level were also observed. The Brisbane
neighbourhoods involved in Pathways to Prevention
experienced a reduction in youth offending of about
20% in the years following the intervention, (2008—
2016) compared to Brisbane neighbourhoods

with similar risk profiles who didn’t receive the
intervention.

The results strongly support prevention

hypotheses and provide persuasive evidence that
a well-designed early prevention approach can
measurably reduce youth violence and delinquency
amongst at-risk youth in Australia.
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Epilogue

DFFH commissioned this research report to inform
Ovens Murray government and community services’
strategic investment of resources and effort to
improve outcomes for our vulnerable youth.

As we face ever-increasing demand and complexity
in the lives of those we support -and limited
resources to match this- the imperative to focus
investment on early intervention and prevention
approaches only becomes sharper.

This report does not provide formal
recommendations. However, Ovens Murray

Local Site Executive Committee (LSEC) members
and Community Service agencies were invited

to respond to the Draft Report. Initial feedback
has been integrated into the table in Appendix

B. to inform further discussion as to how we, in
Ovens Murray, build upon our existing capacity to
undertake a more systematic approach to early
intervention for at-risk populations.

Connected, place-based planning and priority
setting may be facilitated through our existing
governance structures and partnerships, which

are strong. Our success will be driven by a shared
commitment to working and learning together, using
available evidence, data and resources to make a
difference in young people’s lives. This is how we
move forward in difficult times.

My thanks to Kate Syme-Lamont, Care Economy
Research Institute, La Trobe University and all our
local partners in government and the community
sector for your support and contribution of
knowledge and expertise to this project.

Cecily Fletcher

Youth & Vulnerability Project lead, DFFH, Ovens
Murray
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Appendix A
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Studies excluded (n = 76)
PhD thesis (n =1)
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Wrong language (n = 2)

Unable to access (n =1)

Wrong indication (n = 4)
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Wrong study design (n = 16)
Wrong patient population (n = 5)
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Studies included in review (n = 30)
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Included studies ongoing (n = 0)

Studies awaiting classification (n = 0)
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Appendix B
Youth and violence research report: Integrated feedback from Ovens Murray service sector

Data usage - Combine data sets to identify and target those most at risk (e.g. educational attendance, FV, Police)
- Establish a long-term strategy for data collection and sharing around local priority indicators
- Use data to monitor engagement patterns and target approaches to those most vulnerable
- Use data to target underlying drivers of youth violence (trauma, family violence, engagement, values)
«Use TOD data to monitor engagement of families with children known to Child Protection with supports

Service coordination - Coordinate disparate service responses around individual therapeutic needs

and integration « Expand definitions of “family” to encompass multi-generational, shared care access to services
- Consider eligibility for targeted supports to include younger cohorts, whilst avoiding stigma and shame
« Map accessibility of services to demographics and locations of community need to inform planning

Strategic approaches - Long-term focus for oversight of strategic priorities, investment, data gathering and evaluation
«Include early and targeted interventions in strategic planning
- Target causal factors earlier and address broader socio-economic conditions

Funding priorities » Regional commitment to secure continuity funding for local youth engagement and early help programs
« Funding ‘backbone’ support for multi-domain data coordination, design, implementation, and evaluation

Engagement +Review who we are/aren’t reaching with selected and targeted interventions by looking at the data
- Enable agencies to creatively engage vulnerable families and young people in preventative work
«Importance of parent/carer engagement at every point of connection with the service system — build trust!
« Engage communities in targeting multiple domains of influence — how do we undertake this?
- Mandate cross sector engagement in multi-domain, place-based prevention and early intervention

Education - Greater data and understanding of school engagement, achievement patterns and intervention programs
«Increase available support for Education staff to keep young people connected and engaged
- Expansion of Early Years programs and Child Link data platform will assist identify early risk factors
« Educate services and community on the Ecosystems model to understand the role everyone can play
« Upskill practitioners and educators in early intervention roles about ecosystems and risk factors and increase training and
proactive use of FVISS/CISS to support greater collaboration
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Youth and violence research report: Integrated feedback from Ovens Murray service sector (cont.)

Strengths « Confirmation of local knowledge and experience with relevant data and evidence;
« A robust report providing a local reference point for advocacy and funding submissions.
« Existing partnerships and structures provide a foundation to collectively reduce youth violence

Gaps « Access to early clinical assessment and treatment for neurodevelopmental impairment
« Staff training for engaging and supporting cross cultural and Indigenous youth, families and communities
« Staff training in engagement and intervention skills specific to youth violence

Next steps «Document and learn from other local examples of health promotion and prevention programs

«Map current investment in integrated early intervention/prevention programs and effectiveness measures across ecological
domains and prevention categories to align effort and address gaps.

- Bring together targeted initiatives to respond to youth identified by Police, to maximise educational engagement, access to
mental health and wellbeing services, community and family support.

- Identify Cross-Border issues of service access, continuity and data sharing for vulnerable cohorts.

- Facilitate further cross-sector discussion and planning addressing both this report and the Ovens Murray Community Needs
Assessment 2024

Questions +Why is there not more funding for place based, multi-domain and targeted initiatives?
«How do we focus resources to address early risk and protective factors, and continue existing programs?
«How do we bring these place-based frameworks to communities in the Ovens Murray Area?
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