











way crime is socially constructed and
the way “criminals” — or potential
criminals — are controlled. Indeed,
Richard castigates us for being preoccu-
pied with a “technical, problem-fixing
agenda”, when we should have been
concerned with how categories like
“crime”, “crime prevention”, “develop-
ment” and “early intervention” are
constituted in the first place.

This is certainly a position that is
commonly adopted in some areas of
sociological criminology, although I
would judge that it was rather more
popular in the 1960s and 1970s when
labelling theory and critical crimi-
nology were more in vogue than they
are today. Reasons for the decline in
popularity of these schools of thought,
and for the corresponding rise of left
realist and other theories that take
seriously the harm caused by crime,
include the romantic nature of the
former’s assumptions and the singular
lack of empirical evidence to underpin
them. The fact is that crime, and the
risk factors that Richard dismisses
with such contempt as lacking in
“phenomenological sense”, are very

other violence are so high that many
people simply find it difficult to
comprehend:

Indigenous people generally have
been profoundly dffected by the
erosion of their culture and spiri-
tual identity and the disintegration
of family and Community that has
sustained relationships and obliga-
tions and maintained social order
and control. While some Indige-
nous peoples were able to escape
the past, whole families and
Communities are now fighting the
consequences. Appalling acts of
physical brutality and sexual
violence are being perpetrated
within some families and across
Communities to degrees previously
unknown in Indigenous life. Sadly,
many of the victims are women and
children, young and older people
now living in a constant state of
desperation and despair
(ATSIWTFV 1999, p.xii).

Now it is certainly true that the
road to hell is paved with good inten-
tions. As the Task Force authors

much an unpleasant, daily reality for a
significant portion of the population.
In the most disadvantaged sectors of
the population, including some
Aboriginal communities, the problems
are shattering in their intensity.
According to the recent report of the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Women’s Task Force on Violence
(ATSIWTFV), the levels of family and
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caustically note, Indigenous people
have endured decades of oppression
and neglect as a result of “ill-chosen,
discriminatory and poorly researched
Government initiatives” (ATSIWTFV
1999, p.xiii). We agree with Richard
Hil that there is great wisdom in white
people (especially) reflecting deeply
on their taken-for-granted categories
and their assumptions about how

social problems should be addressed.
Moreover, an analysis of the situation
of Indigenous communities leads
swiftly to an analysis of policing
practices and the organisation of crime
control. Again in the words of the Task
Force, “the injustices of the justice
system were unequivocally stated to
be causing Indigenous peoples most
grief” (ATSIWTFV 1999, p.xvi). Never-
theless, the bottom line for the Task
Force is the need for immediate action:
“there may not be another chance”
(ATSIWTFV 1999, p.xi).

We share the belief of the Task Force
members that a developmental preven-
tion approach of the kind we propose in
our report can make a significant contri-
bution to the reduction of even the most
serious kinds of crime and violence.
Their report emphasises that the family
is the nucleus of Indigenous existence
and self-image, and that “there must be
unequivocal support and immediate
action from all stakeholders ... to
pursue initiatives immediately to retain
and strengthen family units and
promote harmony in Communities”
(ATSIWTFV 1999, p.214). Of course, as
the Pathways report emphasises, in
addition to programs designed to
strengthen families and communities
through developmental interventions,
there are many other kinds of programs
that are essential in multiply disadvan-
taged communities, and they all must
be implemented within a framework
that genuinely empowers people for
personal and community change.

I fail to understand how a solidly
researched set of interventions with
empowerment as a goal, designed in
collaboration with local communities
and controlled by those communities,
can be dismissed as a “technical,
problem-fixing agenda ...”. What is
wrong with using the best research
available in an attempt to alleviate the
suffering of individuals, families and
whole communities? What, in fact, is
wrong with fixing problems if it is
within one’s power so to do? (Who
would not fix a leaky tap if they could,
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or a call in a plumber — the technical
expert — if they had to?) How could
one defend, on scientific or moral
grounds, not embarking on this agenda
if specific developmental problems are
amenable to systematic solutions, as
the literature suggests they are? And
surely it would be scientifically and
morally irresponsible not to attempt to
evaluate as rigorously as possible the
impact of such initiatives. It is
certainly possible to make things
worse, or at least to have no positive
effects, with well-intentioned
programs, but without measurement
one will never know.

fntervention

Much of Richard’s critical note is
concerned with the assumed problems
of targeting and prediction that he sees
as inherent in early intervention
programs. He asserts that “the ratio-
nale of a ‘pathways’ project is that
causative signposts can and should be
identifiable in any given case” (Hil
1999, p.50). He correctly observes that
despite the range of risk and protective
factors that can be measured, it is not
possible to predict with any certainty
which individuals at a young age will
engage in crime or acts of violence as
adolescents. He also asserts that “a
blanket approach to intervention,
implicit in much of the report, would
mean intervention in relation to all
those deemed ‘at risk’, irrespective of
whether or not they are likely to
offend!” (Hil 1999, p.50).

Space does not permit a detailed
response to these issues. However, we
devote 99 pages (excluding references)
in the second section of the report
(DCPC 1999a, pp.18-116) to the devel-
opment of a policy framework within
which developmental interventions
can be planned, implemented and
evaluated. Many of the points raised
by Richard are addressed in this
section and in other parts of the report.
Nevertheless, a brief comment is
clearly required here.

A preliminary point should be made
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about the issue of identification and
stigmatisation of children “at risk”. As
Tremblay (1999) observes in a discus-
sion of aggression and violence in
children, young boys who fail to learn
alternatives to physical aggression are
at very high risk of many other
problems (including hyperactivity and
disruptive behaviours). Consequently,
they are swiftly taken out of their
“natural” peer group and placed in
special classes and other situations that,
ironically, often reinforce marginal
behaviour. The general point is that
children who exhibit aggressive,
disruptive or other kinds of “problem”
behaviours are routinely identified by
teachers, parents and other authority
figures and are “dealt with” in a variety
of ways that are not always constructive
for the child or for others. Pre-existing
labelling or stigmatisation of “children
with problems” or, worse, “problem
children”, is a widespread phenom-
enon that any early intervention
program must be designed to deal with
and not exacerbate.

Three forms of intervention are
generally recognised in the literature:
clinical (or indicated or tertiary),
targeted (or secondary) and universal
(or primary). In clinical programs, the
family with a child who is perceived to
have a disorder seeks help. In targeted
approaches, certain children are
selected not necessarily because they
have a disorder but because they are
deemed at risk of developing one.
Universal approaches involve all
children in an area or setting (such as
a school). The advantages and disad-
vantages of each approach are well
summarised by Offord and his
colleagues (Offord et al. 1999). Not
surprisingly, the list of disadvantages
that attaches to targeted interventions
is by far the longest and (in my view)
contains the most serious problems.
These include the problems of stigma-
tisation and prediction already
mentioned, as well as the general
failure of targeted programs to focus on
the social context. Universal programs
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have the interesting advantage of being
more likely to involve the middle
class, which increases the chances that
they will be well run. As a result,
however, those who least need the
input may benefit the most. All three
approaches have their place, but deter-
mining the optimum mix is a complex
problem. Offord et al. offer some
useful guidelines, but the bottom line
is “do no harm”.

Conclusion

This brief attempt to address Richard’s
major criticisms, and to restate the
essence of our understanding of devel-
opmental prevention has been a useful
exercise since it has forced me to think
again about our assumptions and also to
explore some of the small mountain of
books and articles published in the
field since our report was completed.
We have a much richer body of litera-
ture to draw on than was the case only
two years ago. This literature is increas-
ingly interdisciplinary and is beginning
to make strong connections between
biological and psychosocial processes
on the one hand, and sociological and
economic structures on the other.

It has always been my view that
interdisciplinarity is the key to
progress in the field. That belief was
my motivation when I took the initia-
tive to form the Developmental Crime
Prevention Consortium. 1 fear,
however, that some of my fellow
academics in other disciplines such as
sociology are not enamoured of an
interdisciplinary approach that incor-
porates psychology and biology. If I am
correct, we can ignore each other; we
can keep arguing, perhaps much of the
time at cross-purposes; or we can
attempt a constructive dialogue. My
preference is for dialogue outside of
the disciplinary barricades.
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