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Terminology
In referring to young people’s use of violence, the authors acknowledge that the vast majority of young
people who enact harm have themselves experienced family violence and other forms of harm, and that
too often these experiences have gone unrecognised and unaddressed by the service system. Discussion
of young people’s use of violence in the home is in no way intended to equate these behaviours with
adult-perpetrated violence, but should instead be situated within a broader understanding of trauma,
developmental stage and the function of used behaviours.
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Acronyms
AFM

Affected Family Member

ADHD

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

AOD

Alcohol and Other Drugs

ASD

Autism Spectrum Disorder

AVITH

Adolescent Violence in the Home

CAMHS

Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services

CIJ

Centre for Innovative Justice

DSS

Drummond Street Services

EYOP

Embedded Youth Outreach Program

HREC

Human Research Ethics Committee

LGBTIQ+

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Intersex and Queer

ODD

Oppositional Defiant Disorder

SFVC

Specialist Family Violence Court

VACCA

Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency

VPeR

Victoria Police e-Referral

YSAS

Youth Support and Advocacy Service
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Executive Summary
This evaluation represents an important addition to evolving understanding of the issue of adolescent
violence in the home (AVITH) and, in particular, the way in which Victoria’s current family violence
response drives young people into contact with the justice system.
Previous research by the Centre for Innovative Justice (CIJ) identified a wide diversity of co-occurring
issues and scenarios in the lives of adolescents who come into contact with legal systems as a direct (or
indirect) result of their use of AVITH. Across most of these examples, however, trauma (including previous
and current experiences of family violence) was a common factor but was often inadequately addressed
or understood by the court. 1 Current research by the CIJ has also emphasised the need for collaborative,
multiagency approaches to responding effectively to the co-occurring and complex needs of families
experiencing AVITH. 2
In recognition of these challenges, Youthlaw – a community legal centre providing legal assistance to
young people aged 12 to 25 – has been delivering an integrated practice response to young people who
are listed as the respondent on an intervention order. This work has been occurring since 2016 and has
been delivered through Youthlaw’s Family Violence Program, a duty lawyer service delivered in
connection with the dedicated Family Violence List at the Melbourne Children’s Court.
Practice experience and data from this program indicated, however, that young people were generally
either presenting at court without having previously accessed any legal information and advice, or simply
did not attend court at all. This in turn meant that there were limited opportunities to assess and respond
to young people’s needs, as well as to put support in place to address their use of violence and broader
co-occurring issues. Missed opportunities such as these resulted in information regarding young people’s
needs and circumstances not being available to present in court; opportunities for alternative legal
outcomes (such as an undertaking) not being able to be pursued; and young people missing out on
support to understand the conditions attached to any orders that were ultimately made.
In response to these challenges, Youthlaw sought funding from the Victorian Legal Services Board to
develop, pilot and evaluate an early intervention model that seeks to engage earlier with young people
using violence in the home (the Pilot). In early 2020, Youthlaw received funding for a two-year period,
with the aim of developing, piloting and evaluating a model of pre-court support across the Metropolitan
West areas serviced by the Sunshine and Werribee Children’s Court divisions of the Magistrates’ Court,
as well as matters which are listed at the Melbourne Children’s Court.
The CIJ was subsequently engaged to work alongside Youthlaw to evaluate the model and contribute to
continuous learning and improvement across the Pilot period.

Campbell, E., Richter, J., Howard, J., & Cockburn, H. (2020). The PIPA project: Positive interventions for perpetrators of
adolescent violence in the home (AVITH) (Research report, 04/2020). Sydney, NSW: ANROWS.
1

2

Campbell, E., Ellard, R., Hew, E, Meyer, S & McCann, B. (forthcoming). WRAP Around Families Experiencing AVITH:
Towards Collaborative Service Response project’ (Research Report). ANROWS.
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With the concurrent onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, detailed design and implementation of the program
was delayed, and the Pilot officially commenced at the beginning of 2021. COVID-19 continued to impact
the Pilot throughout its duration, including by limiting face-to-face engagement with young people
engaged with the Pilot, as well as impacting the ability of practitioners to engage face-to-face with key
services and to establish co-locations.
Despite these challenges, Youthlaw remained committed to the delivery of early, holistic and personcentred support to identify and respond to young people’s legal and non-legal needs; increase safety
within families; and reduce harmful contact with the justice system. As the evaluation findings
demonstrate, Youthlaw’s specialised response has meant that, in many ways, outcomes achieved through
the Pilot exceeded expectations. This included the vast majority of young people participating in the Pilot
being exited from the program without any kind of order in place, but with alternative arrangements for
safety and support instead.

Key findings
The aim of the evaluation was to assess the implementation, effectiveness, efficiency and appropriateness
of the Pilot, including the extent to which the Pilot appears to be achieving its overarching objectives of
reducing escalating contact with the justice system. The following findings address the key evaluation
questions that were identified in the Pilot’s establishment phase.

Implementation
COVID-19 presented a significant challenge for the Pilot, with Pilot staff grappling with sector-wide fatigue;
reduced capacity for face-to-face contact; and high turnover of staff across prospective referring
organisations. Despite this, Youthlaw was able to establish multiple referral pathways, including through
Victoria Police, the Youth Advocacy and Support Service (YSAS) and The Orange Door. More nascent
referral pathways through mental health, legal services and courts continue to be in development and
resulted in a small number of referrals over the Pilot period.
In total, the Pilot received 50 referrals, of which 36 percent were eligible, suitable and resulted in service
engagement. Of those referrals which did not proceed, the most common reason for ineligibility was that
the young person had been referred in relation to their experiences of violence as a victim survivor, rather
than their use of violence. In some of these matters, Youthlaw was still able to deliver support around the
young person’s experience of violence through its other programs. Other key reasons for unsuccessful
referrals included young people being over the age of 18; referrals in which the young person was using
violence in the context of an intimate partner relationship; and the young person not engaging.
Key activities to support the establishment and maintenance of referral pathways included online
presentations on the Pilot; meetings with services and agencies to promote and articulate the value of the
Pilot; and secondary consultations, with Pilot staff conducting 41 of these over the duration of the Pilot to
build awareness and understanding of the Pilot’s benefits, service scope and eligibility criteria.
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In addition to COVID-19, other key challenges in relation to the establishment of referral pathways
included poor understanding of program eligibility criteria across some organisations, as well as the
nascent and evolving nature of the wider AVITH system. This meant that a number of key components of
the family violence system did not yet have a robust AVITH response in place through which referrals
could consistently be made. The evaluation also highlighted the need to transition from more individualbased referral pathways based on the goodwill and specialist knowledge of individual practitioners within
referring services and agencies, to a more systematised approach.
More broadly, the evaluation found that, while the Pilot initially had a strong focus on multiservice and
agency governance arrangements, this focus was not necessarily maintained across the Pilot period, in
part because of the challenges of maintaining relationships in the context of COVID-19. This limited
opportunities to identify and troubleshoot issues as they arose – both in relation to the establishment and
maintenance of early referral pathways, but also other forms of collaborative practice intended to underpin
delivery of the Pilot.
Significantly, the opportunity to embed the voices of young people in the evaluation was also not able to
be realised. While Youthlaw sought to adopt a best practice approach to monitoring, evaluation and
learning which centred the voices of young people, delays in implementation related to COVID-19, as well
as the evolving nature of referral pathways over the Pilot period, ultimately meant that no young people
were able to be recruited to participate in interviews with the evaluation team.
The evaluation team wishes to acknowledge, however, that this was a key priority of Youthlaw and that
future opportunities to engage more directly with young people to ensure that the model is meeting their
needs should continue to be pursued outside of the context of the evaluation.

Effectiveness
Overall, the evaluation found that the Pilot was successful in facilitating earlier referrals, with all young
people referred to the Pilot referred prior to the first mention. This meant that all 18 young people
supported through the Pilot were able to access legal information and advice prior to the court event;
legal representation on the day by a practitioner with an understanding of their needs, circumstances and
instructions; and had the option to engage with non-legal support. By contrast, young people within a
baseline sample from Youthlaw’s general Family Violence Program were referred early in only 20 percent
of cases.
The practice of ex parte hearings was, however, a key challenge. In this context, ex parte hearings involve
police seeking an intervention order without the young person or their legal representative being present.
Hearings are often conducted on the day of the incident attended by police or within one to three days,
which generally means that young people are not aware that a hearing is taking place; do not attend; and
do not have the opportunity to access legal support.
In total, ten young people (55%) supported through the Pilot were referred prior to the first mention but
after an initial ex parte hearing during which an order was sought (and sometimes obtained) by police. Of
those young people, seven (39%) had an interim order made against them.
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Importantly, the evaluation found that, while it is highly unlikely that young people will generally be able
to be referred and engaged prior to an ex parte hearing, early engagement for this cohort is still highly
beneficial in ensuring that young people have the content of any interim order explained to them as soon
as possible, reducing the likelihood of breaches. Further, early referral increased Youthlaw’s capacity to
undertake pre-court negotiations (including in relation to the outcome of any ex parte hearing), with seven
young people across the files (39%) having an intervention order application or interim order arising from
an ex parte hearing withdrawn prior to the first court event.
Case file data also provided multiple examples of ways in which early and integrated support enabled
young people to understand and meaningfully engage with the legal process, including where young
people had complex matters or multiple intervention orders on foot.
Increased capacity for young people to understand and meaningfully engage with the legal process
appeared in large part to be the result of the opportunity for the Youthlaw practitioners to build rapport
and trust with young people over time and, crucially, outside a chaotic court environment. In doing so,
Youthlaw practitioners were able to elicit key information about young people’s needs and experiences.
Importantly, this included creating an environment and relationship in which a young person could feel
safe in disclosing their own experiences of prior or current adult perpetrated violence.
Early engagement also provided Youthlaw with the opportunity to facilitate early referrals and to work with
young people on the co-occurring issues that may be contributing to their use of harm. This included
supporting young people’s engagement with other services which could in turn assist with reaching a
constructive legal outcome, as well as working with the young person’s family where appropriate to
address wider needs, and to build a shared understanding of (and commitment to implementing) deescalation strategies.
Crucially, early engagement also enabled Youthlaw to support young people in improving their
understanding of the legislative definition of family violence in Victoria and of the relevant legal system
response. This was done through a trauma-informed and developmentally appropriate approach, helping
young people to understand the content of conditions; the importance of following them; interpreting
jargon; addressing misinformation or misconceptions; explaining what would happen in the court process
and how the young person should conduct themselves; and empowering the young person to provide
detailed instructions and to have a say in the kind of outcome that they were seeking.
The evaluation also found that, while sector capacity-building efforts were impacted significantly by
COVID-19, the Pilot did contribute to improved understanding of (and capacity to respond to) AVITHrelated legal needs. As such, sector capacity-building should remain a focus of the program moving
forward, and is likely to result in increased referrals to the program, as well as greater capacity for services
to wrap around young people and families who come into contact with the justice system due to a young
person’s use of violence.
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Efficiency
The evaluation found that, in crucial ways, the Pilot exceeded expectations in terms of efficiency and
value-for-money within the system. This is because, while the Pilot’s intended aim was to ensure that,
where an order is made, conditions are appropriately tailored and that the young person is supported to
understand any conditions, a key outcome of the Pilot was the resolution of legal matters without an order
being put in place at all. In total, 94 percent of matters resolved without an order being in place at the
time of file closure.
A key factor in the effective and timely resolution of matters was out-of-court negotiation. As noted
previously, this negotiation was able to be conducted because of the information that could be elicited
through early engagement with young people, as well as the capacity to facilitate young people’s
engagement with services which could address their needs. Where relevant information was able to be
provided to the court and police, this meant that 39 percent of young people’s matters were resolved
prior to the first mention, while no matters resulted in a contested hearing.
Crucial to recognise, pre-court engagement also assisted the court process in terms of reducing
adjournments. A comparison with baseline data from Youthlaw’s wider Family Violence Program indicates
that more Pilot matters were able to be resolved with no adjournments and that, for those matters which
were adjourned, Pilot matters were adjourned less often.
Finally, in over half of Pilot files involving related criminal matters, advocacy work by the Program Lawyer
meant that criminal charges were able to be resolved by way of caution.
The evaluation therefore found that Youthlaw had contributed significantly to the efficiency of the legal
process, and in the timely resolution of matters involved in the Pilot.

Appropriateness
Overall, the evaluation found that the Pilot model is highly responsive to the needs of young people who
come into contact with the legal process as a result of their use of violence.
Key features of the model which appear to support meaningful engagement by young people include the
provision of developmentally-appropriate and specialist support; flexible and tailored approaches which
respond to the goals and preferences of the young person; the delivery of integrated support which aims
to reduce overwhelm for young people; and the use of a strengths-based, trauma-informed and family
violence risk-informed practice framework.
Important to recognise, however, are the challenges of engaging with young people who do not have
access to a phone or other technology; who are not engaged in school; or who may be resistant to service
engagement because of prior negative experiences, including over-servicing. Young people whose
support needs are not able to be met by the wider service system – including young people who are
excluded from relevant programs where there is an adult perpetrator in the home - were also less likely
to benefit from involvement with the Pilot.
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Relatively low client numbers also meant that it was not possible within the current evaluation to assess
the appropriateness of the Pilot for specific cohorts, including Aboriginal young people, young people
from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds and young people who identify as LGBTIQ+.
As the program expands, and as more referrals are able to be made, continuous monitoring, learning and
evaluation should ensure that the appropriateness of the program model for marginalised cohorts - or
those experiencing particularly complex needs - is tracked and addressed.

Recommendations
1.

Establish a Memorandum of Understanding with Victoria Legal Aid to enable AVITH matters referred
via VPeR to be triaged by Victoria Legal Aid and (where appropriate) referred to Youthlaw for
specialist support.

2.

Establish an ongoing Memorandum of Understanding with YSAS so that referrals can continue to be
made through key services, including EYOP.

3.

Continue to explore opportunities to establish new referral pathways through the Children’s Court
and Magistrates’ Court of Victoria, including leveraging the opening of the Sunshine SFVC in
September 2022 and pre-court engagement processes established across some court locations
during COVID-19.

4.

Continue to explore opportunities to establish new referral pathways through key mental health
services, such as Orygen Clinical Services (including headspace) and the Royal Children’s Hospital
Mental Health Service.

5.

Embed secondary consultations to assess eligibility as a formal part of the referral process,
particularly for key pathways such as The Orange Door and EYOP.

6.

Clarify and streamline the eligibility criteria to ensure that referring organisations do not unnecessarily
exclude young people, including where young people have a criminal matter or Child Protection
matter on foot but it is not clear to the referring organisation whether another legal practitioner or
service is involved.

7.

Assess the feasibility of expanding the eligibility criteria of the Pilot to include young people up to 21
years of age, where their use of violence fits within an AVITH framework rather than an intimate
partner violence framework.

8.

Continue to identify, establish and monitor dedicated referral pathways for Aboriginal and/or Torres
Strait Islander young people and young people from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds.

9.

Assess the feasibility of embedding a priority flag within existing referral processes where a young
person has already been subject to an ex parte hearing resulting in an interim order being made.

10. Maintain the Pilot’s existing focus on being person-centred, flexible and providing multiple windows
of opportunity for engagement from the young person.
11. Articulate a formalised service response for young people who, in addition to using violence, have
experienced (and continue to experience) family violence.
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12. Produce and distribute user-friendly and developmentally-appropriate resources for young people
and practitioners on key topics such as the legislative definition of family violence; the legal response
and related court process where a young person is identified as using violence in the home; and
potential consequences of police and/or legal system intervention.
13. Develop and deliver, on a quarterly basis, education and capacity-building for Victoria Police.
14. Produce and distribute user-friendly and developmentally-appropriate resources for young people
and practitioners on young people’s options where they are experiencing family violence, including
the capacity for a self-initiated intervention order.
15. Review and update the program’s Theory of Change to reflect learnings from the evaluation.
16. Continue to monitor key outcomes in a proactive way – including in relation to early referrals, legal
outcomes and client experience – and to use emerging data to inform service planning, improvement
and continuous learning in relation to the Program.

Conclusion
Overall, the evaluation found that the outcomes of the Pilot and the way in which Youthlaw’s specialised
practitioners were able to engage effectively with young people signals genuine promise and is an
important component of any wider AVITH service system response.
Although COVID-19 and associated restrictions hampered referrals – including by impacting the
governance arrangements and practitioner relationships which would have facilitated a greater volume of
eligible referrals – the Pilot clearly demonstrated the difference that earlier engagement with legal and
non-legal supports can make to young people who are at significant risk of damaging contact with the
justice system. This includes resolving matters sooner and without the imposition of an order in most
cases – a significant achievement in the context of AVITH, where the imposition or maintenance of an
intervention order may actually escalate risk to young people and their families by rupturing relationships;
increasing distress; and putting young people at risk of criminal charges when all that their families may
have wanted was for the violence to stop and their young person to receive help.
What the evaluation also revealed, however, was that the Victorian system is still at a very early stage in
terms of its understanding of AVITH and appropriate ways to respond. Consultations revealed that
stakeholders were only just beginning to recognise the critical value of the kind of legal and non-legal
support that Youthlaw offered, and the potentially harmful impacts of an intervention order response
which does not account for a young person’s breadth of needs and circumstances.
Despite the significant challenges involved in implementing and delivering a collaborative and highly
specialised response to AVITH in the context of COVID-19, the Pilot was overwhelmingly able to
contribute to improved outcomes for young people, as well as facilitating increased understanding across
the fledgling system of AVITH-related legal needs. The existing achievements of the Pilot should,
therefore, continue to be consolidated and the promise of this intervention realised as an ongoing offering
in Victoria’s family violence response.
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1 Introduction
This section outlines the background of the pilot program and the related evaluation, as well as the focus
of this interim report.

1.1 Background to the evaluation
1.1.1 What is AVITH?
Although no consensus definition exists at a national or international level, existing studies describe
adolescents using violence in the home (AVITH) as a pattern (not an isolated incident) of violent or abusive
behaviour used by an adolescent within their family, mostly against parents or other caregivers and
siblings. This behaviour, like other forms of family violence, may involve property damage; financial,
psychological and emotional abuse; physical intimidation; and assaults, including sexual assaults. 3
Research conducted by the Centre for Innovative Justice (CIJ) through its Positive Interventions for

Perpetrators of AVITH (PIPA) Project - which involved focus groups with over 150 practitioners and an
audit of 385 legal and court case files regarding young people identified as using violence in the home identified a wide diversity of co-occurring issues and scenarios in the lives of adolescents who come into
contact with legal systems as a direct (or indirect) result of their use of AVITH. Despite this diversity, the
research identified trauma (including intergenerational trauma) as one of the single biggest contributors
to the use of AVITH by adolescents.
Further, much of the behaviour described in the PIPA case file narratives appeared to be what some
researchers have termed ‘reactive’ rather than goal oriented or controlling, 4 as is generally the case in
the context of adult perpetrators of family violence. Practitioners who participated in the PIPA research
echoed this characterisation, although examples of coercive control were identified as well. Disability or
neurodivergence also featured across much of the sample, with nearly 25 percent of case files involving
young people diagnosed on the Autism Spectrum or as having significant cognitive impairment.
The research also found that families were experiencing AVITH and co-occurring issues with very little
service support, despite significant service needs that frequently spanned lifetime trajectories, rather than
being limited to when behaviour that might be described as AVITH became visible to the legal system. In
some case files, multiple parties were subject to cross orders and applications, suggesting situations that
were more chaotic and complex than what has previously been described in ‘clinical’ samples of families
who seek expert professional help with AVITH. 5

Campbell, E., Richter, J., Howard, J., & Cockburn, H. (2020). The PIPA project: Positive interventions for perpetrators of
adolescent violence in the home (AVITH) (Research report, 04/2020). Sydney, NSW: ANROWS.
3

See, e.g. Daly, K., & Wade, D. (2016). Gender and adolescent-to-parent violence: A systematic analysis of typical and
atypical cases. In A. Holt Ed.), Working with adolescent violence and abuse towards parents: Approaches and contexts
for intervention (pp. 148-168). New York: Routledge.
5
See, e.g. Simmons, M., McEwan, T., Purcell, R., & Ogloff, J.R.P. (2018). ‘Sixty years of child-to-parent abuse research:
What we know and where to go’. Aggression and Violent Behaviour, 38, 31-52.
4
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Importantly, where a young person did come into contact with the legal system, the research showed that
adolescents were often respondents to applications in which they were not legally represented and in
which they often did not attend court themselves. Despite this, protection orders were being imposed on
children without any legislative requirement for assessment of their capacity to understand or comply with
the order, or any assessment of the risk that they or their family may face.
Overall, the PIPA research highlighted the complexity of the features and driving factors underlying
AVITH; the inability of a ‘one-size-fits-all’ justice response to address this complexity; and the unique
drivers of AVITH, as distinct from adult perpetration of family violence.
It also found that interaction with the legal system could function as a positive intervention where it
resulted in adolescents and their families having their needs identified and being connected with much
needed services. Rather than being the norm, however, the research suggested that this is the exception.

1.1.2 Background to the Pilot
Youthlaw is Victoria’s specialist legal centre for young people under 25 years and has offered a family
violence duty lawyer service (Family Violence Program) at the Melbourne Children’s Court since 2016.
Importantly, Youthlaw’s Family Violence Program is an integrated practice model, which provides both
legal and non-legal support to young people who are listed as the respondent on a family violence
intervention order.
Within this integrated practice model, a multidisciplinary team comprising a Program Lawyer and Youth
Family Violence Practitioner work together to assess and respond to a young person’s legal and non-legal
needs, building on an emerging body of practice and evidence which indicates that integrated legal and
social work practice is “a means of providing effective, holistic services for people experiencing complex
and intersecting legal and social support needs.” 6 Integrated practice can also enhance clients’
engagement with the legal system, drawing on core social work skills such as communication and rapport
building to facilitate more effective communication between lawyers and clients, as well as providing
supports that enhance a client’s ability to engage in the legal process more broadly. 7
Through its Family Violence Program, Youthlaw identified a significant number of young people not
attending court in relation to intervention order matters. This in turn meant that there were limited
opportunities to assess and respond to young people’s needs, as well as to put support in place to address
their use of violence and broader co-occurring issues.
Where young people did not attend court or engage with legal services at any point, it could also mean
that information regarding their needs and circumstances was not presented in court, or that opportunities
for alternative legal outcomes (such as an undertaking) were not able to be pursued. Where an order was
made against a young person, it also meant that they were not supported to understand the conditions
imposed on them and, therefore, were less likely to comply with the order.

6
7

Centre for Innovative Justice, (2020) Review of the Literature on Integrated Social Work and Practice 1.
Ibid.
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In response to these issues, Youthlaw sought funding from the Victorian Legal Services Board in 2019 to
develop, pilot and evaluate an early intervention model that seeks to engage earlier with young people
using violence in the home (the Pilot). The model builds on Youthlaw’s existing integrated practice model
but, crucially, seeks to establish a range of early referral pathways so that Youthlaw can engage with
young people prior to the first listing date of their matter, enhancing the benefits of the legal and nonlegal support delivered through the existing model. In early 2020, Youthlaw received funding for a twoyear period, including development, implementation and evaluation of the Pilot.
Detailed design and implementation of the Pilot (see section 2.1) was delayed as a result of the significant
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on courts and service delivery more broadly, with the Pilot officially
commencing at the beginning of the 2021 calendar year. The Pilot targeted the Metropolitan West areas
serviced by the Sunshine and Werribee Children’s Court divisions of the Magistrates’ Court, as well as
matters which are listed at the Melbourne Children’s Court.

1.2 Evaluation of the Pilot
1.2.1 Evaluation scope and objectives
In March 2020, as part of the VLSB project funding, Youthlaw engaged the CIJ to conduct a formal
evaluation of the Pilot. The aim of the evaluation was to provide an evidence base to inform the ongoing
design and delivery of the program model, including informing any adaptations or changes in the way that
support is delivered to young people, as well as decision making in relation to the continuation or
expansion of the program beyond the Pilot funding period.
In meeting these aims, the evaluation obtained ethical approval (Justice Human Research Committee
CF/20/14934) and initially sought to adopt a mixed methods approach, including:
−

analysis of aggregate service data collected by Youthlaw, including client demographic information
and outcomes data;

−

a case file audit of Pilot clients to understand client trajectories more effectively, including the nature
of the service response that they received and any identifiable outcomes;

−

in-depth interviews with young people who had received support via the Pilot; and

−

consultations with program partners, including services and agencies involved in referring young
people to the Pilot or providing ongoing support to young people.

As a result of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on Pilot implementation, as well as other factors
impacting on the evaluation team’s capacity to engage directly with young people (see section 1.2.2), the
evaluation activities were subsequently refocused to comprise an in-depth case file review of all clients
supported through the Pilot, complemented by stakeholder consultations with Youthlaw practitioners and
other project partners.
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Because of a lack of client data during the interim evaluation phase, 8 the evaluation team also supported
Youthlaw to conduct a needs analysis based on case files from the existing Family Violence Program – a
duty lawyer service which does not have the additional aim of facilitating early referrals to enable the
provision of pre-court support. The aim of this needs analysis was to inform refinements to the model by
providing an in-depth understanding of the needs of young people who are listed as the respondent on
an intervention order, as well as to identify opportunities for earlier referral based on the service contact
and trajectories of Family Violence Program clients.

1.2.2 Limitations
As identified above, the evaluation was subject to a number of limitations. This includes the following:
−

Impacts of COVID-19 – COVID-19 had significant impacts on the design and implementation of the
Pilot, including the capacity of wider services to engage with and support the Pilot as the Victorian
legal and wider service sectors grappled with unprecedented demand, complexity and operational
and practice changes. Program staff were also required to deliver the model in a remote service and
remote court environment, meaning that specific features of the model (such as co-locations with
project partners) were unable to be realised during the Pilot period.

−

Low referrals – Related to the above, COVID-19 appears to have had a considerable impact on the
number of eligible referrals to the Pilot. This included no eligible referrals at the time at which the
interim evaluation was conducted, with interim findings in relation to refining and strengthening the
design and implementation of the model informed by stakeholder consultations and a needs analysis
of Family Violence Program client files (see section 1.2.1). For the final evaluation phase, a total of 18
closed and eligible files were available for review, with the evaluation team making the decision to
conduct an in-depth review of all client files to address wider gaps in data collection (see below).

−

Capacity to conduct client interviews – The research methodology developed by the CIJ at the outset
of the evaluation involved recruiting young people through project partners which, it was anticipated,
would provide ongoing support to young people once their legal matter had been resolved.

−

This approach was developed to ensure that young people could be recruited and supported to
participate by someone with a lens on dynamic family violence risk and that young people would not
need to be recruited while their legal matter was still on foot. In practice, however, many young people
who accessed the Pilot did not receive ongoing support from the project partners. This occurred for
a range of reasons, including where the young person was already linked in with services; did not
wish to access ongoing support; or where a young person’s needs did not align with the focus and/or
eligibility criteria for programs delivered through the project partners. As the evaluation timeframes
and budget did not allow for a substantive amendment of the approved research methodology via the
relevant Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC), interviews with young people were ultimately
unable to proceed.

8

This was due to COVID-19 and its impacts on Pilot establishment and referrals at this early stage.
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While the impact of this was somewhat ameliorated through a more extensive case file review,
Youthlaw and the CIJ acknowledge that the absence of young people’s voices is a key gap in the
evaluation. Recommendations to address this gap moving forward are outlined at section 5.4.

1.3 Structure of the report
This report is structured as follows:
−

Section 1 (Introduction) – sets out the background to the evaluation, including providing a high-level
overview of the Pilot and the evaluation scope and objectives.

−

Section 2 (Overview of the Pilot) – provides an overview of the Pilot design process, eligibility criteria
and support delivered through the Pilot model.

−

Section 3 (Young people who accessed the Pilot) – provides an overview of client demographics,
support needs, use of violence, prior experiences of violence and wider engagement with the service
system.

−

Section 4 (Key findings) – outlines findings relating to the model’s implementation; effectiveness;
efficiency and appropriateness.

−

Section 5 (Recommendations) – sets out targeted recommendations to enhance the design and
delivery of the Pilot, including recommendations around early referrals; service response; system
capacity building; and monitoring, evaluation and learning.
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2 Overview of the Pilot
This section provides a high-level overview of the Pilot model, including key elements of the Pilot and its
intended outcomes (as outlined in the Theory of Change).

2.1 Design process
The Pilot model was initially developed based on data and practice experience obtained through
Youthlaw’s wider Family Violence Program, which provides duty lawyer services to young people listed
as the respondent on an intervention order. Based on this program, Youthlaw identified a need to
complement their existing integrated practice model, with a focus on early referrals so that young people
could receive legal and non-legal support prior to the first mention.
To further refine the initial design, a Theory of Change workshop was conducted with Youthlaw, the CIJ
and key project partners. Through this workshop, project stakeholders sought to articulate the key
activities required to improve legal and non-legal outcomes for young people who come into the contact
with the justice system through their use of violence, as well as key outcomes which the Pilot model
should work to achieve (see Figure 1 and Appendix A).
Figure 1: Theory of Change

Source: Centre for Innovative Justice.

Further refinements were made to the model following the interim evaluation process, which included the
delivery of an interim report and a findings workshop with project partners to test and refine the interim
findings and recommendations.
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2.2 Eligibility criteria
To be eligible for the Pilot, a young person must meet the following criteria:
−

Young person is named as the respondent on an intervention order OR

−

There is identified risk of the young person using violence in the home AND

−

Young person is aged over 10 and under 18 years old AND

−

There are no Child Protection legal matters for which the young person is being represented AND

−

Any legal matter will be listed in the Melbourne Children’s Court, Sunshine Children’s Court Division
or Werribee Children’s Court Division.

2.3 Support delivered through the model
The Pilot model is delivered through a specialist, multidisciplinary team of Youthlaw practitioners who
work together to deliver integrated legal and non-legal support to young people. Key components of the
service response are outlined at Figure 2 (see also Appendix B).
Figure 2: Key components of the Pilot model

Source: Centre for Innovative Justice.
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3 Young people who accessed the Pilot
This section provides a high-level overview of the demographics and needs of young people supported
through the Pilot.
In total, 18 eligible young people were successfully referred to and supported through the Pilot, all of
whom were included within the case file review. Information on the demographic characteristics and
presenting needs of young people who accessed and engaged with the Pilot are outlined below.

3.1 Client demographics
3.1.1 Age and gender
Young people across the sampled files ranged in age from 12 to 17 at the time of referral, with 72 percent
(13) aged 16 or older. Of those not falling within this older age category, three young people were aged
15 years, one was aged 14 years and the youngest was aged 12 years old.
78 percent of young people supported through the Pilot (14) were male and four were female, with
females tending to be older on average than male clients (all female clients were aged 15 or 16 years).
No gender diverse or trans young people accessed the program during the Pilot period.
This is consistent with the baseline data, where all four females referred to the Pilot were either 17 or 18
years of age, while males were as young as 14 years of age. An overview of the gender and age
breakdown of young people supported through the Pilot is provided at Figure 3.
Figure 3: Age by gender
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Source: Analysis of Youthlaw case file data.
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3.1.2 Culturally and linguistically diverse young people and families
Of the 18 files sampled, four young people (22%) were born outside of Australia. This included one young
person born in Iraq, a young person born in Bahrain, a young person born in Iran and a young person
born in New Zealand. In all four of these cases, the families spoke a language other than English (in
addition to English) in the home. Similarly, four out of 20 files within the baseline data (20%) included a
young person born outside of Australia.

3.1.3 Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander young people and families
No young people supported through the Pilot identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander across
the 18 sampled files. One young person, however, disclosed to Youthlaw during their engagement that
their mother identifies as Aboriginal and that the family had been receiving support through a case worker
at a relevant Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation. Following further enquiries by Youthlaw as
to the young person’s connections with mob, the young person indicated that they did not have these
connections and do not themselves identify as Aboriginal.
This is consistent with the baseline data, which included only one young person identifying as Aboriginal.
The lack of Aboriginal young people within the Pilot cohort (and baseline data) may be due to a range of
reasons, including factors such as system distrust and fear of child removal, which may mean that
Aboriginal families are less likely to use police as a protective strategy where a young person uses
violence in the home. The availability of Aboriginal legal services, as well as the absence of dedicated
referrals pathways for Aboriginal young people, may also be a factor.

3.2 Client support needs
3.2.1 Disability
Disability (not including psychosocial disability) was indicated in five out of 18 of the case files (28%), with
all five files including young people with a diagnosis of Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).
Of those five young people, two also had a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and two had a
diagnosis of Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD). In at least three of these cases, the young person was
receiving treatment in relation to their disability diagnoses, including pharmaceutical intervention. 9
For one of these young people, compliance with their ADHD medication was described as “on and off”, 10
which the young person identified to be a factor in their difficulty managing their aggression and use of
violence in the home. For another young person diagnosed with ADHD, the police narrative on the L17
stated that the young person has not taken their prescribed medication for several weeks and was not
engaging with their psychologist, suggesting that police considered this to be a contributing factor in the
young person’s use of violence.

9

It was not clear from the final two files whether the young person is prescribed medication in relation to their disability.
Youthlaw case notes.

10
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Similarly, disability (not including psychosocial disability) was indicated in five out of 20 files (25%) in the
baseline data. This included one young with a highly complex disability diagnosis, with the young person’s
use of violence more appropriately understood as a behaviour of concern requiring a positive behaviour
support response, rather than a police-initiated legal response.

3.2.2 Mental health
Mental health concerns were common among the young people who accessed the Pilot, with half (nine
out of 18 case files) involving a young person with either a formal mental health diagnosis; a past mental
health incident or episode; or strong indicators of mental ill-health (but without formal diagnosis), including
depressive moods, anxiety, hearing auditory voices, hypervigilance and emotional dysregulation. In
addition, while clear indicators of mental ill-health were present in half of the files, information on 14 of
the files (78%) suggested that the young person had accessed a mental health service (to varying
degrees) in the past or present. Most commonly, files described young people involved with headspace,
Orygen Youth Mental Health service, or child and adolescent mental health services (CAMHS).
In one case file involving particularly acute mental health needs, a young person disclosed to Youthlaw
practitioners upon intake that they had started experiencing perceptual disturbances, which had
increased in frequency since the young person ceased taking their medication. The young person had
not disclosed this information to their GP, paediatrician or headspace worker, due to concerns that this
would result in a formal diagnosis of schizophrenia. The Youth Family Violence Worker sought a
secondary consult from a worker at Orygen Youth Mental Health service to obtain advice on how to
support this young person appropriately, including responding to risks inherent in the young person’s
disclosures.
In some instances, the onset of a mental health episode directly precipitated the incident of violence that
led to the young person’s engagement with Youthlaw. In one such file, the young person tried to speak
to their father about concerns that, having already identified that they were not feeling well in their mental
health, if their mental health continued to decline the young person might harm someone. Unfortunately,
the young person felt unheard by their father when they voiced their concerns, resulting in an incident in
which the young person physically assaulted their father and subsequently assaulted their mother and
older sister when they attempted to intervene.
Mental health issues were similarly seen across the baseline data, with more than half of young people
(64%) having either a formal diagnosis or currently undergoing assessment, and at least one other young
person presenting with strong indications of mental ill-health but without formal assessment or diagnosis.
A key point of difference between the Pilot cohort and young people captured within the baseline data
was the prevalence of young people within the baseline being taken to hospital for a mental health
assessment, either as an immediate consequence of the incident in which they used violence (five young
people) or during the period between the incident and the resolution of their legal matter (two young
people). This is contrasted with data from Pilot case files, in which no young people were identified as
having been taken to hospital for a mental health assessment.
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It is not clear whether this was due to differences in the mental health presentations of young people
across the files, or if the impacts of COVID-19 on the health system meant that police may have been
more reluctant to utilise acute mental health supports during the Pilot period.

3.2.3 Alcohol and other drug use
Alcohol and other drug (AOD) use was indicated in seven of the 18 files sampled (39%), with young
people generally not viewing or describing their AOD use as problematic, but opportunistic or social. Two
of the seven files, however, involved more extensive AOD use, with one young person reportedly having
used ice for four months prior to the family violence incident, while the other young person self-identified
as a drug user, having previously tried “shrooms, ice, speed, GHB and weed”. 11
In one file, intoxication was identified as the precipitating factor in a young person’s verbal abuse, threats
of violence and property damage, which led to police attending and seeking an intervention order. A
considerable amount of work was done by the Youth Family Violence Practitioner to link this young person
in with AOD counselling services, with practitioners supporting the young person to understand that the
court and/or police would want to see the young person addressing factors that led to the use of violence
in the home. Following one adjournment for police to consider their position further, both police-initiated
applications were withdrawn and no final order was made.
Similarly, AOD use was indicated in 30 percent of cases in the baseline data. Unlike the dataset for the
Final Evaluation, alcohol use was not disclosed by any young people in the baseline data, though was
mentioned in one police application where the parents of a young person indicated that the young
person’s consumption of alcohol was a factor in the family conflict.

3.3 Use of violence
3.3.1 Relationship with Affected Family Member(s)
There were 26 Affected Family Members (AFMs) identified across the sample of 18 files, with five young
people listed as the respondent on more than one intervention order within the family structure. In two of
these five files, the intervention orders were taken out in relation to different incidents of violence
occurring within the home at different times, while three files involved a single incident in which
applications were taken out to protect multiple members of the young person’s family. A breakdown of
the AFMs in the case files is represented at Figure 4.

11

Youthlaw case notes.
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Figure 4: Family members listed as Affected Family Members (AFMs)
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Source: Analysis of Youthlaw Case file data.

Of the 26 AFMs, 77 percent (20) were a biological parent of the young person, with 60 percent (12) of
biological parents being of the opposite gender to the young person, most commonly the mother. Of the
remaining six AFMs, one was a grandmother, one was a step-parent, three were adult sisters and one
was the boyfriend of the young person.
In five of the intervention orders taken out against a young person, a younger sibling was also added to
the order. This included four orders to protect the young person’s mother and one order to protect a
young person’s father. Of these files involving a younger sibling, case data described the sibling either
trying to intervene during episodes of violence, or as reflected in one file, the sibling “[running] away with
his hands covering his ears”. 12 Information provided across these files demonstrated work undertaken by
the Youth Family Violence Practitioner to support the young person to understand the impact of their use
of violence on siblings present in the home.
Across some files, there was some evidence of multidirectional violence between siblings, or of siblings
contributing to situations of conflict in the home. In one case file, for example, a sibling was added to an
order to protect their mother following an incident that commenced with the young person’s sister yelling
at them about “harassing” their mother. In another file, a young person described the damaging impact
of their sisters telling the young person that they reminded them of their father, who had perpetrated
family violence against all family members in the past. This young person felt that their sisters had a role
to play in improving the situation at home.
Similarly, of the AFMs identified in the baseline sample, 60 percent (15) were a biological parent and, of
those, 87 percent (13) were a parent of the opposite gender to the young person – in all cases, the mother.
In addition, for one quarter of the young people included in the sample (5), younger children residing in
the household were also listed on the order, many of whom had been present during one or more of the
incidents of violence.

12

Youthlaw case notes.
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3.3.2 Nature of violence
The most common type of violence was physical violence (present in 12 of the 26 intervention order
applications), which was often present alongside verbal abuse or aggression (present in ten applications).
Where physical violence was used, this included actions and behaviours such as punching; slapping;
holding the AFM in a headlock; running at the AFM with a pair of scissors; hitting the AFM with an object,
including a hot tea in one application and slippers in another; and physically grabbing the AFM.
Property damage was another common type of violence used by young people across the case files, with
this form of violence present in 42 percent of the 26 intervention order applications (11). In four of these
11 applications, only property damage was listed. More commonly, however, property damage occurred
alongside other forms of violence.
Four intervention order applications were brought against a young person due to their threats to use
violence or to kill a family member. Two intervention order applications were brought due to the young
person’s threat to use a hockey stick to inflict violence on the AFM; one application involved a young
person threatening the AFM with a kitchen knife; and one application involved a young person using an
imitation weapon (a pistol gel blaster), which resulted in the attendance of 16 police officers at the young
person’s home.
This data is relatively consistent with the baseline data, in which 65 percent involved physical assault –
either alone, or in combination with other forms of violence such as property damage and threats.
Similarly, approximately one-quarter of all intervention orders in the baseline involved property damage,
with three cases involving property damage alone and four involving property damage in conjunction with
other forms of violence.

3.3.3 Factors precipitating or contributing to a young person’s use of violence
Disagreement over the internet (such as connection issues) or device usage was identified across several
of the intervention orders as contributing to, or precipitating, conflict scenarios in which young people
used violence. In one file, for example, a mother’s confiscation of the young person’s mobile phone
resulted in the young person physically assaulting their mother. Two days later, the confiscation of the
same young person’s phone resulted in the young person kicking a hole in the bedroom door, with police
seeking an additional intervention order in this subsequent call-out.
Changes in family structure and living arrangements contributed to a young person’s use of violence in
some files, including in instances where separation of a young person’s parents gave rise to specific
issues within the family. For example, one case file involved a young person who punched a hole in a wall
in an argument with their mother, following the young person discovering that their mother’s new partner
was planning to stay in the family home over the weekend. During this young person’s engagement with
Youthlaw, they moved in with their father and reported a considerable improvement following this change
in living situation.
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In two files, the young person’s use of violence was directly linked to their discovery that their mother had
been in their bedroom and had touched, moved, or otherwise tampered with their property. For both of
these young people, discovery that their property had been touched was what “set them off”, 13 with one
young person subsequently punching a hole in the door and the other young person causing damage to
items in the kitchen, such as smashing plates.
As noted previously, mental health episodes, cessation of pharmacological intervention or other forms of
treatment and AOD use also contributed to situations in which young people used violence across several
case files. COVID-19 was explicitly identified as an exacerbating factor for just one young person, who
felt that restricted freedom of movement as a result of lockdowns and additional family members in the
home added complexity to issues around remote learning and conflicts with peers online.

3.3.4 Prior use of violence
In seven out of 18 files (39%), the incident resulting in the young person’s referral to Youthlaw appeared
to be the young person’s first use of violence towards a family member. For the other 11 case files,
information captured in the file indicated previous police callouts to the home as a result of the young
person’s use of violence and/or multidirectional use of violence in the home, or unreported instances of
the young person’s use of violence in the home. 14
This data is consistent with the baseline data, in which 35 percent of the sample (7 young people) involved
evidence of previous use of violence, including previous police callouts due to the young person’s use of
violence or multidirectional use of violence between family members, as well as disclosures by the AFM
of previously unreported incidents of violence in the home.
In one file from the Pilot dataset, police attended the home because of the young person experiencing a
mental health episode in which the young person’s mother identified risk of self-harm, but where there
was no indication that the young person had used violence towards anyone in the home.
Where police had been called to the home as a result of a young person’s use of violence but had not
sought an intervention order, it was not clear from the files whether any other response or intervention such as referrals to relevant services which could address factors contributing to the young person’s use
of violence - had been made at this time. As such, it is possible that the first form of intervention offered
by the system was a legal one.
Across the files, three young people disclosed or were identified as having had, prior contact with the
criminal justice system in relation to their own behaviour or use of violence. In one file, the specific nature
of these charges was not clear from the case file, although the young person disclosed having been to
“juvie” (juvenile detention) on four occasions because of their behaviours.

Youthlaw case notes.
In one of the 11 files, the young person indicated that police had been called to the home in relation to “punch-ons”
between the young person and their step father, but had never actually attended. In seven files, police had previously
attended the home in relation to an incident in which the young person used violence. In the final three files, files
indicated instances of violence in the home, though information on the file suggests that police were not called to the
home.

13
14
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In the other two files, one young person had received a caution in relation to a previous affray incident;
and the other young person had received a criminal charge relating to threats to kill his ex-girlfriend
(outcome unknown).

3.4 Experiences of harm
3.4.1 Previous experiences of violence
Based on information captured in case files, 67 percent of young people (12) had experienced family
violence or had been exposed to family violence supportive behaviours in the home. This included
scenarios in which family violence had been perpetrated by one parent against another, as well as family
violence being perpetrated against the young person by a parent.
In five of the files (28%), information provided on the case file indicated that the young person was listed
as a protected person on an existing intervention order, outside of the context of their own use of violence.
In all five case files, the young person was male and the respondent was their biological father. In two of
the files, the matter was ongoing over the period during which the young person was engaged with
Youthlaw.
For one young person who had an intervention order matter on foot to protect his mother and brother
and him from ongoing family violence perpetrated by the young person’s father, he expressed apathy
towards the capacity of the legal system to provide sufficient protection for him and his family, stating that
it “doesn’t work”. 15 In advocating to police around the young person’s own intervention order matter (that
is, the matter in which the young person was listed as the respondent), the Program Lawyer observed
that the young person was “so used to the violence that he does not think of it as out of the ordinary”. 16
A further example involved a young person with a history of out-of-home care and kinship care
placements, which occurred following experiences of family violence perpetrated by the young person’s
biological father. The Program Lawyer offered to obtain a copy of the intervention order protecting the
young person from his father, only to discover that the order had recently expired without the young
person’s knowledge. Case notes indicate that the Program Lawyer informed the young person that
Youthlaw could assist him to obtain a new order if his father did anything to make him feel unsafe or
scared and that the young person reflected back that he understood that this option was available to him.
Similarly, information from the baseline data indicated that in more than 75 percent of cases, the young
person had experienced or been exposed to violence and/or violence supportive behaviours. This
included cases of sibling-sibling violence, with multiple young people describing significant verbal abuse,
physical violence or bullying by a sibling.

15
16

Youthlaw case notes.
Youthlaw case notes.
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3.4.2 Misidentification
In three case files (17%), a young person was misidentified as the predominant aggressor when they were
in fact experiencing current family violence. This is compared with just one file within the baseline data,
suggesting that earlier engagement may provide additional opportunities for rapport-building and
identification of wider dynamics of violence within the family. This in turn can allow for disclosures where
a young person is currently experiencing family violence and/or has been misidentified as the
predominant aggressor.
In all three cases of misidentification, a parent was identified as using violence against the young person.
This included a particularly complex case in which a young person and his brother had recently resumed
residing with their mother following their father’s incarceration and a subsequent series of failed foster
care placements. The placement with the young person’s mother occurred despite the young person’s
mother having previously threatened to the kill him and his sibling. Following persistent advocacy by the
Program Lawyer – including a request for the matter to be escalated to the Senior Police Lawyer – the
intervention order against the young person was eventually withdrawn.
In another file, the young person disclosed to Youthlaw that their father had an extensive history of
perpetrating violence towards the young person, their mother and sibling. The young person informed
Youthlaw that their father’s behaviours had recently increased in severity, and included physical violence,
verbal violence and threats. During the incident that led to the order, the young person sought to defend
their younger sibling from their father, which resulted in the father following the young person out of the
room and shoving them. This then resulted in a physical fight between the young person and their father.
In the final file involving misidentification, the young person’s mother was identified as the person using
violence. In this case, the Program Lawyer expressed particular concern at the prospect of the young
person’s mother using the intervention order as a “behaviour management tool” and as a means of
furthering coercive control of the young person.
Outside of these three files that involved clear examples of misidentification, multidirectional violence was
identified in a further three files. This includes one file in which the young person described how both
parents would “yell and scream” at the young person, 17 including one incident where the young person’s
mother pinned them to the ground, held a fist towards the young person and made threats towards them.

3.5 Wider service engagement
3.5.1 School and employment
78 percent of young people (14) included in the sample were engaged with school and/or employment
at the time they were referred to Youthlaw. Of those, ten were engaged with school, two were working
full-time, one was working part-time and one was engaged in both school and employment. Even where
young people were formally enrolled in school, case file data indicated that this often involved sporadic
or ad hoc attendance.

17

Youthlaw case notes.
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Particular challenges with school attendance and engagement highlighted through the files included the
impacts of COVID-19 (including remote learning), as well as young people who found that the school
environment exacerbated mental health concerns, including social anxiety.
Of the four young people who were engaged in neither education or employment, one expressed hope
to engage with an apprenticeship the following year; one had just completed Year 12 and was currently
unemployed; one had recently dropped out of school and was relying on an older sister for financial
assistance; and one file simply indicated that the young person was not engaged with either employment
or education. Young people across the files who were disengaged from school were generally in the older
category, with one young person aged 16 years and three aged 17 years old.
Engagement with school was a protective factor for some young people, particularly those who were
linked in with supports such as a school wellbeing officer or trusted teacher. A breakdown of engagement
in school or education by gender is provided at Figure 5.
Figure 5: Engagement in school and employment by gender
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Source: Analysis of Youthlaw case file data.

This data is consistent with the baseline data, in which eighty percent of young people were engaged in
school and/or employment at the time they were referred to Youthlaw. Of those, 14 young people were
attending and engaging with school; one young person was employed in a casual or part-time capacity;
and one young person was engaged in both school and casual employment. The baseline data similarly
found that, where young people were engaged with school, this appeared to be a protective factor which
provided structure and a broader support network for that young person.

3.5.2 Prior engagement with the service system
The extent to which young people and/or their families had previously engaged with wider supports varied
significantly, with a key challenge for Youthlaw practitioners being managing the over-servicing of some
young people and the under-servicing of others.
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As described by one young person in the case files, he felt that he has seen “50 psychologists in the
past”, 18 with none providing effective support. For another family, the Youth Family Violence Lawyer
identified that the family was confused about the nature of involvement and roles of the different services
providing support to the family, limiting the overall effectiveness of the various interventions. The father
in this case file described their family being in crisis and stated that while “lots of services call and talk,
[they had] not been able to help the family”. 19
Where families were engaged with multiple services, the Youth Family Violence Practitioner
communicated and coordinated with other services, including through case conferences. Rather than the
Pilot’s anticipated focus on needs assessment and referral, this involved working with other services
already around the young person and their family to maximise the benefits of support and intervention,
including by leveraging existing services to minimise the risk of escalating justice system contact.
On the other end of the spectrum, the case file review indicated that some young people and families
appeared to have fallen through the cracks of service engagement, including where they had an extensive
history of family violence. One young person was not involved with any support services at the time of
engagement with Youthlaw and declined to receive support from the Youth Family Violence Practitioner
or to be linked in with wider services. This young person did not see the value of support services in
creating change within the family, identifying their father’s use of violence as the primary behaviour of
concern within the family structure.
Baseline data similarly found variation in the extent to which young people were engaged with support
services, with almost half of young people (9) not engaged – or minimally engaged – with support services
at the time of referral. Where young people were engaged with services at the time of referral, common
types of support included psychologists, a GP, mental health services, or family therapy.

18
19

Youthlaw case notes.
Youthlaw case notes.
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4 Key findings
This section outlines the key findings of the evaluation, including those made in relation to the Pilot’s
implementation; effectiveness in achieving its intended outcomes; efficiency (or capacity to provide valuefor-money); and appropriateness of the model for the target cohort.

4.1 Implementation
4.1.1 Establishing multiple access points for referral
‒

In total, referral pathways established by Youthlaw resulted in 50 referrals, of which 36 percent were
eligible, suitable and resulted in service engagement.

‒

Key reasons for referrals not proceeding included the young person’s age; referrals where the young
person was experiencing (but not using) violence in the home; referrals where the young person was
using violence in the context of an intimate partner relationship; and the young person not engaging.

‒

The majority of referrals came from Victoria Police, the Youth Advocacy and Support Service (YSAS)
and The Orange Door, with Victoria Police providing the most eligible referrals.

‒

COVID-19 had significant impacts on Youthlaw’s capacity to establish referral pathways, although
the nascent and evolving nature of the AVITH system response was also identified as a key challenge.

Overall, the evaluation found that Youthlaw was successful in establishing some early and effective
referral pathways, despite a number of challenges (including the impacts of COVID-19). Although the Pilot
consistently operated below capacity, it has established a strong foundation of referral pathways on which
to build, particularly as referring organisations continue to develop their understanding of (and capacity
to identify) AVITH-related legal needs.
Eligible and suitable referrals
A key aim of the Pilot was to establish a range of pathways through which young people could be referred
to early legal and non-legal support. In total, the Pilot received 50 referrals, of which 28 young people
were initially assessed as eligible and suitable for support. Three referrals were received in late 2020; 35
were received in 2021; and 12 were received in the first half of 2022.
Of those referrals which were initially deemed ineligible, the most common reason for ineligibility was that
the young person had been referred in relation to their experiences of violence, rather than their use of
violence. In some of these matters, Youthlaw was still able to deliver support around the young person’s
experience of violence through its other programs. Eight young people were outside the age range for
the Pilot, with most being aged between 19 and 20 years old, and the oldest being 21 years old. A further
four young people were deemed not eligible because they were using violence in the context of an
intimate partner relationship, rather than using violence within the home, while one young person was
excluded on the basis that they already had a lawyer.
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Following further assessment of referrals, another ten young people were subsequently assessed as
ineligible or unsuitable, with one young person being subject to a conflict; four young people either
declining service or being unable to be contacted; one young person having a lawyer acting on their
behalf already in relation to Child Protection proceedings; one young person being declined service on
the basis of Youthlaw’s capacity to attend the hearing; and three unknown. As such, of the 50 referrals
received, 18 (36%) ultimately resulted in an eligible and suitable referral which was taken up by the young
person. A breakdown of reasons why referrals did not result in support is provided at Figure 6.
Figure 6: Reasons for referrals which did not proceed
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Source: Analysis of Youthlaw referral data.

Despite the relatively high rate of ineligible referrals, referral data indicates that Youthlaw were
successful in implementing a range of referrals pathways. The highest number of referrals (14) came
from Victoria Police, including through key roles such as the Youth Referral Officer. Of these, more
than half of referrals (64%) were deemed eligible and ultimately resulted in uptake and the delivery of
support. A further 13 came from YSAS, with 11 of those coming from the Embedded Youth Outreach
Program (EYOP) – which involves youth practitioners undertaking field activities with police members so
that young people’s needs can be rapidly assessed and responded to ‘in the field’ or immediately after –
and two coming from wider YSAS programs. Of these, four referrals ultimately resulted in uptake and
the delivery of support, with a number of young people ultimately being assessed as ineligible or
unsuitable for the program. The Orange Door made eight referrals, only two of which (25%) were
eligible and suitable. The primary reason that referrals from this source were declined was that young
people were experiencing, but not using, violence in the home. Other referral sources which appear to
be in the more emergent stage include Victoria Legal Aid (four referrals); headspace (two referrals); and
the Court itself (two referrals). Referral source data was not available for a further seven referrals. A
breakdown of total referrals by source is provided at Figure 7.
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Figure 7: Referral data by source and eligibility/suitability
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Establishment of referral pathways
At the outset of the Pilot, Youthlaw engaged with five formal project partners which were intended to
function as the Pilot’s primary referral pathways, those being Victoria Police, YSAS, Victoria Legal Aid,
Drummond Street Services (DSS) and WEstJustice. Of the project partners, DSS and WEstJustice made
no referrals over the lifecycle of the Pilot and Victoria Legal Aid made a very small number of referrals.
As such, only YSAS and Victoria Police resulted in a substantial number of referrals to the Pilot. The
Orange Door was subsequently identified as a potential referral source, with a formal pathway with The
Orange Door being established in mid-2021.
Throughout the Pilot, Youthlaw also sought to identify and engage with additional services and agencies
who might be engaging with young people using violence in the home. This included presenting at ‘all
staff’ meetings; attending forums such as Court User Meetings; and meeting with managers and senior
staff from across a range of organisations and services to discuss their potential role in the Pilot.
In total, Youthlaw conducted 16 online presentations on the Pilot to agencies including YSAS, the
Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency (VACCA), The Orange Door, the Royal Children’s Hospital, Child
FIRST, Women’s Health West, the Western Integrated Family Violence Committee and Victoria Police.
Youthlaw also offered and/or delivered education and capacity building sessions to organisations to
improve the capacity of practitioners to identify legal needs and make appropriate referrals. Twenty-four
meetings with services and agencies were also conducted to introduce them to the Pilot and referral
process.
A key challenge identified by Youthlaw in building awareness of the program and its benefits was the lack
of foundational knowledge of the nature and dynamics of AVITH across some referring organisations.
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Another key challenge identified through the evaluation was the impact of COVID-19 on Youthlaw’s
capacity to establish early referral pathways. In this context, remote service delivery limited face-to-face
engagement with services and prevented Youthlaw from establishing co-locations with select services,
which had initially been envisioned as a key element of the Pilot to enable referrals and secondary
consultations. The Youthlaw team also described how high staff turnover in referral agencies, as well as
the general strain on the community services and legal sector during COVID-19, made it difficult to build
awareness of the program and its benefits for clients. This resulted in confusion around program eligibility,
scope and the need for parental consent on the part of some referrers, resulting in ineligible referrals
and/or eligible young people not being referred to the Pilot.
For some services, challenges in assessing a young person’s eligibility were able to be mitigated using
secondary consultations, which could be used to test whether a young person fit within the Pilot’s eligibility
criteria. This additional process was particularly valuable where organisations may be less confident in
identifying and understanding the nature of young people’s legal needs in relation to their use of violence;
for young people with multiple legal matters; and for families in which multidirectional use of violence was
present.

“One thing I absolutely loved about working with Youthlaw was the use of the
secondary consult function…We can say, ‘This is what’s going on, this is the risk, this
is what we’re concerned about, is this appropriate for you guys?’…It is a great way
for us to increase throughput and that way we don’t have to worry about doing all of
the forms, doing all the work, sending it through, and then getting told later that it’s
not acceptable” - Practitioner (The Orange Door)

The nascent and evolving nature of the AVITH system also posed a key challenge, with several key
components of the wider family violence system (such as The Orange Door and Specialist Family Violence
Courts (SFVCs)) not yet having a robust AVITH response in place through which referrals could
consistently be made. For example, practitioners working within The Orange Door identified the need for
upskilling and training in responding to AVITH and noted that they generally work with or through
caregivers (typically the AFM) and so have limited direct contact with young people, particularly those
aged under 16. Practitioners identified that this, in turn, made it difficult to identify young people’s legal
or non-legal needs and make appropriate referrals.

“We can work directly with a young person if they’re around 16 to 17 years old, but
when they get younger than that, there actually needs to be quite a process in
assessing whether it’s appropriate to have direct conversations with the child or do
they need to instead be with the primary caregiver or support person – so, it can be
quite difficult because sometimes you then don’t get the child’s perspective and I
think that’s something The Orange Door needs to work on.” – Practitioner (The
Orange Door)
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Similarly, one SFVC noted that Children’s Court matters are generally not listed on the same day as
intervention order matters, which can result in AVITH matters falling through the cracks.
Finally, while Victoria Police made multiple referrals over the lifecycle of the Pilot, Youthlaw practitioners
indicated that these generally came about because of the “goodwill” of the same few police members, 20
who either had experience working with young people using violence (in roles such as Youth Specialist
Officers or Youth Crime Coordinators) or were already aware of Youthlaw. Both Victoria Police and
Youthlaw reflected on the need for a more systemic approach to generating referrals from Victoria Police,
including by embedding the program as an automated referral in the Victoria Police eReferral (VPeR)
system. Stakeholder consultations highlighted, however, that a recent practice change in relation to the
VPeR system means that all legal referrals are now directed to Victoria Legal Aid in the first instance for
triage. This means that Victoria Legal Aid could then theoretically refer a matter to Youthlaw where they
are able to provide the most appropriate response to the young person’s legal needs.
Overall, the evaluation highlighted the challenges of establishing referral pathways in a system that is not
well-developed and in which understanding of AVITH (and AVITH-related legal needs) across services
and agencies is highly variable. This suggests that ongoing investment and attention is needed to establish
and maintain effective early referral pathways, including as new opportunities open up within the system.
In addition, ongoing confusion in relation to eligibility criteria pointed to a need to review the eligibility
criteria and related documentation provided to referring organisations to ensure that this clearly outlines
each criterion and its rationale.

4.1.2 Establishing strong partnerships with wider services
‒

While the project initially had a strong focus on multiservice and agency governance arrangements,
the evaluation found that this focus was not necessarily maintained, potentially representing a missed
opportunity to troubleshoot issues as they arose.

‒

Outside of formal governance arrangements, the evaluation found that Youthlaw practitioners
working within the Pilot regularly coordinated and collaborated with wider services, This provided an
opportunity to build and maintain relationships, as well as to build the capacity of services to identify
and respond to AVITH-related legal needs.

‒

The program would benefit from a more targeted and structured approach to capacity-building, as
well as a renewed emphasis on project governance arrangements.

The evaluation found that strong Pilot governance was established at the outset of the Pilot but was not
necessarily well-maintained. In the initial establishment phase of the Pilot, Memoranda of Understanding
were put in place with key project partners outlining their role in the delivery of the Pilot, with project
partners also contributing to a Theory of Change Workshop through which the design of the Pilot model
was tested and refined. This was with a view to increasing buy-in and identifying opportunities for partner
organisations to contribute to the Pilot.

20

Stakeholder consultations.
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These formal partnerships were complemented by a more informal Program Group consisting primarily
of local representatives of key agencies, such as Victoria Legal Aid, Victoria Police and the Children’s
Court.
There was, however, limited evidence that partner agencies met regularly to review and enhance
implementation outside of formal evaluation activities, such as an interim findings workshop delivered by
the evaluation team. This was in part because, as the Pilot progressed, it became evident that some
organisations initially identified as project partners were unlikely to make referrals – for example, DSS
reported that, while they had anticipated being a key referrer, the early intervention approach to AVITH
adopted within their program actually meant that young people and families typically did not come into
contact with police in relation to the young person’s use of violence.
The evaluation found, however, that the absence of a regular forum through which to engage with key
referring services and agencies resulted in key issues being reported to the evaluation team, rather than
to Youthlaw directly, which in turn meant that issues were not identified and addressed in a timely way.
Overall, the evaluation suggested that more robust governance arrangements, including regular
opportunities for referring services and agencies to come together, may have contributed to increased
understanding and awareness of the Pilot. It may also have contributed to ‘champions’ within key services
and agencies who could promote the Pilot and assist the wider staff group to identify AVITH-related legal
needs and make appropriate referrals. In addition, the evolving nature of the Pilot (and the wider AVITH
service system) suggested a need for a more agile approach to project governance, with the capacity to
incorporate additional services and agencies over time.
Outside of formal governance arrangements, the evaluation identified many positive examples of
coordinated ways of working with wider services involved in responding to the needs of young people
and their families. This included liaising with other services around young people’s needs; participating in
care team meetings; and the provision of secondary consultations (see section 4.2.4). In addition to
minimising the risk of young people or families experiencing ‘system overwhelm’, participation in forums
such as case conferences could also have an incidental educative function. This included the Youth
Family Violence Practitioner being able to share information (as appropriate) to help other services to
understand the legal process and how this can link to a young person’s wider support needs, as well as
contribute (in some circumstances) to increased risk within the family.
Other examples of improved coordination between services include the delivery of targeted education
and capacity-building to members of Victoria Police, although this was somewhat ad hoc and would
benefit from being delivered more regularly.
Overall, the evaluation found that significant efforts were made by Youthlaw to establish strong
partnerships with wider services involved in responding to AVITH, although this was at times difficult to
maintain due to the competing priorities of services during COVID-19. Moving forward, data collection
and monitoring should be used to target education and capacity-building efforts to those organisations
and agencies most likely to yield early referrals. A review of program governance arrangements is also
required to ensure that the ongoing delivery of the program is underpinned by robust governance with a
focus on trouble-shooting and continuous improvement.
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4.1.3 Embedding the voices of young people
‒

From the outset of the Pilot project, Youthlaw sought to adopt a best practice approach to monitoring,
evaluation and learning which centred the voices of young people.

‒

Recruitment pathways identified during the research design phase unfortunately did not align with
referral pathways utilised by young people in practice, with a very small number of young people
receiving ongoing support from project partners. As a result, interviews with young people were not
able to proceed within the evaluation timeframes and budget.

‒

Moving forward, consideration should be given to alternate means of embedding the voices of young
people, including through developmentally-appropriate client experience surveys and feedback
mechanisms.

Youthlaw adopted a best practice, embedded approach to monitoring, evaluation and learning, including
the development of a Monitoring and Evaluation Framework during the Pilot design phase. This was so
that data could be collected across the Pilot’s lifecycle and used to inform decision-making, as well as to
establish an evidence base for the Pilot. Importantly, the proposed evaluation approach aimed to centre
the voices of young people through conducting in-depth interviews with Pilot clients to understand their
experience receiving support through Youthlaw, as well as impacts on their understanding of and
engagement with the legal process, together with non-legal support needs.
Unfortunately, interviews were not able to occur as a result of multiple factors, including lower than
anticipated referrals from those organisations identified in the relevant ethics application as recruiting
organisations for the purposes of the research. As these organisations had been identified because of
their capacity to provide support around the research process, including debriefing following the
interview, it was not possible within the Pilot timeframes to identify additional organisations which could
provide this level of support and then to seek the relevant ethics approvals. In addition, the impacts of
remote service delivery on young people’s engagement with services was expected to act as a key barrier
to recruitment of a sufficient sample size and limited the capacity of services to identify potential risks of
participation in the research, including the escalation of family violence risk. The decision was therefore
made to redirect the focus of the evaluation to the analysis of case file data, which could still provide an
in-depth understanding of young people’s needs, trajectories and outcomes achieved through their
engagement with the Pilot.
Moving forward, alternative modes of incorporating the voices of young people into ongoing monitoring
and continuous improvement should be considered. This may include, for example, the development of
a client exit survey which can be completed with the support of a (non-Youthlaw practitioner); the
establishment of clear feedback mechanisms for young people, family members and wider services
involved in supporting young people through the program; and the establishment of a structured process
for continuous learning and improvement.
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4.2 Effectiveness
4.2.1 Early referrals
‒

Across the case files, all (100%) of young people referred to the Pilot were referred prior to the first
mention, as compared with only 20 percent of young people within the baseline data.

‒

The practice of ex parte hearings was a key challenge, with 55 percent of all young people being the
subject of an ex parte hearing prior to the first mention, but limited options available for referring
young people prior to this hearing type.

‒

Early referrals appeared to enable earlier resolution of matters, with 7 young people (39%) having
the intervention order application (or any prior interim order from an ex parte hearing) withdrawn
prior to the first mention.

‒

Other key benefits of early referral included increased capacity to build rapport and to understand
young people’s needs, protective factors and prior experiences of harm; increased capacity to
support young people to engage with key services which can address their needs and/or reduce the
risk of harm in a timely fashion; and greater opportunity to support and encourage young people to
engage with the legal process.

Overall, case file data indicates that the Pilot was successful in facilitating earlier referrals – although a
key challenge was the practice of conducting ex parte hearings in the days following an incident, without
a young person having the opportunity to be present or to access legal representation. 21 As such, data
relating to the effectiveness of early referrals considers both referrals made prior to the first court event
involving the young person (that is, not an ex parte hearing), as well as referrals made prior to any court
event (including ex parte hearings).
Referrals made prior to the first court event involving the young person
Of the 18 eligible young people supported through the Pilot, all 18 were referred to the Pilot prior to the
first court event involving the young person. 22
This in turn meant that all 18 young people had access to legal information and advice prior to the court
event; legal representation on the day by a practitioner with an understanding of their needs,
circumstances and instructions; and had the option to engage with non-legal support.

Ex parte hearings are hearings where only one party is involved. In this context, ex parte hearings involve police
seeking an intervention order without the young person or their legal representative being present. Hearings are often
conducted on the day of the incident attended by police or within 1 – 3 days, which generally means that young people
are not aware that a hearing is taking place, do not attend and do not have the opportunity to access legal support.
22
For one young person, the file noted that an interim order had been previously sought, although no paperwork relating
to this intervention order was included in the file, suggesting that the order was sought in relation to a separate incident.
21
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For those young people where data relating to time to referral is available, young people were referred
from one to 75 days after the incident, with an average of 15 days to referral. Referrals came from a range
of sources, including the Youth Resource Officer, Youth Crime Coordinator and Youth Specialist Officers
at Victoria Police, Youth Support and Advocacy Service (YSAS), a mental health agency and The Orange
Door. A breakdown of pilot clients by referral source is provided at Figure 8.
Figure 8: Pilot clients by referral source

Source: Analysis of Youthlaw case file data.

By contrast, a sample of 20 files from Youthlaw’s general Family Violence Program (which is delivered as
a duty lawyer service) indicated that the majority of young people (80%) were not referred until the day
their first matter was listed.
Of the four young people who were referred early in the baseline sample, one was referred by her school
after disclosing to a trusted teacher and a second was referred by the parent against whom harm had
been enacted, who was highly proactive in seeking support for her child due to his complex disability. A
further two clients were referred one to two days prior to the first mention by Victoria Legal Aid’s duty
lawyer services, due to changes in practice during COVID-19 which allowed for earlier engagement with
clients. All other young people were allocated to Youthlaw as part of the duty lawyer service on the day
of hearing.
All ‘early’ referrals within the baseline can, therefore, be described as ad hoc rather than systemic and
occurred as the result of a highly proactive individual in the young person’s life seeking out support, or
because of temporary changes in court practice which enabled earlier identification of young people’s
legal needs in the context of the duty lawyer service. By contrast, Pilot program referrals were consistently
made at a significantly earlier stage and through a range of established pathways.
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Ex parte hearings
Ten young people (55%) supported through the Pilot were referred prior to the first mention but after an
initial ex parte hearing during which an order was sought (and sometimes obtained) by police. Of those
young people, seven (39%) had an interim order made against them. This included five young people
who were subject to a safe contact order and two young person who were excluded from the home. 23
For young people who were subject to an ex parte hearing, the time lapse between the police incident
and referral to the program ranged from one to 75 days, with an average of 15 days. Given that ex parte
hearings generally occurred on the day of the incident or within one to three days, this cohort of young
people could be subject to an order – without legal information and advice being provided to them as to
the content of the order and the consequences of breaching – for a considerable period. Once young
people were referred, however, case files indicate that they were supported to understand the content of
their order and impacts of breaching, such as the potential for any resulting criminal charges to impact
on a young person’s future employment opportunities.
A breakdown of young people referred to the Pilot based on whether an ex parte hearing had occurred,
and whether an order was made, is provided below at Figure 9.
Figure 9: Pilot clients by ex parte hearing (and resulting orders) at point of referral
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Source: Analysis of Youthlaw case file data.

The extremely small window for early referral, as well as the reliance on attending police (rather than
specialist officers or other services) to make a referral, meant that no young people subject to an ex parte
hearing were able to be referred to the Pilot prior to that hearing taking place.

We note, however, that one of these young people was excluded from his father’s home, which was not his primary
address at the time.

23
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Given the significant challenges posed by ex parte hearings, the evaluation found that it is unlikely that a
reliable referral pathway could be established which would enable referral prior to an ex parte hearing.
The evaluation therefore found that the focus of the Pilot should be on young people being referred as
soon after an ex parte hearing as is possible. This means that a young person can have the content and
implications of any interim order explained to them as soon as is practicable, reducing the likelihood of
breaches.
Key benefits of early referral
The Pilot confirms that there are significant benefits for young people in accessing early legal and nonlegal support, including where an ex parte hearing has already occurred.
The evaluation found that early referral increased Youthlaw’s capacity to undertake pre-court
negotiations, with seven young people across the files (39%) having an intervention order application or
interim order arising from an ex parte hearing withdrawn prior to the first court event.
For young people who had already had a legal outcome (such as an interim order put in place at an ex

parte hearing), early referral also meant that young people could have the outcome of their order, the
consequences of non-compliance and options for resolution explained to them as soon as possible,
thereby reducing the likelihood of breaches and any escalation in contact with the justice system. This
included for young people with more complex matters, such as where multiple intervention orders had
been put in place in response to multiple incidents of violence in the home.
One factor which appears to have contributed to the rate of early resolutions is the increased capacity to
build rapport with young people and to elicit key information about their needs and experiences. This
included creating safe spaces for young people to disclose prior and current experiences of family
violence, as well as wider family violence dynamics present within the family.

“Being able to speak to them ahead of time makes a huge, huge difference,
especially in getting those disclosures about what's been going on. They're not
usually going to tell you in the first phone call, it will be the third or the fourth or
whatever, or it will slowly come out. I think that building that rapport and sort of
making them feel comfortable enough to disclose, that takes time. You're not
necessarily going to get that on the day at court.” - Youthlaw practitioner

Across all case files, early referral enabled Youthlaw practitioners to engage with young people outside a
chaotic court environment and to build rapport over multiple interactions prior to the first mention. This in
turn enabled practitioners to build a more in-depth understanding of young people’s needs and protective
factors, as well as their own experiences of harm.
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Practice example
A young person was referred to the Pilot as a result of their use of verbal aggression and threats of
violence towards their grandmother. The Program Lawyer and Youth Family Violence Practitioner met
with the young person at their local library to conduct an intake and assessment, as well as to provide
the young person with preliminary information and advice.
Observing that the young person appeared distracted and restless, the Pilot team suggested that they
relocate outside to the library garden and re-directed the conversation to an informal chat about the
young person’s hobbies and interests. In the course of this discussion, the young person disclosed that
both their father and step-father had perpetrated violence against them.
With this knowledge, the Pilot team was able to liaise with services to ensure that the young person was
linked in with appropriate supports, as well as providing information about the young person’s
experiences of violence in the context of pre-court negotiations, ultimately resulting in the intervention
order being withdrawn.
Early identification of needs also enabled Youthlaw to support young people to access relevant services
and supports in a timely fashion – either by referring out to services which could address young people’s
needs, or by strengthening the support available through services with which young people were already
engaged through case coordination and advocacy (see section 4.2.3).
This included supporting young people to engage with services which could work with them in relation to
needs and behaviours which may be contributing to their use of violence, such as mental health, AOD
and/or family services. Where this occurred, Youthlaw practitioners also liaised with relevant services to
obtain letters of support, which could then be used in out-of-court negotiations and in-court advocacy as
evidence that the young person was taking steps to address their co-occurring needs, as well as to
mitigate the risk of violence. Ultimately this negotiation and advocacy resulted in 17 out of 18 young
people engaged with the Pilot having no intervention order in place at program exit (see section 4.3.1).
Early referral also provided greater opportunity to support young people to understand and engage
meaningfully with the court process, including seeking instructions from the young person and
encouraging and supporting the young person to attend the court event (in-person or remotely). This is
described in greater detail at section 4.2.2.
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4.2.2 Improved understanding and engagement with the legal process
‒

Case file data provided multiple examples of ways in which young people are supported by the
Program Lawyer to comprehend often complex legal information. This included being supported to
understand what the legal process involves and potential legal outcomes, as well as to weigh their
options and provide instructions as to how they wanted the Program Lawyer to proceed.

‒

Dedicated legal information and advice could be particularly useful where family members or police
provided young people with incorrect information. This included young people being told by police
that they did not need to attend their hearing, which wider services noted could contribute to a poor
understanding of legal outcomes and an increased likelihood of breaches.

‒

The evaluation found that the majority of young people supported through the Pilot (89%) remained
engaged throughout the legal process. This meant that young people could participate in their legal
matter, as well as have any legal outcomes explained to them when the matter concluded.

‒

An important unintended consequence of supporting young people to understand the legislative
definition of family violence identified through the evaluation was the increased capacity for young
people to recognise and articulate their own experiences of family violence.

Across the case files there was significant evidence of young people within the Pilot engaging with and
understanding the legal process. Early referrals (see section 4.3.1) appeared to be a key factor
contributing to young people’s understanding of and engagement with the legal process. This included
by enabling information to be provided outside a chaotic court environment, as well as to be staggered
and/or reinforced across multiple interactions.
In addition, the capacity for the Program Lawyer and Youth Family Violence Practitioner to work together
to support the young person appears to have a positive impact on young people’s understanding and
engagement, with social work support able to scaffold engagement with the Program Lawyer and reduce
the likelihood of disengagement. Evidence relating to young people’s understanding and engagement
with the legal process, as well as the benefits of this engagement, are outlined in further detail below.
Understanding the legal process and options for resolution
Young people within the Pilot were supported by a lawyer who is highly skilled in trauma-informed and
developmentally appropriate practice, enabling effective communication with young people about their
legal options and what to expect during the legal process. The evaluation identified several
developmentally appropriate strategies used to enhance the effectiveness of information provision,
including providing information at the right time; providing the same information across multiple
interactions or in different forms (for example, verbally and in writing); and providing young people with
multiple opportunities to ask questions or seek further clarification.
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Specific ways in which young people were supported to understand the legal process and options for
resolution included:
−

being supported to understand what would happen at each stage in the legal process;

−

having legal terms and jargon explained in ways which they could understand;

−

having the implications of an intervention order, including the consequences of breaching an order,
clearly explained;

−

having the consequences of further criminal charges explained, including in ways that highlighted
impacts likely to feel relevant or meaningful to young people, such as capacity to obtain employment
in certain industries;

−

being supported to consider and weigh up their options in relation to their intervention order and/or
criminal matters;

−

being supported to understand how they could contribute to a positive and timely resolution of their
legal matter, including by engaging with relevant services that could mitigate the risk of further
violence; and

−

being empowered to provide informed and detailed instructions as to their preferred course of action
in their intervention order and/or criminal matters.

Several case files indicated that young people had a strong understanding of their legal matter and were
able to provide instructions which reflected their goals and circumstances. This included examples of
young people requesting that an application be struck out on the basis of information which police had
not been privy to at the time the order was sought; requesting further information on the options being
considered by police, including whether police were open to withdrawing an application; and requesting
that a matter be resolved via undertaking.

Practice example
A young male was advised by Youthlaw that police were seeking an adjournment so that he could undergo
a further risk assessment. The young person indicated that he did not want the matter adjourned and
instructed Youthlaw to seek to strike out the application on the basis that he had been misidentified as
the predominant aggressor in the home.
As a result of these instructions, as well as the young person’s mother confirming his assertion, the
application was withdrawn by police in a timely fashion and the young person did not have an order made
against him and did not need to appear at court.
The evaluation found that dedicated legal information and advice could be particularly important where
young people had received misinformation. For example, Youthlaw practitioners described examples in
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which young people had been told by a family member that if they “mess up” they would be taken to jail,
or that their parents would lose their job. 24
Another source of misinformation was Victoria Police, with practitioners from one referring organisation
noting that it was “not uncommon” for police to tell a young person they did not have to attend an interim
order hearing, whether they were listed as the respondent or the AFM, apparently on the basis that an
intervention order was a civil matter and therefore less serious than a criminal charge. 25 These
practitioners observed that young people who were advised by police not to attend court were generally
more likely to breach an order, as they were less likely to understand the order and give weight to the
conditions attached.
Preparing young people for the court event
The evaluation found that supporting young people to prepare for and meaningfully participate in the
court event was a key aspect of the assistance provided by Youthlaw. This included rapidly adapting to
the shift to remote hearings and supporting young people to navigate this environment.
In cases involving in-person court attendance, the Program Lawyer and Youth Family Violence
Practitioner worked together to guide the young person through the court day. This could include
explaining to the young person over the phone what to expect at court; meeting with the young person at
a location outside of the court, such as a train station or McDonalds, so that they did not need to enter
the court building alone; and supporting the young person to leave the court building safely, including by
walking them to a nearby train station and waiting with them until they were safely on the train.
Supporting young people to participate in remote hearings generally involved making use of pre- and
post-court engagement, rather than meeting with the young person and supporting them within a physical
court environment. For example, practitioners would show or explain to young people how to download
the Webex application on their device; how to log-in on the day; and important court etiquette in the
remote court environment, such as wearing appropriate clothing and turning the camera on when being
addressed by the Magistrate. In some cases, this also involved coordinating with other services or
supports engaged with the young person, such as their school, to ensure that they had a private space
and access to a laptop on the day of their court hearing (or providing their school with a letter outlining
the reason for their absence if the court appearance was in-person).
The evaluation suggested that support around the court event could reduce stress and anxiety and reduce
the likelihood of non-attendance, with all but two young people across the Pilot (89%) remaining engaged
until their matter resolved.
Understanding legal outcomes and consequences
An anticipated outcome of the Pilot was that it would reduce young people’s contact with the justice
system by ensuring that, where an intervention order was made, young people would be supported to
understand the conditions of the order and the consequences of not complying with those conditions.

24

Stakeholder consultations.

25

Stakeholder consultations.
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In practice, however, the provision of timely and specialist legal advice and advocacy through the Pilot
contributed to only one young person having an intervention order in place at program exit. 26 As such,
there is limited data on the effectiveness of the Pilot in reducing breaches where a final order is made –
instead, the Pilot appears to reduce breaches (and subsequent escalating contact with the justice system)
by entirely avoiding the making of a final order in most cases.
The evaluation still identified ample evidence, however, that young people were supported to understand
the outcome of their legal matter. At the conclusion of each matter, Youthlaw provided clear information
on the legal outcome and any further action that may be taken. Youthlaw also reminded young people of
the types of behaviours which fit Victoria’s legislated definition of family violence and the importance of
refraining from using these types of behaviours moving forward.

Practice example
A young male was contacted by the Program Lawyer after the intervention order application was
withdrawn. During this phone call, the young person asked the Program Lawyer what would happen if he
was to “blow his top” in the future. 27
The Program Lawyer advised the young person of the possible legal consequences of further use of
violence, including explaining that this may result in criminal charges; a risk of a criminal record; or another
application for an intervention order being made. The young person indicated that he understood this,
pointing to the potential preventative capacity of the Pilot to help young people to improve their
understanding of the legal consequences of their behaviour over time.
Information on legal outcomes was generally provided in a letter utilising clear, developmentallyappropriate language. Where possible, Youthlaw practitioners also liaised with young people via phone
and/or SMS to ensure that they understood the information provided.
Understanding the legislative definition of family violence
As outlined above, Youthlaw practitioners worked together across their engagement with young people
to support their understanding of the legislative definition of family violence. While the aim of this
engagement was to reduce young people’s own use of violence, an important unintended consequence
observed by Youthlaw practitioners was that this improved understanding also enabled some young
people to identify themselves as having experienced family violence. This then resulted in them seeking
information about their own rights, as well as legal and non-legal options for increasing their own safety.
Youthlaw practitioners reflected that this was often the first time that a young person had disclosed their
own experiences of harm, having not previously had the tools or conceptual framework to identify their
experiences as family violence.

26

In the one matter in which the young person did have a final order made, the young person had instructed the
Program Lawyer that he did not wish for the matter to continue and instead consented without admissions to the final
order. These instructions were provided after the Program Lawyer gave the young person information and advice about
their legal options, as well as the potential for criminal charges to be laid at a future date.
27
Youthlaw case notes.
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4.2.3 Addressing non-legal support needs
‒

Almost all young people referred to the program received support around non-legal needs. This
included, at minimum, a risk and needs assessment and preliminary discussion around safety needs
and considerations, as well as informal check-ins throughout the young person’s engagement to see
how they were tracking.

‒

Nine young people (50%) received referrals to wider services to address their non-legal support
needs.

‒

Key barriers to outgoing referrals included the over-servicing of some clients; prohibitive waitlists;
restrictive program eligibility criteria, including for services which will not work with a young person
where there is an adult perpetrator in the home; and an absence of services which aligned with a
young person’s needs and goals.

‒

For many young people, simply providing a safe space for the young person to begin to reflect on
their needs, goals and how these might be addressed moving forward was identified as a positive
outcome, even where it did not result in a referral or service engagement.

Almost all young people assisted through the Pilot received support in relation to their non-legal support
needs. This included immediate outcomes such as having their needs assessed and understood prior to
the hearing day; receiving risk and needs assessments and safety planning; and being actively supported
to engage with relevant services. Further detail on the ways in which the Pilot was able to address nonlegal support needs is outlined below.
Identifying non-legal support needs
Ninety-four percent of young people supported through the program received social work support, with
only one young person declining that support on the basis that they did not feel that it would be beneficial.
All young people who received social work support participated in an initial intake and assessment
process (generally conducted jointly with the Program Lawyer), including a risk assessment, needs
assessment and preliminary discussion of safety needs and considerations. Through this engagement,
the Youth Family Violence Practitioner built rapport with the young person and could elicit information
about the young person’s family dynamics and living situation; triggers for the young person’s use of
violence; and any hobbies or activities that the young person could use to regulate themselves and reduce
their use of violence. Information elicited through the joint intake and assessment process informed
subsequent responses to the young person’s risk and needs, as well as providing information which (with
the young person’s consent) could be used in legal advocacy.
Supporting young people to access and engage with other non-legal support services
Case file data indicates that half of young people involved in the Pilot (nine) received a supported referral
to one or more services. Outgoing referral pathways reflected the breadth of needs with which young
people using violence in the home may present (see section 3.2) and included mental health services,
family services, housing services, employment services and AOD counselling services. An overview of
referrals made through the program is outlined at Figure 10.
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Figure 10: Services young people were referred to
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Source: Analysis of Youthlaw case file data.

Where referrals were made, the level of support around this varied, with some young people requiring
more consistent advocacy, regular check-ins and/or case coordination to ensure that referrals had ‘stuck’.
The Youth Family Violence Practitioner also provided young people with clear information as to the scope
and benefits of relevant services; supported young people to complete the intake process; and, where
required, liaised with a young person’s family to engage them with relevant services, such as the
RESTORE program. The evaluation suggested that the capacity of the Youth Family Violence Practitioner
to take on this coordination and advocacy role increased the effectiveness of the wider service system
and reduced the likelihood that young people will fall through the cracks.

Practice example
While supporting a young person, the Youth Family Violence Practitioner identified through follow-up with
other services and agencies that a referral to an employment program had been missed. A new referral
was promptly initiated with another service, resulting in the young person being linked in with an
employment worker who sourced an apprenticeship for the young person.
In this same file, the young person provided consent for the Youth Family Violence Practitioner to contact
his support worker on his behalf to request that they make contact with the young person. In addition to
making contact with the support worker, the Youth Family Violence Practitioner offered to assist the young
person to build their capacity to communicate effectively with their practitioner around their needs, goals
and preferences moving forward.
Where required, the Youth Family Violence Practitioner liaised with services on an ongoing basis,
including participating in care team meetings, to ensure that young people’s service interactions were as
streamlined as possible and that wider services working with the young person and/or family had a lens
on any relevant legal matters and risks. This includes working with services which may already have been
in place around a young person prior to their referral to Youthlaw.
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“It’s fantastic to have a program specifically designed to support young people
engaged in family violence offending which involves wrap around services that work
in tandem” - Victoria Police survey response

Where referrals were not made this occurred for a range of reasons, including where young people were
already engaged with services; where young people were particularly hard to engage; where waitlists,
particularly during COVID-19, were prohibitive; or where available services were not appropriate for a
young person, either because they did not align with the young person’s needs and goals, or where the
young person did not meet relevant eligibility criteria. This included where programs were focused on
specific age groups, or did not have the capacity to work with young people around their own use of
violence where there is an adult perpetrator in the home.
Where young people could not be referred to appropriate services, case files highlighted examples of the
Youth Family Violence Practitioner working creatively to identify wider supports, such as School Wellbeing
Officers, which could maintain a lens on a young person’s risk and needs.
The Youth Family Violence Practitioner also described the need to adapt their practice and expectations
around what a positive outcome looked like for a young person in relation to their non-legal support needs.
This could involve, for example, creating a safe space for a young person to disclose their own
experiences of harm; prompting a young person to start to think about their goals and support needs,
even where they were not yet ready to engage with a service; and conducting risk assessments and safety
planning in a highly flexible way. Other relevant approaches included seizing on opportunities across
multiple interactions with a young person to gather information and/or to prompt them to think about and
implement strategies to manage both their own use of violence, but also ongoing risk of violence being
perpetrated against them.
Overall, this approach represents a key strength of the program and its focus on being participant-centred
and guided by the needs, goals and preferences of young people. It also reflects the need – wellunderstood by Youthlaw practitioners – to meet a young person ‘where they are at’, particularly where
they may be disclosing significant experiences of harm for the first time or where they have previously
lost trust or faith in the system’s capacity to meet their needs and/or keep them safe.
Working with the wider family
Although there are specific reasons why it is generally not appropriate for legal practitioners to engage
with a young person’s wider family, the Youth Family Violence Practitioner role was able to provide this
broader engagement, where appropriate and with the young person’s consent.
The evaluation highlighted how the capacity to engage with the wider family (where appropriate) can
contribute to improved outcomes, including by enabling referrals to be made which can address broader
needs within the family that may be contributing to the young person’s use of violence. Key examples of
this include linking families in with the RESTORE program and/or therapeutic family workers; support
around positive parenting and communication; and mental health supports for other family members.
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Practice example
The Youth Family Violence Practitioner referred a family with particularly complex needs to the RESTORE
program at the Melbourne Children’s Court.
To support the referral, Youthlaw liaised extensively with services around the family, including providing
practitioners with information about the nature of the RESTORE program and carefully coordinating the
provision of information to the broader family to prevent the family becoming overwhelmed by information
and referrals.
The evaluation also suggested that direct engagement with family members could be used to facilitate
and monitor young people’s engagement with services (particularly for very young people and young
people with additional support needs). It also enabled safety and support plans to be shared so that
relevant family members can support the young person to maintain protective factors and to implement
de-escalation strategies.

Practice example
In supporting a 12-year-old young person, the Youth Family Violence Practitioner engaged regularly by
phone with the young person’s primary carer.
This included discussing the young person’s progress in attending school, engaging with supports and
the status of things at home. The Youth Family Violence Practitioner was also able to discuss safety
planning with both the young person and their caregiver over the phone to ensure that they were both
aware of the de-escalation and emotional regulation strategies that the young person had identified and
could refer to them if the young person’s aggression was escalating.
Importantly, the Youth Family Violence Practitioner was also able to provide the young person’s caregiver
with her own supported referrals to family services and family violence services, responding to concerns
that another family member was also using violence in the home.
Check-ins and closure
For all young people who received social work support, regardless of whether they were referred to wider
services, informal check-ins continued throughout a young person’s legal matter. This included a ‘checkin’ following the resolution of their legal matter to see how the young person was feeling and to identify
ongoing support needs. In some cases, non-legal support files were able to be left open beyond resolution
of the legal matter to allow for additional support, including scaffolding young people’s entry into services
for ongoing support where this had not already occurred.
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4.2.4 Capacity to improve sector understanding and responses
‒

Youthlaw practitioners conducted a wide range of capacity-building activities, including delivering
training, providing secondary consultations and establishing and co-convening a Collaborative
Practice Network. Service delivery also allowed for incidental capacity-building, such as through
participation in care teams.

‒

While some evidence of the effectiveness of Youthlaw’s engagement activities was identified through
the evaluation, COVID-19 appears to have had a significant impact on this aspect of the Pilot. This
includes limiting the capacity for face-to-face engagement with services, as well as the establishment
of co-locations with key services.

‒

The program should maintain a focus on capacity-building and improving system responses as
services and courts transition back to face-to-face or hybrid modes of service delivery, but should
adopt a more targeted and structured approach to maximise the benefits of these activities.

It was a stated aim of the Pilot program to contribute to improved sector understanding and responses to
AVITH, including by promoting coordinated ways of working between key services.
The evaluation found that Youthlaw conducted a range of activities which specifically aimed to improve
the overall capacity of the system to respond to AVITH. This included engaging directly with referring
organisations to promote understanding of AVITH and AVITH-related legal needs; attending forums such
as Court User Meetings; co-convening an AVITH-focussed Collaborative Practice Network; and delivering
training and capacity-building to services which could help practitioners to understand how to identify
and respond to young people’s family violence-related legal needs.
Consultations with stakeholders provided some evidence that this engagement contributed to improved
understanding of AVITH and wider system changes. For example, through their engagement with
Youthlaw, staff working within the Sunshine SFVC identified that the needs of young people using violence
in the home were not currently being met within the SFVCs and that the Pilot (and other dedicated
responses for young people using violence in the home) could be incorporated into the specialist model.
Youthlaw practitioners also conducted 41 secondary consultations across the Pilot, with 18 secondary
consultations provided by the Youth Family Violence Practitioner; 22 provided by the Program Lawyer;
and one unknown. Secondary consultations were provided to a range of organisations and agencies,
including The Orange Door, Victoria Police, Child Protection and wider support services. Secondary
consultations could be provided in a range of circumstances, although some services indicated that they
primarily used secondary consultations to assess a young person’s eligibility for the Pilot and to
understand more effectively how the young person’s needs could be met through the Pilot.
Stakeholder consultations also pointed to the benefits of incidental capacity-building arising through
service delivery, such as where Youthlaw practitioners participated in care teams or otherwise worked
alongside other services.
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Services indicated that working with Youthlaw helped them to understand the young person’s legal matter
and what was occurring in relation to that matter at any given time. Practitioners described how this lens
on the legal process was crucial and meant that they could better support young people who often lived
“day to day” and were likely to struggle to stay on top of court dates and to remain engaged in the
process. 28
The evaluation found, however, that the Pilot’s overall ability to improve system responses to AVITH was
considerably hindered by the impacts of COVID-19, which restricted Youthlaw’s capacity to meet with
services face-to-face and to establish co-locations with key services. Stakeholders indicated that online
engagement could be challenging and meant that information did not always ‘stick’ or result in changes
in practice. By contrast, practitioners felt that increased capacity for face-to-face contact would be more
effective than online engagement and would allow practitioners to establish ongoing relationships with
the Youthlaw team.
The evaluation also suggested that a more structured approach to capacity-building may be beneficial.
This includes ensuring that engagement is targeted to key services and agencies (such as Victoria Police)
to maximise referrals from these sources and that capacity-building activities are delivered regularly to
account for staff turnover within key workforces.

4.3 Efficiency
4.3.1 Impacts on resolution of legal matters
‒

While the Pilot’s intended aim was to ensure that, where an order is made, conditions are
appropriately tailored and that the young person is supported to understand any conditions, in
practice a key outcome of the Pilot was the resolution of legal matters without an order being put in
place. In total, 94 percent of matters resolved without an order being in place at the time of file
closure.

‒

Out-of-court negotiation was a key factor in the effective and timely resolution of matters, with 39
percent of young people’s matters being resolved prior to the first mention and no matters resulting
in a contested hearing.

‒

A comparison with baseline data indicates that more Pilot matters were able to be resolved with no
adjournments and that, for those matters which were adjourned, Pilot matters were adjourned less
often than matters captured within the baseline data.

‒

In more than half of Pilot files involving related criminal matters, advocacy work by the Program
Lawyer meant that criminal charges were able to be resolved by way of caution.

28

Stakeholder consultations.
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Early resolution
For all young people supported through the Pilot, case files indicate that the Program Lawyer proactively
engaged in out-of-court negotiations with police in an attempt to secure an efficient resolution of the
young person’s legal matter. Of the 18 case files sampled, the intervention order was either withdrawn or
struck out in 17 of the files (94%). 29 Of those 17 files, seven involved intervention order applications or
interim intervention orders that were withdrawn prior to the first mention court hearing – that is, without
the matter needing to come before the Court. In addition, no files resulted in a contested hearing, with
effective pre-court communication and advocacy able to deliver legal outcomes that were mutually
accepted by both parties.
Out-of-court negotiation generally involved highlighting to Victoria Police that the risk of any further family
violence has been substantially mitigated, including where key changes in the young person’s life had
occurred since the incident. Examples of changes across the files involved the young person gaining fulltime employment; the young person moving out of home and thus no longer residing with the AFM; and
the young person reducing their use of substances.
Where appropriate and relevant, advocacy also involved highlighting the particular needs and
experiences of the young person, such as mental health needs; their own experiences as a victim-survivor
of family violence; and the impact that the intervention order application has had on the young person,
including where it caused fear and anxiety or functioned as a catalyst for change.
Crucially, in three case files, the Program Lawyer used out-of-court negotiations to highlight that the young
person had been misidentified by police as the predominant aggressor in the matter and that the
intervention order should be withdrawn on this basis.

Practice example
In one example, the Program Lawyer emphasised that the mother was in fact using violence against the
young person when police attended the incident, but police had failed to consider the pattern of family
violence perpetrated by the young person’s mother, evidenced by previous Child Protection involvement
and a mandated anger management course for the mother.
Advocacy provided by the Program Lawyer included highlighting the young person’s consistent
engagement with formal supports – as evidenced by a Letter of Support provided by the relevant service
– and the young person’s lack of previous contact with the police.
When it became evident that Victoria Police did not plan on withdrawing the application, the Program
Lawyer requested that the matter be escalated to a Senior Police Lawyer and sought advice from the
Youthlaw Principal Solicitor on the matter.

In one file, the young person was listed as the respondent on three intervention orders. While one of the orders was
withdrawn during the young person’s engagement with Youthlaw, the remaining two were referred to Victoria Legal Aid
due to the increasing complexity of the legal matters. As such, the outcome of the remaining intervention orders on this
matter is unknown.

29
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Noting that COVID-19 reportedly had a significant impact on the progress and length of matters, the
number of days from referral to resolution across sampled files ranged from 6 days to 198 days, with an
average of 113 days to resolution. Where length of matters could be identified, this involved two files (9%)
that were resolved within 30 days; four (18%) that were resolved within 60 days; five (23%) that were
resolved within 90 days; and 11 (50%) that took more than 90 days to resolve.
Reduced adjournments
Across the sampled files, just over 40 percent involved the resolution of legal matters without any
adjournments. By comparison, baseline data indicates that only four of 20 files (20%) resolved with no
adjournment.
Among the remaining files included in the review of Pilot case files, the total number of adjournments
could be identified in 13 files. In these files, matters were adjourned one to three times, with 1.5 being the
average number of adjournments. Reasons for adjournment varied across the case file review, although
generally related to the need to allow for police to conduct further risk assessments; for police to provide
Youthlaw with the brief of evidence; for the young person to have time to engage with services, including
the RESTORE program; for police to consider their position further; or for a further directions hearing to
be scheduled where police were unwilling to withdraw their application.
By comparison, matters involving adjournments within the baseline data were adjourned between one
and four times, with two being the average number of adjournments across files where the number of
adjournments could be identified. This comparison suggests that files were resolved more efficiently in
the Pilot program, despite the significant impacts of COVID-19 on court operations and the capacity of
police and wider services to engage with young people in a timely way.
Resolution of related criminal matters
Where a young person had related criminal matters – often stemming from the same incident that led to
their intervention order matter – the Program Lawyer could use materials gathered in the course of their
advocacy in relation to the civil matter to make similar arguments for the efficient resolution of the young
person’s criminal matters. In some instances, this involved advocating to police about the misidentification
of the young person as the predominant aggressor and pointing to the effect that criminal charges would
likely have on that vulnerable young person.
Of the 18 sampled files, the young person had related criminal matters in ten files, with police indicating
that, for a further two files, there may be criminal charges pending (although no charges had been laid at
the time of the case file review). Of the ten files in which Youthlaw assisted the young person regarding
a related criminal matter, six were resolved by caution, with the police ultimately withdrawing all charges
against the young person. 30 A further two files were resolved by way of diversion. In at least one file, it
was clear from the case file notes that charges were not pursued by Victoria Police as a direct result of
the Program Lawyer’s advocacy and negotiations with the Informant.

In the final two files, the outcomes are unknown as one matter was referred to Victoria Legal Aid because of the
increasing legal complexity of the file, while the other was not resolved prior to the case file review being conducted.

30
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4.3.2 Reduced justice system contact
‒

Only one of 18 young people had an order in place at the time of program exit (with the young person
having instructed the Program Lawyer that he wished to consent to the order), indicating that the
Pilot was highly successful in reducing ongoing or escalating justice system contact.

‒

Related criminal matters were primarily resolved by caution or diversion, further reducing the
likelihood of escalating contact with the justice system.

Several outcomes identified through the evaluation provide preliminary evidence that the Pilot was
successful in reducing young people’s ongoing and/or escalating contact with the justice system.
For example, at the time of exit from the Pilot, 17 out of 18 young people (94%) did not have a final order
(or any order whatsoever) in place against them. This includes seven young people who already had an
interim order in place at the time they were referred to Youthlaw (which Youthlaw were successful in
having withdrawn, withdrawn by way of undertaking, or struck out).
Crucially, the absence of an order significantly reduces or removes the likelihood of a young person being
propelled into a criminal trajectory as a result of associated breaches. Consequently, while the initial
evaluation Theory of Change anticipated that long term goals would include a reduction in breaches as
the direct result of increased understanding of the conditions of any order that was in place, the absence
of any order at all at the time of young people’s exit from the Pilot meant that the Pilot had been far more
effective in this regard than anticipated.
In addition, over half of the sample (ten young people) had related criminal matters attached to their use
of violence in the home. By the time that these ten young people exited the Pilot, six young people (60%)
had their criminal matters resolved by caution, with the charges ultimately being withdrawn, and two
young people (20%) had their charges resolved by way of diversion. 31

Practice example
A young person received criminal charges in addition to being listed as a respondent on an intervention
order, as a result of his use of violence against his mother, father and older sister.
The Program Lawyer negotiated with Victoria Police to have the young person’s criminal charges
withdrawn and a caution issued instead, highlighting relevant considerations – including that the incident
occurred in the context of an acute mental health episode. The Program Lawyer highlighted the impact
of the incident on the young person, who experienced being charged as confronting, leading to increased
anxiety and resulting in the young person making active changes for himself and his family.
The Program Lawyer reminded Victoria Police of their obligations under the Victoria Police Manual to
impose the least severe action that achieves the relevant purpose, advocating that a caution would
address relevant community protection and rehabilitative considerations.

31

As above.
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It should also be emphasised that the Pilot generally involved engagement with young people using
violence through a framework distinct from adult perpetration of family violence. Much of the behaviour
described in case files appeared to be reactive or expressions of frustration and dysregulation associated
with trauma, rather than clear examples of coercive or controlling behaviour.
The absence of controlling or goal-oriented behaviour among this cohort provides considerable
opportunity for the Pilot to intervene and divert young people from the justice system before their use of
violence escalates. It similarly suggests that a trauma-informed and developmentally-appropriate
response is far more likely to address or reduce those factors contributing to a young person’s use of
violence in a meaningful way than the ‘blunt instrument’ of a legal response that was designed to respond
to adult perpetration of violence.

4.4 Appropriateness
4.4.1 Capacity to meet the needs of young people
‒

Overall, the evaluation indicated that the Pilot model is highly responsive to the needs of young
people who come into contact with the justice system as a result of their use of violence.

‒

Key features of the model which appear to support meaningful engagement by young people include
the provision of developmentally-appropriate and specialist support; flexible and tailored approaches
which respond to the goals and preferences of the young person; the delivery of integrated support
which aims to reduce overwhelm for young people; and the use of a strengths-based, traumainformed and family violence risk-informed practice framework.

The evaluation identified that an early and integrated practice model is highly appropriate and effective in
meeting the specific needs of young people who come to the attention of the justice system as a result of
their use of violence in the home. Key features of the model which the evaluation identified as supporting
young people’s capacity to engage (and remain engaged) with the Pilot are outlined below.
Developmentally-appropriate support delivered through specialist practitioners
A key feature of Youthlaw’s model is the specialist nature of the multidisciplinary team, with legal and
non-legal practitioners alike being specialised in working with young people, including young people who
have both experienced and/or enacted harm.
As a result, various developmentally appropriate practices were identified which could support young
people to engage, including using language that is easy to understand and meaningful to young people;
staggering information or reiterating information across multiple interactions; providing information in
multiple formats, both written and verbal; and providing information in contexts in which the young person
is more likely to be able to absorb and comprehend information, such as in a familiar outdoor space, local
café or in a suitably private location at the young person’s school.
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Proactive outreach was also a key element of Youthlaw’s service delivery. Provision of outreach
recognises that young people are less likely to identify, articulate and seek help in relation to changing or
unmet needs and that it is therefore important to provide multiple windows of opportunity for help-seeking
across a young person’s engagement with the program. Phone calls or in-person check-ins were made
or scheduled at times which could accommodate young people’s extracurricular, schooling and work
schedules and practitioners provided young people with choice around how they could engage, including
whether they preferred in-person or phone-based contact.
Case files and stakeholder consultations also demonstrated an awareness of the need to tailor
communications and to engage with a a young person on their terms. This included, for example, using
conversations about a young person’s hobbies or interests to identify potential de-escalation strategies,
as well as building a picture of risk over multiple conversations, instead of completing a risk assessment
in a single interaction. The Youth Family Violence Practitioner indicated that this was often a more realistic
and effective way of engaging young people, as compared with more formal approaches to risk
assessment and safety planning.
Reducing overwhelm for young people through streamlined engagement
Case files clearly demonstrated how the Program Lawyer and Youth Family Violence Practitioner worked
together to assess and respond to young people’s legal and non-legal needs. For example, almost all
young people within the Pilot underwent a joint intake and assessment process and both the Program
Lawyer and Youth Family Violence Practitioner would be present for key meetings or conversations with
the young person wherever possible. All interactions with a young person were clearly documented within
a joint case file, with critical information being proactively shared to ensure a shared understanding of the
young person’s risk and needs, as well as to enable the delivery of a coordinated response.
The evaluation found that this approach enabled young people’s legal and non-legal needs to be assessed
holistically, while simultaneously reducing the need for the young person to re-tell their story.
The evaluation also found that the role of the Youth Family Violence Practitioner (and the nature of support
provided through this role) contributed to improved engagement with legal support by scaffolding the
young person’s engagement with the Program Lawyer. For example, regular and informal check-ins by
the Youth Family Violence Practitioner meant that the Youthlaw team was able to maintain a lens on (and
respond to) what was happening for a young person, including any factors which might contribute to
disengagement from the legal process. Importantly, this role also enabled the Youthlaw team to identify
and manage any circumstances in which the legal system’s intervention might escalate family violence
risk within the family.
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Practice example
A young person was referred to YSAS for assistance with their wider support needs, with the Youth Family
Violence Practitioner then able to focus their own work on support around the court process. This included
supporting the young person to understand that court proceedings could be stressful and explaining that
this stress can sometimes increase the risk of “things escalating at home”. 32
The Youth Family Violence Practitioner and Program Lawyer also met with the young person face-to-face
at a local café (following his matter being adjourned) to see how the young person was doing; to reinforce
de-escalation strategies which the young person could use at home; and to discuss the young person’s
goals for the future.
Case files also indicated multiple examples in which the young person would seek further legal information
and advice through the Youth Family Violence Practitioner, who was then able to link in with the Program
Lawyer.

Practice example
A young person contacted the Youth Family Violence Practitioner after their legal matter had resolved, as
they were concerned that a police check for a new job opportunity would identify the young person’s
criminal charges (which had recently been resolved by way of caution).
The Youth Family Violence Practitioner arranged for the Program Lawyer to contact the young person to
provide him with relevant legal information and advice about the police check process.
This also included circumstances in which young people actively sought information and advice where
they themselves were listed as an AFM or protected person on a separate intervention order – a
circumstance which was not uncommon given the prevalence of adult-perpetrated violence within
families, including current and/or historical experiences of family violence across the Pilot cohort.
Strengths-based, trauma-informed and family violence risk-informed practice framework
Case files and stakeholder consultations demonstrated that Youthlaw practitioners consistently adopted
a strengths-based framework of practice to empower young people as agents of their own lives.
Case files included multiple examples in which Youthlaw practitioners supported young people to
understand steps that they could take which may have a positive impact on their legal matter (such as
writing a letter of apology to the AFM or engaging with relevant supports), emphasising young people’s
agency while still acknowledging the lived reality of a young person’s circumstances and experiences.

32

Youthlaw case notes.
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Practice example
A young person informed the Youth Family Violence Practitioner that he felt distressed and upset when
he was told by his family that he is like his father, who had (and continued to) perpetrate family violence
against all members of the family. The Youth Family Violence Practitioner reminded the young person
that he is his own person, with the right to choose what type of person he wants to be.
Case files also clearly demonstrated that Youthlaw practitioners have a strong knowledge of the nature
and dynamics of AVITH, as distinct from adult-perpetrated violence, and were therefore attuned to the
trauma experiences of young people, including past and current experiences of family violence. By
understanding that a young person’s use of violence exists within a broader circumstance of violence in
the home, Youthlaw practitioners were able to validate the young person’s own experiences of violence
(which may previously have gone unrecognised by the service system) and to be a voice for the young
person by ensuring that their experiences were recognised in the context of the legal process. This could
also include advising young people of the option to seek their own intervention order.
The evaluation suggests that this capacity to respond to the nuance of a young person’s life, rather than
viewing their violence through a more traditional ‘perpetrator accountability’ lens, established trust and
rapport between the young person and Youthlaw practitioners. Just as importantly, it enabled the
achievement of legal and non-legal outcomes which reflected the full picture of a young person’s needs,
behaviours and experiences.

4.4.2 Cohorts for whom the Pilot may be less effective
‒

Generally, the Pilot appears to be effective for most young people – although young people who were
difficult to engage (such as those who do not have access to a phone, those who are not engaged in
school, and those who are resistant to service engagement) and young people whose support needs
are unable to be met by the wider service system were less likely to benefit from involvement in the
Pilot.

‒

Stakeholder consultations suggested that some young people, particularly those with other legal
matters on foot, were not being referred to the Pilot as a result of confusion around eligibility criteria.

‒

Relatively low client numbers meant that it was not possible within the current evaluation to assess
the effectiveness of the Pilot for specific cohorts, including Aboriginal young people, young people
from culturally and linguistically diverse young people and young people who identify as LGBTIQ+.

Because of the relatively low client numbers, it is challenging to make generalisations about the cohorts
for whom the Pilot does or does not work as effectively. For example, the client group included just one
young person from a family in which one or more members identified as Aboriginal (although the young
person themselves did not self-identify as Aboriginal); four young people born outside of Australia; and
no young people who identify as LGBTIQ+. Despite this limitation, the evaluation was able to identify
certain cohorts for whom (and contexts in which) the Pilot appears to be less effective (outlined below).
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Hard-to-engage young people
Generally, the Pilot appeared to be most effective for those young people who were able and willing to
engage, or whose engagement was supported and scaffolded by other formal and informal supports,
such as family members, school or other services. For example, in one case file the young person’s
School Wellbeing Officer scheduled three-way chats between themselves, the young person and
Youthlaw during school hours to ensure that Youthlaw was able to maintain contact and engagement with
the young person throughout their legal matter.
Young people without access to their own phones presented specific engagement challenges, particularly
if there were family violence supportive behaviours identified in the home which meant that it may not be
appropriate to engage through the young person’s parent(s). In these instances, the involvement of a
trusted teacher or support worker could be crucial in enabling Youthlaw to have confidential
conversations with the young person and to maintain an accurate lens on their risk and needs.

“Thankfully, most of the young people are actually at school, which means we have
that secondary option. If they would disengage with school and didn't have their own
phone, that would be a challenge” - Youthlaw practitioner

Young people who have previously had negative interactions with the service sector or who have felt let
down by the system also represented a cohort which Pilot practitioners found difficult to engage. One
young person recounted an experience in which a counsellor shared information disclosed in sessions to
their father, resulting in the young person’s father reprimanding the young person and calling them a
“traitor”. 33 As a result, the young person was unwilling to engage with the service sector outside of the
support that they received from Youthlaw. Another young person with an extensive history of violence
being perpetrated against him and other family members by his father declined non-legal support and
wider referrals on the basis that he did not believe that the system could respond to his family’s needs or
contribute to increased safety for him and his family.
Youthlaw practitioners also indicated that the online mode of service delivery brought about by COVID19 impacted on their capacity to engage with some young people. Practitioners described their ability to
build relationships with young people as being hampered by the remote service delivery environment,
which sometimes resulted in disengagement by the young person. Other limitations specific to COVID19 included restricted capacity to conduct outreach and meet young people in places where they felt safe
and comfortable; the requirement to support young people in a remote court environment, rather than
being together and in-person for the court event; and the impacts of mask wearing on the ability to
establish trust and rapport with young people.

33

Youthlaw case notes.
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“I mean, you can’t avoid the impacts of being mainly online and not face-to-face
during the duration of the project. I think that had implications, or some hindrances to
kind of forming the relationships needed” - Youthlaw practitioner

Young people whose needs are not able to be met by the wider service system
The Pilot also appeared to be less effective where the wider service system was unable to respond to a
young person’s needs. This included circumstances in which long waitlists impacted the capacity of
Youthlaw to get young people into the services they needed; where these services simply did not exist;
or where young people did not neatly fit within the eligibility criteria for existing services. Worryingly, this
included circumstances in which services would be closed to a young person (or would not accept them
into the service) because the young person was residing with an adult who was perpetrating violence
against the young person or another family member. As wider research by the CIJ has found, the
reluctance of services to work with families experiencing AVITH when an adult perpetrator remains in the
household creates a critical service gap for many young people and families. 34
Practitioners also noted that COVID-19 often compounded existing gaps and issues within the service
system, including contributing to even longer waitlists, as well as difficulties engaging with other services
so that supports around the young person could be appropriately coordinated.
Exclusion based on eligibility criteria
Consultations highlighted ongoing confusion around certain eligibility criteria, including where the young
person had a Child Protection matter or related criminal matter on foot. Several stakeholders understood
that young people would be excluded where they had a current Child Protection matter, whereas in
practice young people would only be excluded where they already had a lawyer involved (including a
Child Protection lawyer). Similarly, several stakeholders indicated that they would not refer to Youthlaw
where a young person had a related criminal matter, despite Youthlaw having capacity to support young
people, both in relation to the intervention order matter and to any related criminal matters in most cases
(except where criminal charges may result in a term of imprisonment, in which case Youthlaw policy
requires the matter to be referred to Victoria Legal Aid). These findings suggest that further work is
needed to clarify and streamline the eligibility criteria and to ensure that eligibility criteria are wellunderstood by referring services, including non-legal services.
Some stakeholders also indicated that expanding the program’s age limit from 18 to 21 (in matters
involving violence in the home, as distinct from intimate partner violence) may be beneficial. Where
stakeholders supported this, it was generally the result of recognition that young people over the age of
18 would still benefit from an early and integrated model of support, as well as from the opportunity to be
supported by practitioners skilled in trauma-informed and developmentally appropriate practice.

34
Campbell, E., Ellard, R., Hew, E, Meyer, S & McCann, B. (forthcoming). WRAP Around Families Experiencing AVITH:
Towards Collaborative Service Response project’ (Research Report). ANROWS.
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It should be noted, however, that this should only include matters in which the young person’s use of
violence can be considered distinct from adult-perpetrated and gender-based forms of family violence.
An expansion of the program’s age limit may also result in some logistical challenges given that matters
involving young people over the age of 18 would not be heard in the Children’s Court jurisdiction.

4.5 Conclusion
Overall, the outcomes of the Pilot and the way in which Youthlaw’s specialised practitioners were able to
engage effectively with young people signals genuine promise. Although COVID-19 and associated
restrictions hampered referrals – including by impacting the governance and practitioner relationships
which would have facilitated a greater volume of eligible referrals – the Pilot demonstrated the difference
that earlier engagement with legal and non-legal supports can make to young people who are at significant
risk of damaging contact with the justice system.
The evaluation found that, in many ways, the Pilot exceeded expectations. Rather than simply ensuring
that young people were less likely to breach any intervention order to which they were a respondent, the
Pilot successfully ensured that 17 out of 18 young clients left the program without any intervention order
in place. It did so by developing rapport and trust with young people; gleaning important information as a
result; providing this information to police or the court; and negotiating constructive outcomes that
involved improved safety for the young person and their family.
This is a significant result. It is also a goal that should continue to be pursued and promoted in the context
of responses to AVITH, where the imposition or maintenance of an intervention order may actually
escalate risk to young people and their families by rupturing relationships; increasing distress; and putting
young people at risk of criminal charges when all that their families may have wanted when they sought
the system’s help was for the violence to stop and their young person to receive help.
What the evaluation also revealed, however, was that the Victorian system is still at a very early stage in
terms of its understanding of AVITH and appropriate ways to respond. Consultations revealed that
stakeholders were only just beginning to recognise the critical value of the kind of legal and non-legal
support that Youthlaw offered, in part because working with young people in the context of legal system
involvement is such specialised work. These stakeholders were looking forward, not only to the
continuation, but the expansion of this offering – so that more and more young people could be diverted
from harmful legal system contact and their links with appropriate services facilitated instead.
Overall, the evaluation found that despite the significant challenges involved in implementing and
delivering a collaborative and highly specialised response to AVITH in the context of COVID-19, the Pilot
was overwhelmingly able to contribute to improved outcomes for young people, as well as facilitating
increased understanding across the fledgling system of AVITH-related legal needs. The existing
achievements of the Pilot should, therefore, continue to be consolidated and the promise of this
intervention realised as an ongoing offering in Victoria’s family violence response. More detailed
recommendations to consolidate and strengthen outcomes achieved through the Pilot are outlined at
section 5.
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5 Recommendations
This section sets out targeted recommendations to strengthen the design and delivery of the Pilot model
moving forward, including ways to improve early referrals; the service response provided to young people;
system capacity-building; and monitoring, evaluation and learning.

5.1 Early referrals
1. Establish a Memorandum of Understanding with Victoria Legal Aid to enable AVITH matters
referred via VPeR to be triaged by Victoria Legal Aid and (where appropriate) referred to Youthlaw
for specialist support.

This would enable VPeR referrals to be triaged at a central point by skilled legal practitioners who
can consider the breadth of a young person’s legal needs and identify the most appropriate referral
pathway(s).
2. Establish an ongoing Memorandum of Understanding with YSAS so that referrals can continue to
be made through key services, including EYOP.

This should be supported by ongoing engagement with practitioners within referring programs to
ensure a clear understanding of eligibility criteria and the value of the program, and to maintain that
knowledge over time (including where services are impacted by staff turnover).
3. Continue to explore opportunities to establish new referral pathways through the Children’s Court
and Magistrates’ Court of Victoria, including leveraging the opening of the Sunshine SFVC in
September 2022 and pre-court engagement processes established across some court locations
during COVID-19.

As the court system continues to evolve and adapt its service delivery model in response to the
impacts of COVID-19, including introducing processes to facilitate pre-court engagement, Youthlaw
should continue to work with the Court to identify opportunities to establish a formal referral
pathway for young people.
4. Continue to explore opportunities to establish new referral pathways through key mental health
services, such as Orygen Clinical Services (including headspace) and the Royal Children’s Hospital
Mental Health Service.

The inclusion of specific referral pathways through mental health services would better reflect the
prevalence of mental health needs across the target cohort, including where police seek a mental
health assessment when attending an AVITH matter.
5. Embed secondary consultations to assess eligibility as a formal part of the referral process,
particularly for key pathways such as The Orange Door and EYOP.

In addition to facilitating more eligible and suitable referrals, this may also enable the identification
of young people who have not yet had an intervention order sought against them, but who are at
risk of police intervention and may benefit from the provision of general legal information.
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6. Clarify and streamline the eligibility criteria to ensure that referring organisations do not
unnecessarily exclude young people, including where young people have a criminal matter or Child
Protection matter on foot but it is not clear to the referring organisation whether another legal
practitioner or service is involved.

This recommendation should be implemented in tandem with recommendation 4 and assumes that
Youthlaw takes on a stronger triage function to identify eligible and suitable referrals.
7. Assess the feasibility of expanding the eligibility criteria of the Pilot to include young people up to
21 years of age, where their use of violence fits within an AVITH framework rather than an intimate
partner violence framework.

This would include considering the impacts of different listing days and other court processes within
the adult jurisdiction, as well as the need to develop targeted eligibility criteria to ensure that
individual matters involving this age group genuinely fit within an AVITH framework and response,
rather than traditional accountability-based frameworks.
8. Continue to identify, establish and monitor dedicated referral pathways for Aboriginal and/or Torres
Strait Islander young people and young people from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds.

Youthlaw should continue to engage with key Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations and
multicultural services working with young people (such as VACCA and the Centre for Multicultural
Youth), including developing processes for reciprocal secondary consultations and joint servicing
of clients.
9. Assess the feasibility of embedding a priority flag within existing referral processes where a young
person has already been subject to an ex parte hearing resulting in an interim order being made.

Recognising that it is unlikely that young people will be able to be referred for support prior to any
ex parte hearing, Youthlaw should assess the feasibility of developing a priority referral pathway
(and related processes) for young people who have been the subject of an ex parte hearing and
may, therefore, have an interim order already in place.

5.2 Service response
10. Maintain the Pilot’s existing focus on being person-centred, flexible and providing multiple windows
of opportunity for engagement from the young person.

This includes ensuring that these practices are underpinned by clear, comprehensive and regularly
reviewed practice and operational guidance.
11. Articulate a formalised service response for young people who, in addition to using violence, have
experienced (and continue to experience) family violence.

This may include offering support for a young person to seek an intervention order; working with
the young person to explore options such as Flexible Support Packages or victims of crime
assistance; and making supported referrals to relevant services to address the needs of the young
person as a victim in their own right.
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5.3 System capacity-building
12. Produce and distribute user-friendly and developmentally-appropriate resources for young people
and practitioners on key topics such as the legislative definition of family violence; the legal
response and related court process where a young person is identified as using violence in the
home; and potential consequences of police and/or legal system intervention.

Resources should outline Youthlaw’s capacity to provide secondary consultations and to provide
preliminary legal information to young people, including where they have not yet come to the
attention of the legal system for their use of violence but are at risk of doing so.
13. Develop and deliver, on a quarterly basis, education and capacity-building for Victoria Police.

This should include training around the importance of young people attending interim order
hearings; diversion options that are available to Police for criminal charges arising from a young
person’s use of violence in the home; and the value of undertakings as an outcome in intervention
order matters.
14. Produce and distribute user-friendly and developmentally-appropriate resources for young people
and practitioners on young people’s options where they are experiencing family violence, including
the capacity for a self-initiated intervention order.

Resources should outline what the application process involves and the nature of support which
Youthlaw can provide around this process, as well as emphasising that a young person’s own use
of violence does not preclude them from seeking protection.

5.4 Monitoring, evaluation and learning
15. Review and update the program’s Theory of Change to reflect learnings from the evaluation.

This includes updating foundational, influencing activities and outcomes to reflect lessons learned,
and to provide a strong foundation for ongoing monitoring, evaluation and learning.
16. Continue to monitor key outcomes in a proactive way – including in relation to early referrals, legal
outcomes and client experience – and to use emerging data to inform service planning,
improvement and continuous learning in relation to the Program.

This should include the development of a brief client experience survey and the establishment of
other client feedback mechanisms so that service planning and improvement can be informed as
much as possible by the voices of young people who have accessed the program.
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Appendix A: Theory of Change
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Appendix B: Key components of the Pilot model
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