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18 June 2019

Royal Commission
Victorian Mental Health Service
PO BOX 12079
A’Beckett St VIC 8006

Royal Commission into Victorian Mental Health Services

Dear Commissioners,
The Healing Foundation is a national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisation that
partners with communities to address trauma and to promote positive healing outcomes for
individuals, families and communities. Under the leadership of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Board and Stolen Generations Reference Group, we have become the lead national
agency supporting evidence based healing programs and creating an understanding of the
historical legacy of trauma and its manifestation in contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities.
Emerging evidence continues to strengthen the link between the experience of trauma and poor
mental health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander conceptualisation of health is holistic. It encompasses mental, physical, cultural
and spiritual health.
In 2018 the Healing Foundation commissioned a report, released by the Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare on Stolen Generations. The report “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Stolen Generations and descendants” highlighted the significant legacy of trauma caused by the
forcible removal of children from Aboriginal families. Of the 17,150 survivors over 6 % resided in
Victoria, with 36% of Victoria’s Indigenous population reported as descendants of the Stolen
Generations. Both Stolen Generations and their descendants were found to be consistently
more likely to experience adverse outcomes across a broad range of health, socio economic and
cultural indicators than other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people including being 2.2
times more likely to rely on government payments as their main income source and 1.7 times
more likely to have poor general health.
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Improving mental health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people requires a
collaborative approach, including services outside the health sector such as; employment,
education, housing, family services, crime prevention and justice. Focusing exclusively on the
delivery of mental health services is limiting and is unlikely to lead to measurable results.
The Healing Foundation has facilitated a series of national healing forums all over Australia to
develop a rich understanding of the challenges facing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities. Mental Health has featured in many forum discussions and community members
consistently report challenges in terms of accessing much needed support. This is particularly
prevalent in rural and regional communities with limited local service infrastructure.
I was pleased to note that point 3 in the Terms of Reference highlights the support needs for
carers and family members. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities are currently
carrying a significant trauma burden caring for family members, often driven by low levels of
accessible, trauma informed and culturally responsive services at a community and/or regional
level. It is therefore imperative that healing models are developed that support Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander families and communities to build strong social and emotional wellbeing.
To assist the Commission in this Inquiry, I have attached two recent submissions that The
Healing Foundation has provided to the Productivity Commission and Senate Inquiry into
accessibility and quality of mental health services in regional and remote Australia. Both
submissions comprehensively address the Commission’s Terms of Reference.
For further information please contact Lisa Hillan, Director Policy, Programs and Knowledge
Creation
.
Yours Sincerely,

Richard Weston
Chief Executive Officer
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Stolen Generations and descendants
This report provides estimated numbers and demographic
characteristics of the Stolen Generations and descendants
using a series of ABS surveys. It also presents a range
of health and socioeconomic outcomes for the Stolen
Generations and descendants, and differences with
Indigenous and non-Indigenous comparison groups,
to examine the effects of removal from families.
The findings in the report will be useful to assess
the needs of the Stolen Generations and their families.
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Using data from surveys conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics, it is
possible to identify Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who were born
before 1972 and who have reported being removed from their families.
In this report, this subgroup is used as a proxy measure for what we know as the
‘Stolen Generations’, with analysis providing a picture of the population size,
demographic characteristics and health and welfare outcomes for the surviving
members of the Stolen Generations.
Out of respect for the experiences of the Stolen Generations, where possible, the
report uses the term ‘Stolen Generations’ or ‘Stolen Generations proxy population’ to
describe the subgroup in the cohort born before 1972 who reported being removed
from family, as derived from analyses of Australian Bureau of Statistics data.
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the estimate for the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly lower
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confidence interval (also applies for descendants)
the estimate for the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher
than that of the comparison group at 5% test level (also applies for descendants)
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Overview
This overview outlines key findings from the analyses of the estimated numbers and
demographic characteristics of proxy measures of the Stolen Generations and the
descendants of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people removed from their families.
It also covers the key findings from examining the relationship between being removed, and
being a descendant, regarding 38 outcomes that cover health status, health risk factors,
cultural factors and socioeconomic indicators for the most recent data, as well as changes
over time. In this component of the analysis, the Stolen Generations proxy population was
compared with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the same age cohort who were
not removed. In addition, the descendants of all people removed were compared with
Indigenous people who had not experienced any type of removal. Comparisons with
non-Indigenous Australians were also carried out for a smaller set of outcomes.
Key findings
Using data from five Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) surveys of the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander population (undertaken from 2002 to 2014–15), it is possible to
identify individuals who were born before 1972 and who reported being removed from their
families. This subgroup is used as a proxy measure for the Stolen Generations. The ABS
surveys can also be used to identify the descendants of all people removed from their
families, which include descendants of the Stolen Generations.
Based on data from the 2014–15 survey:
•

20,900 individuals born before 1972 were estimated to be the surviving members among
those who had been removed from their families

•

a slightly higher proportion of them were women (56%) than men (44%), and the
majority (79%) lived in non-remote areas

•

29% of those who were removed in this age cohort reported living alone, 66% were aged
50 and over, and 20% were aged 65 and over.

The time series data suggest that, on average, 11% of people in the cohort born before
1972 report being removed from their families.
•

When this proportion is applied to population data for 2018 (among those aged 46 and
over), the resulting estimate is that in 2018, around 17,150 people in the cohort born
before 1972 are the surviving members among those who had been removed from their
families (the Stolen Generations proxy population).

The Stolen Generations proxy population experienced a range of adverse health, cultural
and socioeconomic outcomes at a rate higher than the Indigenous population that had not
been removed.
•

Key findings among these differences are a higher likelihood of: being incarcerated in
the last five years (3.3 times), being formally charged by police in their lifetime
(2.2 times), having government payments as their main income source (1.8 times), not
being a home owner (1.7 times) and being more likely to have poor general health based
on a composite measure (1.6 times).
(continued)
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Key findings (continued)
This report also estimated the size of the population of descendants of all people removed
in the past. The descendants are defined as people aged 18 and over at the time of the
ABS survey who reported having elder relatives (great/grandparents, parents, or uncles and
aunts) removed.
•

In 2014–15, the estimated number of descendants aged 18 and over was around
114,800; this includes around 15,400 individuals who reported that they themselves
were also removed from their families.

•

The proportion of the population identified as descendants remained stable across the
five ABS surveys—around 33% of the population aged 18 and over.

The descendants were also consistently more likely to have experienced adverse outcomes
over a broad range of health, socioeconomic and cultural indicators, compared with a
reference group of Indigenous people aged 18 and over who reported neither being
removed themselves from their own families, nor having any relatives removed.
•

Key findings among these differences are a higher likelihood of: feeling discriminated
against in the last 12 months (2 times), experiencing actual or threatened physical
violence (1.9 times), having poor general health based on a composite measure
(1.6 times), and having been arrested in the last five years (1.5 times).

Large differences are also seen between the Stolen Generations proxy population born
before 1972 and a comparable non-Indigenous reference group, as well as between the
descendants aged 18 and over and their comparable non-Indigenous reference group.

Background
The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s Bringing them home (BTH) report
(HREOC 1997) documented stories of individuals and families affected by the systematic
policy of Australian governments to remove Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children
from their families. The report also described the extent of harm created for, and the burden
suffered by, both those individuals who were removed, and their families and descendants.
To coincide with the 20th anniversary of the BTH report, The Healing Foundation
commissioned a study to review the principles and recommendations of the BTH report and
to examine progress made on those recommendations in the contemporary policy
landscape. This report, Bringing them home 20 years on: an action plan for healing
(The Healing Foundation 2017), outlined actions to meet the continuing and emerging needs
and rights of the Stolen Generations—noting the paucity of evidence on their current needs.
The Australian Government then funded The Healing Foundation to undertake a
demographic analysis and needs assessment that aimed to identify the size, characteristics
and needs of the Stolen Generations, using both quantitative and qualitative data sources
(as part of a broader Action Plan for Healing project).
The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) prepared this quantitative analysis for
The Healing Foundation as part of the Action Plan for Healing project.
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This report has four main components:
1.

estimates of the numbers, demographic characteristics and location of the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander population born before 1972 who were removed from their
families, as a proxy for the surviving members of the Stolen Generations

2.

estimates of the numbers, demographic characteristics and location of the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander population aged 18 and over whose elder relatives were
removed in the past, as a proxy for the descendants of the Stolen Generations

3.

comparisons of differences in selected health, socioeconomic and cultural outcomes
between the groups identified in (1) and (2) and similar Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people who did not experience any type of removal, and an account of the
sources of these differences

4.

comparisons of differences in some selected health and socioeconomic outcomes
between the groups identified in (1) and (2) and similar non-Indigenous people.

This overview presents key findings from these four components, together with a summary of
the data sources used, and the definitions that were adopted to develop the proxy measures
of the Stolen Generations and of a broader group of the descendants of all removed people
in these data sources.

Data sources
The analysis in this report is mainly based on data from a series of surveys conducted by the
Australian Bureau of Statistics—the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social
Survey (NATSISS) and the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey
(NATSIHS). In total, data from five surveys—the NATSISS for 2002, 2008 and 2014–15; and
the NATSIHS for 2004–05 and 2012–13—are used in this analysis.
The Indigenous-specific social and health surveys from the ABS analysed in this report are
nationally representative, have relatively large sample sizes and contain detailed data on a
wide range of topics, including a consistent set of information about Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people who were removed from their families. As such, they are valuable
resources to better understand the Stolen Generations and their descendants, based on
proxy measures of these groups.
A novel aspect of this report is it makes use of the time series nature of the five ABS surveys
to analyse the data for a specific birth-cohort in the different surveys, whereby the difference
in the number of years between successive ABS survey periods was taken into account to
‘age’ the population of interest (synthetic age-cohort method). This approach provides a
more reliable perspective on the differences between the Stolen Generations proxy
population and the comparison group than analysis based on a single cross-sectional survey.

Proxy measures for the study cohorts
The main focus of this report’s analysis is the cohort of individuals born before 1972 who
reported being removed from their families. That cohort is used as a proxy for the Stolen
Generations, and the analysis follows them through the different time periods covered by the
five ABS surveys.
The BTH report notes that, by 1972, the state and territory legislation that created the
Stolen Generations had been formally repealed, and removal practices ceased
(HREOC 1997), although there were lags in the repeal of legislation and changes in
practices in some jurisdictions. A reasonable proxy measure, therefore, to identify members
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of the Stolen Generations would have been to focus on the removals of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children that occurred before 1972.
The ABS surveys however do not collect information on the timing (that is, the calendar year
in which the removal occurred). Therefore an alternative approach has been adopted in this
study to focus on the removal from family of individuals who were born before 1972 as a
proxy for the Stolen Generations. Removal of children could occur at very young ages,
including infants aged only a few months old. Given this, it is appropriate to apply the age
cut-off of being born before 1972 to identify the potential Stolen Generation members in the
ABS survey data.
There are more limitations in the ABS survey data to derive an equivalent proxy measure for
the descendants of the Stolen Generations (that is, descendants of people in the cohort born
before 1972 who had been removed). The survey data can only identify a broader group of
individuals aged 18 and over at the time of the survey who reported that some member of
their older generations (that is, great/grandparents, parents, or uncles and aunts) had been
removed. Though many of these individuals will be the direct descendants of the
Stolen Generations, this is not a reliable enough proxy just for the descendants of the
Stolen Generations since nothing is known about the time periods when these elder relatives
were removed. Accordingly, in this report this group of individuals aged 18 and over is
referred to more generally as the descendants of all people removed from their families in the
past, and they include the descendants of the Stolen Generations.
The descendants can be further divided into two groups, depending on whether the
descendants also reported that they had been removed from their families.
The results pertaining to the proxy measure of the Stolen Generations presented in this
report should be treated with caution as the estimates may include other types of removal
from family that occurred, even among people born before 1972, but which may not be
associated with the historical context of the Stolen Generations. Also, the removal of
relatives in older generations reported in the ABS surveys may include other types of
removal from family not associated with the Stolen Generations. Further, the wording of the
ABS survey questions do not specifically indicate whether a removal was only temporary, nor
whether it was ‘forcible removal from family’. The specific questions in the survey are:
•
•

Have you been removed from your family by welfare or the government or taken away to
a mission?
Have any of your relatives been removed from their family by welfare or the government
or taken away to a mission?

Estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy
population
Figure O1 presents the categories of responses to the two questions on removal from family
from the 2014–15 survey for those born before 1972. There were approximately 158,600
Indigenous people in this cohort in 2014–15. Just over half (53%) reported that they were not
removed and did not have relatives removed. Around 13% reported being removed
(an estimate of 20,900 individuals). Of these, approximately 16,000 also had relatives
removed (10% of the total cohort born before 1972). Another 31% reported that while they
were not removed, they had relatives who were removed.
The five available ABS surveys from 2002 to 2014–15, with the same set of questions on
removal from family, have been analysed to obtain a longer time series on the reported rate
of removal and on the characteristics of those who reported being removed. The main
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population of interest—those who have been removed among individuals born before 1972—
can be identified in each survey, using the appropriate age cut-off that defines those born
before 1972 relative to the time period of each survey. 1
The resulting time series estimates on the proportion of people who reported being removed
ranged from 9.3% (in 2004–05) to 16.4% (in 2012–13). Compared with the other four survey
estimates, the estimate for 2012–13 is substantially different and possibly represents an
outlier value, and therefore has been excluded when computing the average. The average
proportion of people who reported being removed in this age cohort, based on the other four
surveys, is 11%.
Applying the average 11% rate of being removed to the projected Indigenous population in
2018 of 155,940 in the cohort born before 1972 (based on 2011 Census projections of the
Indigenous estimated resident population), 2 produces an estimate of the Stolen Generations
proxy population in 2018 of 17,150.

Note: Two per cent of respondents did not answer the question on whether they were removed from family; these individuals are excluded from
subsequent analyses.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure O1: Estimated proportions of Indigenous people born before 1972 (total count 158,577)
classified by their reported removal experience, 2014–15 NATSISS

Demographic profile of the Stolen Generations proxy
population
Of those born before 1972 who reported being removed, in 2014–15, 56% were women and
44% were men. The majority (79%) of this Stolen Generations proxy population lived in
non-remote areas. This pattern was consistent for all survey years.
In 2014–15, among the Stolen Generations proxy population (all of whom are aged at least
42), three in ten (29%) reported living alone (in a lone-person household), two-thirds were

1 The age cut-offs used approximately identify the cohort born before 1972 as several of these ABS surveys were
conducted over a two-year period. These cut-offs are ages 30 and over in 2002, ages 32 and over in 2004–05,
ages 36 and over in 2008, ages 40 and over in 2012–13 and ages 42 and over in 2014–15.
2

Using ABS projections of the total Indigenous estimated resident population (ERP) in 2018, based on the 2011
Census, the estimated total number of Indigenous adults aged 46 and over is 155,940. Updated results on the
total Indigenous ERP in 2018 derived from the more recent 2016 Census are not yet available.

xi

SUB.1000.0001.5499

aged 50 and over, and 20% were aged 65 and over. Two-thirds reported having disability or
restrictive long-term condition, and 15% had severe or profound core activity limitation.
The distribution by jurisdiction of the Stolen Generations proxy population is shown in
Table O1. In 2014–15, most lived in New South Wales (around 6,200, or 30% of the total),
Western Australia (around 4,600, or 22%) and Queensland (around 4,400, or 21%). These
three jurisdictions together accounted for almost three-quarters (73%) of this cohort.
Table O1 also shows there are substantial differences in the rate of removal reported, as a
percentage of the total number of people born before 1972, based on current state or
territory of residence. Western Australia has the highest reported rate of removal (23.8% in
2014–15). This rate is nearly twice the rate of removal at the national level (13.5% in
2014–15). The next highest rate was reported by those living in South Australia (16.2%).
Lowest rates of being removed were reported in Queensland (10.8%), followed by New
South Wales and the Northern Territory (12.0% each).
Table O1: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians born before 1972
who reported being removed from their families, by jurisdiction, 2002 to 2014–15

State/territory

2002
(aged 30
and over)

2004–05
(aged 32
and over)

2008
(aged 36
and over)

2012–13
(aged 40
and over)

2014–15
(aged 42
and over)

Estimated number of people who were removed
NSW

4,056

3,071

3,875

6,216

6,247

Vic

1,669

1,034

1,660

2,397

1,341

Qld

3,231

2,852

3,493

5,510

4,439

WA

3,211

3,885

3,731

5,797

4,643

SA

1,326

1,479

1,314

1,494

1,394

621

366

582

666

1,064

1,332

1,211

1,202

2,405

1,764

15,448

13,898

15,856

24,486

20,891

Tas/ACT
NT
Australia

Percentage who were removed (rate of being removed) by jurisdiction
NSW

8.6

7.0

8.8

12.7

12.0

Vic

17.0

11.3

16.9

22.3

12.2

Qld

7.5

7.3

8.9

13.5

10.8

WA

14.4

17.9

19.7

31.2

23.8

SA

14.9

17.4

17.1

17.8

16.2

Tas/ACT

8.0

5.0

8.6

9.2

14.0

NT

7.9

6.4

7.3

16.7

12.0

Australia

9.9

9.3

11.1

16.4

13.5

Notes
1.

The column for the 2012–13 NATSIHS is shaded to indicate that the results from this survey are quite different from the other four surveys
and possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the number of people who were removed. There have not been any clear
reasons provided for why the 2012–13 results differ so much from the other surveys.

2.

The data for Tasmania and the ACT are presented together because these jurisdictions are combined in the ABS DataLab files. The survey
respondents from Tasmania and the ACT can be separately identified only in the 2014–15 NATSISS. For consistency in the presentation of
the results the combined Tasmania/ACT category is used for all survey periods. The ACT estimate of the Stolen Generations proxy population
for 2014–15 in particular is not reliable, being based on a very small sample size of survey respondents aged 42 and over.

3.

Data on rate of being removed by jurisdiction in the bottom panel of this table are likely to be less reliable than the estimated national rate of
removal in this cohort born before 1972 because of the smaller number of individuals within each jurisdiction who report having been removed
in these sample surveys.

Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.
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Estimated population and demographic profile of
descendants
The proportion of the population identified as descendants of all people who were removed in
the past remained more or less stable across all surveys (excluding the 2012–13
NATSIHS)—at around one-third of the total population aged 18 and over. This one-third
proportion includes those who were both descendants of all people who were removed as
well as those who were themselves removed.
In 2014–15, the estimated number of Indigenous adults aged 18 and over who reported
being descendants was around 114,800 individuals (Table O2). This includes around 15,400
individuals who reported that they themselves were also removed.
Table O2: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over,
who reported to be descendants of all people removed, by jurisdiction, 2002 to 2014–15
State/territory

2002

2004–05

2008

2012–13

2014–15

15,102

14,163

21,453

30,830

35,731

Vic

4,306

4,578

6,166

10,254

8,816

Qld

23,936

23,024

24,483

35,887

32,410

WA

14,245

15,275

17,494

21,415

20,740

SA

4,118

4,377

5,100

7,507

7,263

Tas/ACT

2,092

1,808

2,541

3,482

3,233

NT

5,902

6,839

7,903

8,652

6,567

69,701

70,064

85,141

118,028

114,760

Estimated number of the descendants
NSW

Australia

Percentage of descendants as a proportion of the population aged 18 and over, by jurisdiction
NSW

25.9

23.8

29.4

32.1

34.2

Vic

36.7

37.3

37.3

49.7

35.9

Qld

42.3

39.5

34.9

41.7

32.1

WA

45.6

44.9

50.1

51.5

46.1

SA

34.9

37.2

37.1

43.0

38.1

Tas/ACT

23.9

19.0

22.5

24.5

19.6

NT

23.8

22.1

23.7

25.3

17.5

Australia

34.3

32.4

33.7

38.0

33.0

Notes
1.

The column for the 2012–13 NATSIHS is shaded to indicate that the results from this survey are quite different from the other four surveys
and possibly represent outlier values.

2.

The data for Tasmania and the ACT are presented together because these jurisdictions are combined in the ABS DataLab files. The survey
respondents from Tasmania and the ACT can be separately identified only in the 2014–15 NATSISS. For consistency in the presentation of
the results the combined Tasmania/ACT category is used for all survey periods.

Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

The demographic profile for descendants of all people removed is similar to what was
observed for the Stolen Generations proxy population: a higher percentage were women, the
majority lived in non-remote areas, and a large percentage were concentrated in New South
Wales, Queensland and Western Australia. In 2014–15, around 77% of all descendants lived
in these three jurisdictions, with New South Wales alone accounting for close to one-third
(31%) of the total number of descendants.
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The proportion of individuals aged 18 and over who were descendants of all people removed
also varied by jurisdiction (Table O2). Again, the highest rate in 2014–15 occurred in
Western Australia, with 46% of all adults aged 18 and over reporting they had relatives in an
older generation removed. The next highest rate was in South Australia (38%), followed by
Victoria (36%) and New South Wales (34%). The lowest rate of reporting removal of a family
member from an older generation occurred in the Northern Territory (18%). The estimated
high rates of being descendants in Western Australia and South Australia occur consistently
in the ABS survey series in Table O2.

Differences in outcomes for the Stolen Generations
proxy population
The differences in 38 health, socioeconomic and cultural outcomes between the Stolen
Generations proxy population and comparable Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Australians in the cohort born before 1972 who were not removed are presented in this
report as simple tabulations of the difference in the mean values (or gaps) between the two
comparison groups.
Multivariate logistic regression models are also estimated for a smaller set of 20 selected
outcomes. The regression results are summarised in Figure O2 in terms of the likelihood of
those outcomes occurring among the Stolen Generations proxy population relative to their
comparison group. Higher odds (an odds ratio estimate that is significantly greater than 1)
means a greater likelihood of the observed outcome occurring in the Stolen Generations
proxy population. 3 The odds ratios reported in Figure O2 cover three time periods, from each
of the last three NATSISS in 2002, 2008 and 2014–15 (even though not all variables are
available in each of these surveys).
In 2014–15, the Stolen Generations proxy population experienced a higher likelihood of an
adverse outcome in 12 of the 20 indicators examined. The significantly higher likelihoods of
adverse outcomes faced by the Stolen Generations proxy population cover a wide range of
wellbeing measures, and several of these estimated differences in likelihoods are very high.
Compared with those who were not removed, and after controlling for other potential
influences on these outcomes, the results show that individuals who were removed in this
age cohort were (Figure O2):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

3

3.3 times as likely to have been incarcerated in the last five years
2.2 times as likely to have ever been formally charged by police
2 times as likely to have been arrested in the last five years
1.8 times as likely to have government payments as their main income source
1.7 times as likely to have experienced violence in the previous 12 months
1.7 times as likely not to be the owner of a home
1.7 times as likely to have poor self-assessed health
1.6 times as likely to be currently not employed
1.6 times as likely to have experienced homelessness in the last 10 years

Conversely, an estimated odds ratio significantly less than 1 indicates that outcome is less likely to occur for the
Stolen Generations proxy population than for the comparison group. An estimated odds ratio not significantly
different from 1 means the outcome of interest is just as likely to occur for the Stolen Generations proxy
population and for the comparison group.
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•

1.6 times as likely not to have ‘good health’ (as measured using a composite health
index, see Appendix C for further details on this composite health index)
1.5 times as likely to have experienced discrimination in the previous 12 months
1.5 times as likely to have poor mental health.

•
•

Notes
1.

The symbol n.a. denotes data not available in that specific survey on the outcome of interest.

2.

The colour scheme indicates whether the estimated odds ratio (OR) is close to 1 or statistically different from 1 at the 5% and 10% test levels.
Gold denotes the OR is significantly different from 1 at the conventional 5% test level, consistent with the 95% confidence interval. Pink
denotes the OR is significantly different from 1 at the 10% level, consistent with a wider 90% confidence interval. Light blue means the
estimated OR is not significantly different from 1, even at the 10% test level (meaning the outcome measured does not vary significantly
between the Stolen Generations proxy population and the comparison group).

Sources: AIHW analyses of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2016a.

Figure O2: Estimates of the effects of being removed for the cohort born before 1972
(odds ratios), on 20 selected outcomes, results from the 2002, 2008 and 2014–15 NATSISS

xv

SUB.1000.0001.5503

The results over the three survey periods show that the Stolen Generations proxy population
have significantly higher likelihoods of adverse outcomes occurring in all of these time
periods. Three outcomes show a consistent pattern of significant differences in all three
survey periods (gold colour in each of the three survey periods in Figure O2), with a higher
likelihood for the Stolen Generations proxy population to experience these adverse
outcomes. These were being arrested in the last five years, not being a homeowner, and
experiencing violence in the last 12 months.
Five outcomes were reported in only two surveys. Of these, only one outcome—feeling
discriminated against in the past 12 months—was significantly more likely to occur for the
Stolen Generations proxy population relative to the comparison group in both survey periods.

Differences in outcomes for the descendants
The results for the descendants of all people removed are for individuals who were not
removed themselves but are descendants of elder relatives who were removed. This way,
the effects of being descendants can be clearly examined separately from the effects of also
being personally removed from family.
The full set of the multivariate regression results on the estimated effects of being a
descendant of people removed from family for these 20 outcomes are shown in Figure O3.
These results show a similar pattern of having higher likelihoods of adverse outcomes
among the descendants compared with their reference group.
In 2014–15, 11 of the same 20 selected outcomes showed a significantly higher likelihood of
these unfavourable outcomes occurring among the descendants. Compared with the
reference group who did not experience any type of removal, the descendants were
(Figure O3):
•

2 times as likely to have experienced discrimination in the last 12 months

•

2 times as likely not to speak an Indigenous language

•

1.9 times as likely to have experienced violence in the last 12 months

•

1.6 times as likely not to have ‘good health’ (as measured using a composite index, see
Appendix C for further details)

•

1.5 times as likely to have problems accessing services in the last 12 months

•

1.5 times as likely to have been arrested in the last five years

•

1.4 times as likely to have a low level of trust in the general community

•

1.4 times as likely to have ever been formally charged by police

•

1.4 times as likely to have poor self-assessed health

•

1.4 times as likely to have a low level of satisfaction with their lives

•

1.3 times as likely to have poor mental health.

For two outcomes, compared with the reference group, Indigenous adults who reported to be
descendants were significantly less likely to:
•

live in a household with income in the bottom three deciles (0.7 times)

•

have government payments as the main source of income (0.6 times).
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Notes
1.

The symbol n.a. denotes data not available in that specific survey on the outcome of interest.

2.

The colour scheme indicates whether the estimated odds ratio (OR) is close to 1 or statistically different from 1 at the 5% and 10% test levels.
Gold denotes the OR is significantly different from 1 at the conventional 5% test level, consistent with the 95% confidence interval. Pink
denotes the OR is significantly different from 1 at the 10% level, consistent with the wider 90% confidence interval. Light blue means the
estimated OR is not significantly different from 1 even at the 10% test level (meaning the outcome measured does not vary significantly
between the descendants and the comparison group aged 18 and over).

Sources: AIHW analyses of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2016a.

Figure O3: Estimates of the effects of being descendants of all people removed (odds ratios),
on 20 selected outcomes, results from 2002, 2008 and 2014–15 NATSISS
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Across all three survey periods:
•

only one outcome—experience of violence in the past year—showed a consistent
pattern of a significantly higher likelihood for the descendants in all periods

•

three other outcomes showed significantly higher likelihood for the descendants in at
least two survey periods with available data: feels discriminated against, has low level of
trust in the general community, and has poor mental health

•

three of the 20 outcomes consistently showed no significant difference between the
descendants and the comparison group (when data are available for all three survey
periods): being a current smoker, not owning a home, and not having completed Year 12

•

on three other outcomes, the estimated results showed that the descendants tended to
have more favourable results than the comparison group. These include a higher
likelihood of being employed, a lower likelihood of having household income in the
bottom three deciles, and a lower likelihood of having government payments as the main
source of income. However, these relatively better outcomes for the descendants are not
observed consistently at a statistically significant level in all three survey periods.

In general, the adverse effects of removal are more obvious in the comparisons between the
Stolen Generations proxy population and their comparative age cohort who were not
removed than between the descendants of people who were removed and other Indigenous
adults who did not experience any type of removal from family.

Comparison with selected non-Indigenous outcomes
Simple mean-value differences on a limited set of outcomes between the Stolen Generations
proxy population (and between descendants of all people removed) and comparable cohorts
of non-Indigenous Australians are also presented in this report. These comparisons are
based on age-standardised rates. The differences (gaps) between the Stolen Generations
proxy population and the comparable non-Indigenous reference group are substantially
higher than the differences between the Stolen Generations proxy population and their
Indigenous reference group in almost all of the 14 outcomes analysed.
In several instances, the difference in the size of the gap is extreme. For example, the
age-standardised rate of home ownership was 25% for the Stolen Generations proxy
population, compared with 42% for the Indigenous comparison group. This is a gap of
17 percentage points. However, for the non-Indigenous reference group, the
age-standardised home ownership rate is substantially higher at 80%, leading to a larger gap
of around 55 percentage points with the Stolen Generations proxy population.
Similar large differences are seen in the comparisons between the descendants of all people
removed and their non-Indigenous reference group aged 18 and over.
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Introduction

The Stolen Generations are acknowledged to be a particularly disadvantaged group of the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population. Their forced removal from families and
subsequent disconnection from Indigenous culture and land have been shown to have had
widespread negative impact. The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s
Bringing them home (BTH) report (HREOC 1997) documented many stories of individuals
and families affected by the systematic policy of Australian governments to remove
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from their families. That report also described
the extent of harm created and the burden suffered, both by individuals who were removed
and by their families and descendants.
The extent of harm from removal from family is also reflected in the findings from the Royal
Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. In private sessions with
commissioners, many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander victims disclosed that they were
forcibly removed from their families as children, and spoke of experiencing racism and
cultural abuse in addition to physical, emotional and sexual abuse (RCIRCSA 2017).
To coincide with the 20th anniversary of the BTH report, The Healing Foundation
commissioned a study to review the principles and recommendations of the BTH report and
to examine progress made on those recommendations in the contemporary policy
landscape. The report on this review, Bringing them home 20 years on: an action plan for
healing (The Healing Foundation 2017), outlined actions to meet the continuing and
emerging needs and rights of the Stolen Generations—noting the paucity of evidence on
their current needs.
The Australian Government then funded The Healing Foundation to undertake a
demographic analysis and needs assessment aimed at identifying the size, characteristics
and needs of the Stolen Generations, using both quantitative and qualitative data sources
(as part of a broader Action Plan for Healing project).
The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) prepared this quantitative analysis for
The Healing Foundation as part of the Action Plan for Healing project. It uses information
from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) surveys of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples to estimate the population, and to analyse the characteristics, of both
individuals who reported having been removed from their families, and of descendants of
relatives who were removed in previous generations.
This report has four main components:
1.

2.

3.

4.

estimates of the numbers, demographic characteristics and geographic location of the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population born before 1972 who reported being
removed from their families, as a proxy for the surviving members of the Stolen
Generations
estimates of the numbers, demographic characteristics and geographic location of the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population whose elder relatives were removed in
the past, as a proxy for the descendants of the Stolen Generations
comparisons of differences in selected health, socioeconomic and cultural outcomes
between the groups identified in (1) and (2) and similar Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people who did not experience any type of removal, and an account of the
sources of these differences
comparisons of groups identified in (1) and (2) with the non-Indigenous population for
some selected health and social outcomes.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Stolen Generations and descendants

1

SUB.1000.0001.5507

While there is a growing consensus about the overall poor outcomes observed for the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people removed from their families (for example,
ABS 2011; De Maio et al. 2005; Stanley 2008; The Healing Foundation 2017), few studies
have quantified (through detailed statistical analyses) the specific effects of having been
removed. Some examples of studies that have done so are Dockery (2012) and
Weatherburn & Snowball (2012) where having been removed was included as one of the
explanatory variables in detailed analyses of specific wellbeing indicators and of being a
victim of violence, respectively. A previous AIHW (2006) study on family violence among
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples noted those who had been removed were more
likely to be a victim of physical or threatened violence. A recent study (Radford et al. 2017)
reported that Indigenous people with high rates of childhood trauma, including those who
were removed from their families, were more likely to develop dementia than other
Indigenous adults.
This report fills some of the gaps in the literature by quantifying the specific effects of being
removed from family in the age cohort selected as a proxy for the Stolen Generations. It
documents differences in a wide range of health, socioeconomic and cultural outcomes
(using multivariate regression analysis) between the Stolen Generations proxy population
and comparable Indigenous Australians who were not removed from their families.
The report also examines the effects of removal on the descendants of relatives who were
removed in previous generations. This component contributes to the literature on the extent
of the intergenerational impacts of removal on the children and other descendants of people
who had been removed (Peeters et al. 2014; Raphael et al. 1998; Silburn et al. 2006). This
builds on the related wider literature documenting the life-long adverse effects and
trans-generational consequences of the trauma and stress experienced during early
childhood (Atkinson 2002; Shonkoff & Garner 2012; van Krieken 1999; van der Kolk 2007).
A novel aspect of this report is that the statistical analyses make use of the time series
nature of the ABS surveys that collected a consistent set of information about Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people who were removed from their families. Data from five ABS
surveys (collected between 2002 and 2014–15) were analysed using a synthetic age-cohort
method, whereby the difference in the number of years between successive ABS survey
periods were taken into account to ‘age’ the population of interest. This time series approach
provides a more reliable perspective than analysis based on a single cross-sectional survey
of differences between those who were removed from their families and those who were not
removed. This approach also helps in assessing how the characteristics and needs of those
who were removed from their families change as they age.

1.1 Data sources
Over recent decades, the ABS has undertaken two regular surveys that are specific to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples:
•

the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey (NATSIHS)

•

the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS).

Both are large, nationally representative surveys of the Indigenous population.
The NATSIHS series collects detailed self-reported information on the prevalence of certain
health conditions, selected health risk factors and the use of health services. For the most
recent of these surveys, measures of health and nutrition status were included, as well as
self-assessed health status. The most recent NATSIHS (ABS 2014b) was conducted in
2012–13; it sampled around 9,300 individuals, with around 5,500 being aged 18 and over.
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The NATSISS series collects information across many key areas of social and economic
outcomes, including a number of wellbeing measures developed specifically for the
Indigenous population. These include measures of cultural practices and the maintenance of
Indigenous languages (Biddle 2014). The most recent NATSISS (ABS 2016b) was carried
out in 2014–15; it sampled 11,178 individuals, with around 6,600 aged 18 and over.
Some common information is collected in both the NATSISS and NATSIHS, which makes it
feasible to analyse trends over time at shorter intervals. One of these common items is a
series of questions asked of the adult survey respondents on whether they, or their relatives,
have ever been removed from their family (see Box 1.1). This information can be used to
estimate the numbers and characteristics of individuals who were removed (and their
descendants) from 2002 to 2014–15. 4
The focus of this report is almost exclusively on the analyses of the Indigenous-specific
ABS surveys with questions on removal from family. Limited use has been made of the
ABS General Social Survey 2014, and of administrative data from the AIHW Online Services
Report on the total Indigenous and Stolen Generations clients who access social and
emotional wellbeing support and Link Up services.
Other data sources have very limited information on the contemporary demography and
characteristics of the surviving members of the Stolen Generations and are not analysed in
this report.
Box 1.1: ABS survey questions about removal from family
The analyses for this report are based on responses to the following questions, which were
asked (with minor differences in wording) of adult respondents to the 2002, 2008 and
2014–15 NATSISS and the 2004–05 and 2012–13 NATSIHS:
1. The next few questions are about whether you or any of your relatives have been
removed or taken away from your families. I know this may be upsetting for some
people. Is it all right to ask you some questions about this?
2. Have you been removed from your family by welfare or the government or taken away to
a mission?
3. Have any of your relatives been removed from their family by welfare or the government
or taken away to a mission?
If yes to above:
Are you able to tell me which of your relatives have been removed or taken away from
their family (by welfare or the government or taken away to a mission)? (multiple
responses allowed).
[Multiple responses selected from: Your child(ren); Your brothers and/or sisters; Your
parents; Your (great-) grandparents; Your aunties and/or uncles; Your cousins; Your
nieces and/or nephews; Other; Don’t know who; or Don’t want to answer.]
Source: ABS 2008.

4 Questions on removal from family were also asked in the first NATSISS, conducted in 1994; however, the
published ABS report on that survey (ABS 1995) does not present counts and characteristics of those who were
removed from their families. The 1994 data on the number of people who reported being removed, or who had
relatives removed, are presented only in comparison to the results of the 2002 NATSISS (ABS 2004). The 1994
NATSISS was not analysed for this report.
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1.2 Study cohorts
The Stolen Generations are identified specifically with the removal of children that occurred
as a systemic part of government policies across Australian jurisdictions in the 20th century.
The BTH report (HREOC 1997:31) framed that specific practice and time period as:
‘… between one in three and one in ten Indigenous children were forcibly removed
from their families and communities in the period from approximately 1910 until
1970. ’

Identifying members of the Stolen Generations
The ABS survey questions do not ask respondents for details about the timing of, or reasons
for, any type of removal from family that they report. However, 1972 is a commonly used
watershed (for instance in Peeters et al. 2014) to distinguish between the removal of children
who constitute the Stolen Generations and other types of removal of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children since 1972.
The BTH report noted that, in 1972, several jurisdictions passed new legislation repealing the
previous legislation that allowed for the systematic removal of Indigenous children from their
families (HREOC 1997). For instance, South Australia enacted the Community Welfare Act
1972 and established the Department of Community Welfare; and the separate legislation
relating to Indigenous people, such as the Aboriginal Affairs Act 1962–68, was repealed.
There were some lags in some jurisdictions in the changes or repeal of legislation and in the
change of practices. Again, in 1972, Aboriginal legal services began representing Indigenous
children and families in removal applications, which led to an immediate decline in the
number of Indigenous children being removed (HREOC 1997).
Given the lack of other data sources to estimate numbers and characteristics of the
Stolen Generations, a reasonable proxy measure to identify them in the ABS surveys is to
focus on the removal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children that occurred before
1972. As the ABS surveys, however, do not collect information on the timing of the removal
(that is, the calendar year in which it occurred), an alternative, but less reliable approach has
been adopted in this study. That is, to focus on individuals who were born before 1972 and
who reported having been removed from family, as a proxy for the Stolen Generations, even
though the actual date of removal for such people is not known.
The fact that removal of children could occur at very young ages—including infants of only a
few months old, as illustrated in a case study cited in The Healing Foundation (2017)—
means that it is appropriate to apply the age cut-off of being born before 1972 to identify the
potential Stolen Generation members in the ABS survey data.
The cohort of Indigenous people born before 1972 forms the base population from which the
Stolen Generations can be identified. Those born before 1972 should be in the following age
groups in the five survey periods: aged 30 and over in the 2002 survey, 32 and over in the
2004–05 survey, 36 and over in the 2008 survey, 40 and over in the 2012–13 survey and
42 and over in the 2014–15 survey. These age cut-offs provide an approximation of those
born before 1972 because several of the ABS surveys were conducted over a two-year
period and an exact match cannot be made between a birth-year and the age reported in the
ABS surveys.
For ease of reference, this group born before 1972 who reported they had been removed
from their families is referred to as the Stolen Generations proxy population throughout this
report (see also Box 1.2).
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Box 1.2: Key terms used in this report
The terms in relation to experiences of removal used in this report are generally consistent
with the ABS surveys and releases. In the ABS release of statistical analyses from these
Indigenous-specific surveys (for example, ABS 2011), the expressions of ‘people who were
removed from family’ and ‘people whose relatives were removed from family’ were adopted.
While these expressions are also used in this report, for ease of reading and to better
convey the purposes of this analysis, the following additional terms that have more specific
meanings are also used in this report.
Stolen Generations proxy population: the group of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
survey respondents who were born before 1972 and who self-reported having been
removed from their family.
Reference group for the Stolen Generations proxy population: the group of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander survey respondents who were born before 1972 but who
self-reported not having been removed from their family.
Family members of all people removed: the group of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
survey respondents aged 18 and over who reported that any type of relative had been
removed from their family.
Descendants of all people removed: the group of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
survey respondents aged 18 and over who reported that (an) elder relative(s) (that is,
parents, great/grandparents, aunts or uncles) had been removed from their families.
Another sub-category of the descendants of all people removed excludes those individuals
who also reported that they themselves had been removed from their own families (as well
as having elder relatives who were removed).
The descendants of all people removed as defined in this report will include the
descendants of the Stolen Generations proxy population in the cohort born before 1972.
Reference group for the descendants of all people removed: the group of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander survey respondents aged 18 and over who did not experience
any type of removal (that is, who reported neither having been removed from their own
families nor having any relatives removed).

Identifying descendants all people removed
The ABS survey data cannot be used to identify only the descendants of the Stolen
Generations (that is, descendants of people in the cohort born before 1972 who had been
removed from their families). A broader measure is available which identifies individuals
aged 18 and over at the time of the survey who reported that some members of their older
generations (that is, great/grandparents, parents, or uncles and aunts) had been removed.
Many of these survey respondents who report that relatives in an older generation were
removed will be the direct descendants of the Stolen Generations, but this is not a reliable
enough proxy to label them as the descendants only of the Stolen Generations. Nothing is
known about the time periods when these elder relatives were removed. Accordingly, in this
report this group of individuals aged 18 and over who reported that relative(s) in an older
generation had been removed is referred to more generally as the descendants of all people
removed from their families (Box 1.2), and they will include the descendants of the
Stolen Generations. In some tabulations of the descendants, those who themselves were
removed from family are also included in order to present a total estimate of all people who
reported having elder relatives removed.
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People who reported that the only types of relative(s) who were removed were their own
children, siblings, cousins, or nephews and nieces were not included as a descendant for the
purpose of this report. To be classified as a descendant, the relative(s) who were removed
have to be from an older generation.
There are several key issues to keep in mind in interpreting the results of the analysis of this
report. These are noted in Box 1.3.
Box 1.3: Key issues to consider in interpreting the analysis of this report
There are several potential sources of error that affect the proxy estimates of the Stolen
Generations provided in this report, based on considering removal from family that occurred
in the cohort born before 1972. Because of the multiple potential sources of error, it is not
feasible to assess the extent and direction of the overall bias in the estimates of the total
number of the Stolen Generations proxy population (and of the descendants) given in this
report. These issues are outlined below:
a. Not knowing when the removal of a child born before 1972 happened (in some cases
this could potentially be much later than 1972) can lead to some over-estimation of the
population on this proxy measure of the Stolen Generations.
b. The ABS survey questions do not specifically refer to ‘forcible removal from family’. The
specific question in the survey is: ‘Have you been removed from your family by welfare
or the government or taken away to a mission?’ This may capture other types of removal
of those born before 1972 that may not be associated with the historical context of the
Stolen Generations. The ABS survey questions do not also explicitly distinguish between
temporary and permanent removal of children from their families.
c. There may also be under-reporting of the actual incidence of removal from family in the
surveys due to the reluctance of those who were removed to disclose that particular
detail, or as a result of their not knowing the full details or circumstances of their removal
from family.
d. The population-in-scope for the ABS surveys exclude individuals who lived in
non-private dwellings at the time of the survey (which includes hotels, motels, hostels,
hospitals, nursing homes, correction facilities and short-stay caravan parks). If the
incidence of having been removed is higher in the population living in non-private
dwellings, the population estimates and rates of being removed estimated from survey
data collected only from private dwellings will be under-reported.
This report also provides estimates of the current descendants of all people reported to
have been removed from their families. These estimates will include the descendants of the
Stolen Generations, but these estimates of the larger group of descendants is not a reliable
proxy for the descendants just of the Stolen Generations.
All information on removal from families collected in the ABS surveys are based on
self-reporting by the survey respondents. The prompt cards used to elicit responses to
these questions do not specifically refer to being a member of the Stolen Generations, or to
being a direct descendant of the Stolen Generations.
The ABS provides data on the estimated population and characteristics of the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people who were removed from their families from its surveys
(for example, ABS 2004, 2011). The standard categories that ABS uses for their tabulations,
however, are all people who report having been removed from their families, and all people
who report having any relatives removed. Neither of these standard categories match the
specific definitions used in this report for the Stolen Generations proxy population in the
cohort born before 1972, and for the descendants aged 18 and over who had relatives from
older generations removed.
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1.3 Report structure
Chapter 2 presents the main results on the counts, geographic locations and demographic
characteristics of the study cohorts developed for this report from the five ABS surveys. This
includes information on Indigenous people born before 1972 who were removed, family
members of all people removed, and descendants of all people removed.
For the Stolen Generations proxy population in the cohort born before 1972, Chapter 2
presents two different types of estimates of the size of this population. One set of estimates
is drawn specifically from the relevant reference populations of each ABS survey. A second
set of estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population is based on consistent
Indigenous population projections and back-cast estimates that are derived from a single
(2011) Census. A similar set of estimates of the descendants based on consistent
Indigenous projections and back-cast estimates of the population aged 18 and over is also
derived.
Chapter 3 presents comparative data on the mean outcomes in several health, cultural and
socioeconomic characteristics for the Stolen Generations proxy population and their
reference group who were not removed. Some limited additional analyses based on the
2014–15 NATSISS only are also provided for the Stolen Generations proxy population who
were aged 50 and over, and for those who reported having any type of disability.
Chapter 4 presents data on the characteristics of the descendants of all people removed
(but who themselves were not removed) and compares these characteristics with a reference
group of other Indigenous adults aged 18 and over who had neither been removed
themselves nor had relatives who had been removed.
Chapter 5 presents the results of detailed multivariate regression analyses that seek to
identify more clearly the specific effects of removal on a set of outcomes, controlling for the
effects of other factors on these outcomes. Results in this chapter cover both the Stolen
Generations proxy population in the cohort born before 1972 and the descendants of all
people removed.
Chapter 6 presents the results of comparisons on a smaller set of outcomes between the
Stolen Generations proxy population born before 1972 and a cohort of non-Indigenous
Australians of a similar age for whom equivalent data are available. Similar comparisons are
also presented for the descendants.
Chapter 7 presents further information from AIHW administrative data on services provided
to the Stolen Generations and other Indigenous Australians who accessed Link Up services,
and other social and emotional wellbeing support services. This information is sourced from
the published Online Service Reports (for example, AIHW 2017). Link Up services are
specifically designed to provide counselling support for members of the Stolen Generations
and their families, and to assist in family tracing and reunions.
A set of appendixes provides more details on the types of removal from family that can be
identified in the ABS surveys and on the specific methods used in this report, as well as
additional discussion of the results of the multivariate regressions summarised in Chapter 5.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Stolen Generations and descendants

7

SUB.1000.0001.5513

2

Estimates and demographic profile of
the Stolen Generations proxy
population and descendants
At a glance
The Stolen Generations proxy population
•

In the most recent 2014–15 NATSISS, the estimated number of the Stolen Generations
proxy population in the cohort born before 1972 was 20,900, representing 13.5% of the
Indigenous population aged 42 and over.

•

The distribution of the Stolen Generations proxy population by sex was 56% women and
44% men. This distribution was consistent over the survey periods.

•

In 2014–15, a large majority (79%) of the Stolen Generations proxy population lived in
non-remote areas. All surveys showed a similar high percentage living in non-remote
areas.

•

In 2014–15, almost three-quarters (73%) of the Stolen Generations proxy population
lived in either New South Wales (30%), Western Australia (22%) or Queensland (21%).

•

Time series data from four of the ABS surveys on the proportion of people who were
removed suggest an average rate of 11% of the cohort born before 1972 being removed
from their families.

•

If this average rate is extrapolated, based on 2018 Indigenous population data
(among those aged 46 and over), the resulting estimate is that in 2018 there are around
17,150 people in the cohort born before 1972 who had been removed from their families
(the Stolen Generations proxy population).

The descendants
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•

In 2014–15, the estimated number of descendants, aged 18 and over, of all people
removed was around 114,800; this includes around 15,400 individuals who reported that
they themselves were also removed from their families.

•

The majority (84%) of the descendants lived in non-remote areas, and more than
three quarters (77%) lived in either New South Wales (31%), Queensland (28%) or
Western Australia (18%). These patterns are fairly consistent across all survey years.

•

On average, around 54% of the descendants were women and 46% were men.

•

The proportion of the adult population who reported they were descendants of all people
removed has remained more or less stable—at around one-third of the total population
aged 18 and over in these ABS surveys. The average value over the four surveys was
33%.

•

Based on the estimated Indigenous population aged 18 and over in 2018, there are two
alternative estimates of the number of the descendants of all people removed in 2018.
These are 158,000 descendants aged 18 and over (based on the above average rate of
33%); and 133,400 descendants (based on a lower average rate of 28%). These
estimates of the descendants include those who had also been personally removed from
their own family.
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2.1 Introduction
This chapter presents detailed analyses of time series data from the five ABS surveys on the
total estimates and distribution by age, sex, remoteness and state/territory of usual residence
for the Stolen Generations proxy population and for the descendants of all people removed.
These data are usually presented in three different ways:
(i)

as estimated population in total, or in a specific category (for example, by sex)

(ii) as proportions of the total population within each sub-category (called relative distribution),
and
(iii) as population rates of removal (those removed, and those who are descendants, as a
proportion of the total relevant Indigenous population in that category).
The detailed estimates and demographic profiles presented in this chapter for the Stolen
Generations proxy population and for the descendants are point estimates at each survey
period (2002, 2004–05, 2008, 2012–13, 2014–15). These estimates are not strictly
comparable over time because of changing levels of Indigenous identification in the overall
Australian population. A second set of estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population,
and of the descendants, is also provided, based on a consistent time series of ABS
Indigenous population projections and back-cast estimates derived from the 2011 Census.

2.2 Estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy
population
Table 2.1 presents the estimated total Stolen Generations proxy population born before 1972
that are derived from the five ABS surveys. These surveys use a benchmark of the overall
Indigenous population at the time of the survey (derived from the latest Census) to estimate
sampling weights. These weights are then used to convert the sample counts of the number
of people in the survey who reported they were removed to an overall estimate of such
people in the benchmark population. These overall estimated numbers of the Stolen
Generations proxy population in the cohort born before 1972 are in the first row of Table 2.1.
The estimated total benchmark populations in this age cohort for each survey period are also
reported in the table (row 2), and these are used as the denominator to estimate the
proportion of the overall benchmark population who reported having been removed (row 3).
The estimates shown in Table 2.1 suggest that:
•

the proportion of those who reported being removed in the cohort born before 1972,
based on information collected during each survey, ranged between 9.3% (in the
2004–05 NATSIHS) and 16.4% (in the 2012–13 NATSIHS)

•

the result from the 2012–13 NATSIHS is clearly different from the other surveys and the
16.4% rate of being removed reported for this cohort appears out of line with the other
values; and no clear reasons have been provided for why the 2012–13 result differs so
much from the other surveys

•

the overall average of the proportion of this cohort who reported being removed, from
the four surveys (excluding the outlier value of 2012–13), is around 11%.

Considering the estimates of the number of people who were removed in this age cohort,
they range from 13,900 in the 2004–05 survey to 24,500 in 2012–13. In the most recent
2014–15 NATSISS, the estimated number of the Stolen Generations proxy population in the
cohort born before 1972 was 20,900.
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These are point estimates based on the ABS survey benchmark populations derived from
three different Censuses: the 2001 Census (for the 2002 and 2004–05 surveys), the 2006
Census (for the 2008 survey) and the 2011 Census (for the 2012–13 and 2014–15 surveys).
An alternative way to derive the estimated number of the Stolen Generations proxy
population in the cohort born before 1972, using a different reference population than the
survey-specific benchmarks reported in Table 2.1, is presented in Section 2.6.
Table 2.1: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians born before 1972,
who reported being removed from their families, 2002 to 2014–15

Estimated population reporting
having been removed
Estimated total Indigenous
benchmark population
(born before 1972)(a)
Removed people as % of total
population (born before 1972)
..

2002
(aged 30
and over)

2004–05
(aged 32
and over)

2008
(aged 36
and over)

2012–13
(aged 40
and over)

2014–15
(aged 42
and over)

Average
rate (excl.
2012–13)

15,448

13,898

15,856

24,486

20,891

..

155,802

148,819

143,307

149,135

154,633

..

9.9

9.3

11.1

16.4

13.5

11.0

not applicable

(a) The estimated total Indigenous population born before 1972 cited in this row is derived from the benchmark population of the corresponding
ABS surveys. For 2014–15, the total of 154,633 differs from the total (158,577) noted in Figure O1 in the Overview because the total in this
table excludes individuals for whom valid responses were missing on whether they were removed.
Notes
1.

The column for 2012–13 is shaded to reflect that the results from this survey (the 2012–13 NATSIHS) are quite different from those for the
other four surveys and possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population.

2.

The total number of Indigenous people aged 18 and over participating in each survey (the sample counts) are, respectively, 8,523 in 2002
NATSISS, 5,757 in 2004–05 NATSIHS, 7,163 in 2008 NATSISS, 5,482 in 2012–13 NATSIHS and 6,604 in 2014–15 NATSISS.

Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

2.3 Characteristics of the Stolen Generations proxy
population
The following sections detail the analyses for the Stolen Generations proxy population in the
cohort born before 1972 by age, sex, remoteness and state/territory of usual residence.

Differences by age
Table 2.2 shows the estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population by age from 2002
to 2014–15.
•

The proportion of those removed was higher in the older age groups (Table 2.2) in every
survey (except for the 65 and over age group in 2002, where the removed proportion—
8.2%—was lower than that in the 50–64 and 40–49 age groups—15.0% and 10.2%,
respectively).

•

Nationally, approximately two-thirds of the Stolen Generations proxy population are aged
50 and over (13,800 individuals, which represents 14% of all Indigenous people aged 50
and over in the 2014–15 NATSISS).

•

Nationally, in 2014–15, 17% of Indigenous people aged 65 and over were removed.

10
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Table 2.2: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians born before 1972,
who reported removal from their families, by age, 2002 to 2014–15
Estimated
number reporting
being removed

Distribution by age (%)

Percentage who were
removed (rate of
(being removed) by age

Year

Age group
(years)

2014–15

42–49

7,062

33.8

12.2

50–64

9,690

46.4

13.5

65 and over

4,138

19.8

16.7

Total 50 and over

13,828

66.2

14.3

Total 42 and over

20,891

100.0

13.5

40–49

9,472

38.7

13.9

50–64

10,868

44.4

18.0

4,146

16.9

20.4

Total 50 and over

15,014

61.3

18.6

Total 40 and over

24,486

100.0

16.4

36–49

7,677

48.4

9.4

50–64

5,832

36.8

12.6

65 and over

2,347

14.8

15.2

Total 50 and over

8,179

51.6

12.7

Total 36 and over

15,856

100.0

11.1

32–49

8,745

62.9

8.6

50–64

3,681

26.5

10.3

65 and over

1,472

10.6

12.4

Total 50 and over

5,153

37.1

10.8

Total 32 and over

13,898

100.0

9.3

30–39

4,492

29.1

7.1

40–49

4,659

30.2

10.2

50–64

5,340

34.6

15.0

958

6.2

8.2

Total 50 and over

6,298

40.8

13.3

Total 30 and over

15,448

100.0

9.9

2012–13

65 and over

2008

2004–05

2002

65 and over

Note: Data for the 2012–13 NATSIHS are shaded to indicate that the results from this survey are quite different from those for the other four and
possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Differences by sex
Table 2.3 shows the estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population by sex from 2002
to 2014–15.
•

Among those who reported being removed, the distribution by sex was consistent over
time; in 2014–15, and on average, around 56% were women and 44% were men.

•

In 2014–15, in the cohort born before 1972, there were more Indigenous women
(11,700) than men (9,200) who reported being removed from their families, representing
14% and 13% of the total population by sex, respectively. This difference in the
percentages who were removed by sex is not statistically significant.
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Table 2.3: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians born before 1972,
who reported removal from their families, by sex, 2002 to 2014–15
2002
(aged 30
and over)

Sex

2004–05
(aged 32
and over)

2008
(aged 36
and over)

2012–13
(aged 40
and over)

2014–15
(aged 42
and over)

5,479

7,248

11,107

9,153

Estimated number reporting being removed
Men

6,812

Women

8,635

8,419

8,608

13,379

11,738

15,448

13,898

15,856

24,486

20,891

Men

44.1

39.4

45.7

45.4

43.8

Women

55.9

60.6

54.3

54.6

56.2

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Total
Distribution by sex (%)

Total

Percentage who were removed (rate of being removed) by sex
Men
Women
Total

9.3

8.0

11.0

15.7

12.8

10.5

10.5

11.1

17.1

14.1

9.9

9.3

11.1

16.4

13.5

Note: The column for the 2012–13 NATSIHS is shaded to indicate that the results from this survey are quite different from those for the other four
and possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Differences by remoteness
In the NATSISS and NATSIHS data used for this report, remoteness of usual residence was
classified as ‘remote’ or ‘non-remote’. 5
•

The majority (79%) of the Stolen Generations proxy population born before 1972 was
living in non-remote areas at the time of the 2014–15 survey. This pattern is consistent
in all survey years.

•

In 2014–15, the rate of being removed (the proportion of the Stolen Generations proxy
population in the total population of Indigenous people born before 1972) was only slightly
higher in non-remote areas (13.8%) compared with remote areas (12.5%). Non-remote
areas consistently had a higher proportion who reported to be removed; however, the
difference was statistically significant only in 2004–05 and 2008 (Table 2.4).

5

Unit record data accessed via the ABS DataLab portal do not provide the full five-way categorisation of
remoteness areas, only the broader distinction between remote and non-remote is available.

12

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Stolen Generations and descendants

SUB.1000.0001.5518

Table 2.4: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians born before 1972,
who reported removal from their families, by remoteness, 2002 to 2014–15
2002
(aged 30
and over)

Remoteness area

2004–05
(aged 32
and over)

2008
(aged 36
and over)

2012–13
(aged 40
and over)

2014–15
(aged 42
and over)

2,998

2,935

4,998

4,303

Estimated number reporting being removed
Remote

3,666

Non-remote

11,782

10,899

12,921

19,489

16,587

Total

15,448

13,898

15,856

24,486

20,891

Remote

23.7

21.6

18.5

20.4

20.6

Non-remote

76.3

78.4

81.5

79.6

79.4

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Distribution by remoteness (%)

Total

Percentage who were removed (rate of being removed) by remoteness
Remote

9.1

6.8

8.5

15.3

12.5

Non-remote

10.2

10.4

11.9

16.7

13.8

Difference (pp)

–1.2

–3.5*

–3.4*

–1.5

–1.3

9.9

9.3

11.1

16.4

13.5

Total

* Denotes that the difference is significant at 5% test level; pp denotes percentage points.
Note: The column for the 2012–13 NATSIHS is shaded to indicate that the results from this survey are quite different from those for the other four
and possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the number of people reporting being removed.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Differences by state and territory
Table 2.5 shows the estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population by state and
territory of their residence at the time of the ABS surveys, from 2002 to 2014–15. In these
results the data for Tasmania and the ACT are presented together because these
jurisdictions are combined in the ABS DataLab files. The survey respondents from Tasmania
and the ACT can be separately identified only in the 2014–15 NATSISS. For consistency in
the presentation of the results, and also due to the ACT estimate of the Stolen Generations
proxy population being unreliable as it is derived from a small sample size, the combined
Tasmania/ACT category is used for all survey periods.
•

In 2014–15, most Indigenous people born before 1972 who reported being removed
lived in New South Wales (30%), Western Australia (22%) and Queensland (21%).
These three jurisdictions together had almost three-quarters (73%) of the Stolen
Generations proxy population born before 1972 (Table 2.5).

•

In 2014–15, the reported rate of removal by jurisdiction was highest in Western Australia
(24%), South Australia (16%) and Victoria (12%). These three jurisdictions consistently
had the highest proportions of their populations born before 1972 reporting being
removed in all survey years.

•

Excluding the data from the 2012–13 survey, the average rate of removal reported in
Western Australia by the cohort born before 1972 was 19%, followed by South Australia
at 16%.
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Table 2.5: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians born before 1972,
who reported removal from their families, by jurisdiction, 2002 to 2014–15

State/territory

2002
(aged 30
and over)

2004–05
(aged 32
and over)

2008
(aged 36
and over)

2012–13
(aged 40
and over)

2014–15
(aged 42
and over)

Estimated number reporting being removed
NSW

4,056

3,071

3,875

6,216

6,247

Vic

1,669

1,034

1,660

2,397

1,341

Qld

3,231

2,852

3,493

5,510

4,439

WA

3,211

3,885

3,731

5,797

4,643

SA

1,326

1,479

1,314

1,494

1,394

621

366

582

666

1,064

1,332

1,211

1,202

2,405

1,764

15,448

13,898

15,856

24,486

20,891

Tas/ACT
NT
Total

Distribution by state/territory (%)
NSW

26.3

22.1

24.4

25.4

29.9

Vic

10.8

7.4

10.5

9.8

6.4

Qld

20.9

20.5

22.0

22.5

21.3

WA

20.8

28.0

23.5

23.7

22.2

SA

8.6

10.6

8.3

6.1

6.7

Tas/ACT

4.0

2.6

3.7

2.7

5.1

NT

8.6

8.7

7.6

9.8

8.4

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Total

Percentage who were removed (rate of being removed) by state/territory
NSW

8.6

7.0

8.8

12.7

12.0

Vic

17.0

11.3

16.9

22.3

12.2

Qld

7.5

7.3

8.9

13.5

10.8

WA

14.4

17.9

19.7

31.2

23.8

SA

14.9

17.4

17.1

17.8

16.2

Tas/ACT

8.0

5.0

8.6

9.2

14.0

NT

7.9

6.4

7.3

16.7

12.0

Total

9.9

9.3

11.1

16.4

13.5

Notes
1.

The column for the 2012–13 NATSIHS is shaded to reflect that the results from this survey are quite different from those for the other four and
possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the number of people reporting being removed and in the rate of being
removed by jurisdiction.

2.

The data for Tasmania and the ACT are presented together because these jurisdictions are combined in the ABS DataLab files. The survey
respondents from Tasmania and the ACT can be separately identified only in the 2014–15 NATSISS. For consistency in the presentation of
the results the combined Tasmania/ACT category is used for all survey periods. The ACT estimate of the Stolen Generations proxy population
for 2014–15 in particular is not reliable, being based on a very small sample size of survey respondents aged 42 and over.

3.

The rate of being removed by jurisdiction in the last panel of this table are likely to be less reliable than the estimated national rate of removal
in this cohort born before 1972 because of the smaller number of individuals within each jurisdiction who report having been removed in these
sample surveys.

Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.
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2.4 Estimates of the family members and
descendants of all people removed
This section presents data on the total estimated population and demographic profile and
location of the descendants of all people removed from the five surveys. The descendants
who had elder relatives removed are the main focus of this section. For completeness,
however, an initial tabulation is provided of all people aged 18 and over in these surveys who
reported any relatives having been removed, including their own siblings/cousins or their own
children (Table 2.6). These are referred to as family members of all people removed. The
family members of all people removed can also report to have been removed themselves.
Table 2.6 gives the estimated numbers of family members of all people removed and their
proportions, based on the benchmark Indigenous population from each of the surveys.
•

The proportion of Indigenous Australian adults who report having any relatives removed
has remained fairly constant at between 43% and 47% in the four surveys (excluding the
2012–13 survey, where it was 50%). The average proportion of those reporting having
any relative removed in the four surveys is 45% of the population aged 18 and over.

•

When converted to estimated numbers, in 2014–15, around 162,100 Indigenous people
aged 18 and over reported they had some relatives removed. This is substantially higher
than the equivalent estimate of 91,000 people in 2002.

•

Unlike the estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population in Table 2.1, which is
based on a specific cohort of people born before 1972, the estimates of the family
members of all people removed are expected to grow over time with the increase in the
overall Indigenous population.

Table 2.6: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over,
who reported to be family members of all people removed, 2002 to 2014–15

Estimated population of family
members of all people removed
Estimated total population
(aged 18 and over)
Family members as % of total
population (aged 18 and over)
..

2002

2004–05

2008

2012–13

2014–15

Average rate
(excl. 2012–13)

91,049

92,267

116,754

156,517

162,124

..

203,160

216,442

252,973

310,314

348,142

..

44.8

42.6

46.2

50.4

46.6

45.1

not applicable

Notes
1.

The estimated population of the family members of all people removed (the numerators) represent all people aged 18 and over who reported
any relatives having been removed, including those who also reported that they themselves had been removed.

2.

The total estimated population (the denominators) include only those respondents aged 18 and over for whom there were valid responses on
both the questions about relatives being removed and about personally being removed.

3.

The column for the 2012–13 NATSIHS is shaded to indicate that the results from this survey are quite different from those for the other four
and possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimated population of family members of all people removed, and as a percentage of
the total population aged 18 and over.

4.

The age cut-off of 18 and over has been adopted for consistency of the data across these ABS surveys—the removal status questions are
asked only of people aged 18 and over in the health surveys while a lower age cut-off of 15 and over is used in the social surveys.

Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.
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Types of relatives removed
Figure 2.1 shows the proportions of the types of relatives removed among all individuals
aged 18 and over who reported that relatives had been removed in the 2014–15 NATSISS.
Multiple responses were permitted for this question, so the sum of the percentages reported
in Figure 2.1 exceeds 100%.
•

The highest proportion of the type of relatives removed (41%) was for grandparents or
great-grandparents, followed by aunts or uncles (26%) and parents (23%).

•

Around 18% of Indigenous adults aged 18 and over identified brothers or sisters as
having been removed; 18% also identified cousins as having been removed. The
proportion of those who reported that the relative removed was their own child was
2.7%.

Note: This chart shows the relative frequency of the responses on each type of relatives removed. As multiple responses were permitted, the sum
of these percentages exceeds 100%. It is also not appropriate to subtotal the percentages reported for two or more types of relatives removed.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 2.1: Types of relatives removed among Indigenous adults aged 18 and over who
reported relatives had been removed, 2014–15

Descendants of all people who were removed
The descendants of all people removed are those aged 18 and over, at the time of the
survey, who identified the types of relatives removed from their families as being from an
older generation (parents, grandparents/great-grandparents, aunts or uncles).
Table 2.7 presents the summary estimates of the descendants of all people removed.
Two types of estimates are provided. One includes people aged 18 and over who reported
having elder relatives removed but that they themselves were not removed (series N1 in
Table 2.7 refers to this subgroup). The other includes everyone aged 18 and over who
reported having elder relatives removed, irrespective of their own removal history (series N2
in Table 2.7).
This is an important distinction as the subsequent analyses of the outcomes observed for the
descendants (in chapters 4 and 5) focus only on individuals who themselves were not
removed, but are descendants of elders removed in the past. For this group, the effects of
being descendants can be clearly examined separately from the effects of their own removal.
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Table 2.7: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over,
who reported to be descendants of all people removed, 2002 to 2014–15

2002

2004–05

2008

2012–13

2014–15

Average
rate (excl.
2012–13)

Estimated population of the descendants
(excluding individuals who themselves were
removed)—N1

61,319

63,385

75,397

97,809

99,361

..

Estimated population of the descendants
(all people, including those who were themselves
removed)—N2

69,701

70,064

85,141

118,028

114,760

..

Estimated total population aged 18 and over with
valid responses on removal questions—D1

203,160

216,442

252,973

310,314

348,142

..

Estimated total population aged 18 and over, all
people—D2

251,398

258,297

290,937

365,868

399,729

..

Rate (%) of being a descendant (excluding
individuals who themselves were removed)—
(R1 = N1 divided by D1)

30.2

29.3

29.8

31.5

28.5

29.5

Rate (%) of being a descendant (including
individuals who themselves were removed)—
(R2 = N2 divided by D1)

34.3

32.4

33.7

38.0

33.0

33.4

Rate (%) of being a descendant (including
individuals who themselves were removed), but as
a proportion of all people aged 18 and over—
(R3 = N2 divided by D2)

27.7

27.1

29.3

32.3

28.7

28.2

..

not applicable

Notes
1.

The initial population benchmarks (denoted as D1) include only those respondents aged 18 and over for whom there were valid responses on
both the questions about relatives being removed and about personally being removed. An alternative population benchmark for these
surveys, D2, is also provided, which represents all people aged 18 and over, irrespective of whether a valid response was recorded to the
removal questions. Rates of being a descendant can be computed in reference to either of the population benchmarks D1 or D2.

2.

The rates noted as R1 and R2 use D1 as the denominator, while R3 uses D2 as the denominator. A fourth rate not reported here is feasible to
compute—as N1 divided by D2. This is the rate of being a descendant among all 18-year-olds, including those with missing responses on the
removal questions, but excluding from the numerator those who were personally removed. The average of this rate is 24.9%.

3.

The column for the 2012–13 NATSIHS is shaded to reflect that the results from this survey are quite different from those for the other four and
possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the descendants of all people who were removed.

4.

The age cut-off for those who are 18 and over has been adopted for consistency of the data across the ABS surveys—the removal status
questions are asked only of people aged 18 and over in the health surveys while a lower age cut-off of 15 and over is used in the social
surveys.

Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

When converting the estimated population of the descendants into percentage rates, two
different base populations of those aged 18 and over (the denominator) are used. One
includes only those survey respondents for whom there was a valid response on both
questions about relatives being removed and about personally being removed (series D1 in
Table 2.7). The second includes all people aged 18 and over from the survey benchmark
populations, irrespective of whether a valid response was recorded to the removal question
for any specific respondent (series D2).
The second base population is always larger than the first, and so will lead to a smaller
estimated rate of being a descendant.
These two series represent different ways of treating the missing responses to the questions
on removal in the ABS surveys. The proportion of such missing responses among people
aged 18 and over was consistently high in these surveys, especially to the specific question
about relatives being removed—it ranged from 13% to 19% of the respondents in this age
group. A high proportion of missing responses creates the problem of imputing what the

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Stolen Generations and descendants

17

SUB.1000.0001.5523

actual removal status is among those with missing or invalid responses. Without any missing
responses, the two denominators and the percentage rates calculated would be identical.
Estimates based on the smaller reference population, excluding individuals with missing
responses on the removal questions, implicitly assume that the missing responses can be
re-interpreted to assign the same rate of being a descendant for those with missing
responses as the rate calculated for those with a valid (that is, yes or no) response.
Estimates based on the larger reference population, which includes in the denominator
individuals with missing responses on the removal questions, implicitly assume that none of
the individuals with missing responses can be descendants. This is a very unlikely scenario;
however, rates based on the larger denominator are still useful as they provide a lower
bound on the estimated proportions of being a descendant among all people aged 18 and
over.
•

In 2014–15, an estimated total of 114,800 Indigenous adults aged 18 and over had
relatives from older generations who were removed (series N2 in Table 2.7).

•

Of this total, around 15,400 also reported that they themselves were removed. This
leads to an estimate of 99,400 Indigenous people aged 18 and over being descendants
but who were not themselves removed (series N1 in Table 2.7).

•

The percentage who are descendants, including individuals who themselves were
removed, has remained constant at around one-third of the total population aged 18 and
over (using the population benchmark denominator D1 that excludes all those with
missing responses).

•

In 2014–15, this proportion was 33.0%, and the average over the four survey periods
(ignoring the high outlier value of 38.0% in 2012–13) is 33.4% (series R2 in Table 2.7).

•

Excluding those who themselves were removed, the percentage of the population who
are descendants drops slightly in each survey period (series R1 in Table 2.7). Excluding
data for 2012–13, the average proportion over the four survey periods is 29.5%.

•

The percentage who are descendants using the larger population benchmark
(denominator D2 that includes all people aged 18 and over, but including in the
numerator individuals who themselves were removed) is lower, with an average value of
28.2% over the four survey periods (series R3 in Table 2.7).

2.5 Characteristics of the descendants
The following sections detail the analyses for the descendants of all people removed by age,
sex, remoteness and state/territory of usual residence. The analyses refer to the overall
general population who are classified as being descendants, including those who themselves
were also removed.

Differences by age
Table 2.8 shows the estimated population, relative distribution and proportions who are
descendants within each age group of the descendants from 2002 to 2014–15.
•

The estimated number of descendants of all people removed increased over time for all
age groups. However, the estimated proportions of Indigenous adults being descendants
remained relatively constant for most age groups across the survey years.

•

Except for 2004–05, the reported rate of being a descendant was highest in the 30–39
age group for all other survey years, ranging from 38% in 2008 to 40% in 2014–15
(Table 2.8), and lowest in respondents aged 65 and over for all survey years.
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Table 2.8: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over,
who reported to be descendants of all people removed, by age, 2002 to 2014–15

Year

Age group
(years)

2014–15

18–29

2002

38,195

33.3

29.8

28,179

24.6

39.7

23,587

20.6

36.9

50–64

19,590

17.1

30.8

5,208

4.5

24.3

Total

114,760

100.0

33.0

18–29

40,009

33.9

35.5

30–39

29,735

25.2

44.5

40–49

24,489

20.7

40.5

50–64

18,835

16.0

35.7

4,962

4.2

28.1

Total

118,028

100.0

38.0

18–29

29,759

35.0

32.5

30–39

21,720

25.5

37.6

40–49

17,065

20.0

35.8

50–64

12,819

15.1

30.6

3,778

4.4

27.2

Total

85,141

100.0

33.7

18–29

26,300

37.5

35.4

30–39

19,614

28.0

33.1

40–49

13,073

18.7

32.0

50–64

8,870

12.7

28.2

65 and over

2,208

3.2

20.6

Total

70,064

100.0

32.4

18–29

25,287

36.3

36.1

65 and over

2004–05

Descendants as a proportion of
the population in each age
group(a) (%)

30–39

65 and over

2008

Distribution by
age (%)

40–49

65 and over

2012–13

Estimated number of
descendants

30–39

20,569

29.5

39.1

40–49

13,007

18.7

33.3

50–64

9,435

13.5

30.2

65 and over

1,403

2.0

13.8

69,701

100.0

34.3

Total

(a) These percentages are based on Series R2 in Table 2.7, which include among the descendant those who were themselves removed, as a
proportion of the total population aged 18 and over who had valid responses to the removal questions in the surveys.
Note: Data for the 2012–13 NATSIHS are shaded to indicate that the results from this survey are quite different from those for the other four and
possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the descendants of all people removed.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.
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Differences by sex
•

Among all people aged 18 and over who are descendants, a slightly higher percentage
were women (55%) compared with men (45%) in 2014–15. This relative distribution has
remained consistent over time. The average proportion over the survey periods was
54% women and 46% men.

•

Around one-third (32%) of men aged 18 and over, and one-third of women (34%) aged
18 and over, were descendants in 2014–15 (Table 2.9).

Table 2.9: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over,
who reported to be descendants of all people removed, by sex, 2002 to 2014–15
Sex

2002

2004–05

2008

2012–13

2014–15

Men

31,997

30,993

38,672

54,809

51,190

Women

37,704

39,071

46,469

63,219

63,570

Total

69,701

70,064

85,141

118,028

114,760

Estimated number of descendants

Relative distribution by sex for descendants (%)
Men

45.9

44.2

45.4

46.4

44.6

Women

54.1

55.8

54.6

53.6

55.4

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Total

Descendants as a proportion of the population aged 18 and over by sex (%)
Men

33.7

31.0

33.0

37.2

31.8

Women

34.8

33.5

34.2

38.8

34.0

Total

34.3

32.4

33.7

38.0

33.0

Note: The column for the 2012–13 NATSIHS is shaded to indicate that the results from this survey are quite different from those for the other four
and possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the descendants of all people who were removed. There is no statistical
difference by sex in the proportions of being descendants of all people removed.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Differences by remoteness
•

In 2014–15, approximately 84% of the descendants of all people removed lived in
non-remote areas, and 16% lived in remote areas (Table 2.10).

•

The reported rate of being a descendant was consistently higher among people living in
non-remote areas than among those living in remote areas. This difference was
statistically significant in all survey years.

•

In 2014–15, 36% of the adult Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population in
non-remote areas reported to be descendants compared with about 23% in remote
areas.
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Table 2.10: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over,
who reported to be descendants of all people removed, by remoteness, 2002 to 2014–15
Remoteness Area

2002

2004–05

2008

2012–13

2014–15

Remote

14,290

14,735

17,466

19,880

18,117

Non-remote

55,411

55,329

67,676

98,149

96,643

Total

69,701

70,064

85,141

118,028

114,760

Estimated number of descendants

Relative distribution by remoteness for descendants (%)
Remote

20.5

21.0

20.5

16.8

15.8

Non-remote

79.5

79.0

79.5

83.2

84.2

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Total

Descendants as a proportion of the population aged 18 and over by remoteness area (%)
Remote

25.3

22.4

25.8

27.9

22.7

Non-remote

37.8

36.7

36.5

41.1

36.0

12.5*

14.3*

10.7*

13.2*

13.3*

34.3

32.4

33.7

38.0

33.0

Difference (pp)
Total

* Denotes the difference (gap) is significant at 5% test level using the 95% confidence intervals; pp denotes percentage points.
Note: The column for the 2012–13 NATSIHS is shaded to indicate that the results from this survey are quite different from those for the other four
and possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the descendants of all people who were removed.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Differences by state and territory
Table 2.11 shows the estimated population of the descendants of all removed people by
state and territory of their residence at the time of the ABS surveys. In these results too, the
data for Tasmania and the ACT are presented together because these jurisdictions are
combined in the ABS DataLab files.
•

In 2014–15, most Indigenous adults who reported to be descendants of all people
removed lived in New South Wales (31%), Queensland (28%) and Western Australia
(18%). These three jurisdictions together had more than three-quarters (77%) of
Indigenous adults aged 18 and over who reported being descendants (Table 2.11).
The remainder of descendants (23%) lived in the other jurisdictions.

•

Within each state and territory, the highest proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander adults who reported being descendants occurred in Western Australia (46%),
South Australia (38%) and Victoria (36%).

•

The highest rate reported for being a descendant of all people removed in Western
Australia is consistent with the fact that the highest rate of removal was also observed in
Western Australia for the cohort born before 1972.
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Table 2.11: Estimated population and proportions of Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over,
who reported to be descendants of all people removed, by jurisdiction, 2002 to 2014–15
State/territory

2002

2004–05

2008

2012–13

2014–15

15,102

14,163

21,453

30,830

35,731

Vic

4,306

4,578

6,166

10,254

8,816

Qld

23,936

23,024

24,483

35,887

32,410

WA

14,245

15,275

17,494

21,415

20,740

SA

4,118

4,377

5,100

7,507

7,263

Tas/ACT

2,092

1,808

2,541

3,482

3,233

NT

5,902

6,839

7,903

8,652

6,567

69,701

70,064

85,141

118,028

114,760

21.7

20.2

25.2

26.1

31.1

Vic

6.2

6.5

7.2

8.7

7.7

Qld

34.3

32.9

28.8

30.4

28.2

WA

20.4

21.8

20.5

18.1

18.1

SA

5.9

6.2

6.0

6.4

6.3

Tas/ACT

3.0

2.6

3.0

3.0

2.8

NT

8.5

9.8

9.3

7.3

5.7

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Estimated number of descendants
NSW

Total

Relative distribution by jurisdiction for descendants (%)
NSW

Total

(a)

Descendants as a proportion of the population aged 18 and over by jurisdiction

(%)

NSW

25.9

23.8

29.4

32.1

34.2

Vic

36.7

37.3

37.3

49.7

35.9

Qld

42.3

39.5

34.9

41.7

32.1

WA

45.6

44.9

50.1

51.5

46.1

SA

34.9

37.2

37.1

43.0

38.1

Tas/ACT

23.9

19.0

22.5

24.5

19.6

NT

23.8

22.1

23.7

25.3

17.5

Total

34.3

32.4

33.7

38.0

33.0

(a) These percentages are based on Series R2 in Table 2.7, which include among the descendant those who were themselves removed, as a
proportion of the total population aged 18 and over who had valid responses to the removal questions in the surveys.
Notes
1.

The column for the 2012–13 NATSIHS is shaded to indicate that the results from this survey are quite different from those for the other four
and possibly represent outlier values, especially in the estimates of the descendants of all people who were removed, and in the estimated
proportion of the population aged 18 and over who are descendants, by jurisdiction.

2.

The data for Tasmania and the ACT are presented together because these jurisdictions are combined in the ABS DataLab files. The survey
respondents from Tasmania and the ACT can be separately identified only in the 2014–15 NATSISS. For consistency in presentation of the
results the combined Tasmania/ACT category is used for all survey periods.

Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.
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2.6 Consistent time series estimates of the
Stolen Generations proxy population
This section presents an alternative set of estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy
population in the cohort born before 1972, based on a consistent time series of Indigenous
estimated resident population (ERP) derived from the 2011 Census. In this series, the total
number of people born before 1972 will consistently decline over time due to mortality. Using
a consistent reference population to which a rate of removal can be applied leads to
internally consistent time series estimates of the number of people who were removed in this
cohort.
These estimates are referred to as census-based estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy
population compared with the survey-based estimates reported previously in Table 2.1
(and in Table 2.7 for the descendants). In these previous tables the reference or benchmark
Indigenous population is drawn from the data of the nearest Census to that survey period; so
the benchmark Indigenous populations for the five ABS surveys used in this report are drawn
from three different Census periods (2001, 2006 and 2011).
Using these point-in-time estimates to compare changes over time in the estimates of the
total number of people in the cohort born before 1972 who report being removed is not ideal
as every Census has a different level of Indigenous identification in the overall population.
These changes in identification make the benchmark Indigenous population derived, for
instance, from the 2011 Census for the 2014–15 NATSISS, inconsistent with the benchmark
Indigenous population derived from the 2006 Census for the 2008 NATSISS.
It is therefore preferable that data from one Census (including its consistent projections and
back-casting) be used to provide time series consistent estimates of the Stolen Generations
proxy population that span the period covered by the five ABS surveys. The time series
comparable estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population presented in this section
(and in Section 2.7 for the descendants) are based on the consistent Indigenous population
series derived from the 2011 Census (ABS 2014a). The projections and back-casts based on
the 2016 Census are not yet available; the ABS has only released preliminary 2016 ERP of
the Indigenous population based on the 2016 Census (ABS 2017).
Table 2.12 presents the census-based estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population
for the 2002 to 2014–15 survey periods, and the additional projected estimates for 2016 to
2018. These estimates reflect the same level of Indigenous identification based on the 2011
Census that are back-casted and projected forward to derive Indigenous population
estimates consistent with that Census.
•

The estimated total Indigenous population in the cohort born before 1972 is consistently
declining over time, from 193,585 in 2002 to 164,055 in 2014–15, with a further decline
to 155,942 people in 2018.

•

The estimates of the total number of people in this cohort who had been removed are
derived simply by applying the average rate of removal of 11% to the estimated total
population born before 1972.

•

The resulting estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population show a small but
steady decrease over time due to mortality in this age cohort. These estimates are
21,294 in 2002, 20,661 in 2004–05, 19,731 in 2008, 18,536 in 2012–13 and 18,046 in
2014–15.
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•

The estimated average rate of removal of 11% in the cohort born before 1972 can also
be used to derive estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population for 2016 to
2018, using 2011 Census-based ERP projections for those years. The resulting
estimates are 17,670 in 2016, 17,414 in 2017 and 17,154 in 2018.

Appendix B presents fuller details on the method used for these census-based consistent
estimates of the Stolen Generations proxy population.
Table 2.12: Estimates of Indigenous Australians born before 1972 who were removed from their
families, based on ABS time series of consistent Indigenous ERP derived from the 2011
Census, for various years, 2002 to 2018
2002
(aged 30
and over)

2004–05
(aged 32
and over)

2008
(aged 36
and over)

2012–13
(aged 40
and over)

2014–15
(aged 42
and over)

2016
(aged 44
and over)

2017
(aged 45
and over)

2018
(aged 46
and over)

Jun 2002

Dec 2004

Jun 2008

Dec 2012

Dec 2014

Jun 2016

Jun 2017

Jun 2018

Total Indigenous
population estimate

547,940

580,739

629,167

691,300

721,319

744,956

761,300

778,064

Total Indigenous
population born
before 1972

193,585

187,825

179,375

168,508

164,055

160,640

158,313

155,942

11.0

11.0

11.0

11.0

11.0

11.0

11.0

11.0

21,294

20,661

19,731

18,536

18,046

17,670

17,414

17,154

Reference population
time point

Average national rate
of removal (%)
Total estimated
number who were
removed
Notes
1.

Estimates of the total Indigenous population in this table (and of the Indigenous population in the cohort born before 1972) are based on
ABS 2014a (Series B). They are derived from the official Indigenous ERP estimates of the 2011 Census which are then projected forward and
also back-cast to 2002.

2.

These estimates of the total number of people in this cohort who were removed are derived by applying a percentage share (the 11% average
rate of being removed) to the total Indigenous ERP in the cohort born before 1972.

3.

This series also includes residents of non-private dwellings, who are excluded from the reference population benchmarks of the ABS surveys.
No additional data source is available to estimate the rate of removal among Indigenous people who live in non-private dwellings. Hence, the
survey-based estimates have been applied to that subgroup as well.

4.

On average, around 4% of the total Indigenous population live in non-private dwellings (this can be approximated by tabulating the total count
and percentage share of people in non-private dwellings from the Census count data, as in the 2016 Census TableBuilder files).

Sources: AIHW analysis of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a; ABS 2014a.

2.7 Consistent time series estimates of the
descendants of all people removed
This section presents estimates of the number of descendants of all people removed aged
18 and over, based on a consistent set of Indigenous ERP derived from the 2011 Census. In
this series, the total Indigenous population aged 18 and over at any specific period grows
over time, as do the estimates of the descendants of all people removed.
Table 2.13 presents the results for the 2002 to 2014–15 survey periods, and for the
additional years 2016 to 2018. These estimates of the number of descendants are derived by
applying a percentage rate, estimated from the ABS survey data in Table 2.7 of the
proportion of descendants to the total population aged 18 and over, to the census-based
ERP for these years.
The estimates of the total Indigenous population aged 18 and over in each time period
(indicated as series P in Table 2.13) grows steadily over this time period, from 297,564 in
2002 to 420,380 in 2014–15; it increases further to 473,070 in 2018 (ABS 2014a).
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Table 2.13: Estimates of Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over who reported to be
descendants of all people removed, based on ABS time series of consistent Indigenous ERP
derived from the 2011 Census, for various years, 2002 to 2018
2002

2004–05

2008

2012–13

2014–15

2016

2017

2018

Jun 2002

Dec 2004

Jun 2008

Dec 2012

Dec 2014

Jun 2016

Jun 2017

Jun 2018

Total Indigenous
population estimate

547,940

580,739

629,167

691,300

721,319

744,956

761,300

778,064

Total Indigenous
population aged 18
and over—P

297,564

312,968

351,647

394,878

420,380

447,540

460,307

473,070

Average national rate
of being a descendant
(excludes missing
responses in
denominator) (%)

33.4

33.4

33.4

33.4

33.4

33.4

33.4

33.4

Average national rate
of being a descendant
(includes missing
responses in
denominator) (%)

28.2

28.2

28.2

28.2

28.2

28.2

28.2

28.2

Total estimated
descendants of all
people removed—N2
(based on 33.4% rate
applied to population P)

99,386

104,531

117,450

131,889

140,407

149,478

153,743

158,005

Total estimated
descendants of all
people removed—N3
(based on 28.2% rate
applied to population P)

83,913

88,257

99,164

111,355

118,547

126,206

129,807

133,406

Reference population
time point

Notes
1.

Estimates of the total Indigenous population in this table (and of the Indigenous population aged 18 and over) are based on ABS 2014a
(Series B). They are derived from the official Indigenous ERP estimates of the 2011 Census which are then projected forward and also
back-cast to 2002.

2.

The two estimated average percentage rates of being a descendant (33.4% and 28.2%) used in this table are derived from Table 2.7.
(See their definitions in Section 2.4 in the text discussing Table 2.7). Estimates of the descendants of all people removed in this table will
include people who were themselves removed from their families.

3.

This series also includes residents of non-private dwellings, who are excluded from the reference population benchmarks of the ABS surveys.
No additional data source is available to estimate the rate of being a descendant among Indigenous people who live in non-private dwellings.
Hence, the survey-based estimates have been applied to that subgroup as well.

4.

On average, around 4% of the total Indigenous population live in non-private dwellings (this can be approximated by tabulating the total count
and percentage share of people in non-private dwellings from the Census count data, as in the 2016 Census TableBuilder files).

Sources: AIHW analysis of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a; ABS 2014a.

The proportion of missing responses to the questions on removal among people aged 18 and
over was consistently high in these surveys, especially on the specific question about
relatives being removed—ranging from 13% to 19% in the different surveys. Different
treatments of the missing responses in the survey data change the relevant population aged
18 and over used as the denominator in estimating the percentage who are descendants of
all people removed. When the missing responses are excluded from the denominator used to
derive the percentage of descendants, it leads to an average rate of 33.4% over the four
ABS survey periods. When the missing responses are included in the denominator used to
derive the percentage of descendants, it leads to an average rate of 28.2% over the four
survey periods (see Table 2.7).
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•

The estimated total number of descendants of all people removed using the 33.4%
average rate ranges from 99,386 in 2002 to 140,407 in 2014–15, with a further increase
to 158,005 people aged 18 and over in 2018 (series N2 in Table 2.13).

•

The estimated total number of descendants of all people removed using the 28.2%
average rate ranges from 83,913 in 2002 to 118,547 in 2014–15, with a further increase
to 133,406 people aged 18 and over in 2018 (series N3 in Table 2.13).

•

The estimates of the total number of descendants of all people removed based on the
28.2% average rate represent a lower bound value. This calculation assumes that all
survey respondents with missing responses on the relatives’ removal questions cannot
be descendants.

•

The estimates of the total number of descendants based on the 33.4% average rate, on
the other hand, assume that those with missing responses in the survey data could be
assigned to being a descendant at the same rate as among those with valid responses.
When such a large proportion of the survey respondents have missing responses—
approaching 20% in some specific instances—that assumption may not be appropriate.

•

Both sets of estimates should therefore be interpreted with caution; both will also include
people who were themselves removed from their families and who are also
descendants.
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3

Health and socioeconomic outcomes
of the Stolen Generations proxy
population
At a glance
Analysis from 2014–15 NATSISS
•

Analysis of 38 selected health, cultural and socioeconomic outcomes shows that, in
general, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people born before 1972 who reported
having been removed from family (the Stolen Generations proxy population) were more
likely to experience adverse outcomes than people in the reference group (that is,
people born before 1972 who did not report being removed from family). (The results in
this chapter are simple mean values and their comparisons, and they do not control for
the effects of other factors—see Chapter 5 for multivariate analyses.)

•

Among those in the Stolen Generations proxy population: more than half (52%) have
been charged at least once by the police; more than half (52%) also reported having
poor self-assessed health; 42% had experienced homelessness at least once in their
lifetime (and 20% in the last 10 years); 26% reported being a victim of actual or
threatened physical violence in the last 12 months; and 22% had been incarcerated at
least once in their lifetime (and 4% were incarcerated in the last five years).

•

Two-thirds of the Stolen Generations proxy population reported that they lived with
disability or restrictive long-term condition.

•

Two-thirds of the Stolen Generations proxy population were aged 50 and over.

•

A high proportion of the Stolen Generations proxy population aged 50 and over relied on
government payments as the main source of income (79%), was not currently employed
(69%, but only among those aged 50 to 64), did not own a home (76%), had been ever
charged by police (50%), and had ever experienced homelessness (35%).

Time series analysis from 2002 to 2014–15
•

Comparing the results from 2002 to 2014–15, the Stolen Generations proxy population
consistently had poor socioeconomic outcomes on several indicators. The proportions of
the Stolen Generations proxy population who had low incomes, relied on government
payments as the main source of income, had not completed Year 12, and were not
employed did not improve over time.

•

Both rates of smoking and long-term risky alcohol consumption decreased since 2002
among the Stolen Generations proxy population. However the proportion reporting
substance use increased.

•

Though the Stolen Generations proxy population consistently had significantly high rates
of incarceration and experience of threatened or actual physical violence, both of these
rates had reduced over time.
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3.1 Introduction
This chapter presents a detailed summary of selected health, socioeconomic and cultural
outcomes and of problems in accessing services for the Stolen Generations proxy
population—that is, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people born before 1972 reporting
to be removed from family—compared with their reference group—that is, Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people born before 1972 who did not report being removed from
family—using the full time series of the five ABS surveys.
A range of outcomes were selected for this analysis. These include health status
(including disability), health risk factors, education, employment, household income, life
satisfaction, home ownership, experience of homelessness, being a victim of violence,
contact with the justice system, problems in accessing services, and several cultural
attributes. A total of 38 distinct outcomes were analysed, though several are closely related.
Section 3.2 summarises the mean values of the 38 outcomes for the Stolen Generations
proxy population and the reference group. It presents the differences in these outcomes
between the Stolen Generations proxy population and the reference group using rate
difference—the absolute difference between the two populations, or the gap, in percentage
points (or pp).
This chapter also presents further information on the Stolen Generations proxy population
with disability and those aged 50 or over. It concludes with a time series analysis in
Section 3.3 of selected characteristics from 2002 to 2014–15 for the Stolen Generations
proxy population and the reference group.
The comparisons of the mean characteristics of the Stolen Generations proxy population and
their reference group in this chapter look at each outcome individually, and do not adjust for
other potential influences on these outcomes. The differences in these mean characteristics
should not be interpreted to be the effects of being removed only. Chapter 5 presents more
reliable estimates of the effects of being removed using a multivariate regression approach.

3.2 Health and socioeconomic outcomes: 2014–15
NATSISS
This section summarises the mean values on several health and socioeconomic outcomes
for three different subgroups of interest: the overall Stolen Generations proxy population in
the cohort born before 1972, those in this cohort who are both removed and have disability or
a long-term health condition; and an older age-group of removed people aged 50 or over in
2014–15.

Overall Stolen Generations proxy population
A significant proportion of the Stolen Generations proxy population in the cohort born before
1972 had adverse outcomes. These include (Table 3.1):
•

more than half (52%) have been charged at least once by the police

•

52% reported poor or fair self-assessed health

•

42% have experienced homelessness at least once in their lifetime (and 20% in the last
10 years)

•

42% reported experiencing discrimination in the last 12 months

•

32% reported use of substances in the last 12 months
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•

26% were victims of actual or threatened physical violence in the last 12 months

•

22.2% have been incarcerated at least once in their lifetime (and 3.8% were
incarcerated in the last five years).

Table 3.1 also presents the mean differences (gaps) in 2014–15 in selected outcomes
between the Stolen Generations proxy population and their reference group who were not
removed. All the differences in the selected mean outcomes listed below are statistically
significant at the 5% test level.
In 2014–15, the largest gap (rate difference) between these two groups were:
•

ever being homeless (17 pp higher in the Stolen Generations proxy population)

•

receiving government payments as main source of income (17 pp higher in the
Stolen Generations proxy population)

•

ever being charged by police (17 pp higher in the Stolen Generations proxy population)

•

not being employed (including being both unemployed or not in the labour force, 15 pp
higher in the Stolen Generations proxy population)

•

being owner of a home (15 pp lower in the Stolen Generations proxy population)

•

having poor self-assessed health (14 pp higher in the Stolen Generations proxy
population).

A significantly lower percentage of the Stolen Generations proxy population than the
reference group spoke an Indigenous language as the main language spoken at home
(outcome 20 in Table 3.1). The Stolen Generations proxy population was only half as likely to
speak an Indigenous language as the main language spoken at home (5.0%, compared with
10.8% in the reference group). However, on the related indicator of whether the Stolen
Generations proxy population can speak any Indigenous language (outcome 21), their rate
(23%) is slightly higher than the 20% for the reference group. This is an interesting result
indicating that the effect of removal on language should distinguish between these two
different abilities, which may possibly also be influenced by differences in the distribution of
the Stolen Generations proxy population and the reference group by remoteness areas.
In several of the other 38 outcomes reported in Table 3.1, the Stolen Generations proxy
population had a slightly more favourable result. Three are culture related: a higher
proportion of the Stolen Generations proxy population recognize an area as their homeland
or traditional country (84%), identify with a clan/tribal/or language group (71%), and were
involved in cultural events and ceremonies in the last 12 months (67%). But the small
favourable differences in these mean values are not statistically significant.
A significantly higher proportion of the Stolen Generations proxy population in the cohort
born before 1972 lived alone (29%) in 2014–15 than the reference group (20%). (This is not
an outcome tabulated in Table 3.1.) The proportion of being a lone person in the household
increased with age for both groups, with higher rates in each age group for the Stolen
Generations proxy population than for the reference group. Among those aged under 50,
21% of the Stolen Generations proxy population lived alone compared with 13% of the
reference group. Among those aged 50–64, these rates increased to 31% for the Stolen
Generations proxy population and 22% for the reference group. For those aged 65 and over,
39% of the Stolen Generations proxy population lived alone, compared with 32% of the
reference group.
The differences in the proportion who live alone between the Stolen Generations proxy
population and the reference group are not statistically significant when compared within
specific age groups, mainly due to the small number of cases in each age group.
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Table 3.1: Comparisons of selected outcomes for the Stolen Generations proxy population and reference group, 2014–15 mean percentages
No.

Outcome description

All removed (%)

Removed with a disability (%)

Reference group (%)

Mean gap (pp)(a)

Socioeconomic outcomes
1

Has personal income in bottom three deciles

43.8

47.3

34.5

9.2*

2

Has household income in bottom three deciles

61.5

67.5

50.2

11.3*

3

Government payments are main source of income

70.3

76.8

53.4

16.8*

4

Did not complete Year 12

90.5

90.9

84.7

5.8*

5

Currently not employed (among working age up to 64)

62.3

69.7

47.0

15.2*

6

Is owner of a home

25.4

24.2

40.1

–14.7*

Physical and mental health
7

Has poor or fair self-assessed health

52.4

59.6

38.2

14.2*

8

Has poor mental health—Kessler score (12–25)

41.0

47.0

31.1

9.9*

9

Has severe or profound core activity limitation

14.5

..

11.4

3.1

10

Has any disability or restrictive long-term condition

67.2

..

59.2

8.0*

11

Has high level of satisfaction with life

48.0

43.7

56.1

–8.1*

Health risky behaviour
12

Current smoker

50.0

49.1

40.0

9.9*

13

Engaged in long-term risky alcohol consumption

14.4

14.1

10.3

4.1

14

Engaged in short-term risky alcohol consumption

25.0

23.8

25.8

–0.8

15

Has used substances (in last 12 months)

32.4

35.7

21.2

11.2*

70.6

71.1

67.3

3.3

Language and culture
16

Identifies with clan, tribal, or language group

17

Recognises an area as homeland/traditional country

84.2

84.8

81.1

3.2

18

Involved in cultural events, ceremonies or organisations (in last 12 months)

67.2

63.7

62.4

4.8

19

Participated in cultural activities (in last 12 months)

58.8

59.1

59.7

–0.9

20

Speaks Indigenous language as main language at home

5.0

5.8

10.8

–5.8*

(continued)
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Table 3.1 (continued): Comparisons of selected outcomes for the Stolen Generations proxy population and reference group, 2014–15 mean
percentages
All removed (%)

Removed with a disability (%)

Reference group (%)

Mean gap (pp)(a)

Speaks an Indigenous language

22.8

22.8

19.8

3.0

Understands an Indigenous language

24.8

24.5

21.1

3.7

No.

Outcome description

21
22

Life stressors
23

Experienced stress (by respondent, last 12 months)

73.5

72.8

67.3

6.1

24

Experienced stress (by respondents, friends or family in last 12 months)

87.3

84.7

82.6

4.8

25

Has experienced discrimination (in last 12 months)

41.9

40.5

31.1

10.8*

26

Experienced homelessness (ever in lifetime)

42.2

45.1

25.0

17.2*

27

Has experienced homelessness in last 10 years

20.4

19.5

10.7

9.8*

Safety, law and justice
28

Was a victim of actual or threatened physical violence (in last 12 months)

25.6

26.9

16.6

8.9*

29

Was a victim of physical violence (in last 12 months)

12.9

12.4

8.7

4.2

30

Was a victim of threatened physical violence (in last 12 months)

20.2

21.8

11.8

8.4*

31

Was arrested in last five years

16.8

15.8

7.8

9.0*

32

Has ever been incarcerated

22.2

21.4

10.7

11.5*

33

Has been incarcerated in last five years

3.8

3.7

1.5

2.3*

34

Has ever been charged by police

52.4

56.4

35.8

16.6*

–1.5

Community functioning and social network
35

Able to get support from outside the household in times of crisis

88.6

85.3

90.1

36

Able to have a say within community on important issues

30.9

30.4

30.4

0.5

37

Has high level of trust in general community

42.5

42.5

51.3

–8.8*

32.2

35.7

26.1

6.1

Access to services
38

Has problem(s) accessing services

* Denotes a significant difference in the mean gap (rate difference) at the 5% test level using the 95% confidence intervals, and . . denotes not applicable.
(a) The mean gap in Table 3.1 refers only to the comparison between the Stolen Generations proxy population and the reference group who were not removed. A separate comparative reference group for the
Stolen Generations proxy population with disability is not included since they constitute more than two-thirds of the total Stolen Generations proxy population in this age cohort (see outcome 10).
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.
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Stolen Generations proxy population with disability
•

In 2014–15, more than two-thirds (67%) of the Stolen Generations proxy population
reported that they live with disability or a restrictive long-term condition (outcome 10 in
Table 3.1). This rate was significantly higher than the 59% reported by the reference
group.

•

The prevalence of severe or profound core activity limitation (outcome 9 in Table 3.1)
was slightly higher among the Stolen Generations proxy population (14.5%) than among
the reference group (11.4%). This difference is not statistically significant.

•

In the areas of employment status, self-assessed health, dependence on government
payments, mental health, and household income level, the Stolen Generations proxy
population in the cohort born before 1972 with disability or long-term health condition
had higher rates of adverse outcomes by at least 6 percentage points than the Stolen
Generations proxy population in general. For example, 70% of the Stolen Generations
proxy population with disability were not employed, compared with 62% of the Stolen
Generations proxy population in general, and 47% of the reference group.

•

The percentage reporting poor self-assessed health status among the Stolen Generations
proxy population with disability was also higher at 60% compared with 52% among the
Stolen Generations proxy population in general, and 38% of the reference group.

•

For most other outcomes, the mean values did not differ by more than 5 percentage
points for the Stolen Generations proxy population with disability compared with the
overall Stolen Generations proxy population.

Stolen Generations proxy population aged 50 and over
Table 3.2 summarises the mean differences in selected outcomes between the Stolen
Generations proxy population aged 50 and over and their reference group of the population
aged 50 and over who were not removed. When the comparisons are limited to those aged
50 and over, the mean differences between the Stolen Generations proxy population and the
reference group remained highest in:
•

relying on government payments as the main income source (79% for the Stolen
Generations proxy population aged 50 and over, leading to a gap of 21.1 pp, which is
higher than the gap of 16.8 pp when comparing all people aged 42 and over who were
removed with their reference group in Table 3.1)

•

not being employed (69% for the Stolen Generations proxy population aged 50 to 64,
leading to a gap of 20.4 pp, an increase from a gap of 15.2 pp in Table 3.1)

•

owning a home (24% for the Stolen Generations proxy population aged 50 and over,
leading to a gap of 18.9 pp, an increase from a gap of 14.7 pp in Table 3.1)

•

has ever been charged by police (50% for the Stolen Generations proxy population aged
50 and over, a gap of 16.4 pp, which is similar to the gap in Table 3.1)

•

has ever been homeless (35% for the Stolen Generations proxy population aged 50 and
over, leading to a gap of 14.5 pp, a decrease from a gap of 17.2 pp in Table 3.1).

The differences between the Stolen Generations proxy population and the reference group in
this age group in the outcomes related to substance use, experience of violence, Year 12
completion, level of trust in the general community and level of life satisfaction were no
longer significant.

32

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Stolen Generations and descendants

SUB.1000.0001.5538

Table 3.2: Comparisons of selected outcomes for the Stolen Generations proxy population and reference group aged 50 and over, 2014–15
mean percentages
No.

Outcome description

Removed (50 and over) (%)

Reference group (50 and over) (%)

Mean gap (pp)

Socioeconomic outcomes
1

Has personal income in bottom three deciles

45.1

36.3

8.7

2

Has household income in bottom three deciles

64.4

53.6

10.8*

3

Government payments are main source of income

78.6

57.5

21.1*

4

Did not complete Year 12

90.3

91.6

–1.3

5

Currently not employed (among working age up to 64)

68.7

48.3

20.4*

6

Is owner of home

24.2

43.1

–18.9*

Physical and mental health
7

Has poor or fair self-assessed health

56.1

42.1

14.0*

8

Has poor mental health—Kessler score (12–25)

38.5

30.4

8.1*

9

Has severe or profound core activity limitation

18.1

12.7

5.5

10

Has any disability or restrictive long-term condition

68.5

63.6

5.0

11

Has high level of satisfaction with life

51.1

58.2

–7.1

45.8

35.7

10.1*

Health risky behaviour
12

Current smoker

13

Engaged in long-term risky alcohol consumption

8.9

9.6

–0.7

14

Engaged in short-term risky alcohol consumption

19.4

21.1

–1.7

15

Has used substances (in last 12 months)

20.7

17.0

3.7

Language and culture
16

Identifies with clan, tribal or language group

68.9

64.1

4.8

17

Recognises an area as homeland or traditional country

83.7

78.5

5.2

18

Involved in cultural events, ceremonies or organisations (in last 12 months)

63.2

59.3

3.9

19

Participated in cultural activities (in last 12 months)

57.3

56.4

0.9

20

Speaks an Indigenous language as main language at home

3.8

8.7

–4.9*

(continued)
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Table 3.2 (continued): Comparisons of selected outcomes for the Stolen Generations proxy population and reference group aged 50 and over,
2014–15 mean percentages
No.

Outcome description

Removed (50 and over) (%)

Reference group (50 and over) (%)

Mean gap (pp)

21

Speaks an Indigenous language

22.3

17.9

4.4

22

Understands an Indigenous language

24.1

19.3

4.8

Life stressors
23

Experience of stress (by respondent in last 12 months)

71.4

63.3

8.1

24

Experienced stress (by respondent, friends or family—in last 12 months)

84.9

80

4.9

25

Has experienced discrimination (in last 12 months)

38.3

26.8

11.5*

26

Experienced homelessness (ever in lifetime)

34.9

20.5

14.5*

27

Has experienced homelessness in last 10 years

14.2

8.0

6.2*

16.9

12.6

4.3

7.2

6.3

0.9

Safety, law and justice
28

Was a victim of actual or threatened physical violence (in last 12 months)

29

Was a victim of physical violence (in last 12 months)

30

Was a victim of threatened physical violence (in last 12 months)

14.0

8.8

5.2*

31

Was arrested in last five years

11.4

5.2

6.2*

32

Has ever been incarcerated

19.5

9.6

9.9*

33

Has been incarcerated in last five years

n.p.

n.p.

..

34

Has ever been charged by police

49.6

33.2

16.3*

Community functioning and social network
35

Able to get support from outside the household in times of crisis

89.7

89.5

0.2

36

Able to have a say within community on important issues

26.0

32.3

–6.2

37

Has high level of trust in general community

45.2

51.8

–6.6

32.4

24.1

8.4*

Access to services
38

Has problem(s) accessing services

* Denotes a significant difference in the mean gap (rate difference) at the 5% test level using the 95% confidence intervals.
..

not applicable

n.p. denotes data not reportable due to ABS limitation on reporting small counts
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.
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The following sub-sections provide further details on the mean differences between the
Stolen Generations proxy population and their reference group for a selected subset of
outcomes from the 2014–15 NATSISS. It expands on the simple yes/no type of outcome
measures used in tables 3.1 and 3.2 to include broader categories, or to provide extra
information for some of these outcomes.

Employment and labour force status
In 2014–15, 62% of the Stolen Generations proxy population was not employed compared
with 47% for the reference group (outcome 5 in Table 3.1). For this outcome the age group
analysed consists of those aged between 42 and 64 instead of all people aged 42 and over,
as in the other outcomes. The Stolen Generations proxy population was more likely not to
participate in the labour force and less likely to be engaged in full-time employment than the
reference group (Figure 3.1).

Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 3.1: Labour force status among the Stolen Generations proxy population and reference
group, aged 42–64, 2014–15

Home ownership
The overall proportion of the Stolen Generations proxy population who are homeowners was
25% compared with 40% for the reference group (outcome 6 in Table 3.1). Home ownership
rates in the reference group increased with age while those in the Stolen Generations proxy
population decreased slightly (Figure 3.2), leading to an increase in the gap in home
ownership with age.
Among those aged 65 and over in this cohort who reported being removed, only 22% were
home owners in 2014–15 compared with 47% in the reference group.
Of those aged 50–64, the home ownership rate for those who reported being removed was
25% compared with 42% for the reference group.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 3.2: Proportion of people who owned a home, among the Stolen Generations proxy
population and reference group, by age, 2014–15

Chronic health conditions
Indigenous people born before 1972 who were removed from their families were more likely
than the reference group to report ever having had cancer, diabetes, heart disease, stroke,
back conditions and eye conditions (Figure 3.3).

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the top horizontal axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 3.3: Proportion of people with specified chronic health conditions, among the
Stolen Generations proxy population and reference group, 2014–15
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Life stressors
People who reported having been removed from family (or their close friends and family)
were more likely to have experienced certain types of stressors in the previous 12 months,
including being a witness to violence, being a victim of abuse or violent crime, and being in
trouble with the police (Figure 3.4).

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the top horizontal axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 3.4: Proportion of people who experienced specified life stressors, among the Stolen
Generations proxy population and reference group, 2014–15

Age first charged by police
In 2014–15, 52% of the Stolen Generations proxy population reported ever being charged by
police, compared with 36% of the reference group (outcome 34 in Table 3.1).
Among those who had ever been charged by police, the proportion of the Stolen Generations
proxy population who reported having their first charge in childhood (aged 14 or under) was
22%. This is significantly higher than in the reference group (10%).
When the first formal charge occurred during adolescence and adulthood (aged 15 and
over), the rates did not differ considerably between the two groups (Figure 3.5).
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 3.5: Distribution by age at time of first police charge for the Stolen Generations proxy
population and reference group (among those ever charged), 2014–15

Homelessness experience
In 2014–15, around 42% of the Stolen Generations proxy population reported that they had
ever been homeless compared with 25% of the reference group (outcome 26 in Table 3.1).
The Stolen Generations proxy population was almost twice as likely to report having been
homeless in the previous 10 years as the reference group (20% compared with 11%,
outcome 27 in Table 3.1).
During their most recent experience of being homeless, the Stolen Generations proxy
population reported significantly higher rates of sleeping rough and staying at refuges than
the reference group (Figure 3.6)
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the top horizontal axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5%
test level. Gap values displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the
reference group at 5% test level.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 3.6: Most recent experience of homelessness, among the Stolen Generations proxy
population and reference group, 2014–15

Social networks
In 2014–15, around 89% of the Stolen Generations proxy population reported that they were
able to get support from outside the household in times of crisis (outcome 35 in Table 3.1).
This was similar to the rate of 90% reported by the reference group.
The majority of the Stolen Generations proxy population reported that they were able to get
support from family members (85%), friends (53%) or neighbours (31%). Compared with the
reference group, the Stolen Generations proxy population was significantly less likely to
obtain support from:
•

friends (53% compared with 64% for the reference group)

•

work colleagues (11% compared with 19% for the reference group).

No significant differences were observed between the two groups for support from other
sources (for example, family, neighbour, community, local council) (Figure 3.7).
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 3.7: Sources of support outside of the household in times of crisis, among the Stolen
Generations proxy population and reference group, 2014–15

Barriers to accessing services
In 2014–15, the Stolen Generations proxy population reported a slightly higher rate (32%) of
having problems accessing services than the reference group (26%), but the difference is not
significant (outcome 38 in Table 3.1). The specific individual barriers noted were also not
significantly different between the two groups.
Among those who had problems accessing services, the most common barriers reported by
both groups were (Figure 3.8):
•

long waiting time

•

insufficient services in the area

•

no services in the area.
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Note: Services refer to any type of services, including alcohol and drug services, banks, Centrelink, credit unions or other financial institutions,
dentists, disability services, doctors, employment services, Family Assistance Office, hospitals, housing services, Indigenous health workers, legal
services, Medicare, mental health services, motor vehicle registry, phone or internet companies, power, water or gas providers, and other
services.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 3.8: Distribution of barriers to services for those with problems accessing services,
among the Stolen Generations proxy population and reference group, 2014–15

3.3 Time series analysis: 2002 to 2014–15
This section shows the key results on the comparative characteristics of the Stolen
Generations proxy population and the reference group for each of the five ABS surveys from
2002 to 2014–15. These results provide information on how the characteristics of the Stolen
Generations proxy population, and any differences from the reference group, have changed
over time. These comparisons again do not control for the effects of differences in other
factors between the Stolen Generations proxy population and their reference group.

Socioeconomic outcomes—worse for the Stolen Generations proxy
population
Analysis of the five surveys showed consistent results over time in relation to socioeconomic
outcomes. Compared with the reference group, the Stolen Generations proxy population was
(figures 3.9 and 3.10):
•

more likely to have personal income in the bottom three deciles (gaps of 5–16 pp)

•

more likely to live in households with income in the bottom three deciles (gaps of
11–16 pp)

•

more likely to have government payments as their main source of income (gaps of
15–18 pp)

•

less likely to complete Year 12 or equivalent (gaps of 2–6 pp)

•

less likely to be employed (gaps of 8–18 pp)

•

less likely to be homeowners (gaps of 8–16 pp).

Over time, both the Stolen Generations proxy population and their reference group reported
decreased rates of living in households with income in the bottom three deciles and
increased rates of owning a home.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 3.9: Comparisons in selected socioeconomic outcomes, proportions of the Stolen
Generations proxy population and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5%
test level. Gap values displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the
reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 3.10: Comparisons in selected socioeconomic outcomes, proportions of the Stolen
Generations proxy population and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15
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Physical and mental health—worse for the Stolen Generations
proxy population
A number of indicators of physical and mental health status showed poorer outcomes for the
Stolen Generations proxy population in all surveys (Figure 3.11). Compared with the
reference group, the Stolen Generations proxy population was:
•

more likely to report fair or poor self-assessed health status (gaps of 10–22 pp)

•

more likely to have moderate or high levels of psychological distress (gaps of 5–10 pp)

•

more likely to have a severe or profound core activity limitation (gaps of 3–10 pp)

•

less likely to report being very satisfied with their lives (gap of 8 pp, one data point).

While the rate of having poor self-assessed health by the Stolen Generations proxy
population increased by more than 10 pp from 2004–05 to 2014–15, the proportion of the
Stolen Generations proxy population with profound or severe core activity limitation
decreased slightly over time.

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the top horizontal axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5%
test level. Gap values displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the
reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 3.11: Comparisons in physical and mental health outcomes, proportions of the Stolen
Generations proxy population and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15
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Risky behaviours—higher risk among the Stolen Generations proxy
population
Compared with the reference group, the Stolen Generations proxy population was:
•

more likely to be smokers (gaps of 8–17 pp)

•

more likely to engage in substance abuse (that is, use illicit drugs or misuse prescription
drugs) (gaps of 4–13 pp).

The proportions of the Stolen Generations proxy population who were drinking alcohol at
risky levels likely to cause long-term harm were slightly, but not significantly, higher than the
reference group. There was no difference between the two groups in terms of the proportion
drinking at risky levels likely to cause short-term harm.
For both groups, the proportions who smoked or drank alcohol at risky levels decreased over
time, but the proportion reporting substance use increased (Figure 3.12).

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 3.12: Comparisons of the self-reported prevalence of certain health risk factors,
proportions of the Stolen Generations proxy population and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15

Language and culture—similar between the two groups
The Stolen Generations proxy population was more likely to report that they identified with a
clan, tribal or language group and that they recognised an area as homeland or traditional
country than the reference group. These differences are significant in some of the earlier
survey periods, but not in the 2014–15 survey for either of these variables (Figure 3.13).
The Stolen Generations proxy population was slightly, but not significantly, more likely to
report involvement in cultural events, and to speak or understand an Indigenous language.
They were significantly less likely than the reference group to report that they spoke an
Indigenous language as their main language at home (Figure 3.14).
Between 2008 and 2014–15, the proportion of those who understand an Indigenous
language dropped slightly for both groups.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 3.13: Comparisons in cultural characteristics, proportions of the Stolen Generations
proxy population and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 3.14: Comparisons in ability with Indigenous languages, proportions of the Stolen
Generations proxy population and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15
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Life stressors—more stress experienced by the Stolen Generations
proxy population
In 2004–05 and 2012–13, a significantly higher proportion of the Stolen Generations proxy
population reported that they, their families or friends had experienced stress in the past 12
months, compared with the reference group. Both groups reported higher rates in 2014–15
than in the previous years, but the difference (gap) between the two groups was not
significant in 2014–15 (Figure 3.15).
The Stolen Generations proxy population was significantly and persistently more likely than
the reference group to report having felt discriminated against (because they were
Indigenous) at least once in the previous 12 months.

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 3.15: Comparisons in experience of discrimination and stress, proportions of the Stolen
Generations proxy population and reference group, 2004–05 to 2014–15

Safety, law and justice—poorer outcomes among the Stolen
Generations proxy population
The Stolen Generations proxy population was significantly more likely than the reference
group to report that they had been a victim of either actual or threatened physical violence in
the previous 12 months. This rate has steadily reduced over time among the Stolen
Generations proxy population from 33% in 2002 to 26% in 2014–15, while it was stable at
around 17% for the reference group, meaning that the gap between the two groups narrowed
between 2002 and 2014–15 (Figure 3.16).
When only considering actual physical violence, in 2008, the Stolen Generations proxy
population was significantly more likely to report experience of actual physical violence. This
rate was no longer significantly different in 2014–15.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2016a.

Figure 3.16: Comparisons in experience of actual or threatened physical violence in the
previous 12 months, proportions of the Stolen Generations proxy population and reference
group, 2002, 2008 and 2014–15

Contact with the police and criminal justice system was also persistently higher among the
Stolen Generations proxy population than their reference group (Figure 3.17). The Stolen
Generations proxy population was:
•

more likely to have ever been charged by police (gaps of 16–17 pp)

•

twice as likely to have been arrested in the previous five years (gaps of 9–11 pp)

•

more than twice as likely to have ever been incarcerated (gaps of 12–17 pp)

•

more likely to have been incarcerated in the previous five years (gaps of 2–6 pp).

Rates of being arrested or being ever incarcerated (or in the past five years), however,
decreased consistently among the Stolen Generations proxy population since 2002.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2016a.

Figure 3.17: Comparisons in contact with police and the criminal justice system, proportions of
the Stolen Generations proxy population and reference group, 2002, 2008 and 2014–15

Community functioning and social networks—less trust from the
Stolen Generations proxy population
Responses on the sense of efficacy within the community did not differ significantly between
the Stolen Generations proxy population and the reference group. For both groups, fewer
than one-third felt that they had the ability to have a say within the community on important
issues, all or most of the time, in 2008 and 2014–15 (Figure 3.18).
The level of trust in the community reported by both the Stolen Generations proxy population
and the reference group increased between 2008 and 2014–15. However, the level of trust in
the community was always significantly lower among the Stolen Generations proxy
population. Four in ten (43%) of the Stolen Generations proxy population agreed that they
had high level of trust in their community (that is, their own doctor, hospitals, the police or the
local school) in 2014–15, compared with more than half (51%) of the reference group.
Overall, the ability to get support in times of crisis from outside the household was
significantly lower for the Stolen Generations proxy population than the reference group, in
2002 and 2008. The gap became non-significant in 2014–15 due to the increased ability
among the Stolen Generations proxy population to get support in times of crisis (an increase
from 84% in 2002 to 89% in 2014–15).

Problems in accessing services—similar between the two groups
The proportion of individuals reporting that they had experienced difficulty in accessing
services (such as financial institutions, health services, government services and utilities) in
the previous 12 months did not differ greatly between the Stolen Generations proxy
population and the reference group in both 2008 and 2014–15 (Figure 3.18). Both groups
reported lower rates of having problems accessing services in 2014–15 than in 2008.
(These data were not available in earlier surveys.)
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the Stolen Generations proxy population is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5%
test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2016a.

Figure 3.18: Comparisons in community functioning, social networks and problem accessing
services, proportions of the Stolen Generations proxy population and reference group, 2002,
2008 and 2014–15
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4

Health and socioeconomic outcomes
of descendants
At a glance
Analysis from 2014–15 NATSISS
•

Analysis of 38 selected health, cultural and socioeconomic outcomes shows that, in
general, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 18 and over who reported
being descendants of all people removed were also more likely to experience adverse
outcomes than comparable people in their reference group (that is, people who did not
experience any type of removal from family). (The results in this chapter are simple
mean values and their comparisons, and they do not control for the effects of other
factors—see Chapter 5 for multivariate analyses.)

•

Among the descendants: 75% had experienced stress in the past 12 months, 48% had
experienced discrimination in the last 12 months, 41% had been ever charged by police,
34% had poor mental health, 34% had risky alcohol consumption (short-term) in the last
12 months, and 31% had used substances in the last 12 months.

•

On the main socioeconomic outcomes, among the descendants: 67% did not own a
home, 45% relied on government payments as main source of income, 43% were not
employed, and 30% had personal income in the bottom three deciles.

•

A relatively high proportion of the descendants identified with a clan/tribal/language
group (72.7%) and was involved in cultural events and ceremonies in the past
12 months (72.5%); but much smaller proportions reported they could speak an
Indigenous language (13.0%), or that they spoke an Indigenous language as the main
language at home (3.1%).

Time series analysis from 2002 to 2014–15
•

Comparing the results from 2002 to 2014–15, the descendants also consistently had
adverse outcomes across a range of indicators.

•

Descendants consistently had high rates of experiencing stress, discrimination and
violence in the previous 12 months.

•

Among the descendants, the proportions who reported use of substances and being
ever charged by police both increased over time.

•

Among the descendants, rates of smoking, engaging in risky alcohol consumption, and
being incarcerated in the last five years, all decreased over the survey periods.

4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents a detailed summary of selected health, socioeconomic and cultural
outcomes and of problems in accessing services for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people who are descendants of all people removed compared with their reference group.
The descendants of all people removed were those aged 18 and over who had relatives from
an older generation removed. The reference group are those individuals aged 18 and over
who reported that they were not themselves removed from family nor had any of their
relatives removed.
The same 38 outcomes described for the Stolen Generations proxy population in Chapter 3
are also used in the analyses of the descendants of all people removed. These include
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health status (including disability), health risk factors, education, employment, household
income, life satisfaction, home ownership, experience of homelessness, being a victim of
violence, contact with the justice system, problems accessing services, and several cultural
attributes.
Indigenous adults aged 18 and over who reported being both removed themselves and
descendants are not included in the analysis in this chapter. All these individuals are
classified as having themselves been removed from their families (and are included in the
analysis presented in Chapter 3 if they were born before 1972).
Section 4.2 summarises the mean values of these 38 outcomes for the descendants of all
people removed and the reference group, using the 2014–15 NATSISS. It presents the
differences in these outcomes between the descendants and the reference group using rate
difference—the absolute difference between the two populations, or the gap, in percentage
points (or pp).
Section 4.3 presents a time series analysis of selected characteristics from 2002 to 2014–15
for the descendants of all people removed and the reference group.
The comparisons of the mean characteristics of the descendants of all people removed and
their reference group in this chapter look at each outcome individually, and do not adjust for
other potential influences on these outcomes. The differences in these mean characteristics
should not be interpreted to be the effects only of being the descendants. Chapter 5 presents
more reliable estimates of the effects of being the descendants of all people removed using a
multivariate regression approach.

4.2 Health and socioeconomic outcomes: 2014–15
NATSISS
Descendants of all people removed reported high prevalence of experiencing adversity in
several outcomes (Table 4.1). Among the descendants:
•

75% had experienced stress in the past 12 months

•

48% had experienced discrimination in the last 12 months

•

41% had ever been charged by police

•

34% had poor mental health

•

34% engaged in short-term risky alcohol consumption in the last 12 months

•

31% had used substances in the last 12 months.

Table 4.1 also reports the mean differences (gaps) in 2014–15 in selected outcomes
between the descendants and the reference group. In 2014–15, the largest rate differences
(gaps), and which are all statistically significant, between these two groups were in:
•

experience of discrimination in the last 12 months (21 pp higher in the descendants)

•

experience of ever being homeless (39% among the descendants, which is 18 pp higher
than in the reference group)

•

identification with clan/tribal/language group (15 pp higher in the descendants)

•

involvement in cultural events, ceremonies or organisations in the last 12 months
(14 pp higher in the descendants).

The relevant rate applicable to the descendants of all people removed on the last two of
these outcomes was around 73%, indicating that those classified as descendants have been
able to maintain their cultural connections on some relevant indicators. It is also possible that
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individuals who identify more with their culture may be more likely to know about their history
of removal from family.
With regard to other cultural factors, compared with the reference group, the descendants of
all people removed reported:
•

significantly higher rates for the outcomes pertaining to participation in cultural activities
in the last 12 months (71% compared with 63%), and recognition of an area as
homeland/traditional country (84% compared with 71%).

•

significantly lower rates for speaking an Indigenous language as the main language
spoken at home (3% compared 17% for the reference group), understanding an
Indigenous language (14% compared with 25%), and speaking any Indigenous language
at all (13% compared with 24%).

For some indicators, the mean outcome for the descendants of all people removed were
more favourable than for the reference group. These include:
•

a significantly lower proportion of the descendants who were not employed
(43% compared with 48% for the reference group)

•

a significantly higher proportion of home ownership (34% compared with 28% for the
reference group)

•

a significantly lower proportion of relying on government payments as the main source of
income (45% compared with 53% for the reference group)

•

significantly lower proportions of having both household and personal incomes in the
bottom three deciles.

There was no significant difference between the descendants and the reference group in
relation to Year 12 attainment, engagement in long-term or short-term risky alcohol
consumption, having used substances in the past 12 months, being a current smoker and
having been incarcerated (ever, and also within the last five years).
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Table 4.1: Comparisons of selected outcomes for the descendants of all people removed, 2014–15 mean percentage values
No.

Outcome description

Descendants of all people removed

Reference group

Mean gap (pp)

Socioeconomic outcomes
1

Has personal income in bottom three deciles

29.6

38.5

–8.8*

2

Has household income in bottom three deciles

43.2

49.6

–6.4*

3

Government payments are main source of income

44.5

52.9

–8.4*

4

Did not complete Year 12

67.5

70.6

–3.1

5

Currently not employed (among working age 18–64)

43.3

48.1

–4.7

6

Is owner of home

33.5

28.4

5.1*

Physical and mental health
7

Has poor or fair self-assessed health

28.6

23

5.6*

8

Has poor mental health—Kessler score (12–25)

34.3

28.4

5.9*

9

Has severe or profound core activity limitation

7.7

6.2

1.5

10

Has any disability or restrictive long-term condition

46.3

41.4

4.9

11

Has high level of satisfaction with life

51.2

58

–6.9*

41.9

42.4

–0.5

Health risky behaviour
12

Current smoker

13

Engaged in long-term risky alcohol consumption

9.5

10.6

–1.1

14

Engaged in short-term risky alcohol consumption

34.1

29.9

4.2

15

Has used substances (in last 12 months)

31.4

27

4.4

Language and culture
16

Identifies with clan/tribal/language group

72.7

58

14.7*

17

Recognises an area as homeland or traditional country

83.8

71.2

12.6*

18

Involved in cultural events, ceremonies or organisations (in last 12 months)

72.5

58.1

14.4*

19

Participated in cultural activities (in last 12 months)

71.4

62.9

8.5*

20

Speaks an Indigenous language as main language at home

3.1

16.6

–13.5*

(continued)
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Table 4.1 (continued): Comparisons of selected outcomes for the descendants of all people removed, 2014–15 mean percentage values
No.

Outcome description

Descendants of all people removed

Reference group

Mean gap (pp)

21

Speaks an Indigenous language

13.0

23.5

–10.6*

22

Understands an Indigenous language

14.1

24.5

–10.4*

Life stressors
23

Experienced stress (by respondents in last 12 months)

74.7

63.7

11.0*

24

Experienced stress (by respondents, friends or family in last 12 months)

88.9

79.7

9.2*

25

Experienced discrimination (in last 12 months)

48.3

26.9

21.4*

26

Experienced homelessness (ever in lifetime)

39.1

21.1

18.0*

27

Experienced homelessness (in last 10 years)

23.1

14.0

9.1*

Safety, law and justice
28

Was a victim of actual or threatened physical violence (in last 12 months)

29.0

16.2

12.8*

29

Was a victim of physical violence (in last 12 months)

15.8

8.7

7.1*

30

Was a victim of threatened physical violence (in last 12 months)

22.2

11.1

11.1*

31

Was arrested (in last five years)

15.0

13.1

1.9

32

Has ever been incarcerated

8.3

8.2

0.1

33

Was incarcerated (in last five years)

3.4

2.8

0.6

34

Has ever been charged by police

40.6

31.7

8.9*

Community functioning and social network
35

Able to get support from outside the household in times of crisis

91.9

91.8

0.1

36

Able to have a say within community on important issues

27.9

24.6

3.2

37

Has high level of trust in general community

46.2

56.4

–10.2*

28.8

23.4

5.4*

Access to services
38

Has problem(s) accessing services

* Denotes a significant difference in the mean gap (rate differences) at the 5% test level using the 95% confidence intervals.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.
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The following sub-sections provide further details on the mean differences between
descendants of all people removed and their reference group for a selected subset of
outcomes from the 2014–15 NATSISS. It expands on the simple yes/no type of outcome
measures used in Table 4.1 to include broader categories or to provide extra information for
some of these outcomes, based on the selected categories of interest.

Employment and labour force status
Indigenous adults who reported to be descendants had a lower rate of not being employed
than the reference group (43% not currently employed compared with 48% in the reference
group). This difference is statistically significant. (For this outcome the age group analysed
consists of those aged 18–64 instead of all people aged 18 and over, as in the other
outcomes.)
Differences in employment status for the descendants resulted mostly from their higher rate
of being employed full time compared with the reference group (Figure 4.1).

Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 4.1: Labour force status among descendants of all people removed and reference
group, aged 18–64, 2014–15

Home ownership
The rate of home ownership (including having a mortgage) is significantly higher among the
descendants than the reference group (33%, compared with 28% in the reference group) at
the aggregate level.
Home ownership rates increased with age for both the descendants and the reference group,
with higher rates of home ownership in each age group for the descendants than for the
reference group (Figure 4.2). However, the gaps in home ownership rates within each age
group were not statistically significant, possibly due to smaller sample sizes in each age
group.
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Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 4.2: Proportion who owned a home, among descendants of all people removed and
reference group, by age, 2014–15

Chronic health conditions
The descendants were significantly more likely to report having the following specific
conditions: bronchitis/emphysema, arthritis/osteoporosis, back conditions and cancer than
the reference group (Figure 4.3).

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the top horizontal axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 4.3: Proportion of people with specified chronic health conditions, among descendants
of all people removed and reference group, 2014–15
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Life stressors
Compared with the reference group, descendants (or their close friends and family) were
significantly more likely to experience the following stressors: divorce or separation; death in
the family; serious illness; alcohol or drug related issues; mental illness; unexpected loss of
job; being a witness to violence; abuse or violent crime; trouble with the police; and gambling
problems.
Descendants (or their close friends and family) experienced stress due to serious disability,
serious accidents, and not being able to get a job at similar levels to the reference population
(Figure 4.4).

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the top horizontal axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 4.4: Proportion of people who experienced specified life stressors, among descendants
of all people removed and reference group, 2014–15

Age first charged by police
In 2014–15, around 41% of the descendants reported being ever charged by police,
compared with 32% in the reference group.
Among those who had ever been charged by police, there was no significant difference in the
age at which the first formal charge occurred between the descendants and the reference
group (Figure 4.5).
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Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 4.5: Distribution by age at time of first police charge for descendants of all people
removed and reference group (among those ever charged), 2014–15

Homelessness experience
In 2014–15, 39% of descendants had ever experienced homelessness in their lives,
compared with 21% for the reference group. The descendants were also more likely to report
having experienced homelessness in the previous 10 years (23% compared with 14% in the
reference group).
During their most recent experience of being homeless, compared with the reference group,
the descendants reported significantly higher rates for (Figure 4.6):
•

stayed with relatives/family

•

stayed at friend’s house

•

stayed at a boarding house/hostel

•

stayed in a night shelter

•

stayed at a refuge

•

slept rough.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the top horizontal axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5% test level. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 4.6: Most recent experience of homelessness, among descendants of all people
removed and reference group, 2014–15

Social networks
In 2014–15, around 92% of both the descendants and their reference group reported they
were able to get support from outside the household in times of crisis. Descendants,
however, reported significantly higher rates of being able to get support from specific
sources—such as work colleagues; community, charity or religious organisation(s); local
council or other government services; health, legal and financial professionals; or other
unspecified sources—compared with the reference group (Figure 4.7).

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 4.7: Sources of support outside household in times of crisis for descendants, among all
people removed and reference group, 2014–15
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Barriers to accessing services
In 2014–15, the descendants reported a significantly higher rate of having problems
accessing services (29%) than the reference group (23%). Among those who reported
having problems in accessing services, the barriers most commonly reported were waiting
time being too long and insufficient or no services in the area.
The types of service barriers with a statistically significant difference—which the descendants
being more likely to report—were the cost of service, waiting time too long; services not
culturally appropriate, and treated badly/discrimination (Figure 4.8).

Notes
1.

Services refer to any type of services, including alcohol and drug services, banks, Centrelink, credit unions or other financial institutions,
dentists, disability services, doctors, employment services, Family Assistance Office, hospitals, housing services, Indigenous health workers,
legal services, Medicare, mental health services, motor vehicle registry, phone or internet companies, power, water or gas providers, and
other services.

2.

Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure either as triangles or circles to be read from the top horizontal axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5% test level. Gap
values displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.

Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure 4.8: Distribution of barriers to services for those with problems accessing services,
among descendants of all people removed and reference group, 2014–15

4.3 Time series analysis: 2002 to 2014–15
This section shows the key results on the comparative characteristics of the descendants of
all people removed and their reference group from each of the five ABS surveys from 2002 to
2014–15. These results provide information on how the characteristics of the descendants of
all people removed and the differences with the reference group have changed over time.
These comparisons again do not control for the effects of differences in other factors
between the descendants and their reference group.
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Socioeconomic outcomes—better for descendants
The results of the analyses were relatively consistent across the five survey periods for the
selected socioeconomic outcomes. Compared with the reference group, Indigenous adults
who reported to be descendants were (Figure 4.9):
•

less likely to have personal income in the bottom three deciles (gaps of 8–11 pp)

•

less likely to live in households with income in the bottom three deciles (gaps of
8–10 pp)

•

less likely to have government payments as their main source of income (gaps of
3–8 pp).

In the earlier years (2002 to 2008), descendants were less likely than the reference group not
to have completed Year 12 or equivalent (gaps of 5–6 pp). However, more recently, the gaps
have narrowed between the two groups. Both groups reported increased completion of
Year 12 over time (Figure 4.10).
The proportion of the descendants who were not employed was significantly lower than that
of the reference group in 2004–05 and 2008. This rate had increased since 2008 for both
groups, resulting in a decrease in the gaps in 2012–13 and 2014–15.
Home ownership has also increased since 2008 for the descendants. The rate was
significantly higher for the descendants in 2014–15. No differences in the rates of owning a
home were observed in the previous years.

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure either as triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 4.9: Comparisons in selected socioeconomic outcomes, proportions of descendants of
all people removed and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5% test level. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 4.10: Comparisons in selected socioeconomic outcomes, proportions of descendants of
all people removed and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15

Physical and mental health—worse for descendants
Several of the selected indicators of physical and mental health status showed poorer
outcomes for the descendants in all surveys except in 2002 (Figure 4.11). Compared with the
reference group, the descendants were:
•

more likely to report fair or poor self-assessed health status (gaps of 3–6 pp)

•

more likely to have moderate or high levels of psychological distress (gaps of 5–8 pp)

•

more likely to have a severe or profound core activity limitation (gaps of 2–4 pp)

•

less likely to report a high level of satisfaction with their lives (gap of 7 pp).
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the top horizontal axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5% test level. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 4.11: Comparisons in physical and mental health outcomes, proportions of descendants
of all people removed and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15

Risky behaviours—higher substance use among descendants
Compared with the reference group, the descendants were more likely to report substance
use (illicit drugs or misuse of prescription drugs; gaps of 4–5 pp). However, only the initial
result in 2008 showed a significant difference (Figure 4.12).
Rates of smoking and of consuming alcohol at levels posing long-term risk of harm were
similar in the two groups and declined over time. Rates of consuming alcohol at levels posing
short-term risk of harm also did not differ significantly.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 4.12: Comparisons of the self-reported prevalence of certain health risk factors,
proportions of descendants of all people removed and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15

Language and culture—more identification with culture, but less
connection to Indigenous language, for descendants
In all surveys, descendants were more likely than those in the reference group to report that
they identified with a clan, tribal or language group (gaps of 15–17 pp), and that they
recognised an area as homeland or traditional country (gaps of 13–14 pp). Both of these
were significantly different between the two groups in all surveys.
The descendants were also more likely to report involvement in cultural events and
participation in cultural activities (Figure 4.13). But they were less likely than the reference
group to report that they spoke or understood an Indigenous language (gaps of up to
10–11 pp, respectively).
Compared with the reference group, a considerably lower proportion of the descendants
reported speaking an Indigenous language as their main language at home (gaps of up to
14–18 pp) (Figure 4.14). The proportion who speak an Indigenous language as the main
language at home has declined over time for both the descendants and the reference group.
The differences in language ability between the descendants and the reference group were
significant for all three language outcomes across all surveys.
The proportion who were able both to speak and to understand an Indigenous language
decreased over time for the descendants, whereas the proportion in these two outcomes
remained relatively stable for the reference group.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 4.13: Comparisons in cultural characteristics, proportions of descendants of all people
removed and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW analysis of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 4.14: Comparisons in ability with Indigenous languages, proportions of descendants of
all people removed and reference group, 2002 to 2014–15
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Life stressors—more stress experienced by descendants
Descendants were significantly more likely than the reference group to report having been
treated unfairly (because they were Indigenous) and having experienced any stress in the
previous 12 months in the four surveys since 2004–05 where this question was asked
(Figure 4.15).

Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap
values displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a.

Figure 4.15: Comparisons in experience of discrimination and stress, proportions of
descendants of all people removed and reference group, 2004–05 to 2014–15

Safety, law and justice—poorer outcomes among descendants
Descendants were significantly more likely than their reference group to report that they had
been a victim of either actual or threatened physical violence in the previous 12 months.
Between 2002 and 2014–15, this rate has remained relatively constant for both groups—at
around 29% and 18%, respectively (Figure 4.16).
Between 2008 and 2014–15, descendants were significantly more likely than those in the
reference group to report being a victim of actual physical violence. The gap remained
constant over this time at 7 pp.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2016a.

Figure 4.16: Comparisons in experience of actual or threatened physical violence in the
previous 12 months, proportions of descendants of all people removed and reference group,
2002, 2008 and 2014–15

Some outcomes related to contact with the police and criminal justice system were
persistently higher among the descendants compared with the reference group. Indigenous
adults who reported to be descendants were (Figure 4.17):
•

more likely to have ever been charged by police (gaps of 6–9 pp)

•

more likely to have been arrested in the previous five years (gaps of 2–4 pp).

However, the gaps in the rates of incarceration in the two groups (ever incarcerated, or in the
last five years only) were not significantly different in all survey periods.
The rate of ever being formally charged by police reported by the descendants increased
since 2002. However, the rate of being arrested or incarcerated in the previous five years
decreased for the descendants.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2016a.

Figure 4.17: Comparisons in contact with police and the criminal justice system, proportions of
descendants of all people removed and reference group, 2002, 2008 and 2014–15

Community functioning and social networks—less trust among
descendants
The ability to receive support from outside the household in times of crisis and to speak on
community matters was similar for the descendants and the reference group in 2014–15.
However, in 2002 and 2008, there was a significantly higher proportion of Indigenous adults
who reported being able to receive support from outside the household among the
descendants compared with the reference group.
There has been an increasing trend in the proportion of both the descendants and the
reference group who have trust in their community (that is, their doctor, hospitals, the police,
the local school and in most other people). This proportion was lower for the descendants,
with a significant gap of around 10 pp in both 2008 and 2014–15, compared with the
reference group (Figure 4.18).

Problems in accessing services—more for descendants
In 2014–15, the descendants were more likely than the reference group to have experienced
problems in accessing services (such as financial institutions, health services, government
services and utilities)—29% compared with 23%. This difference is statistically significant
(Figure 4.18).
However, both the descendants and their reference group reported a lower rate of having
problems in accessing services in 2014–15 than in 2008.
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Note: Statistically significant gaps are presented in the figure as either triangles or circles to be read from the right-hand vertical axis. Gap values
displayed as a triangle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly lower than that of the reference group at 5% test level. Gap values
displayed as a circle denote that the rate of the descendants is significantly higher than that of the reference group at 5% test level.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2016a.

Figure 4.18: Comparisons in community functioning, social networks and problem accessing
services, proportions of descendants of all people removed and reference group, 2002, 2008
and 2014–15
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5

Effects of being removed or being a
descendant
At a glance
Stolen Generations proxy population
•

In 2014–15, the Stolen Generations proxy population was significantly more likely to
have an adverse outcome in 12 of the 20 indicators examined in this chapter, compared
with the reference group who were not removed, even after controlling for the
differences in many other contributing factors to these outcomes.

•

Compared with the reference group, the large significant effects of removal were
estimated to be: 3.3 times as likely to have been incarcerated in the last five years,
2.2 times as likely to have been ever formally charged by police, 2 times as likely to have
been arrested in the last five years, 1.8 times as likely to have government payments as
their main income source, 1.7 times as likely to have experienced actual or threatened
physical violence in the previous 12 months, and 1.7 times as likely not to be a home
owner.

•

In addition, in 2014–15, the effect of being removed also significantly impacted on:
having poorer self-assessed health, poorer health (using a composite measure), poorer
mental health, not being employed, having experienced homelessness, and having
experienced discrimination in the past 12 months.

•

Statistically significant effects of removal were also seen in the estimated results for the
other two survey periods (2002 and 2008).

•

For four of the 20 outcomes—low level of trust in the general community, low level of life
satisfaction, not completing Year 12, and not speaking an Indigenous language—the
effect of being removed was not generally statistically significant in all three periods.

Descendants of all people removed
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•

In 2014–15, descendants of all people removed were also significantly more likely to
have an adverse outcome in 11 of the same 20 indicators examined in this chapter,
compared with their reference group, even after controlling for the differences in many
other factors contributing to these outcomes.

•

Compared with their reference group, the large significant effects of being a descendant
were estimated to be: 2 times as likely to have felt discriminated against in the last
12 months, 2 times as likely not to speak an Indigenous language, 1.9 times as likely to
have experienced actual or threatened physical violence in the last 12 months, 1.6 times
as likely not to have good health (using a composite measure), 1.5 times as likely to
have problems accessing services in the last 12 months, and 1.5 times as likely to have
been arrested in the last five years.

•

In addition, in 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant also significantly impacted on:
having a low level of trust in the general community, being ever charged by police,
having poorer self-assessed health and mental health, and low life satisfaction.

•

Three of the 20 outcomes consistently showed no significant difference between the
descendants of all people removed and the reference group. These were being a current
smoker, not owning a home, and not having completed Year 12.
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5.1 Introduction
Chapters 3 and 4 compared the characteristics of the Stolen Generations proxy population
and of the descendants of all people removed with their respective reference groups on a
range of outcomes. These were simple comparisons, looking at each outcome individually,
and not adjusting for other potential influences on these outcomes. The analyses in this
chapter use a technique called multivariate regression analysis, which describes the
relationship between a particular outcome and several explanatory variables at the same
time. Box 5.1 provides some more detail about this method.
The multivariate analysis is carried out separately for a set of 20 selected outcomes, chosen
from the previous list of 38 outcomes reported in Chapter 3 (and 4). The 20 are selected on
the basis of which outcomes showed relatively larger differences in the simple comparative
analyses of chapters 3 and 4. Data from three survey periods (2002, 2008 and 2014–15
NATSISS) are analysed for each of the 20 selected outcomes.
Although multivariate regression analysis looks at several variables at the same time, the
results presented in this chapter are for the effect of the removal status variable only
(either being a removed person in the cohort born before 1972, in Section 5.2, or being a
descendant of a removed person, in Section 5.3). For each outcome, the results shown in
this chapter can be interpreted as the estimated effect of removal on that outcome, after
controlling for the effects of other factors that might be related to the outcome.
The purpose of this chapter is not to develop specialized regression models for each of the
20 outcomes chosen, but to analyse a wide range of outcomes over which the persistent
effects of removal can be identified through a simple but sound modelling approach with a
selected common set of candidate explanatory variables. These other explanatory variables
are listed in Box 5.2. They are included as required in the model for a specific outcome in
order to isolate more clearly the direct effects of being removed, or of being a descendant, by
controlling for the potential effects of the other key determinants of that outcome.
The choice of this set of explanatory variables follows similar modelling work, based on the
2014–15 NATSISS, carried out in AIHW (2018) on the key factors that drive changes in the
Indigenous outcomes behind the current Closing the Gap targets. The estimates of the
effects of these other variables are not of direct interest in this chapter and are not reported
here, but some discussion of these selected results are in Appendix D.
The results in this chapter are presented as odds ratios. The odds of an outcome is not
exactly the same as the likelihood (or probability) of that outcome occurring, but these two
concepts are closely related. For simplicity of language, the results on the estimated odds
ratios reported in this chapter on the effects of removal are interpreted as the difference in
the likelihood of an outcome occurring between the Stolen Generations proxy population and
the reference group who were not removed (or between the descendants and their reference
group), after controlling for other factors.
•

An odds ratio higher than 1 indicates that the outcome is more likely to occur in the
Stolen Generations proxy population than in the reference group.

•

An odds ratio of less than 1 indicates that the outcome is less likely to occur in the
Stolen Generations proxy population than in the reference group.

•

An odds ratio of 1 indicates no difference between the two groups.

The further away the odds ratio is from 1, the stronger is the effect of being removed or being
a descendant on the outcome of interest. Standard statistical procedures are applied to test if
the estimated odds ratios for the effects of being removed, or for the effects of being a
descendant, are significantly different from 1.
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Box 5.1: Multivariate regression method in brief
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•

All the 20 selected outcomes analysed are defined as yes/no (or binary) categorical
variables. They classify the valid responses into two possible categories (for instance,
being employed or not employed; being in good health or not being in good health).

•

A logistic regression approach was used, which is appropriate for this type of data on the
outcome being modelled. They estimate the effects of different explanatory factors on
the odds of an individual being in one of the two categories of the outcome variable.

•

A separate logistic regression model was estimated for each outcome variable.
Each model included an indicator for whether an individual reported being removed
(in Section 5.2) or being a descendant of all people removed (Section 5.3), along with
other variables that are potential determinants of the outcome of interest.

•

Given the depth of coverage of the NATSISS, a wide range of explanatory variables are
available to include in the multivariate regression model for each of the 20 outcomes
analysed. A set of key 25 explanatory variables was identified for use in these models,
selected from the available literature, and they are listed in Box 5.2.

•

Since these key explanatory variables will also include some of the 20 outcomes being
analysed, the explanatory variables will differ slightly across the 20 models estimated. It
is necessary to exclude from the model for a specific outcome that same variable or its
close substitute as an explanatory variable.

•

Another reason for the differences in the explanatory variables selected for a specific
model is the expected direction of the causal relationships. For instance, it is reasonable
to include being a current smoker in the set of explanatory variables in the model for the
self-assessed health outcome. This is the main expected causal mechanism. So when
smoking itself is the outcome being modelled, self-assessed health is not included as an
additional explanatory variable (because that estimated relationship would still reflect
more strongly the effect of smoking on health, rather than any possible causal
mechanism running from health to smoking).

•

The same set of explanatory variables, however, is used in the regression model for a
specific outcome when estimating the effects of being removed in the cohort born before
1972 and the effects of being a descendant among those aged 18 and over.

•

The sample size for each model consists of the number of survey respondents for whom
valid responses were recorded for the particular outcome variable of interest and for all
of the explanatory variables. Sample sizes, and thus the reflected population sizes, are
not necessarily the same for each of the outcomes analysed.

•

The sample sizes in the ABS surveys on people removed in the age cohort born before
1972 do not support more robust model estimation strategies where all aspects of the
inter-relationship among the 20 outcomes analysed are controlled for in a more general
way, whereby the outcome and some of the model’s explanatory variables can be
determined jointly. Future work can use more robust estimation techniques to verify
more precisely the effects of removal than what have been estimated in this report.

•

The results in this chapter on the effects of being removed, or of being a descendant,
represent the average effect observed in the estimation sample, after controlling for the
effects of other explanatory variables. More extensive analysis to test whether the
effects of removal varied with the other explanatory factors, such as with age, sex, or
remoteness areas, was not undertaken due to the small sample sizes for these further
breakdowns, and also due to the sheer volume of the analysis already carried out.

•

The 20 outcomes of interest, the two types of study cohorts analysed, and three time
periods of data, result in up to 120 separate regression models estimated.
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Box 5.2: Set of explanatory variables used in the multivariate regression models
The following demographic and location variables were common to all estimated models:
•

removal status

•

sex

•

remoteness classification (categorised only as remote or non-remote)

•

age categories

•

marital status

•

number of dependents

•

additional indicator for being a Torres Strait Islander (Queensland sample only).

These additional explanatory variables were included selectively in each of the models:
Socio-economic factors
•

highest education level

•

is currently employed

•

household income level (by decile ranking)

•

over-crowded housing condition (as adequacy of the number of bedrooms)

Health status
•

self-assessed health categories

•

has disability or a long-term health condition

Health risk factors
•

is a current smoker

•

risky alcohol consumption (long-term guidelines)

•

adequacy of daily fruit or vegetable intake

Language and cultural factors
•

difficulty in speaking English

•

prior involvement of cultural activities

•

main language spoken at home is Indigenous

•

living in a homeland

Miscellaneous factors
•

prior arrest (in last five years)

•

has experience of actual or threatened physical violence

•

prior experience of homelessness (in last 10 years)

•

recent experience of stress (in last 12 months)

•

indicator for mixed household type (with non-Indigenous members).

The eight explanatory factors shown in italics in the above list are also outcomes being
modelled. These factors, however, may have multiple categories when used as an
explanatory variable, but always have only two categories when used as an outcome. For
example, several levels of highest educational qualification are defined when education is
used as an explanatory variable, but the outcome modelled for education is whether a
person has Year 12 qualification or not.
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5.2 Effects of being removed
There was a significantly higher likelihood of adverse outcomes faced by the Stolen
Generations proxy population for a wide range of outcomes, even after controlling for the
differences in many other contributing factors to these outcomes. The estimated odds ratio
(OR) results from the multivariate analysis on the effects of being removed for the cohort
born before 1972—compared with their reference group for the selected outcomes from the
2002, 2008 and 2014–15 NATSISS—are summarised in Figure 5.1.
In addition, the multivariate analysis was conducted for one more outcome derived only from
the 2014–15 survey. This is a composite measure of good health that covers multiple
dimensions of health, from subjective to objective indicators, in order to represent the overall
wellbeing of Indigenous Australians. Under this measure, 14% of the Stolen Generations
proxy population was assessed to have good health compared with 26% of the reference
group in 2014–15. Further details on how the composite health variable is derived are
provided in Appendix C.

Impact of being removed on the likelihood of adverse outcomes:
2014–15
In 2014–15, the Stolen Generations proxy population experienced higher odds of an adverse
outcome in 12 of the 20 outcomes examined (using the conventional 5% test level
corresponding to a 95% confidence interval, marked in gold colour in Figure 5.1).
Compared with the reference group, the Stolen Generations proxy population was:
•

3.3 times as likely to have been incarcerated in the last five years

•

2.2 times as likely to have ever been formally charged by police

•

2 times as likely to have been arrested in the last five years

•

1.8 times as likely to have government payments as their main income source

•

1.7 times as likely to have been a victim of actual or threatened physical violence in the
previous 12 months

•

1.7 times as likely not to be the owner of a home

•

1.7 times as likely to have poor self-assessed health

•

1.6 times as likely to be currently not employed

•

1.6 times as likely to have experienced homelessness in the last 10 years

•

1.6 times as likely not to have ‘good health’ (based on the composite health measure)

•

1.5 times as likely to have experienced discrimination in the previous 12 months

•

1.5 times as likely to have poor mental health (high K5 score).

The Stolen Generations proxy population in 2014–15 was marginally more likely than the
reference group to have used substances (illicit drugs or misused medications) in the
previous 12 months, to have problems accessing services in the last 12 months, to be a
current smoker, and to live in households with income in the bottom three deciles. (The odds
ratios for these outcomes are marked in pink colour in Figure 5.1.)
For four of the 20 outcomes (had a low level of trust in the general community, had a low
level of satisfaction with life, did not complete Year 12 and does not speak an Indigenous
language), the effect of being removed was not statistically significant.
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Notes
1.

The symbol n.a. denotes data not available in that specific survey on the variable of interest.

2.

The colour scheme indicates whether the estimated odds ratio (OR) is close to 1 or statistically different from 1 at the 5% and 10% test levels.
Gold denotes the OR is significantly different from 1 at the conventional 5% test level, consistent with the 95% confidence interval. Pink
denotes the OR is significantly different from 1 at the 10% level, consistent with the wider 90% confidence interval. Light blue means the
estimated OR is not significantly different from 1 (meaning the outcome measured does not vary significantly between those who were
removed from their families and the reference group in this age cohort who were not removed.

Sources: AIHW analysis of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2016a.

Figure 5.1: Odds ratio estimates of the effects of being removed for the cohort born before
1972, on 20 selected outcomes, results from the 2002, 2008 and 2014–15 NATSISS
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Time series analysis 2002 to 2014–15
Three outcomes showed a consistent pattern of significant differences in all three survey
periods, with a higher likelihood for the Stolen Generations proxy population to experience
these adverse outcomes. These were being arrested in the last five years, not being a
homeowner, and experiencing violence in the last 12 months.
Some outcomes were reported in only two surveys. Of these five (feels discriminated
against, has poor mental health, used substances, problems accessing services, low level of
trust in the community), only one indicator—feeling discriminated against in the past 12
months—had a significantly higher likelihood to occur in the Stolen Generations proxy
population relative to the reference group in both survey periods.
The estimated odds ratios are consistently lower than 1 on the outcome ‘does not speak an
Indigenous language’. This indicates that in general the Stolen Generations proxy population
are more likely to speak an Indigenous language, but the estimated odds ratio are not
statistically significant at the conventional 5% test level in any of the three survey periods.

5.3 Effects of being a descendant
The estimated odds ratio on the effects of being a descendant of all people removed for the
same set of 20 selected outcomes from the 2002, 2008 and 2014–15 NATSISS are
summarised in Figure 5.2.
The additional analysis on the composite measure of good health was also conducted for the
descendants. Under this measure, 33% of the descendants were assessed to have good
health compared with 38% of the reference group in 2014–15.

Impact of being a descendant on the likelihood of adverse
outcomes: 2014–15
The results for the descendants show a similar pattern of having significantly higher odds of
adverse outcomes in 11 of the same 20 outcomes in 2014–15. However, the list of outcomes
where the descendants have the greatest adversity differ slightly from the similar list of
outcomes observed for the Stolen Generations proxy population. Compared with the
reference group, Indigenous adults who reported to be descendants were:
•

2 times as likely to feel discriminated against in the last 12 months

•

2 times as likely not to speak an Indigenous language

•

1.9 times as likely to be a victim of threatened or physical violence in the last 12 months

•

1.6 times as likely not to have good health (based on a composite health measure)

•

1.5 times as likely to have a problem accessing services in the last 12 months

•

1.5 times as likely to have been arrested in the last five years

•

1.4 times as likely to have a low level of trust in the general community

•

1.4 times as likely to have ever been formally charged by police

•

1.4 times as likely to have poor self-assessed health

•

1.4 times as likely to have a low level of satisfaction with their lives

•

1.3 times as likely to have poor mental health (high K5 score).
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For two of the outcomes, compared with the reference group, Indigenous adults who
reported to be descendants were significantly less likely to:
•

live in households with income in the bottom three deciles (0.7 times)

•

have government payments as the main source of income (0.6 times).

For the remaining seven outcomes—was incarcerated in the last five years, experienced
homelessness in the last 10 years, used a substance in the last 12 months, being a current
smoker, not owning a home, not currently employed, and not completing Year 12 or
equivalent—there was no significant effect of being a descendant relative to the reference
group.

Time series analysis 2002 to 2014–15
Only one outcome—experience of violence in the last 12 months—showed a consistent
pattern of significant differences in all three survey periods, with a higher likelihood for the
descendants to experience violence. Three other outcomes showed significantly higher odds
for the descendants relative to the reference group in at least two survey periods with
available data—feels discriminated against in the last 12 months, has low level of trust in the
general community, and has poor mental health.
Three of the 20 outcomes consistently showed no significant difference between the
descendants and the reference group (when data are available for all three survey periods).
These were being a current smoker, not owning a home, and not having completed Year 12.
On three outcomes, the descendants had significantly lower odds of experiencing these
adverse outcomes (that is, the descendants were more advantaged than the reference
group) in at least one survey period. These include a higher likelihood of being employed, a
lower likelihood of having household income in the bottom three deciles, and a lower
likelihood of having government payments as the main source of income. However, these
lower odds are not observed in all three survey periods, nor are they consistently significant.
In general, the adverse effects of removal are more obvious in the comparisons between the
Stolen Generations proxy population and their reference group who were not removed, than
between the descendants and other Indigenous adults who had not experienced any type of
removal.
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Notes
1.

The symbol n.a. denotes data not available in that specific survey on the variable of interest.

2.

The colour scheme indicates whether the estimated odds ratio (OR) is close to 1 or statistically different from 1 at the 5% and 10% test levels.
Gold denotes the OR is significantly different from 1 at the conventional 5% test level, consistent with the 95% confidence interval. Pink
denotes the OR is significantly different from 1 at the 10% level, consistent with the wider 90% confidence interval. Light blue means the
estimated OR is not significantly different from 1 (meaning the outcome measured does not vary significantly between the descendants and
their reference group aged 18 and above).

Sources: AIHW analysis of ABS 2010a, 2010c, 2016a.

Figure 5.2: Odds ratio estimates of the effects of being descendants, on 20 selected outcomes,
results from 2002, 2008 and 2014–15 NATSISS
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6

Comparisons with the non-Indigenous
population
At a glance
•

Comparisons are made of the age-standardised rates for a limited set of 14 outcomes
between the Stolen Generations proxy population and a cohort of non-Indigenous
Australians aged 40 and over, and between the descendants and a cohort of
non-Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over.

•

Age-standardised rates are also computed for the Indigenous reference groups
previously defined.

•

The non-Indigenous data are sourced from the 2014 General Social Survey (GSS), and
compared with the Indigenous data from the 2014–15 NATSISS. Comparisons are
limited by the few outcomes measured in a similar way in the NATSISS and GSS.

Stolen Generations proxy population
•

The Stolen Generations proxy population consistently had less favourable results than
the non-Indigenous reference group in 13 of 14 outcomes.

•

The largest differences between the Stolen Generations proxy population and the
non-Indigenous comparison group occurred in lower rate of home ownership, higher
reliance on government payments as main source of income, lower rate of being
employed, lower rate of completing Year 12, and having lower household income.

•

In terms of long-term health conditions, the prevalence of diabetes and heart disease
were substantially higher in the Stolen Generations proxy population, compared with the
non-Indigenous reference group.

Descendants of all people removed
•

Descendants of all people removed also consistently had less favourable results than
the non-Indigenous reference group in the same 13 of the 14 outcomes.

•

The largest differences between the descendants and the non-Indigenous comparison
group occurred in lower rate of completing Year 12, lower rate of home ownership,
higher reliance on government payments as main source of income, lower rate of being
employed, and having lower levels of household income.

•

On six outcomes the descendants did relatively better than their Indigenous reference
group based on age-standardised rates. These outcomes are: being employed, having
completed Year 12, having higher household income and personal income levels, relying
less on government payments as main source of income, and owning a home.

6.1 Introduction
This chapter presents simple comparisons of the mean values on a limited set of outcomes
for the Stolen Generations proxy population and a comparable cohort of non-Indigenous
Australians. Similar comparisons are also presented for the descendants of all people
removed and a comparable age cohort of non-Indigenous Australians.
Chapter 3 showed large differences in many of the selected outcomes between the Stolen
Generations proxy population born before 1972 and a comparable cohort of Indigenous
Australians who were not removed. This was also the case for the descendants of all people
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removed (Chapter 4) compared with their reference group. Comparing outcomes for the
Stolen Generations proxy population and for the descendants with the non-Indigenous
population is still of interest because comparing the effects of being removed from family only
with other Indigenous Australians who were not removed can be restrictive.
The results of the comparative analysis are presented simply as rate differences and as rate
ratios. The former are the absolute difference between the two populations, or the gap, in
percentage points on the mean value of an outcome; and the latter are the ratio of the mean
values of an outcome between the two groups being compared.
Data for non-Indigenous Australians are sourced from the 2014 General Social Survey
(GSS). Box 6.1 reviews comparability of data between the 2014 GSS for non-Indigenous
Australians and the 2014–15 NATSISS for the Stolen Generations proxy population.
The comparisons of the mean characteristics in this chapter look at each outcome
individually, and do not adjust for other potential influences on these outcomes, unlike the
analysis in Chapter 5.
Box 6.1: Comparing GSS and NATSISS data
•

The non-Indigenous data are sourced from the 2014 General Social Survey (GSS). The
GSS is a regular ABS survey that collects information at a national level on the personal
and household characteristics of people aged 15 and over on a range of social and
economic dimensions. It was first conducted in 2002 and has since been conducted
every four years.

•

The non-Indigenous data extracted from the GSS are provided by the ABS as part of the
2014–15 NATSISS TableBuilder files specifically to enable comparisons between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.

•

The TableBuilder format, however, limits the scope of the comparative analyses to
simple bivariate tabulations of differences between the two groups. More detailed
statistical analyses, such as regression modelling which controls for the effects of other
factors, cannot be conducted within TableBuilder.

•

Although unit record GSS data can be accessed in other ways that do allow regression
modelling, these files lack an Indigenous identifier and so the analysis of the unit record
data cannot be limited to non-Indigenous respondents only.

Other limitations exist when using the GSS as the data source for the non-Indigenous
reference group compared with the Indigenous population in the Indigenous-specific ABS
surveys. Some of these limitations are:
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•

The GSS is not strictly comparable in coverage with the NATSISS since the GSS
excludes people living in Very remote locations. However, this is less of a concern for
the analyses in this chapter since the GSS data reported here are only with reference to
the non-Indigenous population. The relatively small proportion of non-Indigenous
Australians living in Very remote areas means that their effect on the national estimates
for the non-Indigenous population is likely to be small.

•

There is a small discrepancy in the age cut-off for the non-Indigenous population due to
the limitations of the GSS data available in the ABS TableBuilder portal. Age is grouped
into five-year categories; and the ‘40 and over’ age group in 2014 is chosen as the
closest comparable age group for the ‘42 and over’ age group from the 2014–15
NATSISS.
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To allow a more meaningful comparison of the differences in outcomes between the Stolen
Generations proxy population and the non-Indigenous population reference group,
age-standardisation 6 is needed because of the observed differences in the age structures of
the Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations. Age-standardisation was not needed when
comparing the different groups within the Indigenous population described in earlier
chapters. For completeness, Table 6.1 also reports the age-standardised rates for the
Indigenous reference groups previously defined so that they are comparable with the other
age-standardised rates. Because of age-standardisation, data presented in this chapter on
the mean values for any of the Indigenous subgroups should not be compared with those
presented in earlier chapters which were not age-standardised.

6.2 Comparison between Stolen Generations proxy
population and non-Indigenous Australians
The age-standardised mean values for a set of 14 outcomes described in Chapter 3 from the
2014–15 NATSISS (and which are also found in the 2014 GSS) are presented in Table 6.1.
The first two groups compared are Indigenous people aged 42 and over from the 2014–15
NATSISS (coinciding with the cohort born before 1972) who reported being removed from
their families, and those in the Indigenous reference group who did not report being
removed. The third group included in Table 6.1 is the comparable non-Indigenous population
aged 40 and over from the 2014 GSS.
Table 6.1 also shows two sets of differences (or gaps) in the outcomes: differences between
the Stolen Generations proxy population and the Indigenous reference group, and the
differences between the Stolen Generations proxy population and the non-Indigenous
reference group.
As expected, for almost all of the14 outcomes in Table 6.1, the difference between the Stolen
Generations proxy population and the comparable non-Indigenous reference group is
substantially higher than the difference between the Stolen Generations proxy population
and their Indigenous reference group. One exception occurs in the age-standardised rates
for outcome 13 where slightly higher percentages of the Stolen Generations proxy population
(31%) and the Indigenous reference group (32%) report they have a say within the
community on important issues, than the non-Indigenous reference group (26%). Another
exception occurs in one of the sub-indicators in outcome 14 about specific health conditions.
The non-Indigenous reference group has a slightly higher rate of cancer at 7.4% compared
with the 7.1% rate for the Indigenous reference group, but the rate for the Stolen Generations
proxy population is the highest at 9.1%.
In several instances, the difference in the size of the gaps is high. For example, the rate of
home ownership (including having a mortgage) was 25% for the Stolen Generations proxy
population, compared with 42% for the Indigenous reference group (age-standardised). This
is a gap of 17 percentage points. However, for the non-Indigenous reference group, the
age-standardised home ownership rate is substantially higher, at 80%, leading to a gap with
the Stolen Generations proxy population of around 55 percentage points.

6

The method adopted is direct standardisation, which takes the age-specific rates (that is, the mean values of the
outcomes within a specific age group) and calculates the aggregate average rates for each of the comparison
groups assuming that they all had the same age distribution as the standard population. The standard population
used is the 30 June 2001 Standard Population released by the ABS (ABS 2013). Age groups used for
age-standardisation in Table 6.1 are 42–44, 45–49, 50–54, 55–59, 60–64 and 65 and over. A wider set of age
groups was used for age-standardisation of the results in Table 6.2 for the descendants.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Stolen Generations and descendants

81

SUB.1000.0001.5587

Table 6.1: Comparison of selected characteristics of the Stolen Generations proxy population
born before 1972 and comparable Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations, based on
age-standardised rates, 2014–15 and 2014
Gap (pp) between
removed Indigenous
cohort and:

Mean rates (age-standardised %)
Removed in
Indigenous
cohort born
before 1972(a)

Not removed
Indigenous
reference
group(a)

NonIndigenous
reference
group(b)

Indigenous
reference
group

NonIndigenous
reference
group

1. Not employed

62.0

47.4

23.9

14.6

38.1

2. Did not complete Year 12

91.2

87.1

56.8

4.1

34.4

3. Poor self-assessed health

53.4

40.1

20.4

13.3

33.0

4. Personal income in bottom 3 deciles

45.5

36.3

27.1

9.2

18.4

5. Household income in bottom 3 deciles

65.7

54.3

30.9

11.4

34.7

6. Government payments as main
source of personal income

73.2

59.6

27.4

13.7

45.8

7. Is a home owner

24.7

41.7

80.2

–17.0

–55.4

8. Has disability or restrictive long-term
condition

67.8

62.2

41.6

5.7

26.3

9. Has disability (severe/profound core
activity restriction)

16.1

12.4

6.7

3.6

9.4

10. Experienced stress (by respondents
in last 12 months)

72.9

64.6

62.4

8.3

10.5

11. Experienced homelessness (lifetime)

40.1

21.7

12.1

18.4

28.0

12. Able to get support in times of crisis

89.0

90.4

93.4

–1.4

–4.3

13. Has a say within community on
important issues

31.0

31.6

25.7

–0.6

5.3

Has asthma

22.0

17.9

10.6

4.1

11.4

Has bronchitis / emphysema

12.0

8.1

5.8

3.9

6.2

Has arthritis / osteoporosis

28.4

25.8

22.4

2.6

6.1

9.1

7.1

7.4

2.0

1.7

Has diabetes

37.8

28.8

10.1

9.0

27.7

Has heart disease

44.2

36.9

9.9

7.3

34.3

Has stroke

6.3

3.8

1.6

2.5

4.7

Has kidney disease

7.9

7.3

2.6

0.6

5.3

41.1

34.4

28.2

6.8

12.9

Outcomes

14. Has a specific health condition:

Has cancer

Has back pain / back problems

(a) With the exception of outcome 1 (‘not employed’), data for both Indigenous comparison groups are for those aged 42 and over from the
2014–15 NATSISS. For outcome 1, data are for those aged 42–64.
(b) With the exception of outcome 1 (‘not employed’), data for the non-Indigenous reference group are for those aged 40 and over from the 2014
GSS. For outcome 1, data are for those aged 40–64.
Notes
1.

The gap (rate difference) is calculated for both the difference in rates between the Stolen Generations proxy population and their Indigenous
reference group, as well as the difference between the Stolen Generations proxy population and the non-Indigenous reference group.
Statistical significance of these differences are not reported.

2.

The population used for age-standardisation is the Standard Population released by the ABS for 30 June 2001 (ABS 2013).

Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2014c, 2016a.

82

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Stolen Generations and descendants

SUB.1000.0001.5588

Similar large differences between the Stolen Generations proxy population and the
non-Indigenous comparison group are also evident for many other outcomes, including:
•

the percentage of people who rely on government payments as the main source of
income was 73% for the Stolen Generations proxy population compared with 60% for
Indigenous Australians aged 42 and over in the reference group. In comparison, 27% of
non-Indigenous Australians reported that they rely on government payments as the main
source of income, resulting in a gap between the Stolen Generations proxy population
and the non-Indigenous population of around 46 percentage points

•

the proportion who reported not being employed has a gap of 38 pp between the Stolen
Generations proxy population and the non-Indigenous reference group: the proportion
who were not employed was 24% for non-Indigenous Australians aged 40 and over,
47% in the Indigenous reference group aged 42 and over, and 62% in the Stolen
Generations proxy population

•

the proportion who reported having household income in the bottom three deciles
(gap of 35 pp between the Stolen Generations proxy population and the non-Indigenous
reference group)

•

the proportion who reported not completing Year 12 (gap of 34 pp between the Stolen
Generations proxy population and the non-Indigenous reference group)

•

the proportion of respondents reporting specific long-term health conditions
(outcome 14), was consistently higher among the Stolen Generations proxy population:
–

the prevalence of diabetes was 10% in the non-Indigenous reference group, 29% in
the Indigenous reference group and 38% in the Stolen Generations proxy population

–

the prevalence of asthma was 11% in the non-Indigenous reference group,
compared with 18% in the Indigenous reference group and 22% in the Stolen
Generations proxy population.

When expressed as rate ratios, compared with non-Indigenous adults born before 1972, the
Stolen Generations proxy population was (not controlling for the effects of other factors):
•

4.5 times as likely to have had heart disease

•

3.9 times as likely to have had a stroke

•

3.3 times as likely to have experienced homelessness (lifetime)

•

3.0 times as likely to have kidney disease

•

2.6 times as likely to have poor self-assessed health.

6.3 Comparison between descendants of all people
removed and non-Indigenous Australians
Table 6.2 presents the age-standardised mean values for the same set of outcomes as in
Table 6.1 but for three different groups: the descendants of all people removed, the
Indigenous reference group for the descendants, and the non-Indigenous reference group for
the descendants. All three groups relate to people aged 18 and over. The descendants of all
people removed in this analysis exclude those who also reported to have been removed
themselves from their families.
Table 6.2 compares the difference in the mean values (the gap) between the descendants
and the Indigenous reference group, and between the descendants and the non-Indigenous
reference group.
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Table 6.2: Comparison of selected characteristics of the descendants of all people who were
removed and comparable Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations, people aged 18 and
over, based on age-standardised rates, 2014–15 and 2014
Gap (pp) between
descendants and:

Mean rates (age-standardised) (%)
Descendants
of all people
removed(a)

Indigenous
reference
group(a)

NonIndigenous
reference
group(a)

Indigenous
reference
group

NonIndigenous
reference
group

1. Not employed

43.6

47.6

22.6

–4.1

21.0

2. Did not complete Year 12

72.9

76.3

41.2

–3.5

31.7

3. Poor self-assessed health

33.6

27.3

15.5

6.3

18.1

4. Personal income in bottom 3 deciles

28.4

37.7

25.7

–9.3

2.7

5. Household income in bottom 3
deciles

46.7

52.1

25.3

–5.4

21.4

6. Government payments as main
source of personal income

50.2

56.6

21.1

–6.4

29.1

7. Is a home owner

36.2

30.9

67.5

5.3

–31.4

8. Has any disability or restrictive
long-term condition

51.7

47.8

30.7

3.9

21.1

9.9

7.6

4.5

2.2

5.4

10. Experienced stress (by respondents
in last 12 months)

72.6

62.1

63.2

10.5

9.4

11. Experienced homelessness (lifetime)

34.7

20.4

13.8

14.2

20.9

12. Able to get support in time of crisis

91.0

91.6

94.9

–0.6

–3.9

13. Has a say within community on
important issues

27.4

27.0

24.5

0.3

2.8

20.0

16.6

11.3

3.3

8.7

7.2

4.3

4.3

2.9

2.9

19.2

12.7

13.1

6.5

6.1

7.0

3.7

4.5

3.3

2.5

Has diabetes

18.9

19.3

6.1

–0.4

12.8

Has heart disease

24.3

22.5

5.5

1.8

18.8

Has stroke

1.6

2.0

1.0

–0.4

0.6

Has kidney disease

5.9

4.4

1.6

1.5

4.3

29.6

23.1

20.7

6.5

8.9

Outcomes

9. Has disability (severe or profound
core activity restriction)

14. Has a specific health condition:
Has asthma
Has bronchitis / emphysema
Has arthritis / osteoporosis
Has cancer

Has back pain / back problems

(a) With the exception of outcome 1 (‘not employed’), data in this table are for those aged 18 and over. For outcome 1, data are for those aged
18–64 only.
Notes
1.

The rate difference (gap) is calculated for both the difference in rates for the examined outcomes between the descendants and their
Indigenous reference group as well as the difference between the descendants and the non-Indigenous reference group. Statistical
significance of these differences are not reported.

2.

The population used for age-standardisation is the Standard Population released by the ABS for 30 June 2001 (ABS 2013).

Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2014c, 2016a.
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Similar to the outcomes observed for the Stolen Generations proxy population, for almost all
of the 14 outcomes in Table 6.2, the gap between the descendants and the non-Indigenous
reference group is larger than the gap between the descendants and the Indigenous
reference group. One exception occurs again for outcome 13, where slightly higher
percentages of the descendants (27%) and the Indigenous reference group (27%) report
they have a say within the community on important issues than the non-Indigenous reference
group (25%).
Among these outcomes, the largest gaps between descendants and the comparable nonIndigenous group occurred in completing Year 12 (32 pp), home ownership (31 pp), and
reliance on government payments (29 pp).
In six instances, there were better outcomes for descendants than their Indigenous reference
group, but the descendants consistently had worse outcomes than the non-Indigenous
reference group. These six outcomes are employment status, Year 12 completion, personal
income level ranking, household income level ranking, home ownership and dependence on
government payments.
With regards to the outcome about specific health conditions, the prevalence of each health
condition is generally highest among the descendants compared with the other two reference
groups. Moreover, the gap between descendants and the comparable non-Indigenous group
is higher than the gap between descendants and the Indigenous reference group in 6 out of
the 9 selected conditions. (The exceptions occur in the rate of having bronchitis/emphysema,
arthritis/osteoporosis, and cancer).
Expressed as rate ratios, compared with non-Indigenous adults aged 18 and over, the
descendants of all people removed were (not controlling for the effects of other factors):
•

4.4 times as likely to have heart disease

•

3.7 times as likely to have kidney disease

•

3.1 times as likely to have diabetes

•

2.5 times as likely to have experienced homelessness (lifetime)

•

2.2 times as likely to have a severe or profound core activity restriction.
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7

Social and emotional wellbeing and
Link Up services
At a glance
•

The AIHW collects annual data from organisations funded by the Australian Government
to provide one or more types of health services—including social and emotional
wellbeing (SEWB) support and Link Up services. These administrative data include
counts of the total number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and Stolen
Generations clients who access SEWB and Link Up services.

•

The AIHW Online Service Report for 2015–16 shows that there was a total of around
16,800 Indigenous clients who had accessed any form of social and emotional wellbeing
services in 2015–16, including Link Up services.

•

In 2015–16, 10.1% of all clients of these services were classified as ‘First Stolen
Generations’ (1,900 clients), and around 16.5% were ‘Second Stolen Generations’ or
‘Third Stolen Generations’ (3,100 clients combined).

•

The share of the ‘First Stolen Generations’ in the total clients of these services has
increased slightly from 8.4% in 2012–13.

•

In 2015–16, 75% of ‘First Stolen Generations’ clients lived in Major cities, followed by
9.8% in Outer regional and 7.3% in Very remote areas.

•

There have been consistently more female than male clients among all Stolen
Generations clients.

•

In 2015–16, around 3,000 (or 16%) of the total SEWB service clients were assisted with
family tracing and reunion support under Link Up services.

7.1 Introduction
The AIHW collects annual data from organisations funded by the Australian Government to
provide one or more health services—including primary care, maternal and child health care,
social and emotional wellbeing services, and substance use services—to Indigenous
Australians. Data collected include the types of health services provided, the total number of
individual clients seen, and Indigenous background of the clients (AIHW 2017).
Social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) services are part of the service mix provided by
some of these organisations. SEWB services aim to improve the health, wellbeing and
resilience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander individuals, families and communities; they
also include Link Up services to assist the Stolen Generations to trace and, where possible,
to reunite with their families.
This chapter summarises the data for SEWB and Link Up services from the 2015–16 Online
Service Report (OSR) (AIHW 2017), and compares them with equivalent data from the
2012–13 OSR report (AIHW 2014a).
The OSR reports provide some data on categories of Indigenous clients using these
services. They are classified as ‘First Stolen Generations’, ‘Second Stolen Generations’,
‘Third and subsequent Stolen Generations’ and ‘Other Indigenous’. It is not clear how each
service obtains the client information to make these assessments, and if there is a specific
and consistent time period or age profile adopted to define who are in these categories.
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Also, not all service providers are able to categorise their clients into whether they are
members of the Stolen Generations and to which generation they belong.
Hence the specific counts reported in the tables and charts below using these separate
categorisations of the Stolen Generations clients should be treated with caution.

7.2 Social and emotional wellbeing services
In 2015–16, 93 organisations were funded to provide SEWB services. Of these, 86 (92.0%)
provided SEWB support services and 7 (7.5%) provided Link up services (AIHW 2017).
The total number of clients in 2015–16 was around 18,900, an increase from 17,700 in
2012–13. The number of Indigenous clients increased by 14% to 16,812 in 2015–16 from
around 14,500 in 2012–13 (tables 7.1 and 7.2).
In 2015–16, 10.1% (1,900 clients) of total clients were classified as ‘First Stolen
Generations’, 8.0% (1,500 clients) were classified as ‘Second Stolen Generation’, and 8.5%
(1,620 clients) were classified as ‘Third and subsequent Stolen Generations’ (Figure 7.1).
The share of total clients visiting SEWB services who are ‘First Stolen Generations’ has risen
since 2012–13 (from 1,487, or 8.4%), but the share of the ‘Second Stolen Generations’ and
‘Third Stolen Generations’ has declined (from 4,659, or 26.3%).
Among all Indigenous clients of SEWB services (16,812) in 2014–15, 11.3% were classified
as ‘First Stolen Generation’.

Source: AIHW 2017.

Figure 7.1: Number of clients of SEWB services, by Indigenous status and type of services,
2015–16

The majority (75.0% or 1,435 clients) of ‘First Stolen Generation’ clients in 2015–16 lived in
Major cities, followed by 9.8% (or 186 clients) in Outer regional and 7.3% (or 138 clients) in
Very remote areas. The distribution of the ‘Second Stolen Generation’ and ‘Third Stolen
Generations’ was less skewed, with 41.0% living in Major cities, 22.0% in Very remote,
19.0% in Outer regional, 13.0% in Inner regional and 4.9% in Remote areas (Table 7.3).
There have been consistently more female than male clients for all Stolen Generations
clients, with 6 in 10 clients being women.
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7.3 Link Up services
A total of 3,006 (or 16%) SEWB service clients were assisted with family tracing and reunion
support under Link Up services in 2015–16. Of these, 1,262 (or 42%) were ‘First Stolen
Generations’, and 827 (or 28%) ‘Second Stolen Generations’ and ‘Third Stolen Generations’
(Table 7.1).
Similar to the SEWB service profile overall, there were more female than male Link Up
clients among all Stolen Generations clients. For every 10 clients, around 4 were men and
6 were women.
Table 7.1: Number of clients of social and emotional wellbeing services, by service type,
Indigenous status and sex, 2015–16
Males
Service type/Generation

Females

Sex not recorded

Total

Number

%

Number

%

Number

%

Number

%

First Stolen Generation

262

4.4

364

4.2

14

1.0

640

4.0

Second Stolen Generation

350

5.9

602

7.0

85

6.1

1,037

6.5

Third and subsequent
Stolen Generations

405

6.8

666

7.8

188

13.4

1,259

7.9

4,213

70.9

5,909

69.0

1,080

77.1

11,202

70.4

5,230

88.1

7,541

88.0

1,367

97.6

14,138

88.9

Non-Indigenous

562

9.5

833

9.7

25

1.8

1,420

8.9

Indigenous status unknown

147

2.5

194

2.3

9

0.6

350

2.2

5,939

100.0

8,568

100.0

1,401

100.0

15,908

100.0

First Stolen Generation

485

38.6

777

44.4

0

0.0

1,262

42.0

Second Stolen Generation

167

13.3

303

17.3

0

0.0

470

15.6

Third and subsequent
Stolen Generations

137

10.9

220

12.6

0

0.0

357

11.9

Other Indigenous

308

24.5

277

15.8

0

0.0

585

19.5

1,097

87.3

1,577

90.1

0

0.0

2,674

89.0

24

1.9

34

1.9

0

0.0

58

1.9

135

10.7

139

7.9

0

0.0

274

9.1

1,256

100.0

1,750

100.0

0

0.0

3,006

100.0

First Stolen Generation

747

10.4

1,141

11.1

14

1.0

1,902

10.1

Second Stolen Generation

517

7.2

905

8.8

85

6.1

1,507

8.0

Third and subsequent
Stolen Generations

542

7.5

886

8.6

188

13.4

1,616

8.5

4,521

62.8

6,186

60.0

1,080

77.1

11,787

62.3

6,327

87.9

9,118

88.4

1,367

97.6

16,812

88.9

Non-Indigenous

586

8.1

867

8.4

25

1.8

1,478

7.8

Indigenous status unknown

282

3.9

333

3.2

9

0.6

624

3.3

7,195

100.0

10,318

100.0

1,401

100.0

18,914

100.0

SEWB support

Other Indigenous
Total Indigenous

Total
Link Up

Total Indigenous
Non-Indigenous
Indigenous status unknown
Total
Total SEWB

Other Indigenous
Total Indigenous

Total
Source: AIHW 2017.
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Table 7.2: Total number of clients of social and emotional wellbeing services, by Indigenous
status and sex, 2012–13
Males
Indigenous status

Females

Total(a)

Sex not recorded

Number

%

Number

%

Number

%

Number

%

First Stolen Generation

533

9.0

909

10.6

44

1.4

1,487

8.4

Second Stolen
Generation

884

14.9

1,022

11.9

323

10.4

2,229

12.6

Third and subsequent
Stolen Generations

776

13.0

1,000

11.6

653

21.0

2,430

13.7

Other Indigenous

3,275

55.1

4,880

56.7

205

6.6

8,361

47.2

Total Indigenous

5,468

91.9

7,811

90.8

1,225

39.4

14,507

81.9

Non-Indigenous

375

6.3

581

6.8

3

0.1

959

5.4

Indigenous status
unknown

104

1.7

211

2.5

1,942

62.4

2,259

12.7

5,947

100.0

8,603

100.0

3,110

100.0

17,725

100.0

Indigenous

Total

(a) Due to suppression of some of the underlying cell counts in the original source, the totals do not sum for all rows.
Source: AIHW 2014a.

Table 7.3: Number of clients of social and emotional wellbeing services, by Indigenous status,
Stolen Generation and remoteness area, 2015–16
Indigenous status

Major cities

Inner
regional

Outer
regional

Remote

Very remote

Total(a)

Indigenous
First Stolen
Generation

1,435

104

186

39

138

1,902

Second Stolen
Generation

690

181

313

55

268

1,507

Third and subsequent
Stolen Generations

599

239

265

98

415

1,616

Other Indigenous

2,618

2,054

2,060

2,810

2,245

11,787

Total Indigenous

5,342

2,578

2,824

3,002

3,066

16,812

150

203

141

741

243

1,478

46

130

109

333

6

624

5,538

2,911

3,074

4,076

3,315

18,914

Non-Indigenous
Indigenous status
unknown
Total

(a)

(a) Due to suppression of some of the underlying cell counts in the original source, the totals do not sum for all columns and rows.
Source: AIHW 2017.
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Appendix A: Full typology of removal from
family reported in the 2002 and 2014–15
NATSISS
The combination of questions asked in the ABS Indigenous-specific surveys on whether an
individual was personally removed or had relatives removed (and the expected large overlap
between these two subgroups) permit a detailed typology of the various combinations of
removal from family relevant for an individual. As well, the special interest in this report on
the Stolen Generations through the proxy measure of people born before 1972 who were
removed, and on the descendants of all people removed, add two other dimensions to the
possible typology of removal from family to apply to the ABS survey responses.
One key distinction made is between individuals removed from the cohort who were born
before 1972 and the younger cohort born in or after 1972. Then, a subsequent distinction is
made among those who reported that relatives were removed on the basis of the type of
relatives removed—that is, whether they were from an older generation or from the
same/younger generation as the survey respondent.

Categories of removal from family and removal of relatives
The tabulations on the full typology of removal from family are presented in Table A1 from
the 2002 and the 2014–15 NATSISS. The specific outcomes from this typology from the
2014–15 NATSISS only are also highlighted in Figure A1.
The main categories of removal from family that are mutually exclusive are represented in
four categories in Table A1—corresponding to rows 4, 8, 14 and 18 (the other rows represent
subtotals, or further subdivisions, of these four primary categories). These categories are:
•

total who were personally removed in cohort born before 1972 (row 4)

•

total who were personally removed in cohort born in or after 1972 (row 8)

•

total reporting relatives were removed, but not personally removed (row 14)

•

total who did not experience any type of removal from family (row 18).

The estimated total population presented in Table A1 (and Figure A1) are for all Indigenous
people aged 18 and over in the survey benchmark, including those who did not record valid
responses to the questions on removal in these surveys. These total survey benchmark
populations for those aged 18 and over are shown in the last row (21) of Table A1. All
percentages in that table are in relation to that total benchmark of Indigenous people aged 18
and over in each of these two surveys. These percentages ignore the small adjustments in
the denominator to account for responses that were not clearly stated, or that were refused
by the respondents, for any specific question related to classifying them according to this
typology. A common denominator used for all percentages reported in the table makes it
easier to assess the relative size of these sub-categories.
The benchmark population of all Indigenous people aged 18 and over in these surveys has
increased considerably from around 251,400 in the 2002 NATSISS to 399,700 in 2014–15. In
2014–15, a total of 20,891 people born before 1972 reported being personally removed; this
represented 5.2% of the total population aged 18 and over (row 4). Most of those who were
personally removed also reported removal of relatives (16,021 in row 2 out of the 18,127
individuals for whom information on removal of relatives is available, or 88.0%).
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Table A1: Experience of personal removal and removal of relatives among people aged 18 and
over, 2002 and 2014–15
2002
Row no.

2014–15

Number

%

Number

%

Cohort born before 1972
1

Personally removed, but no relatives removed

2,129

0.8

2,106

0.5

2

Personally removed, and relative(s) removed

12,401

4.9

16,021

4.0

3

Personally removed, unknown if relatives removed

918

0.4

2,764

0.7

4

Total personally removed

15,448

6.1

20,891

5.2

Younger cohort born 1972 or later (aged 18 and over)
5

Personally removed, but no relatives removed

1,473

0.6

2,149

0.5

6

Personally removed, and relative(s) removed

3,933

1.6

15,072

3.8

7

Personally removed, unknown if relatives removed

431

0.2

774

0.2

8

Total personally removed

5,837

2.3

17,995

4.5

Combined cohorts (aged 18 and over): by type of relatives removed
9

Elder relatives removed

69,701

27.7

114,760

28.7

10

Other relatives removed

21,348

8.5

47,364

11.8

11

Total relatives removed

91,049

36.2

162,124

40.6

Combined cohorts (aged 18 and over): by all types of removal experience
12

Total personally removed (= rows 4+8)

21,284

8.5

38,886

9.7

13

Relatives removed, and personally removed

16,334

6.5

31,093

7.8

14

Relatives removed, but not personally removed

74,716

29.7

131,031

32.8

15

Elder relatives removed, but not personally removed

61,319

24.4

99,361

24.9

16

Other relatives removed, but not personally removed

13,396

5.3

31,670

7.9

91,049

36.2

162,124

40.6

108,509

43.2

181,763

45.5

With valid responses to questions on both personal removal and
relatives being removed (= rows 4+8+14+18 minus rows 3 and 7)

203,160

80.8

348,142

87.1

With invalid responses to questions on either personal removal or
relatives being removed

48,238

19.2

51,587

12.9

251,398

100.0

399,729

100.0

17

Total relatives removed

18

Did not experience any type of removal from family

Reference population (aged 18 and over)
19
20
21

Total reference population

Note: Estimates in this table are among all people aged 18 and over. All percentages reported use the total population aged 18 and over (that is,
row 21 in the table) as the denominator, even if responses on some questions used to classify this typology were missing. In the more detailed
analyses in Chapter 2, and elsewhere in the main report, the percentages reported are adjusted to exclude ‘not stated’ and ‘refused’ responses,
where appropriate, from the denominators; so small discrepancies may occur between this table and tables in the main report.
Sources: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2010a, 2016a.

The number of people in the younger cohort born in or after 1972 who reported being
personally removed in 2014–15 (17,995 in row 8) was only slightly less than the number for
the cohort born before 1972 (20,891). This indicates a need to be cautious in interpreting the
data on removal from family in these ABS surveys since a large number of younger people
continue to report themselves as being removed. Those personally removed in the younger
cohort represent 4.5% of the total population aged 18 and over—and this percentage has
increased from 2.3% in 2002. A large proportion (15,072 in row 6 of the 17,221 for whom
information on removal of relatives is available, or 88.0%) of those personally removed in the
younger cohort also report that their relatives were removed.
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Source: AIHW tabulations of ABS 2016a.

Figure A1: Estimated proportions of all Indigenous adults aged 18 and over (total count of
399,729) classified by their reported experience of removal from family, 2014–15 NATSISS

The 2014–15 NATSISS results show that there were roughly 131,000 people in the category
of not being personally removed but having relatives removed, representing around 33% of
the reference population of 18 and over (row 14 of Table A1). This percentage has also
increased since 2002 (30%). Adding all the sub-categories of individuals who report removal
of relatives leads to a total count of 162,124 in 2014–15 (row 11, or the equivalent row 17),
representing around 41% of the total population aged 18 and over. This percentage, too,
increased between 2002 (36%) and 2014–15.
Given the interest in also identifying the descendants of all people removed, the final
subgroup of individuals in the typology of Table A1 relate to those who only had elder
relative(s) removed, excluding those with other types of relatives removed. There was a total
of 114,760 such people in 2014–15, reporting their elder relative(s) had been removed,
representing 29% of the population aged 18 and over (row 9). This subgroup can be further
refined by excluding the overlap between being a descendant and being personally removed.
Excluding those who were removed themselves, the total count of people who reported to be
descendants of elder relative(s) who were removed was estimated to be 99,361 in 2014–15
(row 15), or 25% of the population aged 18 and over.
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Subgroups for comparative analyses
Finally, the typology of removal from family reported in Table A1 can be used to showcase
clearly the two main subgroups of interest for the analysis in this report and how the relevant
subgroups for the comparative analyses have been defined.
The primary subgroup of interest is those who were themselves removed among those born
before 1972 (the total of 20,891 in row 4 of Table A1). This subgroup is the closest proxy for
the Stolen Generations. A more detailed accounting of the time series data in the five ABS
surveys for this subgroup was provided in Chapter 2. Chapters 3 and 5 provided comparative
analyses of the outcomes on a range of health, socioeconomic and cultural characteristics
for this subgroup, compared with other Indigenous people in the same age cohort
(born before 1972) but who were not removed.
In the comparisons in these chapters, no further account was taken of whether the removed
individuals also had relatives removed or not. That is, the further subgroups of rows 1, 2 and
3 in Table A1 are not separately distinguished in the detailed analysis of this report, which
focused only on the total number of people reporting being removed themselves among
those born before 1972 (row 4). Those who were removed from family were then compared
with people born before 1972 who were not removed themselves. Removal of relatives is
feasible in both components of this comparison. However, no extra steps are taken to also
tailor this comparison based on a common experience of relatives being removed, since the
effect of being personally removed can be legitimately assumed to be the dominant effect.
The second subgroup of interest in this report are the descendants of all people removed
(that is, those who reported their relatives from older generations had been removed). In this
case, we further refine that subgroup to include or exclude those who were also themselves
removed (the counts in rows 9 and 15 of Table A1, respectively). The estimates of the
descendants given in Section 2.4 of Chapter 2 provided both options, including or excluding
those who were also themselves removed (Table 2.7).
However, the analysis in chapters 4 and 5 on the comparative outcomes on a range of
health, socioeconomic and cultural characteristics for the descendants excludes those who
also reported to have been personally removed. The remaining subgroup (total of 99,361 in
row 15 of Table A1, denoted as ‘elder relatives removed, but not personally removed’) serves
as a proxy for the descendants of all people who were removed from family in analysing their
relative outcomes.
The reference group selected for comparison with the descendants of all people removed
excludes individuals who have experienced any type of removal (either of themselves or of
their relatives). This leads to a purer comparison of the effects of experiencing the removal of
elder relatives without the extra effect of having also been personally removed.
The more detailed accounting of the time series data in the five ABS surveys for the
descendants of all people removed was presented in Chapter 2, but one more adjustment
had to be made in that chapter. The ABS surveys differ in the age group to whom the
removal status questions are put—it is people aged 18 and over in the health surveys, while
a lower age cut-off of 15 and over is used in the social surveys. Therefore, the cut-off of age
18 and over had to be adopted for consistency of the data across all five ABS surveys. That
higher cut-off is adopted in the detailed analyses in Chapter 2 and in all subsequent sections
on the comparative analyses of the characteristics and outcomes of the descendants in
chapters 4, 5 and 6.
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Appendix B: Method for census-based
estimates of Stolen Generations proxy
population
The census-based estimates of the total number of people who were removed in the cohort
born before 1972 are the result of the multiplication of two components: (1) the projected
Indigenous population in that cohort based on a common level of Indigenous identification
consistent with the 2011 Census ERP (that is, the denominators); and (2) the estimated rates
of being removed from family to apply for that population in any specific time period (that is,
the multipliers).

Component (1): base population denominators
Issues with base populations for time series comparison
In any of these ABS Indigenous-specific surveys, statistical weights are designed and
applied to the sample counts to ensure the survey estimates conform to the benchmark
population distribution (rather than the survey sample distribution itself). The population
benchmarks are based on projections of the latest available Indigenous ERP at the time of
the survey, excluding residents living in non-private dwellings. Private dwellings are houses,
flats, home units and any other structures used as private places of residence at the time of
the survey. Non-private dwellings include hotels, motels, hostels, hospitals, nursing homes,
correction facilities and short-stay caravan parks, etc. All residents of non-private dwellings
are generally excluded from the scope of ABS sample surveys, including the NATSISS and
the NATSIHS.
A summary of the population benchmarks for the Indigenous surveys used in this report is
provided in Table B1. It clearly shows that the population benchmarks are derived from three
different censuses (2001, 2006 and 2011), thus reflecting different underlying Indigenous
identification levels. This is evidenced by much larger estimates of Indigenous populations
under the more recent survey periods than would be consistent with natural increase only.
For instance, the projected total Indigenous population in 2008, based on the 2006 Census
ERP, was 539,361, while the back-casted estimate in 2008, based on the level of Indigenous
identification derived from the 2011 Census ERP, was 629,167. This is a difference of
around 17% with the original 2008 ERP used to develop the population benchmark for the
2008 NATSISS. Such differences in the reference population unfortunately carry over to the
estimates from the different ABS surveys of the total number of people who were removed.
Table B1: Summary of the population benchmarks in the ABS Indigenous-specific surveys
2002 to 2014–15
Indigenous survey

Population benchmark

NATSISS 2002

Projected Indigenous population estimates as at 31 December 2002, based on the 2001 Census

NATSIHS 2004–05

Projected Indigenous population estimates as at 31 December 2004, based on the 2001 Census

NATSISS 2008

Projected Indigenous population estimates as at 31 December 2008, based on the 2006 Census

NATSIHS 2012–13

Indigenous population estimates as at 30 June 2011, based on the 2011 Census

NATSISS 2014–15

Projected Indigenous population estimates as at 31 December 2014, based on the 2011 Census

Sources: ABS 2004, 2006, 2009, 2014b, 2016b.
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The calculations for a consistent set of the Indigenous ERP are updated after the release of
results for a new Census. Based on the estimated final ERP for the Census year, the ABS
develops new future demographic assumptions. These assumptions are then applied to the
latest Census ERP to project the annual estimates of Indigenous populations for future years
(of around 10 to 14 years), and to also back-cast the estimates for the previous 10 to 14
years. These time series projections and back-cast estimates then reflect purely
demographic changes that apply to an underlying population with an unchanging level of
Indigenous identification. This series can then be used as an alternative reference population
base relevant for the time periods in which the NATSISS and the NATSIHS were conducted.

Options for new population bases
There are three possible options to adjust the Indigenous population estimates to imply
consistent Indigenous identification:
1.

replace the populations wherever not already based on the 2011 Census ERP by the
projected/back-casted populations based on the 2011 Census ERP

2.

replace the populations by projected/back-casted populations based on the 2016
Census ERP

3.

replace the populations for any particular survey by the interpolated population estimates
from two adjacent Census ERP for that particular year.

The choice for the adjustment of the population bases (that is, denominators) should reflect
the most recent Indigenous identification. As well, the adjustment should be able to be
applied for the data from at least 2002 to 2018 for the purpose of this report.
For this report, option 1 was adopted. Although the ABS has released a preliminary version
of the Indigenous ERP based on the 2016 Census (ABS 2017), option 2 is not feasible yet
since projections and back-casted estimates based on the final 2016 Census Indigenous
ERP are not available. Option 1 provides a clearer perspective than option 3 on the
projections and back-casted estimates based on ERP data from a single year, and the level
of Indigenous identification based on that single Census year.
The projected/back-casted Indigenous populations from the 2011 Census are sourced from
the ABS published report Estimates and projections, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Australians, 2001 to 2026 (ABS 2014a). The Series B estimates have been used, and this
series provides an annual (end-June) estimate of the Indigenous ERP by single year of age
and sex from 2001 to 2026, based on actual data from the 2011 Census.
One additional adjustment to the population denominators is for the time period of the
estimates. The ABS projections of Indigenous ERP, based on the 2011 Census, are all
estimated as at 30 June of 2001 through to 30 June 2026. For the 2004–05, 2012–13 and
2014–15 survey periods, in order to adjust the ERP to coincide with their two-year collection
cycle, the ERP data have been converted to end-December of the year in between the two
years of the survey period. The December ERP is the average of the two closest June
estimates in the ABS series (for example, the December 2014 ERP estimate is the average
of the June 2014 and June 2015 ABS series estimates).
Note that the census-based ERP for the cohort born before 1972 are much higher than the
benchmark populations from the ABS surveys in Table 2.1. For instance, the survey
benchmark in the 2014–15 NATSISS for all Indigenous people born before 1972 was
154,633 (Table 2.1). However, the ERP for this cohort, based on the 2011 Census level of
identification projected to December 2014, is 164,055. The increase occurs not only because
the identification level is adjusted to the higher level prevailing in the 2011 Census, but also
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because residents living in non-private dwellings are included in the census-based ERP,
while they are excluded from the survey benchmark populations.

Component (2): rate of removal multiplier
The estimates in Chapter 2 (as in Table 2.12) applied the average national rate of being
removed from family (11%) from the ABS surveys to the reference Indigenous population in
that age cohort.
An alternative set of estimates could have been derived by applying the observed
period-specific national rate of removal that was estimated from each specific survey period.
These rates were also reported in Table 2.1. However, using the 11% average rate is
preferable because it can be applied to periods other than those covered by the surveys,
such as for 2016 and 2018. Also, a common rate of being removed from family applied to
each year of the slowly declining Indigenous ERP in this cohort leads to the estimates of the
removed population born before 1972 also declining steadily over time.

Consistent time series estimates of the Stolen
Generations proxy population in the cohort born
before 1972
Table B2 presents the 2011 Census ERP-based estimates of the population in the cohort
born before 1972 who were removed for the 2002 to 2014–15 survey periods, together with
the additional projected estimates for 2016 to 2018, applying the average 11% rate of being
removed derived from the ABS surveys to all periods. These estimates reflect the common
level of Indigenous identification that is based on the 2011 Census. Table B2 is equivalent to
Table 2.12 in Chapter 2.
The estimates of the total population in the cohort born before 1972 who were removed can
also be derived for time periods not covered by the ABS surveys or projected into the future,
as long as the 2011 Census-based ERP are available by single year of age for that year.
That ABS data series (ABS 2014a) has been used in Table B2 to project this population of
removed people in the cohort born before 1972 to calendar years 2016, 2017 and 2018.
A longer period of projections beyond 2018 for estimating the population in the cohort born
before 1972 who were removed (by using the average 11% rate of being removed) is not
advisable. This average is derived from survey data from the 2002 to 2014–15 period, and
should not be applied to population estimates much beyond the range of the survey periods. 7
The estimates of the total surviving population in the cohort born before 1972 who were
removed in Table B2 show an expected pattern: the number of removed individuals in the
cohort born before 1972 is declining slowly over time, from an estimate of 21,294 in 2002 to
an estimate of 17,154 in 2018. This represents a decline of almost 20% over this 16-year
period, reflecting the underlying mortality rate for this age cohort assumed in the ABS ERP
calculations based on the 2011 Census.

7 The proportion of removed individuals in the cohort born before 1972 who are surviving in each successive year
(that is, what is called the ‘rate of being removed’ in these derivations) will not, in fact, remain constant from year
to year. The potential discrepancy between an actual rate of being removed applicable for a given time period and
the average rate of being removed based on several past surveys can increase as one gets further away from
the survey time periods over which the average was computed.
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Table B2: Estimates of Indigenous Australians born before 1972 who were removed from their
families based on ABS time series of consistent Indigenous ERP derived from the 2011
Census, for various years, 2002 to 2018
2002
(aged 30
and over)

2004–05
(aged 32
and over)

2008
(aged 36
and over)

2012–13
(aged 40
and over)

2014–15
(aged 42
and over)

2016
(aged 44
and over)

2017
(aged 45
and over)

2018
(aged 46
and over)

Estimation status

Back-cast

Back-cast

Back-cast

Projection

Projection

Projection

Projection

Projection

Reference population
time point

Jun 2002

Dec 2004

Jun 2008

Dec 2012

Dec 2014

Jun 2016

Jun 2017

Jun 2018

Total Indigenous
population estimate

547,940

580,739

629,167

691,300

721,319

744,956

761,300

778,064

Total Indigenous
population born before
1972

193,585

187,825

179,375

168,508

164,055

160,640

158,313

155,942

11.0

11.0

11.0

11.0

11.0

11.0

11.0

11.0

21,294

20,661

19,731

18,536

18,046

17,670

17,414

17,154

Average national rate of
removal (%)
Total estimated number
who were removed
Notes
1.

The estimates of the total Indigenous population in this table (and of the Indigenous population born before 1972) are from ABS 2014a
(Series B). This series also includes residents of non-private dwellings, who are excluded from the reference population benchmarks of the
ABS surveys.

2.

These estimates of the total number of people in this cohort who were removed are derived by applying a percentage share (the 11% average
rate of being removed) to the total Indigenous ERP in the cohort born before 1972. No additional data source is available to estimate the rate
of removal among Indigenous people who live in non-private dwellings. Hence, the survey-based estimates have been applied to that
subgroup as well.

Sources: AIHW analysis of ABS 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2015, 2016a; ABS 2014a.

As noted in ABS (2014a), the ERP projections presented are not intended as predictions or
forecasts; rather, they illustrate the growth and change in population that would occur if
assumptions made about future demographic trends were to prevail over the projection
period. The same statement holds for the projections/back-cast of the total population in the
cohort born before 1972 who were removed presented in Table B2 (and in Table 2.12 in the
main report).
A final caveat to the estimation method adopted in this report—whereby a survey-based rate
of being removed is applied to a census-based ERP—is that the potential difference in the
rates of being removed between Indigenous people living in private dwellings and in
non-private dwelling is ignored. The survey-based estimate(s) of the rate of being removed
are derived only from a sample of residents of private dwellings, but that same rate is applied
to the full Census-based ERP that includes residents of non-private dwellings. 8
A similar approach was also used to derive census-based consistent time series estimates of
the descendants of all people removed. The full results were presented in Table 2.13 in
Chapter 2.

8 This method implies that residents living in non-private dwellings have the same rate of removal as those in
private dwellings. However, this assumption cannot be confirmed with any available data since no additional data
source is available to estimate the rate of removal among Indigenous people who live in non-private dwellings. On
average, around 4% of the total Indigenous population live in non-private dwellings (this can be approximated by
tabulating the total count and percentage share of people in non-private dwellings from the Census count data, as
in the 2016 Census TableBuilder files).
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Appendix C: Components of the composite
health variable
For the multivariate regression analyses in Chapter 5, a composite health measure was also
developed from the 2014–15 NATSISS as an additional outcome for which the effects of
being removed, and the effects of being a descendant of all people removed, were
estimated. The composite health measure presents a broader perspective of health and
wellbeing than the other health indicators also analysed in Chapter 5—self-assessed health,
mental health, and disability status.
Mindful of the World Health Organization’s definition of health—namely, that it is a state of
complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or
infirmity (WHO 1948)—the composite health measure was designed to cover multiple
dimensions of health, from subjective self-reported assessments to objective medical
conditions, and covering both physical and mental dimensions, in order to represent the
overall health of Indigenous Australians.
The composite health measure is an index comprising four health components. It is
calculated by aggregating the individual health components into a composite health score,
as defined in Box C1. Then this score is converted into a binary ‘good health’ indicator by
applying a cut-off score to distinguish being in ‘good health’ from not in ‘good health’.
Box C1: Definition of composite health score
𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶 ℎ𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒ℎ 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠

= 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 ℎ𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒ℎ 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 − 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠
−

(𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 − 2)
− 𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠
2

𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌𝑌,
𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺 ℎ𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒ℎ 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = �
𝑁𝑁𝑁𝑁,

𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 ℎ𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒ℎ 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 ≥ 2.5
𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 ℎ𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒ℎ 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 < 2.5

The composite health measure defined in this report extends the previous AIHW’s definition
of a composite health score developed in AIHW (2014b). The AIHW undertook a more recent
analysis using the older definition of a composite health score for the Department of the
Prime Minister and Cabinet on the sources of health disparity between the Indigenous and
non-Indigenous populations, using data from the NATSIHS 2012–13 and the Australian
Health Survey 2011–12. The results were published in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Health Performance Framework 2017 report (AHMAC 2017).
The extension to the new composite health measure consists of two parts. The first part is
the addition of an extra component of a disability score to the composite measure; and the
second part is to apply a new cut-off score, given the addition of a new component, to
convert the aggregate composite health score into a binary variable distinguishing between
having good health and not having good health on this composite score.
In the 2014–15 NATSISS, around 40% of Indigenous Australians aged 15 and over
(175,800) reported that they had ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’ health on the self-assessed
measure. In the composite good health measure developed for this analysis, 34% of this
reference population (152,400) are assessed to be in ‘good health’.
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Appendix D: Summary of multivariate
regression results by outcomes
The discussion of the multivariate logistic regression results in Chapter 5 noted that all of the
regression models estimated for this report included a wide range of explanatory variables, in
addition to the specific variable of interest indicating removal status. The results presented in
Chapter 5 focussed only on the estimated effects of removal on the 20 outcomes modelled
(and the effects of being a descendant on these same outcomes). The estimates of the
effects of these other explanatory variables were not of direct interest in that chapter and
were not reported there.
This appendix supplements the discussion of the multivariate regression results of Chapter 5
by summarising the significant effects of the other variables for each of the selected
outcomes. The results are discussed in term of the estimates of the odds ratio (OR) that
apply to a specific explanatory variable in increasing or decreasing the likelihood of
observing a specific outcome that was modelled.
The generic set of explanatory variables used in the multivariate regression models was
listed in Box 5.2 in Chapter 5. There were 25 individual variables which were candidates to
be used in the model for a specific outcome, but some variation did occur in which variables
were included in the final estimated model for a specific outcome. There, however, was a
common set of 7 demographic and location variables used as explanatory variables in every
model estimated (removal status, sex, remoteness classification categorised only as remote
or non-remote, age categories, marital status, number of dependents, and an indicator for
Torres Strait Islander status).
Logistic regression modelling estimates the odds of an event occurring (represented by the
binary independent variable) for varying levels of the explanatory variables. The odds of an
outcome is not exactly the same as the likelihood (or probability) of that outcome occurring,
but these two concepts are closely related. For simplicity of language, the results on the
estimated odds ratios reported in this appendix (and in Chapter 5, on the effects of removal)
are interpreted as the difference in the likelihood of an outcome with varying levels of each
explanatory variable, after controlling for other factors.
The results are discussed separately below for the models estimated for the cohort of
persons born before 1972, in which their removal status was one of the explanatory
variables; and for models estimated for the adult population aged 18 and over, where being a
descendant was one of the explanatory variables.
This appendix covers only the results from the 2014–15 NATSISS, including on the outcome
of being in good health on the composite health score. The full set of regression results are
not provided even in this appendix due the large volume of the output with models estimated
for 20 outcomes for each of the two study cohorts.

D.1 Regression results on outcomes for the cohort
born before 1972
The following section provides more detailed discussion of the regression model results for
the outcomes modelled for the entire cohort of Indigenous people born before 1972, to
supplement the analysis in Section 5.2 on the effects of being removed in this cohort.
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Employment
This outcome was modelled only for people aged 42–64 in the 2014–15 survey.
Men and married people were less likely to be not employed (ORs of 0.65 and 0.38,
respectively). People with 4 or more dependants were twice as likely as those without
dependants not to be employed.
Education increased the likelihood of being employed; the higher the education level
attained, the less likely a person was not employed. Those with a Year 12 certificate alone
were not more likely to be employed relative to having a lower level of education; but those
with higher than Year 12 education levels were significantly less likely not to be employed.
Having difficulty communicating in English, having poor self-assessed health, being a person
with disability, or having been arrested in the previous five years were all associated with a
higher likelihood of not being employed. Having been arrested in the previous five years
resulted in being 3 times as likely not to be employed.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on employment status was statistically significant,
with those who were removed 1.6 times as likely not to be currently employed as their
reference group.

Year 12 completion
Among the Indigenous cohort born before 1972, the older a person was, the more likely that
person reported not having completed Year 12.
Having poor self-assessed health and engaging in risky alcohol consumption were
associated with a lower likelihood of completing Year 12.
Conversely, having higher household income was associated with a higher likelihood of
completing Year 12.
Further, Torres Strait Islander people were more likely to have Year 12 completion than
Aboriginal Australians (OR of 2.8).
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on Year 12 completion was not statistically
significant.

Self-assessed health
Being aged between 50 and 64 was significantly associated with having poor or fair
self-assessed health compared with the youngest age group in this cohort (aged 42–49).
Other factors found to reduce the likelihood of having poor or fair health included:
•

being married (OR of 0.68)

•

being in the middle or upper third of household income values (ORs of 0.58 and 0.43,
respectively)

•

living in remote areas (OR of 0.76, significant at the 90% confidence level).

In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on self-assessed health status was statistically
significant, with those who were removed 1.7 times as likely to have a poor self-assessed
health as their reference group.
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Mental health
Men, older people (aged 65 and over) and people who were married are significantly less
likely to report poor mental health (classified as high or very high psychological distress on
the K5 scale).
People with very good or excellent self-assessed general health were twice as likely to not
have poor mental health as those with self-assessed health reported as good, fair or poor.
Disability had a significant negative impact on the mental health of an Indigenous person.
Having severe core activity limitation or having experienced stress in the past 12 months
could result in a 2 to 3 times higher likelihood, respectively, to report poor mental health.
Indigenous Australians born before 1972 with risky alcohol consumption had substantially
higher odds of having poor mental health than those with low to moderate risk alcohol
consumption, or no risk at all.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on mental health status was statistically significant,
with those who were removed 1.5 times as likely to have a poor mental health as their
reference group.

Satisfaction with life
In the cohort born before 1972, those aged 65 and over, who were married or living in remote
areas were more likely to report having a high level of satisfaction with life than the cohort
aged under 65, who were not married or who lived in non-remote areas.
Factors found to increase the likelihood of reporting a low level of life satisfaction included:
•

not being employed (OR of 1.7, compared with those employed)

•

having severe/profound core activity limitation (OR of 1.8, compared with those who do
not)

•

engaging in alcohol consumption at low/medium risk level (OR of 1.5, compared with
those without any risk).

In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on the level of life satisfaction was not statistically
significant.

Smoking status
The Indigenous cohort born before 1972 living in remote areas was more likely to smoke
than those in non-remote areas. Smoking behaviour was decreasing with age, with people
aged 65 and over being only one-fifth as likely to smoke as those aged 42–49. As well, those
who are married were less likely to smoke than those who were not.
Income and education levels were negatively associated with smoking status. The higher the
income a person’s family received, or the higher the education a person attained, the less
likely that person was to smoke.
Risky alcohol consumption and being arrested in the last five years significantly increased
the likelihood of being a current smoker.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on smoking status was not statistically significant at
the conventional 5% test level (but significant at the 10% test level corresponding to a 90%
confidence interval).
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Substance use
Indigenous men born before 1972 were more likely to have used a substance in the previous
12 months than women. This was also seen for those living in non-remote areas, younger
age groups, the unmarried, those with two or three dependants (compared with those without
dependants).
Other factors that increased the likelihood of substance use included:
•

engaging in risky alcohol consumption (ORs of 1.7 for low/medium risk level, and 4.1 for
high risk level, compared with no risk)

•

being arrested in the previous five years (OR of 2.3, compared with those who have not).

In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on substance use in the previous 12 months was
not statistically significant at the conventional 5% test level (but significant at the 10% test
level corresponding to a 90% confidence interval).

Indigenous language
Indigenous Australians born before 1972 living in remote areas were more likely to speak an
Indigenous language that those in non-remote areas. Torres Strait Islander people were also
more likely to speak an Indigenous language than Aboriginal Australians (OR of 6.9).
One key factor that increased the likelihood of not being able to speak an Indigenous
language was living in a mixed household with non-Indigenous Australians (OR of 3.3,
compared with those living in a household with only Indigenous members).
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on the ability to speak an Indigenous language was
not statistically significant.

Experience of discrimination
Non-remote areas were associated with more perceived discrimination. Indigenous
Australians born before 1972 living in a non-remote area were more likely to have felt
discriminated against in the past 12 months than those living in a remote area (OR of 1.5).
Those who were aged 65 and over claimed significantly lower levels of experience of
discrimination than the other age groups in this cohort (OR of 0.3).
Experience of discrimination was more likely to be reported by those:
•

having difficulty in English communication (OR of 2.2)

•

having experienced homelessness in the last 10 years (OR of 1.7)

•

having been arrested in the previous five years (OR of 1.6).

On the other hand, Indigenous people living in a mixed household with non-Indigenous
people (OR of 0.7) or speaking an Indigenous language as the main language at home
(OR of 0.6) were less likely to be report experience of discrimination.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on experience of discrimination was statistically
significant, with those who were removed 1.5 times as likely to have felt discriminated
against in the last 12 months as their reference group.
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Experience of homelessness
The prevalence of homelessness was significantly lower in remote areas than in non-remote
areas. The Indigenous population born before 1972 in remote areas was only half as likely to
experience homelessness in the past 10 years as those in non-remote areas.
Increasing age, being married, and higher household income reduced the likelihood of
experiencing homelessness in the past 10 years. Those who were married or those with high
household income were only half as likely to report such experience.
However, having three or more dependants (OR of 3.2), being a victim of actual or
threatened physical violence (OR of 2.5), having disability (OR of 1.9) and having been
arrested (OR of 2.2) significantly increased the likelihood of having experienced
homelessness.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on experience of homelessness was statistically
significant, with those who were removed 1.6 times as likely to have experienced
homelessness in the last 10 years as their reference group.

Victim of violence
The likelihood of being a victim of actual or threatened physical violence in the previous
12 months reduced substantially with increase in age. This likelihood was also significantly
lower among those who were married.
Whether an individual in this age cohort experienced actual or threatened physical violence
was significantly associated with risky alcohol behaviour and record of prior arrest.
Indigenous people consuming alcohol with low to moderate risk were twice as likely to be a
victim of violence in the past 12 months as those who did not consume alcohol. Having being
arrested in the past five years tripled the likelihood.
Indigenous people born before 1972 with poor self-assessed health, or having severe or
profound core activity limitations were also significantly more likely to report that they were
victims of violence.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on experience of violence was statistically
significant, with those who were removed 1.7 times as likely to have experienced actual or
threatened physical violence in the last 12 months as their reference group.

Arrest
The likelihood of having been arrested in the last five years was significantly higher in men,
in remote areas, and for the unmarried. The likelihood of being arrested significantly
decreased with age.
Other factors that significantly increased the likelihood of being arrested included:
•

having experienced violence in the last 12 months (OR of 3.9)

•

engaging in risky alcohol consumption (ORs of 1.8 for low/medium risk level, and 3.7 for
high risk level, compared with no risk).

The likelihood of been arrested was significantly reduced with increasing levels of household
income. Indigenous people born before 1972 living in a household with income in the top
three deciles were only one-fifth as likely to have been arrested as those with household
income in the bottom three deciles.
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In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on prior arrest was statistically significant, with those
who were removed twice as likely to have been arrested in the last five years as their
reference group.

Incarceration
The likelihood of being incarcerated in the last five years was significantly higher in men, in
remote areas, and for the unmarried. The likelihood of being incarcerated decreased
substantially with age.
One significant factor associated with the likelihood of being incarcerated was whether this
person lived in a homeland. Indigenous Australians born before 1972 living in their
homelands had only one-third of the likelihood of being incarcerated compared with those not
living in homelands.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on prior incarceration was statistically significant,
with those who were removed 3.3 times as likely to have been incarcerated in the last five
years as their reference group.

Trust in general community
The Indigenous cohort born before 1972 who live in remote areas were more likely to have a
high level of trust in the general community than those living in non-remote areas. Factors
that reduced level of trust included:
•

having poor self-assessed health (OR of 2.5 for reporting a low level of trust, compared
with those having excellent or good health)

•

having experienced violence in the past 12 months (OR of 2.1 for reporting a low level of
trust, compared with those who have not experienced violence).

The Indigenous cohort born before 1972 who had difficulty with English were more likely to
report a higher level of trust in the general community than those who did not have difficulty
with English. This was also true for Indigenous Australians who lived in a mixed household
compared with those who did not.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on level of trust in general community was not
statistically significant.

Composite health
Good health under the composite measure was estimated to be more likely among the
younger age groups (in the cohort born before 1972), men, married and Indigenous people
living in remote areas.
Education level and labour force status were key determinants of composite good health.
Indigenous Australians born before 1972 with Year 12 or equivalent were 1.6 times as likely
to be in good health as those who had not completed Year 12 or equivalent. Being employed
doubled the likelihood of having good health under the composite measure.
Engaging in risky alcohol consumption had a marginally significant adverse impact on
composite health. Long-term alcohol risk increased the likelihood of not being in good health
by 1.6 times.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on composite health outcome was statistically
significant, with those who were removed 1.6 times as likely not to have good health.
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Household income level
(The measure of household income modelled is adjusted for household size.)
Those aged 65 and over were significantly more likely to have low household income.
However, being married significantly reduced the likelihood of having household income in
the lowest three deciles.
Other factors found to increase the likelihood of having low household income were:
•

having four or more dependants (OR of 2.9 compared with having no dependant)

•

having difficulty with English (OR of 2.1 compared with having no difficulty)

•

having poor health (OR of 2.0 compared with excellent or very good health).

Two factors found to decrease the likelihood of having low household income were:
•

having completed Year 12 (OR of 0.5 compared with not having completed Year 12)

•

living in a mixed household with non-Indigenous people (OR of 0.4 compared with those
not living in mixed households).

In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on having low household income level (in the bottom
three deciles) was not statistically significant at the conventional 5% test level (but significant
at the 10% test level corresponding to a 90% confidence interval).

Reliance on government payments
Women were significantly more likely to rely on government payments as their main income
source than men. This was also found to be true among the unmarried and those aged 65
and over.
Other factors that increased the likelihood of relying on government payments as the main
income source were:
•

having four or more dependants

•

having difficulty with English

•

having fair or poor self-assessed health

•

living with disability or long-term condition

•

having been arrested in the past five years.

Education was found to significantly reduce reliance on government payments. Indigenous
people who had completed diplomas /degrees (or above) were only 0.2 times as likely to
have government payments as their main income source as those who did not complete
Year 12.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on reliance upon government payments was
statistically significant, with those who were removed 1.8 times as likely to have government
payments as their main source of income, as their reference group.

Home ownership
Indigenous Australians born before 1972 living in non-remote areas, in the older age groups
(that is, aged 65 and over) or married were significantly more likely to own a home.
Higher income and education levels significantly increased the likelihood of being a
homeowner. On the other hand, experience of being arrested significantly reduced one’s
likelihood of owning a home.
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In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on home ownership was statistically significant, with
those who were removed 1.7 times as likely not to be a homeowner as their reference group.

Police charge
Indigenous men were significantly more likely to have been formally charged by police than
Indigenous women.
Factors that significantly increased the likelihood of getting charged by police were:
•

having four or more dependants (OR of 2.5 compared with having no dependants)

•

having poor or fair self-assessed health (OR of 2.0 compared with having excellent or
very good self-assessed health)

•

engaging in high-risk alcohol consumption (OR of 8.0 compared with no risk)

•

living in a homeland (OR of 1.7 compared with those who are not)

•

having experienced violence in the last 12 months (OR of 2.0 compared with those who
have not).

However, Indigenous people born before 1972 who lived in a mixed household with
non-Indigenous Australians were less likely to have been charged by police than those who
lived in an Indigenous household.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on police charge was statistically significant, with
those who were removed 2.2 times as likely to have ever been charged by police.

Problems in accessing services
Among Indigenous Australians born before 1972, those aged 65 and over were found to be
less likely to report having problems accessing services.
Poor general health and experience of violence also created barriers to accessing services.
Indigenous people with poor self-assessed health were twice as likely to report having
problems accessing services in the last 12 months than those having excellent or very good
health. The twice as likely rate also applies to Indigenous people who had suffered violence
in the last 12 months.
In 2014–15, the effect of being removed on having problems in accessing services was not
statistically significant at the conventional 5% test level (but significant at the 10% test level
corresponding to a 90% confidence interval).

D.2 Regression results on outcomes for the
Indigenous population aged 18 and over
The following section provides more detailed discussion of the regression model results,
based on the 2014–15 NATSISS, for the outcomes modelled for the adult Indigenous
population aged 18 and over, to supplement the analysis in Section 5.3 on the effects of
being a descendant of all people who were removed.

Employment
This outcome was modelled only for people aged 18–64.
Indigenous men were more likely than women to be employed, and married people more
likely than the unmarried to be employed.
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Other factors that significantly increased the likelihood of not being employed included:
•

having severe or profound activity limitation (4.6 times as likely)

•

having been arrested in the past five years (2.7 times as likely)

•

having difficulties in speaking English (2 times as likely)

•

living in a remote area (1.4 times as likely compared with those in non-remote areas)

•

having poor or fair self-assessed health (1.4 times as likely as those reporting excellent
or very good self-assessed health)

•

having 2 to 3, or 4 or more dependants (1.6 and 2.4 times as likely, respectively, as
those with no dependants).

In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on employment status was not statistically
significant.

Year 12 completion
Increasing age was significantly associated with a lower likelihood of completing Year 12,
with people aged 35–44, 45–54, 55–64 and 65 and over being 1.5, 4.0, 7.0 and 12 times less
likely, respectively, to have completed Year 12 compared with people aged 18–24.
Other factors found to be associated with a higher likelihood of not completing Year 12
included:
•

having good, fair, or poor self-assessed health (1.7, 2.0 and 2.5 times less likely than
those who reported their self-assessed health as excellent or very good)

•

having long-term risky alcohol consumption at high risk level (OR of 3.4 compared with
those who did not drink)

•

having been arrested in the previous five years (OR of 2.5).

Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over in the medium and high decile rankings of
household income categories, or who lived in a mixed household with non-Indigenous
people, were significantly more likely to have completed Year 12.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on Year 12 completion was not statistically
significant.

Self-assessed health
The likelihood of having poor or fair self-assessed health increased significantly with age:
with people aged 25–34, 35–44, 45–54, 55–64 and 65 and over being 1.8, 2.7, 3.5, 3.3 and
2.7 times, respectively, more likely to report poor or fair self-assessed health compared with
those aged 18–24.
Other factors found to decrease the likelihood of reporting poor or fair health included:
•

living in remote areas (OR of 0.7)

•

being married (OR of 0.6)

•

completing diploma/degree, or above (OR of 0.6 compared with those who completed
Year 11 or below).

In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on self-assessed health status was statistically
significant, with the descendants 1.4 times as likely to have poor self-assessed health as
their reference group.
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Mental health
Men, older people (aged 45 and over) and the married were significantly less likely to report
poor mental health (measured as high or very high psychological distress based on the K5
score).
Disability significantly increased the likelihood of having poor mental health of an Indigenous
person. People with a severe or profound core activity limitation were 2.8 times as likely to
report poor mental health.
Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over with high levels of risky alcohol consumption had
significantly higher likelihood of reporting poor mental health than those with low to
moderately risky alcohol consumption or no risk at all.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on mental health status was statistically
significant, with the descendants 1.3 times as likely to have poor mental health as their
reference group.

Satisfaction with life
Indigenous Australians living in remote areas, men, those aged 65 and over, and married
people were more likely to feel satisfied with life.
Factors that significantly increased the likelihood of having a low level of life satisfaction
included:
•

not being employed (OR of 2.0)

•

having a severe or profound core activity limitation (OR of 1.8)

•

consuming alcohol at levels posing a long-term health risk (OR of 1.7 for moderate risk
and 2.2 for high risk).

In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on level of life satisfaction was statistically
significant, with the descendants 1.4 times as likely to have a low level of life satisfaction.

Smoking status
Factors associated with a significantly higher likelihood of being a current smoker included:
•

living in a remote area (OR of 1.6 compared with those in a non-remote area)

•

consuming alcohol at levels posing a long-term health risk (OR of 1.5 for moderate-risk
alcohol consumption and 3.8 for high-risk consumption, compared with no risk)

•

having been arrested in the last five years (OR of 3.1).

Factors associated with a significantly lower likelihood of being a current smoker included:
•

older age (OR of 0.4 for those aged 65 and over compared with those aged 18–64).

•

having completed Year 12 (OR of 0.4 for those who have completed Year 12 or above
compared with those who only completed Year 11 or below)

•

having high household income (OR of 0.6 and 0.4 for those living in a household in the
medium, or high deciles, respectively, compared with the bottom three deciles).

In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on smoking status was not statistically
significant.
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Substance use
Factors significantly associated with a higher likelihood of substance use in the last 12
months included:
•

being male (OR of 1.4)

•

having been arrested in the last five years (OR of 1.6)

•

having been a victim of physical violence in the last 12 months (OR of 1.9)

•

consuming alcohol at levels posing a long-term health risk (OR of 1.3 for moderate risk
and 3.8 for high risk, compared with no risk).

Indigenous adults living in remote areas, in older age groups, and who were married, had
dependants, and spoke an Indigenous language at home were significantly less likely than
the Indigenous adults not in these categories to report using a substance in the last
12 months.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on substance use in the last 12 months was not
statistically significant.

Indigenous language
Indigenous Australians living in remote areas were more likely than those living in
non-remote areas to speak an Indigenous language. The same result was found for
Indigenous Australians who are Torres Strait Islanders (from among the survey respondents
in Queensland only) who are substantially more likely to speak an Indigenous language than
Aboriginal adults.
Living in a household with non-Indigenous people significantly reduced the likelihood of being
able to speak an Indigenous language.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on the ability to speak an Indigenous language
was statistically significant, with the descendants being 2 times as likely to speak an
Indigenous language as their reference group.

Experience of discrimination
Factors significantly associated with a higher likelihood of experiencing discrimination in last
12 months included:
•

having been homeless in the last 10 years (OR of 1.4)

•

having been arrested in the last five years (OR of 2.3)

•

consuming alcohol at levels posing a long-term health risk (OR of 1.3 for moderate risk
and 1.9 for high risk, compared with no risk).

Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over living in remote areas, men, and those living in a
mixed household with non-Indigenous Australians were significantly less likely to report
experiencing discrimination in the past 12 months.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on experience of discrimination was statistically
significant, with the descendants being 2 times as likely to have felt discriminated against in
the last 12 months.
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Victim of violence
Married Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over were significantly less likely to have
experienced actual or threatened physical violence in the last 12 months than unmarried
people.
Other factors that were associated with a higher likelihood of experiencing violence were:
•

having 4 or more dependants (OR of 1.8 compared with having no dependants)

•

having poor self-assessed health (OR of 2.3 compared with those reporting excellent or
very good self-assessed health)

•

engaging in risky alcohol consumption (OR of 2.0 for low/medium risk level and 2.4 for
high risk level, compared with no risk)

•

having been arrested in the last five years (OR of 3.5 compared with those who have
not).

Torres Strait Islander people were significantly less likely to have experienced violence than
Aboriginal Australians.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on experience of violence was statistically
significant, with the descendants 1.9 times as likely to have experience actual or threatened
physical violence as their reference group.

Experience of homelessness
Factors associated with a significantly higher likelihood of being homeless in the last
10 years included:
•

being aged 25–34 (OR of 1.8 compared with those age 18–24)

•

having been a victim of actual or threatened violence in the last 12 months (OR of 2.0)

•

having been arrested in the last five years (OR of 2.3).

Indigenous Australians aged 18 and over living in remote areas, those who were married and
those speaking an Indigenous language at home were significantly less likely to report being
homeless in the last 10 years.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on experience of homelessness in the last 10
years was not statistically significant.

Arrest
Factors associated with a significantly higher likelihood of being arrested in the last five years
included:
•

being male (OR of 2.9)

•

having been a victim of actual or threatened violence in the last 12 months (OR of 3.8)

•

consuming alcohol at levels posing a long-term health risk (OR of 1.5 for moderate-risk
and 3.7 for high-risk alcohol consumption, compared with no risk).

Indigenous Australians in older age groups, with higher educational attainment and with
higher household income were less likely to report having been arrested in the last five
years.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on prior arrest was statistically significant, with
the descendants 1.5 times as likely to have been arrested in the last five years as their
reference group.
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Incarceration
Factors associated with a significantly higher likelihood of being incarcerated in the last five
years included:
•

being male (OR of 6.4)

•

living in a remote area (OR of 2.6)

•

having difficulties speaking English (OR of 2.0)

•

consuming alcohol at levels posing a long-term health risk (OR of 2.1 for moderate risk
and 2.9 for high risk).

Indigenous Australians with higher educational attainment and those who were married were
less likely to report being incarcerated in the last five years.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on prior incarceration was not statistically
significant.

Trust in general community
People living in remote areas were more likely to trust their general community compared
with those in non-remote areas.
Respondents who experienced actual or threatened physical violence were twice as likely to
report having a low level of trust in the general community.
The likelihood of having a low level of trust in the general community increased with
decreasing levels of self-assessed health status.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on level of trust in general community was
statistically significant, with the descendants 1.4 times as likely to have a low level of trust in
general community as their reference group.

Composite health
Good health under the composite measure for Indigenous adults was estimated to be more
likely among the younger age groups, the married, those who had completed Year 12 and
above, those who were currently employed and those living in remote areas.
Engaging in risky alcohol consumption had a marginally significant adverse impact on
composite good health. Long-term risky alcohol consumption increased the likelihood of an
Indigenous person aged 18 and over not to be in good health by 1.8 times.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on the composite good health outcome was
statistically significant, with the descendants being 1.6 times as likely not to have a good
health under this composite measure as their reference group.

Household income level
(The measure of household income modelled is adjusted for household size.)
The likelihood of an Indigenous adult having household income in the lowest three deciles
increased with remoteness of usual residence, being aged 65 and over, having two or more
dependants or having a severe/profound core activity limitation. Difficulty in speaking English
increased the likelihood of having low household income at a marginally significant level.
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In contrast, married Indigenous adults were less likely to have low household income than
the unmarried. Indigenous adults living in a mixed household with non-Indigenous
Australians were also less likely to have household income in the low deciles.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on household income level was statistically
significant, with the descendants 0.7 times as likely (that is, less likely) to live in a household
with income in bottom three deciles as their reference group. In other words, the
descendants were more advantaged on this outcome than their reference group.

Reliance on government payments
The likelihood of an Indigenous adult relying on government payments as the main source of
income was significantly higher for women, being aged 65 and over, for the unmarried and
for those having two or more dependants (compared with having no dependents).
Factors that increased the likelihood of having government payments as the main source of
income included:
•

having difficulty in speaking English (OR of 1.8 compared with having no difficulty)

•

having fair or poor self-assessed health (ORs of 1.7 and 4.2, respectively, compared
with having excellent or very good health)

•

having severe or profound core activity limitation (OR of 3.9 compared with those
without)

•

having been arrested in the previous five years (OR of 2.6 compared with those who
have not)

•

having experienced violence in the last 12 months (OR of 1.5 compared with those who
have not).

Factors that decreased the likelihood of having government payments as the main source of
income included:
•

increasing levels of education

•

living in a mixed household with non-Indigenous Australians.

In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on reliance upon government income was
statistically significant, with the descendants 0.6 times as likely (that is, less likely) to rely on
government income as main source of income, as their reference group. In other words, the
descendants were more advantaged on this outcome than their reference group.

Home ownership
Indigenous Australians who lived in non-remote areas, in older age groups of 55 and over, or
who were married were significantly more likely to own a home.
Higher income and education levels significantly increased the likelihood of being a
homeowner.
There also was a significant association between home ownership and language spoken at
home. Indigenous people aged 18 and over who spoke an Indigenous language as the main
language at home were 6.1 times as likely not to own a home as those who spoke English or
other languages as their main language at home.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on home ownership was not statistically
significant.
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Police charge
Men were significantly more likely to have been formally charged by police than women.
By age, the highest likelihood of being charged was observed among 35–44 year olds.
Indigenous adults were more likely to be charged by police if they:
•

reported their self-assessed health as fair or poor (OR of 1.4 compared with those
reporting excellent or very good self-assessed health)

•

engaged in risky alcohol consumption (OR of 1.8 for low/medium risk level and 5.4 for
high risk level, compared with no level of risk)

•

lived in a traditional homeland (OR of 1.4 compared with those who do not)

•

had been a victim of violence in the last 12 months (OR of 2.9 compared with those who
have not).

Factors that significantly reduce the likelihood of an Indigenous adult being formally charged
by police included:
•

increasing levels of education

•

living in a mixed household with non-Indigenous Australians

•

speaking an Indigenous language as the main language at home.

In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on police charge was statistically significant,
with the descendants 1.4 times as likely to have ever been charged by police as their
reference group.

Problems accessing services
Indigenous women and Indigenous adults living in remote areas were more likely to report
having problems in accessing services. Indigenous Australians aged 65 and over were found
to be less likely to report such problems compared with other age groups.
Other factors that increased the likelihood of having problems in accessing services included:
•

having poor self-assessed health (OR of 1.8 compared with those with excellent or very
good health)

•

having experienced violence in the last 12 months (OR of 1.9 compared with those who
have not)

•

being a Torres Strait Islander (OR of 1.8 compared with Aboriginal Australians).

The likelihood of having problems in accessing services was significantly reduced with higher
household income levels. Indigenous adults reporting household income in the highest three
deciles are only half as likely to report such problems as those having household income in
the bottom three deciles.
In 2014–15, the effect of being a descendant on problems in accessing services was
statistically significant, with the descendants 1.5 times as likely to have experienced
problem(s) accessing services in the last 12 months as their reference group.
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Executive Summary
The Healing Foundation is a national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisation that partners
with communities to address the ongoing trauma caused by actions such as the forcible removal of
children from their families. Our work helps people create a different future.
Under the leadership of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Board, we have become a lead
agency in Australia in supporting evidence-based programs, creating knowledge and promoting
understanding of the historical legacy of trauma and its manifestation in contemporary Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander communities.
Emerging evidence continues to strengthen the link between the experience of trauma and poor
mental health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Medical research has also
proven that trauma interferes with neurobiological development and undermines capacity to
integrate sensory, emotional and cognitive information into a cohesive whole. This results in
‘unfocused’ responses to stress, resulting in significantly increased engagement in medical,
correctional, social and mental health services1.
Despite increasing references to trauma awareness across the health sector, feedback from
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander practitioners and community members suggests there is still a
significant gap in the accessibility of genuinely trauma-informed psychological and therapeutic
support.
Feedback from recent New South Wales Healing Forums reported that the mental health workforce
encounters significant challenges in meeting demand for services in regional and remote areas.
Issues such as inadequate access to training, skills shortages, an insufficient representation of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workers across all levels of the service sector and poor staff
retention are all impacting on service standards and quality. In many regional and remote
communities there is ongoing difficulty attracting trained and qualified workers.
The inherent low socio-economic status of remote communities necessitates superior investment,
however this is not the case in reality. Urban areas continue to attract the majority of investment
from government and remote areas continue to suffer poorer outcomes due to their neglect.
This submission provides practical examples of funded initiatives that have made measurable
improvements in the social and emotional wellbeing of remote communities including, driving down
suicide rates and assisting communities to create solutions to complex problems to achieve better
outcomes.
The Healing Foundation supports calls for increased investment in basic mental health service
infrastructure and a concurrent focus on ensuring that services are delivered in a trauma informed
way, underpinned by evidence.
The Healing Foundation strongly advocates for a new approach to the design and delivery of mental
health services in regional and remote areas. The new approach is based upon principles of genuine
1
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co-design, empowering communities to take ownership of local issues and promoting strong cultural
leadership as the centre piece of all work. The Healing Foundation submits the following
recommendations for consideration by the Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs:


Investment to establish localised, culturally competent mental health support service
infrastructure, particularly in regional and remote areas where the cost of accessing mental
health support services is beyond the reach of many vulnerable high needs groups.



Commitment to co-design of policy and programs is required, so that locally developed healing
responses are resourced, monitored and evaluated to strengthening the evidence base and
enabling greater cultural solutions to emerge.



Investment to increase the number of trauma informed, trained and qualified Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander staff across all spectrums of the mental health service sector, in response
to the high proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander clients that require servicing.



Investment in the design, delivery and ongoing evaluation of cultural competency and trauma
awareness training programs that address racism, ensure accountability and measure
meaningful compliance. This is not only critical to improve the quality of service provision, it is
essential to avoid the infliction of further trauma upon an already vulnerable and marginalised
client group.



A comprehensive understanding of intergenerational trauma - its causes and impact, needs to be
developed and embedded across all spectrums of the mental health service sector.



Strategies are required to assist Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to effectively
navigate the mental health system and to connect to appropriate support, particularly in
regional and remote areas where service infrastructure is sparse.



Organisations supporting and providing mental health services must adopt trauma-informed,
culturally relevant approaches at all levels of service provision, including in their underpinning
policies and service systems.



A comprehensive and targeted Workforce Development Plan is required as a matter of urgency.
This should aim to address skill shortages, improve workforce retention rates in regional and
remote areas and importantly, to set measurable and transparent targets for the recruitment of
an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Workforce as its main objective.



A comprehensive Safety and Emotional Wellbeing Plan is required to prevent burnout of the
workforce, ensuring that workers themselves have strong social and emotional wellbeing to
provide quality services to clients. This is especially important for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Workers that have the added burden of carrying community pressures and obligations
that exceed the responsibilities of their professional roles.

2
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Introduction
The Impact of Trauma
The process of colonisation – including the forced removal of children from their families, the
suppression of language and culture, dispossession from country, disruption of kin networks and
destruction of an independent economic base for living – has had profoundly negative health and
wellbeing effects on Australia's First Nations.
The evidence for intergenerational transmission of the trauma stemming from these processes is
now well known and accepted2 and is supported by The Healing Foundation’s own evidence,
including the voices and experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people3. Whatever their
origin, these traumatic experiences:
‘can be transferred from the first generation of survivors that have experienced (or witnessed) it
directly in the past to the second and further generations of descendants of the survivors … [this]
intergenerational trauma … is defined as the subjective experiencing and remembering of events in
the mind of an individual or the life of a community, passed from adults to children in cyclic processes
as ‘cumulative emotional and psychological wounding’4.
For many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, trauma is therefore an ongoing experience,
either because the discriminatory practices continue or because they live in families and
communities where others have been subject to such practices and then pass the trauma on. It has
also become clear how unaddressed intergenerational trauma is a significant, if often unrecognised,
driver of some of the most serious social and emotional wellbeing issues faced by many Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander communities today, including leaving school early, drug and alcohol
addiction, criminal behaviour, violence, and suicide and that:
The trauma suffered by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples through the process of
colonisation and through to the present day therefore is immense. Perhaps more
importantly, the nature of the trauma is collective, cumulative and intergenerational.
Trauma is collectively experienced across communities, is cumulative across the life-course of
individuals and is passed from one generation to the next within families. That is, as a result
of past and present government policies, trauma takes place at the individual, family and
community levels. Trauma has led to the breakdown of cultural values and practices, has
undermined parental capacity across generations and has caused conflict and violence across
families and communities5.
Emerging evidence continues to strengthen the link between the experience of trauma and poor
mental health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. The National Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Suicide Prevention Strategy 2013, emphasised the importance of
2
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acknowledging that trauma is a key element of mental health issues for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people.
Medical research has also proven that trauma interferes with neurobiological development and
undermines capacity to integrate sensory, emotional and cognitive information into a cohesive
whole. This results in ‘unfocused’ responses to stress, resulting in significantly increased engagement
in medical, correctional, social and mental health services6.
Living with trauma diverts a person’s energy to manage the physical and emotional impacts of that
trauma. This, along with poor educational outcomes, undermines the ability of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people to engage in employment, which is correlated with poverty, overcrowded
housing and poor standards of living. The disproportionate levels of incarceration of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people is both symptomatic of, and a cause of trauma, with a strong
correlation between criminogenic risk factors, the social determinants of health, and the prevailing
symptoms of trauma5.
Intergenerational trauma is a thread that links chronic diseases, poor emotional health, mental
illness, substance misuse and alcohol abuse, and disengagement from education and work, among
other issues. There is also clear evidence that if not healed, trauma negatively affects neurological
development which passes to future generations.
It is also important to understand the impacts of collective trauma as opposed to individual trauma,
with research demonstrating that significant events that impact whole communities have
devastating social consequences, causing community breakdown and loss of connection to
community.
This explains how disconnection from country, culture, family and community has had a devastating
impact on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health and wellbeing. It also emphasises the need to
prioritise collective healing responses rather than focusing on individual treatment interventions.
Given that communities live collectively and experience distress collectively, this is critical to creating
real change. The failure to tailor healing efforts at a community level means families continue to live
in vulnerability without the strength of a community to assist them.

Key Issues
Accessibility of Services
Since 2015, the Healing Foundation has conducted 18 Healing Forums across Queensland and New
South Wales. The forums provided an opportunity for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to
clearly articulate priority issues that are causing trauma in their respective communities and develop
solutions that are locally based.
Healing forum participants consistently reported that most significant and urgent challenge facing
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people residing in regional and remote areas, is a sheer lack of
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available services at a community level. People are being forced to travel outside of their community
(often vast distances), to access any kind of mental health assessment, let alone support.
The current lack of basic local service infrastructure and therefore support, not only impacts on
individuals, families and communities in crisis situations, it stifles potential for the realisation of any
sustainable outcomes.
In circumstances when the individual or family can access support (outside of their own community)
to address their mental health needs, the financial, personal and emotional cost of maintaining that
support usually results in an eventual discontinuation of service provision. Worse still, it can
exacerbate the issues that initiated their motivation to seek support in the first place.
Feedback gathered by The Healing Foundation at recent New South Wales Healing Forums
confirmed that regional communities are becoming increasing disillusioned with ‘fly in and fly out’
service models. Trauma is further amplified by the need for individuals to constantly form a new
rapport with a high turnover of different staff and service providers. Clients are often required to
repeat their story of trauma over and over again to seek support and this in itself is a traumatising
experience.
Some jurisdictions do not even have appropriate basic services. The Northern Territory does not
have a territory wide child and youth mental health system despite the levels of distress evident in
their population including high youth suicide. In remote parts of Western Australia there is very
limited access to any child psychiatric services.
In lieu of professional therapeutic support services, communities are attempting to address and
resolve the burden of trauma themselves or as a collective social network with limited resources and
overstretched individuals.
The National Review of Mental Health Programs and Services concluded that access to mental health
services depends on ‘where you live, who you know, how much money you have and the extent to
which you can self- advocate’. Unfortunately for the majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people, that translates to very poor levels of service access.
The national review recognised that people with mental illness are ‘moved between disconnected
silos of intervention, including hospital wards, patchy support systems in housing, education and
employment, and overstretched community and non-government services’. It also highlighted
specific weakness in supports for Indigenous Australians due to the cultural incompetence of
services. In particular, services ‘lacked a social and emotional wellbeing framework and failed to
provide referral pathways from primary health to specialist services’. These findings are consistent
with anecdotal feedback that The Healing Foundation has gathered through engagement with front
line practitioners, service providers and clients.

Responsiveness of Services
The National Review of Mental Health Programs and Services seemingly echoes community concerns
about the ineffectiveness of mainstream health service delivery models. Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities have identified cultural incompetence among services, the absence of a social
and emotional wellbeing framework and failure to provide referral pathways from primary health to
specialist services (National Mental Health Commission 2014).
5
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Despite increasing references to trauma awareness across the health sector, feedback from
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander practitioners and community members suggests there is still a
significant gap in the accessibility of genuinely trauma-informed psychological and therapeutic
support. Communities report that some therapeutic services are implementing harmful practice,
opening up community members to talk about distressing life events, and then not returning for
over a month. This leaves the community to manage the distress of the individual and in some cases
suicide attempts.
It is well reported that many mainstream services are not culturally appropriate or responsive to the
community’s needs, especially in remote areas, however there appears to be very little action or
concerted effort to address the issue. The cultural awareness training and other professional support
that is available appears insufficient and overly reliant on ad-hoc training and online provision to
support change.
There needs to be a commitment to more sustained cultural awareness training that test agencies
against agreed criteria and standards in a practical sense. Local community input should be required,
and measurable outcomes relating to the client’s experience should be utilised as the primary
indicator of success.
The general lack of fundamental service infrastructure reported upon in the earlier chapter of this
submission undermines the potential for partnerships and coordinated service delivery. This results
in a disjointed and frustrating experience for the client seeking support.
The inherent low socio-economic status of remote communities necessitates a greater investment of
resources, however this is not the case in reality. Urban areas continue to attract the majority of
investment from government whilst remote areas continue to suffer poorer outcomes due to their
neglect.
Past government failures have caused a significant distrust in many of the available services.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander clients, families and communities continue to report
experiences of racism, discrimination and exclusion (even sometimes from services administered by
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander service providers themselves), however there is a general lack
of commitment to respond in a measurable and accountable fashion by government.
The inadequacy of localised service support was substantiated in a recent study of Indigenous
people with mental illness and cognitive disability in New South Wales and Northern Territory
prisons. This study found that the lack of integration and appropriateness of services, and the
absence of trauma-awareness failed to meet the therapeutic needs of Indigenous people7.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are commonly ‘falling through the cracks’ and not being
diagnosed with a mental illness until they are at crisis point, or eventually incarcerated. An
Australian Bureau of Statistics survey found that, among 385,100 people who reported ever having
been incarcerated, the rate of those who reported having a mental health disorder in the prior
twelve months was 41%, which is more than double the rate among the population who have never
been incarcerated (ABS 2008 in AIC 2009). The study found higher reporting of a range of mental
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health disorders, including anxiety, affective disorders, substance use disorders and other mental
disorders (AIC 2009).
Table 1. ‘Mental disorders and incarceration history’, AIC Crime Facts Info No 184

The New South Wales Prison Inmate study found the rates of mental illness and cognitive disabilities
among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoners is higher than the rate among the nonIndigenous population8. This is consistent with higher rates of mental health-related hospitalisations
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, with data from 2012-13 demonstrating a rate that is
more than twice the rate of the non-Indigenous population (National Mental Health Commission
2014).
Typically, communities are reporting to The Healing Foundation that individuals and families do not
know where to go or how to access support for mental illness. Instead many individuals and
communities are resorting to self-medication and vulnerability increases risk of suicide.
There is a general lack of awareness about how to seek help within communities and lack of
understanding on how to initiate engagement with services for family members. The people that
need the most help often face the most significant barriers to support. Thus the need for services to
adopt meaningful and sustained community engagement, to gain trust, forge local partnerships and
to build effective networks.
The Healing Foundation has established a rich array of evidence indicating that the most successful
service models to address trauma, healing and indeed mental health balance best practice western
methodologies with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural and spiritual healing practices.

8
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Successful service models not only acknowledge Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture in the
principals that underpin their service delivery, but value it is an inherent and fundamental
cornerstone.

Workforce Capacity and Capability
Dealing with trauma and its consequences including depression, anxiety and associated mental
health disorders requires significant skill to ensure that harmful practice and further trauma does
not occur. Many mainstream services lack cultural competency, skill and knowledge and their
methods are continuing to further traumatise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people rather
than effectively addressing their service needs.
Many mental health staff lack education about the nature and impact of trauma on Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people. Staff need skill development and targeted training so they are better
equipped to respond effectively.
In many regional and remote communities there has been difficulty attracting trained and qualified
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff. Building pathways that support the ongoing development
of the mental health sector workforce will increase the available number of culturally informed
mental health and Indigenous practitioners and therefore increase capacity of the sector to respond
to demand. There needs to be further investment in quality and accessible training and skill
development to attract more workers to the sector.
Training and development should not only be directed at prospective employees, it is equally
important to ensure that sufficient resources are being targeted at the existing workforce, not only
to improve the quality of service delivery but also as a mechanism to retain staff.
The Healing Foundation has recently partnered with Gallang Education and Training Centre to
develop a Healing Accredited Short Course. The short course will equip existing and potential
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander workers with the skills and knowledge to better understand
and empathise with people experiencing complex trauma resulting from the impact of colonisation.
The short course will enable learners to access further study pathways through options such as
Credit Transfer and RPL (Recognition of Prior Learning) for units of competency across other
qualifications, essentially providing critical pathways for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
to enter the mental health workforce. The course is currently being tested and will be finalised
throughout mid 2018 for a broader rollout.
Regional and remote communities experience a high rate of staff turnover. Often workers do a stint
in a remote area due to the attached incentives and also as a way of gaining valuable experience
that is attractive in terms of building career experience. While this is beneficial for the workers
themselves, it burdens clients with disrupted relationships and increased need to tell their story of
trauma over and over again.
The sector needs to develop a targeted staff retention strategy to address this issue. An important
component of any strategy is succession planning and wherever possible the employment of people
that reside in the remote community or at the very least reside in a neighbouring community. This
will result in much better sustainability of service models.

8
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The Healing Foundation has also observed that committed workers in regional or remote areas often
suffer ‘burn out’ as they struggle to cope with the high demand and pressures of servicing a
relatively high volume (due to poor staff to client ratios) of complex clients. Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander workers have conveyed the challenge of being on call 24/7, with community members
approaching them for support at any time. The sector needs a strategy to ensure the safety and
wellbeing of the existing workforce as a priority, so that workers are well enough themselves to offer
quality support to clients.

Suicide and Mental Health
Indigenous suicide is a significant health challenge for Australia. Suicide has emerged in the past half
century as a major contributor to the overall Indigenous health and life expectancy gap. In 2014 it
was the fifth leading cause of death among Indigenous people, and the age-standardised suicide rate
was around twice as high as the non-Indigenous rate.
Indigenous children and young people are particularly vulnerable, comprising 30 per cent of the
suicide deaths among those under 18 years of age. In addition, Indigenous 15–24 year olds are over
five times as likely to suicide as their non-Indigenous peers. As males represent the significant
majority of completed Indigenous suicides, gender can also be understood as a risk factor.
The National Review of Mental Health Programs and Services Report (2014) highlights that wellbeing
outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia have worsened dramatically
over recent years.
Suicide rates were highest for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 25–34 years (39.9
deaths per 100,000 population), around three times the rate for non- Indigenous Australians of the
same age. From 2004–05 to 2012–13, the hospitalisation rate for intentional self-harm increased for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians increased by 48.1 per cent, while the rate for other
Australians remained relatively stable.
Regional and remote communities are reporting the devastating impact of grief and loss that they
are experiencing and flow on effect that is occurring from generation to generation. Increasingly
younger people are carrying the burden of caring for their parents or extended family members that
have been traumatised.
In 2017, the Healing Foundation facilitated the country’s first ever National Youth Healing Forum in
Queensland. Young people from all over the country came together to articulate (the priority issues
that were impacting on them, their peers and their communities. Suicide featured as a prominent
issue. A headline quote from the National Youth Healing Forum Report reads:
“We need increased focus on positive programs that keep people happy and healthy rather than only
targeting them at crisis point”
The youth healing forum participants talked about the toll that suicide is having on their families and
communities. They identified the following main factors that contribute to the high rate of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander suicide:



There is a general lack of support options and services available to assist people
Some people feel too ashamed to disclose their issues
9
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We need to find new ways of reaching out to people and encouraging them to seek support
People are using drugs and alcohol at a very young age. This creates longer term mental health
and developmental problems and can exacerbate feelings of depression, bi-polar or
schizophrenia
There is a lack of available support services for people who have experienced family violence,
abuse or neglect
There is a high emphasis on young people needing to be carers at an early age. The pressures
that families are putting on young people results in those children becoming parents themselves
at a very young age—generational perpetuation of the problem9.

Feedback gathered from recent New South Wales Healing Forums confirmed that education about
suicide and self-harm is needed in schools and across whole communities. They also highlighted a
need for targeted suicide and self-harm awareness education to police, teachers, lawyers,
magistrates, health workers, corrections staff, disability services and other community service
providers of the triggers and risk factors that present when a person is at risk.
Communities have reported that the vast majority of critical events occur during weekends or
outside of normal business hours for the few services that do exists, leaving untrained and
unprepared community members grappling with how to deal with complex issues. Community
members, parents and kin are therefore the front line of the mental health response.
Service models need to be designed with more flexibility and with the needs of clients at the
forefront. The Healing Foundation strongly endorses a co-design approach, ensuring that
communities have direct input into the design and operation of mental health services.

Promising Practice to Reduce Suicide
In the past two decades the communities of Yarrabah (in Queensland) and the Tiwi Islands (Northern
Territory) have both seen suicide rates fall dramatically from very high rates that were experienced
in the 1990s. In 2017, The Healing Foundation, in partnership with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Suicide Prevention Evaluation Project (ATSISPEP), commissioned Dr John Prince to
undertake research to identify factors that may have been effective in reducing the rate of suicide in
both communities.
Over the course of the research more than 40 community members were interviewed in Yarrabah
and over 60 community members in the Tiwi Islands. A draft report, yet to be published, found that
the most significant factor to address suicide effectively included the community first reaching a
shared consensus that suicide prevention is required coupled with the community being empowered
to create local solutions collectively with strong cultural leadership. The report also identified critical
factors that assist in terms of suicide prevention these include:.
Prevention factors
 Programs that create community awareness about suicide risk factors
 Training of frontline staff to identify suicide risk factors in clients as early as possible
 Access to counsellors and mental health support within the local community
 Identification of critical risk periods and services targeted at those times
 Local crisis response teams to respond quickly and decisively after a suicide incident
9
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Continuation of care and support post incident to facilitate healing
Cultural competence of mental health staff

Community elements
 The community is empowered to be directly involved in devising solutions
 Elders are involved and provide strong cultural leadership to decision making
 Solutions are devised within a cultural framework
The report emphasises that solutions cannot be formulated by government on behalf of Aboriginal
communities or imposed upon communities. There needs to be more meaningful dialogue at a local
level, more appreciation for locally developed solutions, and a commitment to resourcing those
solutions.

Technology in Service Delivery
The Healing Foundation cautions the use of technology as a means of providing mental health
services in regional and remote areas. There are very few examples of effective and culturally
appropriate online service delivery models in any sector, let alone one that is designed to support
the most vulnerable clients with complex and sensitive needs. There is a high risk of clients
becoming further traumatised if service provision is inadequate or not culturally responsive.
The Healing Foundation would however, support and encourage innovative thinking about how
technology can be used as an education tool to generate community awareness and to promote
available mental health services. This would include investigating the application of social media as a
medium to reach younger audiences that are more ‘tech savvy’.

Co-design for Better Outcomes
Often the traditional government approach to community engagement involves a consultation
process specific to rolling out a new initiative that has had limited community input. This approach
has proven to fail and has essentially led to a situation where Aboriginal communities are reporting
that they are ‘over consulted’ and ‘tired of talking about problems with no solutions’.
In contrast with ‘consultation’, co-design involves service providers and communities working
together from the outset to develop new approaches that are genuinely informed by clients. By
working directly with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men, women and children on every aspect
of program design and evaluation, communities will ensure that programs are designed to be safe,
accessible and culturally and locally relevant.
A new approach is needed that allows communities to identity their own healing priorities and codesign trauma-informed healing strategies. Localised co-design processes will enable communities
and service providers to recognise and address ‘tensions in relationships and lack of trust that is the
result of past negative history’10. Effective co-design empowers communities, promotes leadership,
supports self-determination to become a reality, and ensures that programs and strategies are
based upon local cultural knowledge and practice. In turn, this community-led approach enables

10

Social Compass (2016). ‘Development of Aboriginal Community Engagement and Partnership Framework’. Discussion paper.
Department of Health and Human Services Victoria.
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to take control of their lives and participate more
fully in the economy by solving the social issues that otherwise impede this.
Evidence suggests that healing programs are most effective when delivered on country by people
from the same cultural group as participants and supported by local skilled workers who understand
the history and collective experiences of local Aboriginal people, both traumatic and positive.
Government funded services need to reframe their thinking of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
clients as ‘hard to reach’ and instead recognise their failure to build trust and safety with clients as ‘a
symptom of problematic service delivery’11.
There are opportunities for the mental health sector to contribute to improved outcomes by
empowering Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to design and deliver their own
healing solutions supported by partnerships with trauma-informed health services.
The Healing Foundation’s extensive community engagement, (particularly via 18 National Healing
Forums), has confirmed that Aboriginal communities are keen to get involved in these discussions
and inform the development of innovative local solutions.

Focus on Young People
There are many ways in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people are
impacted by trauma, including the transmission of intergenerational trauma, directly experiencing
trauma and by witnessing trauma.
The developmental impact of trauma on children can affect emotional regulation, attachment,
aggressive behaviour (towards themselves and others), developmental competencies and selfworth12.
Children impacted by trauma have difficulty learning and often disengage from school. The lack of
self-control that is symptomatic of trauma is a key factor in the increasing incarceration rates of
young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.
The continued removal and institutionalisation of children, which occurs today at a higher rate than
ever, as well as child abuse and neglect, undermines the development of healthy attachment for
children.
The work of Dr Bruce Perry, a brain development expert who leads the Child Trauma Academy,
shows that if children lack positive relationships early in life or have negative experiences of care
they are at very real risk of a range of problems. These children are much harder to ‘shape’ and
teach, may not respond to rewards and punishment and can develop anti-social, aggressive and
violent behaviours.
The impact of trauma on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children is often compounded by other
risk factors including family disruption, family violence, economic disadvantage, poor living
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Mitchell and Chapman 2010 in Arney and Westby 2012 as cited in Healing Foundation et al (2017). Towards an Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Healing Framework for men and boys’
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standards, primary and mental health problems, disengagement from school, overcrowded housing
and substance misuse.
The Healing Foundation’s Intergenerational Trauma projects, are being implemented in schools
across Queensland and New South Wales. The projects have highlighted the chronic and
compounded nature of trauma, grief, loss and disadvantage that many children in our communities
live with.
Through these projects, teachers, school staff, community members and service providers have
undertaken trauma awareness training so they can better understand and respond to the needs of
children who are at the highest risk in our communities. These workers then support children
through yarning circles, family camps and activities where they learn to understand their emotions
as well as relaxation techniques and coping skills while participating in cultural activities to nurture a
strong sense of identity.
At the nation’s first National Youth Healing Forum in 2017, young people identified the need for
culturally safe spaces where they can open up and be heard. They identified the need for healing
options, not just punishment as ‘punishment deters people from seeking help’.
Young people also identified the need for support for young LGBTIQ people and identified that group
as particularly vulnerable. The young people emphasised the importance of reclaiming links to
culture and forming positive cultural identities as a key protective factor to enable better social and
emotional wellbeing and associated mental health.

A Focus on Healing
Effective Healing Frameworks
Healing refers to the process by which people come to a stronger sense of self-identity and
connection and through this are able to address the distress that they experience changing how they
are able to interact. Healing involves a holistic and ongoing approach that is deeply rooted in culture
and addresses physical, social, emotional, mental, environmental and spiritual wellbeing.13
It is vital that healing is recognised as an ongoing and long-term process that requires slow,
deliberate and meaningful work. Multiple generations of collective and cumulative trauma cannot
be solved through short-term, one-off programs or events. Time is needed to build connections and
relationships, to reconnect with culture and to work towards self-determination emerging as a
reality for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.
A critical element of healing programs is an emphasis on restoring, reaffirming and renewing a sense
of pride in cultural identity, connection to country, and participation in and contribution to
community.
Collective healing reinstates and reconnects Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to
their core cultural value systems, where obligations and reciprocity were central to community
13

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Healing Foundation Development Team 2009 ‘Voices from the Campfires: Establishing the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Healing Foundation’. Commonwealth of Australia.
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survival. Without enabling the reclaiming and reconnection to these value systems, Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people will remain over-represented in the justice, child protection and indeed
the mental health system.
Collective healing moves away from the ‘treatment’ of individuals to a model where ‘individuals
develop their own skills and capacities to empower healing in themselves and their families and
communities’14.
Healing is an essential condition of any support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
development in Australia15. Incorporating healing into a collective process of self-determination
enables Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to identify and deal with the underlying causes
of trauma.
For example, an independent evaluation16 of the Northern Territory Men’s Healing projects,
demonstrates the benefit of developing healing strategies through a genuine co-design process. It
also demonstrates the importance of striking the right balance between therapeutic support and
cultural practice to achieve positive outcomes across a number of health and wellbeing domains.
The initiative empowered Aboriginal men through cultural, education and therapeutic healing
activities, facilitated access to support services, increased their confidence and capacity to gain
meaningful employment and overcome issues such as family and domestic violence, alcohol and
other drug use, self-harm, incarceration and poor health and social and emotional wellbeing. The
evaluation found:








a reported decrease in incidence of family and domestic violence and less violence generally in
communities;
reduced observable rates of self-harm and suicide during the life of the program in two of the
communities;
women feeling safer and more supported by the men in their families and communities;
increased health and emotional wellbeing among men in the communities;
increased leadership as men take responsibility for their past, present and future; and
increased re-emergence of cultural celebrations and ceremonies, some of which had not
occurred in the communities for decades, and;
a reduction in recidivism and reoffending over the life of the program including a reported 50
per cent reduction in the number of men registered with the NT Department of Correctional
Services within the Wurrumiyanga area (where the program has been running the longest).

Through its work, the Healing Foundation has developed four pillars of trauma recovery17:

14

Collective Healing for members of the Stolen Generations Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Healing Foundation 2014b:14
Social Compass 2016 A Theory of Change for Healing, prepared in partnership with the Institute for Human Security and Social Change
p16
16 Healing Foundation 2015. ‘Our Men, Our Healing: Creating Hope, Respect and Reconnection’. Evaluation Report Executive Summary.
https://healingfoundation.org.au//app/uploads/2017/03/OMOH-60-pg-report-small-SCREEN-singles.pdf
17 Healing Foundation with Adams, M, Bani, G, Blagg, H, Bullman, J, Higgins, D, Hodges B, Hovane, V, Martin-Pederson, M, Porter, A, Sarra,
G, Thorpe A and Wenitong M 2017. Towards an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander violence prevention framework for men and boys.
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15

14

SUB.1000.0001.5643

•Creating safe spaces, healing
places and identifying safe
people

•Learning about the
impacts of trauma
on our minds,
bodies and spirits
so we can find
paths to healing

•Building a strong cultural
identity by reconnecting to our
cultural values and practice

Safety

Identity

Trauma
awareness

Reconnection
•Rebuilding our
relational support
systems with family,
community and
services that can
support us

Four Pillars of Trauma Recovery
1. Safety: creating safe spaces, healing places and identifying safe people to support healing;
2. Identity: building a strong cultural identity by reconnecting to our cultural values and practice;
3. Reconnection: rebuilding our relational support systems with family, community and services
that can support us; and
4. Trauma awareness: learning about the impacts of trauma on our minds, bodies and spirits so we
can find paths to healing.
Healing-informed approaches based on these pillars can improve outcomes across a range of health
and well-being domains, especially in terms of mental health.
Quality healing balances Indigenous and western concepts, may provide for individual support
within a broader collective approach, and supports cultural and spiritual renewal concurrently with
psychological and therapeutic support.
International and local research indicates that healing programs should be specific to local regions
and groups, and are best delivered on country by people from the same cultural group as
participants18. Localisation of healing can ensure a trauma-informed approach delivered by skilled
workers who understand the history and collective experiences of local Aboriginal people, ‘both
traumatic and positive’19.
Healing is an ongoing process that needs to be integrated across the broad ambit of laws, policies
and services that relate to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Trauma-informed
approaches must therefore be embedded in all aspects of systems that engage with and impact on
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and in cross-sector initiatives that span the community,
health, education, employment, justice sectors and beyond.
18

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Healing Foundation (2014). ‘Our Healing Our Solutions: Sharing Our Evidence’;
Caruana, C 2010, ‘Healing services for Indigenous people’, Family Relationships Quarterly, vol. 17, pp. 3–9. in Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Healing Foundation 2014 Our Healing Our Solutions: Sharing Our Evidence’:18
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Recommendations
The Healing Foundation submits the following recommendations for consideration by the Senate
Standing Committee on Community Affairs:


Investment to establish localised, culturally competent mental health support service
infrastructure, particularly in regional and remote areas where the cost of accessing mental
health support services is beyond the reach of many vulnerable high needs groups.



Commitment to co-design of policy and programs is required, so that locally developed healing
responses are resourced, monitored and evaluated to strengthening the evidence base and
enabling greater cultural solutions to emerge.



Investment to increase the number of trauma informed, trained and qualified Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander staff across all spectrums of the mental health service sector, in response
to the high proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander clients that require servicing.



Investment in the design, delivery and ongoing evaluation of cultural competency and trauma
awareness training programs that address racism, ensure accountability and measure
meaningful compliance. This is not only critical to improve the quality of service provision, it is
essential to avoid the infliction of further trauma upon an already vulnerable and marginalised
client group.



A comprehensive understanding of intergenerational trauma - its causes and impact, needs to be
developed and embedded across all spectrums of the mental health service sector.



Strategies are required to assist Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to effectively
navigate the mental health system and to connect to appropriate support, particularly in
regional and remote areas where service infrastructure is sparse.



Organisations supporting and providing mental health services must adopt trauma-informed,
culturally relevant approaches at all levels of service provision, including in their underpinning
policies and service systems.



A comprehensive and targeted Workforce Development Plan is required as a matter of urgency.
This should aim to address skill shortages, improve workforce retention rates in regional and
remote areas and importantly, to set measurable and transparent targets for the recruitment of
an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Workforce as its main objective.



A comprehensive Safety and Emotional Wellbeing Plan is required to prevent burnout of the
workforce, ensuring that workers themselves have strong social and emotional wellbeing to
provide quality services to clients. This is especially important for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Workers that have the added burden of carrying community pressures and obligations
that exceed the responsibilities of their professional roles.
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Executive Summary
The Healing Foundation is a national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisation that partners
with communities to address trauma and to promote positive healing outcomes for individuals,
families and communities. Under the leadership of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Board and
Stolen Generations Reference Group, we have become the lead national agency supporting evidence
based healing programs and creating an understanding of the historical legacy of trauma and its
manifestation in contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.
This submission highlights irrefutable evidence, demonstrating the link between trauma and poor
social and economic outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. It highlights the
importance of an Indigenous focused and led response and presents a framework for achieving
sustainable social and economic benefits for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander conceptualisation of health is holistic. It encompasses mental,
physical, cultural and spiritual health. Improving mental health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people requires a collaborative approach, including services outside the health sector
such as; employment, education, housing, family services, crime prevention and justice. Focusing
exclusively on the delivery of mental health services is limiting and is unlikely to lead to measurable
results.
In addressing mental ill-health, it is important to recognise that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities are very diverse. The challenges and experiences of communities in remote settings are
vastly different to the experiences of communities that reside in rural or urban settings. Furthermore,
traditional cultural and language practices vary greatly.
The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare Report for Indigenous Health Welfare (2015) stated
that Indigenous adults living in non-remote areas were significantly more likely to have high or very
high levels of psychological distress than those in remote areas (32% and 24%, respectively).
It is well recognised that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities experience poor outcomes
across a broad spectrum of social and economic indicators. New evidence now demonstrates that
outcomes are even worse for Stolen Generations and their descendants, establishing a clear link
between the experience of trauma leading to poorer social and economic outcomes for individuals,
families and communities. The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare report on Stolen Generations
and their descendants, published in November 2018, confirmed that there is an estimated 17,150
Stolen Generations across Australia. The report paints a disturbing picture of health, social and
economic factors for Stolen Generations:





70% rely on government payments as their main source of income
62% live in households within the lowest three income percentile bands
62% of working age are not employed
39% (over the age of 50) report poor mental health

Intergenerational trauma is a thread that links chronic diseases, poor emotional health, mental illness,
substance/alcohol abuse, and disengagement from education and work, among other issues. There is
also clear evidence that if not healed, trauma negatively affects neurological development which can
be passed on to future generations1.
1
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Past government approaches have exclusively focused on the symptoms of mental ill-health, including
domestic and family violence, alcohol and substance misuse, child welfare and justice issues. There
needs to be a new approach where these symptoms are addressed in unison with tackling root causes.
In recognition of this, the most effective policy and service delivery models are nimble and tailored,
rather than one dimensional in their approach.
The Healing Foundation has identified eight key focus areas for change:
1. Focus on early intervention
2. Make the system easier to navigate
3. Improve accessibility of services
4. Design better service models via meaningful co-design
5. Establish better ways of measuring success
6. Improve workforce skill and capacity
7. Eliminate suicide and its impact
8. Support effective Indigenous healing frameworks

Recommendations
The Healing Foundation puts forward the following recommendations to support and enable social
and economic benefits of improving mental health for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities:


Invest in specialised and targeted mental health support options for Stolen Generation survivors
and their families, in recognition of the unique and complex challenges that they face, as
substantiated by the disturbing AIHW data referenced in this submission.



Invest in localised, culturally competent mental health support service infrastructure, particularly
in regional and remote areas where the cost of accessing mental health support services is beyond
the reach of many vulnerable high need’s groups.



Commit to co-design of mental health policy, service delivery models and programs, so that locally
developed healing responses are resourced, monitored and evaluated to strengthen the evidence
base and enable greater culturally based solutions to emerge.



Increase the number of trauma informed, trained and qualified Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander staff across all spectrums of the mental health service sector, in response to the high
proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander clients that require servicing.



Invest in the design, delivery and ongoing evaluation of cultural competency and trauma
awareness training programs that address racism, ensure accountability and measure meaningful
compliance. This is not only critical to improve the quality of service provision, it is essential to
avoid inflicting further trauma on an already vulnerable and marginalised client group.



Strategies are required to assist Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to effectively navigate
the mental health system (refer to community education and advocacy recommendations), to
connect to appropriate support, particularly in regional and remote areas where service
infrastructure is sparse.

2
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Organisations supporting and providing mental health services must adopt trauma-informed,
culturally relevant approaches at all levels of service provision, including in their underpinning
policies and service systems.



Structural and systemic racism/discrimination needs to be eradicated from the mental health
sector urgently. Improvements should be monitored closely via the implementation of client
satisfaction surveys for marginalised client groups, to measure improvements against benchmark
indicators.



A comprehensive and targeted Workforce Development Plan is required as a matter of urgency.
This should aim to address skill shortages, improve workforce retention rates in regional and
remote areas and importantly, to set measurable and transparent targets for the recruitment of
an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Workforce as its main objective.



A comprehensive Safety and Emotional Wellbeing Plan is required to prevent burnout of the
workforce, ensuring that workers themselves have strong social and emotional wellbeing to
provide quality services to clients. This is especially important for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Workers that have the added burden of carrying community pressures and obligations
that exceed the responsibilities of their professional roles.

3
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Introduction
This submission highlights irrefutable evidence, demonstrating the link between trauma and poor
social and economic outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. It highlights the
importance of an Indigenous focused and led response and presents a framework for achieving
sustainable social and economic benefits for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.
Nationally, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities have suffered significant trauma
because of colonisation. Generations have experienced wave after wave of debilitating shocks and
harmful events including massacres, forced removal of children, forced removal from country, the
destruction of Indigenous forms of governance, and the breakdown of family and community
functioning. This experience has left individuals, families and communities in immense pain and has
resulted in wide spread trauma that is cumulative and collective in nature.
The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare report on Stolen Generations and their descendants,
published in November 2018, confirmed that there is an estimated 17,150 Stolen Generations across
Australia, of these 56% were women and 46% men. The majority of Stolen Generation Survivors reside
in either New South Wales, Queensland or Western Australia (73% in total). The report paints a
disturbing picture of health, social and economic factors for Stolen Generations:






67% live with a disability or restrictive long-term condition
70% rely on government payments as their main source of income
62% live in households within the lowest three income percentile bands
62% of working age are not employed
39% (over the age of 50) report poor mental health

Compared to other Aboriginal and Torres Strait islanders in the same age group that were not
removed from their families, Stolen Generations are:







3.3 times more likely to have been incarcerated within the past 5 years
1.8 times more likely to rely on government payments as their main source of income
1.6 times more likely to be unemployed
1.6 times more likely to suffer poor health
1.6 times more likely to have experienced homelessness in the past 10 years
1.5 times more likely to have mental health problems

It is important to recognise that the abovementioned figures are compared to a reference group of
other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander aged 50 and over. The figures would be much worse if they
were compared to the mainstream population.
The Healing Foundation has a Stolen Generations Reference Group that provides critical guidance for
work relating to Stolen Generations. One of the strongest messages from this group, has been to focus
on the needs of future generations and to address intergenerational trauma as a priority.
Intergenerational trauma is a thread that links chronic diseases, poor emotional health, mental illness,
substance/alcohol abuse, and disengagement from education and work, among other issues. There is
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also clear evidence that if not healed, trauma negatively affects neurological development which can
be passed on to future generations2.
In 2014/15 there were an estimated 114,800 descendants of Stolen Generations. This equates to 33%
of the adult national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population (or 1 in 3). Compared to other
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, Stolen Generation Descendants are:







2.0 times more likely to have experienced discrimination in the past 12 months
1.9 times more likely to have experienced violence in the last 12 months
1.6 times more likely to be in poor health
1.5 times more likely to have been arrested by Police in the past 5 years
1.4 times more likely to have low levels of trust in the general community
1.4 times more likely to report poor mental health

This data demonstrates the devastating impact of trauma and how it directly leads to poorer social
and economic outcomes.

Trauma and Mental Health
Emerging evidence continues to strengthen the link between the experience of trauma and poor
mental health outcomes. The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Suicide Prevention
Strategy 2013 emphasised the importance of acknowledging that trauma is a key element of mental
health issues for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.
Medical research has also proven that trauma interferes with neurobiological development and
undermines capacity to integrate sensory, emotional and cognitive information into a cohesive whole.
This results in ‘unfocused’ responses to stress, resulting in significantly increased engagement in
medical, correctional, social and mental health services.
Living with trauma diverts a person’s energy to manage the physical and emotional impacts of trauma.
This, along with poor educational outcomes, undermines the ability of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people to engage in employment, which is correlated with poverty, overcrowded housing and
poor standards of living.
It is important to understand the impacts of collective trauma as opposed to individual trauma, with
research demonstrating that significant events that impact whole communities, have devastating
social consequences, causing community breakdown and loss of connection to community. This
emphasises the need to prioritise collective healing responses rather than focusing on individual
treatment interventions. Given that communities live collectively and experience distress collectively,
this is critical to creating real change.
Despite increasing references to trauma awareness across the mental health sector, feedback from
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander practitioners and community members, suggest there is still a
significant gap in the accessibility of genuinely trauma-informed psychological and therapeutic
support.

2
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National Healing Forums
Since 2016, the Healing Foundation has facilitated 19 national healing forums across the country,
engaging government and non-government agencies and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
community members in the identification of key issues that are impacting on the social and emotional
wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.
The healing forums provide a unique opportunity for communities to have strong voice in identifying
issues that are impacting on them, and to devise locally developed solutions and options to address
those issues. The Healing Foundation utilises these national healing forums to validate emerging
evidence and to ensure that priorities are determined in genuine partnership and collaboration with
local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, instead of - on behalf of them.

Social and Economic Benefit Realisation
The Healing Foundation has identified eight key focus areas that will lead to social and economic
benefits relating to mental health for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Each of the eight
elements are depicted in the following chapters of this submission.

Focus on
early
intervention
Support
effective
indigenous
healing
frameworks

Make the
system easier
to navigate

Social and
Economic
Benefit
Realisation

Eliminate
suicide and
its impact

Improve
workforce
skill and
capacity

Improve
accessibility
of services

Design better
services via
co-design
Establish
better ways
of measuring
success
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1. Focus on early intervention
Throughout various national healing forums, many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community
members expressed frustration regarding a perceived lack of early intervention focus in regard to the
delivery of mental health services. It was perceived that primary investments were being made at the
back end of the service system, when people were in crisis rather than any kind of early intervention
approach.
This was seen to impede early diagnosis and effectively results in people living with complex mental
illness without treatment or support. The intergenerational trauma needs of young Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people were seen to be neglected, with no clear focus on identifying mental
health issues as they relate to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people.
Data suggested that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders are commonly ‘falling through the cracks’
and not being diagnosed with a mental illness until they are at crisis point, or eventually incarcerated.
An Australian Bureau of Statistics survey found that, among 385,100 people who reported ever having
been incarcerated, the rate of those who reported having a mental health disorder in the prior twelve
months was 41%, which is more than double the rate among the population who have never been
incarcerated (ABS 2008 in AIC 2009). The study found higher reporting of a range of mental health
disorders, including anxiety, affective disorders, substance use disorders and other mental disorders
(AIC 2009).
Table 2. ‘Mental disorders and incarceration history’, AIC Crime Facts Info No 184

The New South Wales Prison Inmate study found the rates of mental illness and cognitive disabilities
among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoners is higher than the rate among the non-
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Indigenous population3. This is consistent with higher rates of mental health-related hospitalisations
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, with data from 2012-13 demonstrating a rate that is
more than twice the rate of the non-Indigenous population (National Mental Health Commission
2014).
Corrective Services New South Wales reports that the overall recurrent cost per inmate, per day is
$172.80, which is significantly lower than the national average of $214.944. This equates to an annual
cost of $63,072.00 per inmate in New South Wales and a national average of $78,453.10 per annum.
There is potential for significant savings to be realised, by transferring efforts into early intervention
(by diagnosing people early) and providing them with quality services and support in the community
- before they offend.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community members support a greater proportion of funding
being targeted at the front end of the service system, with programs that focus on identifying mental
ill-health as early as possible. This may occur through initiatives delivered within preschools, primary
schools and via targeted programs delivered by frontline service providers such as Aboriginal Medical
Services.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community members call for further investments in community
education initiatives, targeted at raising community awareness of the signs of trauma and mental
health. This will lead to more people being identified early, as being at risk or suffering from mental
illness, and improved capacity for families and communities to provide support to them and pathways
towards treatment.
Once people are effectively diagnosed (via a commitment to early intervention), services should aim
to address the holistic needs of families, as the impact is often greater than on the individual alone.
Currently Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families are carrying a huge burden caring for people
with mental illness that have either been not diagnosed, misdiagnosed or have simply not engaged in
care or treatment due to services being inaccessible or unresponsive to their complex needs.
Often the burden is resting on the shoulders of young people that need to care for their siblings,
parents or extended family due to a lack of available localised support services. This severely stifles
their own capacity to realise their potential in terms of current and prospective education and
employment. This is particularly pronounced in regional and remote Australia where access to
professional supports are limited and sometimes non-existent.
2. Make the system easier to navigate
Via national healing forums, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have reported a lack of
awareness concerning mental health at a community level. Consequently, many individuals are
resorting to self-medication to cope with their unresolved trauma. This diminishes their capacity to
participate in gainful employment, further compounding high levels of socio-economic disadvantage.
It also leads to other complex social problems including violence, child neglect, incarceration and
3

Baldry E, McCausland R and Dowse L (2015). ‘A predictable and preventable path: Aboriginal people with mental and cognitive
disabilities in the criminal justice system’. UNSW.
4 Corrective Services New South Wales, Fact Sheet 1, NSW Prison System
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family breakdown – all of which, can drive mental ill-health at a community level and increase the cost
burden to governments.
Despite increasing references to trauma awareness across the health sector, feedback from Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander practitioners and community members suggests there is still a significant
gap in the accessibility of genuinely trauma-informed psychological and therapeutic support.
Communities report that some therapeutic services are implementing harmful practice, opening up
community members to talk about distressing life events, and then not returning for over a month.
To address poor levels of existing community awareness, there is a need for increased investment in
targeted community education campaigns that aim to increase community awareness of trauma and
mental health generally, services that are available and avenues to initiate help. Furthermore, service
models should be person centred and place based in their approach, putting the needs of clients first
and designing services based upon the needs of local communities rather than a one-dimensional
approach. This can be achieved by adopting a genuine process of co-design – elaborated on later in
this submission.
In addition to better education and person-centred approaches, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities have highlighted the need for investment in trained and qualified mental health
advocates within local communities. These advocates would be utilised to represent Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander clients and their families when they require mental health support. They could
potentially be responsible for driving local education campaigns, creating awareness of support
services and building effective referral pathways for clients and families to engage with services.
The establishment of mental health advocates would allow clients to tell their story of trauma once,
rather than multiple times, reducing the risk of compounding their experience of trauma.
Furthermore, this investment would lead to economic efficiencies in the delivery of services, with
clients being pointed in the right direction from the beginning of their journey, rather than shopping
around for service options.
Wherever possible, mental health advocates would reside within the local community, so they can
provide responsive services and to ensure that they are best placed to build a trusting relationship
with clients and families. The Healing Foundation would support measurable targets relating to the
recruitment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander identified workers, matched against local
demographic profiles.
3. Improve service accessibility
The National Review of Mental Health Programs and Services concluded that access to mental health
services depends on ‘where you live, who you know, how much money you have and the extent to
which you can self- advocate’. Unfortunately for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people,
this translates to very poor access.
The national review recognised that people with mental illness are ‘moved between disconnected
silos of intervention, including hospital wards, patchy support systems in housing, education and
employment, and overstretched community and non-government services. It also highlighted specific
weakness in supports for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders due to cultural incompetence within
services. Services ‘lacked a social and emotional wellbeing framework and failed to provide referral
pathways from primary health to specialist services.
9
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These findings are consistent with anecdotal feedback that The Healing Foundation has gathered
through engagement with front line practitioners, service providers and clients.
The inherent low socio-economic status of remote communities necessitates superior investment;
however, this is not the case in reality. Urban areas continue to attract most of the investment from
government and remote areas continue to suffer poorer outcomes due to their neglect.
National healing forum participants from remote areas, consistently report a lack of basic support
service infrastructure at a community level. People are being forced to travel outside of their
community (often vast distances), to access much needed mental health assessment, let alone
support. The lack of basic local service infrastructure not only impacts on individuals, families and
communities in crisis situations, it stifles potential for the realisation of any sustainable outcomes that
would effectively close the gap in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander disadvantage.
In circumstances when individuals and families from remote communities can afford to travel to
access support, the financial, personal and emotional cost of maintaining that support usually results
in an eventual discontinuation of service provision. Worse still, it can exacerbate the issues that
initiated their motivation to seek support in the first place.
Feedback gathered by the Healing Foundation at recent New South Wales Healing Forums confirmed
that regional communities are becoming increasing disillusioned with ‘fly in and fly out’ service
delivery models. Trauma is further amplified by the need for individuals to constantly form a new
rapport with a high turnover of different staff and service providers. Clients are often required to
repeat their story of trauma repeatedly to seek support and this is a traumatising experience.
Some jurisdictions do not have appropriate base line services. For example, the Northern Territory
does not have a territory wide child and youth mental health system despite the clear levels of distress
evident in their population including high youth suicide. In remote parts of Western Australia there is
very limited access to any child psychiatric services. In lieu of professional therapeutic support
services, communities are attempting to address and resolve the burden of trauma themselves or as
a collective social network with limited resources and overstretched individuals.
The only meaningful and logical solution to these issues is a commitment to establishing better service
infrastructure in rural and remote areas. The need for increased service infrastructure will be further
amplified as populations continue to grow and disperse from urban areas and capital cities, driven by
pressures associated with congestion and high living costs. The design of these services should ideally
occur via a genuine process of co-design with local communities to ensure that initial investments
reflect the actual needs and priorities of local communities.

4. Better service models via meaningful co-design
Often the traditional government approach to community engagement involves a consultation
process specific to rolling out a new initiative that has had limited community input. This approach
has proven to fail and has essentially led to a situation where Aboriginal communities are reporting
that they often feel over consulted and tired of talking about problems with no solutions.
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In contrast with the term consultation - co-design involves service providers and communities working
together from the outset to develop new approaches that are genuinely informed by clients. By
working directly with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men, women and children on every aspect
of program design and evaluation, communities will ensure that programs are designed to be safe,
accessible, culturally and locally relevant.
Genuine co-design empowers communities, promotes leadership, supports self-determination to
become a reality, and ensures that programs and strategies are based upon local cultural knowledge
and practice. In turn, this community-led approach enables Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities to take control of their lives and participate more fully in the economy by solving the
social issues that otherwise impede this.
The Healing Foundation’s work experience has built evidence that - healing programs are most
effective when delivered on country by people from the same cultural group, as participants are
supported by local skilled workers who understand the history and collective experiences of local
Aboriginal people, both traumatic and positive.
Government funded services need to reframe their thinking of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
clients as hard to reach and instead recognise their failure to build trust and safety with clients as a
symptom of problematic service delivery5.
There are opportunities for the mental health sector to contribute to improved outcomes by
empowering Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to design and deliver their own healing
solutions supported by partnerships with trauma-informed health services. The co-design process
should include genuine partnership discussion concerning governance, oversight and accountability
for new services, to ensure maximum value for money and efficiencies in the way that services are
managed.
The Healing Foundation’s extensive community reaffirms that Aboriginal communities are keen to get
involved in these discussions to inform the development of innovative local solutions.
5. Establish better ways of measuring success
Typically, governments develop benchmarks and key performance indicators on behalf of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander communities, rather than negotiating what success means to the lives of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in a real sense. This failed approach is demonstrated by
the relatively poor performance against closing the gap targets. In response to this poor performance,
community leaders have voiced valid concerns that the targets themselves were poor and misaligned
to what communities perceive as success.
There needs to be a new approach where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities are
directly involved in determining what success means to them. This needs to be embedded as an
integral part of policy and program development in all sectors, including mental health.

5

Mitchell and Chapman 2010 as cited in Healing Foundation et al (2017). Towards an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Healing
Framework for men and boys
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6. Improve workforce skill and capacity
Feedback obtained from a series of New South Wales Healing Forums throughout 2018, reported that
the mental health workforce encounters significant challenges in meeting demand for services,
particularly in regional and remote areas. Issues such as inadequate access to training, skills shortages,
an insufficient representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workers across all levels of the
service sector and poor staff retention are all impacting on service standards and quality. In many
regional and remote communities there is ongoing difficulty attracting trained and qualified workers.
Dealing with trauma and its consequences including depression, anxiety and associated mental health
disorders requires significant skill to ensure that harmful practice and further trauma does not occur.
Many mainstream services lack cultural competency, skill and knowledge and their methods are
continuing to further traumatise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people rather than effectively
addressing their service needs.
Many mental health staff lack education about the nature and impact of trauma on Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people. Staff need skill development and targeted training, so they are better
equipped to respond effectively.
A prominent issue that was raised throughout a series of 6 New South Wales Healing Forums in 2018
was the extent of structural and systemic racism/discrimination that exists within the broad health
services sector (including mental health). A number of community members shared harrowing
personal experiences of being treated unfairly when seeking frontline health services within public
hospitals and also amongst community run health services.
It was reported that racism and discrimination occurs both overtly and covertly. This seriously
undermines the trust of clients and acts as a primary deterrent for vulnerable clients seeking to engage
services. Furthermore, it adds to their trauma burden and exacerbates mental ill-health. Racism and
discrimination need to be clearly identified and accountability mechanisms introduced, so there are
consequences for individuals and organisations that are found to condone, practice or perpetuate
harmful practice.
In many regional and remote communities there has been difficulty attracting trained and qualified
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff. Building pathways that support the ongoing development
of the mental health sector workforce will increase the available number of culturally informed mental
health and Indigenous practitioners and therefore increase capacity of the sector to respond to
demand. There needs to be further investment in quality and accessible training and skill development
to attract more workers to the sector.
Training and development should not only be directed at prospective employees, it is equally
important to ensure that enough resources are being targeted at the existing workforce, not only to
improve the quality of service delivery but also as a mechanism to retain staff. Better staff retention
will result in economic benefits.
Regional and remote communities experience a high rate of staff turnover. Often workers do a stint
in a remote area due to the attached incentives and as a way of gaining valuable experience that is
attractive in terms of building career experience. While this is beneficial for the workers themselves,
it burdens clients with disrupted relationships and increased need to tell their story of trauma
repeatedly. This also results in excess expenditure in relation to recruitment of new workers, their
induction training and for regional and remote areas, their relocation.
12
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The sector needs to develop a targeted staff retention strategy to address this issue. An important
component of any strategy is succession planning and wherever possible the employment of people
that reside in the remote community or at the very least reside in a neighbouring community. This will
result in much better sustainability of service models.
The Healing Foundation has also observed that committed workers in regional or remote areas often
suffer ‘burn out’ as they struggle to cope with the high demand and pressures of servicing a relatively
high volume (due to poor staff to client ratios) of complex clients. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
workers have conveyed the challenge of being on call 24/7, with community members approaching
them for support at any time. The sector needs a strategy to ensure the safety and wellbeing of the
existing workforce as a priority, so that workers are well enough themselves to offer quality support
to clients.
The Healing Foundation has recently partnered with Gallang Education and Training Centre to develop
a Healing Accredited Short Course. The short course will equip existing and potential Aboriginal and/or
Torres Strait Islander workers with the skills and knowledge to better understand and empathise with
people experiencing complex trauma resulting from the impact of colonisation. The short course will
enable learners to access further study pathways through options such as Credit Transfer and RPL
(Recognition of Prior Learning) for units of competency across other qualifications, essentially
providing critical pathways for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to enter the mental health
workforce.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders communities also call for more support for mental health carers,
to enable them to participate in employment. It has been highlighted that many people find it difficult
to participate in education and employment when they are required to care for family members
experiencing mental ill-health. More flexible education, employment and training initiatives are
required – targeted at carers, with the aim of providing them with increased options to balance their
caring obligations with employment opportunities.
7. Eliminate suicide and its impact
Indigenous suicide is a significant health challenge for Australia. Suicide has emerged in the past half
century as a major contributor to the overall Indigenous health and life expectancy gap. In 2014 it was
the fifth leading cause of death among Indigenous people, and the age-standardised suicide rate was
around twice as high as the non-Indigenous rate.
Indigenous children and young people are particularly vulnerable, comprising 30 per cent of the
suicide deaths among those under 18 years of age. In addition, Indigenous 15–24-year olds are over
five times as likely to suicide as their non-Indigenous peers. As males represent the significant majority
of completed Indigenous suicides, gender can also be understood as a risk factor.
The National Review of Mental Health Programs and Services Report (2014) highlights that wellbeing
outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia have worsened dramatically
over recent years.
Suicide rates were highest for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 25–34 years (39.9
deaths per 100,000 population), around three times the rate for non- Indigenous Australians of the
same age. From 2004–05 to 2012–13, the hospitalisation rate for intentional self-harm increased for
13
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians increased by 48.1 per cent, while the rate for other
Australians remained relatively stable.
Regional and remote communities are reporting the devastating impact of grief and loss that they are
experiencing and flow on effect that is occurring from generation to generation. Increasingly younger
people are carrying the burden of caring for their parents or extended family members that have been
traumatised.
In 2017, the Healing Foundation facilitated the country’s first ever National Youth Healing Forum in
Queensland. Young people from all over the country came together to articulate (the priority issues
that were impacting on them, their peers and their communities. Suicide featured as a prominent
issue. A headline quote from the National Youth Healing Forum Report reads: “We need increased
focus on positive programs that keep people happy and healthy rather than only targeting them at
crisis point.”
The youth healing forum participants talked about the toll that suicide is having on their families and
communities. They identified the following main factors that contribute to the high rate of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander suicide:







There is a general lack of support options and services available to assist people
Some people feel too ashamed to disclose their issues
We need to find new ways of reaching out to people and encouraging them to seek support
People are using drugs and alcohol at a very young age. This creates longer term mental health
and developmental problems and can exacerbate feelings of depression, bi-polar or schizophrenia
There is a lack of available support services for people who have experienced family violence,
abuse or neglect
There is a high emphasis on young people needing to be carers at an early age. The pressures that
families are putting on young people results in those children becoming parents themselves at a
very young age—generational perpetuation of the problem6.

Feedback gathered from recent New South Wales Healing Forums confirmed that education about
suicide and self-harm is needed in schools and across whole communities. They also highlighted a
need for targeted suicide and self-harm awareness education to police, teachers, lawyers,
magistrates, health workers, corrections staff, disability services and other community service
providers of the triggers and risk factors that present when a person is at risk.
Communities have reported that the vast majority of critical events occur during weekends or outside
of normal business hours for the few services that do exists, leaving untrained and unprepared
community members grappling with how to deal with complex issues. Community members, parents
and kin are therefore the front line of the mental health response.
Service models need to be designed with more flexibility and with the needs of clients at the forefront.
The Healing Foundation strongly endorses a co-design approach, ensuring that communities have
direct input into the design and operation of mental health services.
In the past two decades the communities of Yarrabah (in Queensland) and the Tiwi Islands (Northern
Territory) have both seen suicide rates fall dramatically from very high rates that were experienced in
the 1990s.
6

National Youth Healing Forum Report, Healing Foundation 2017
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In 2017, The Healing Foundation, in partnership with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Suicide
Prevention Evaluation Project (ATSISPEP), commissioned Dr John Prince to undertake research to
identify factors that may have been effective in reducing the rate of suicide in both communities. The
research culminated in a report titled ‘Stories from community – How suicide rates fell in two
Indigenous communities.
Over the course of the research more than 40 community members were interviewed in Yarrabah and
over 60 community members in the Tiwi Islands. The report found that the most significant factor to
address suicide effectively included the community first reaching a shared consensus that suicide
prevention is required, coupled with the community being empowered to create local solutions
collectively with strong cultural leadership. The report also identified critical factors that assist in
terms of suicide prevention these include:
Prevention factors
 Programs that create community awareness about suicide risk factors
 Training of frontline staff to identify suicide risk factors in clients as early as possible
 Access to counsellors and mental health support within the local community
 Identification of critical risk periods and services targeted at those times
 Local crisis response teams to respond quickly and decisively after a suicide incident
 Continuation of care and support post incident to facilitate healing
 Cultural competence of mental health staff
Community elements
 The community is empowered to be directly involved in devising solutions
 Elders are involved and provide strong cultural leadership to decision making
 Solutions are devised within a cultural framework
The report emphasises that solutions cannot be formulated by government on behalf of Aboriginal
communities or imposed upon communities. There needs to be more meaningful dialogue at a local
level, more appreciation for locally developed solutions, and a commitment to resourcing those
solutions.
8. Support effective Indigenous healing frameworks
Healing refers to the process by which people come to a stronger sense of self-identity and connection
and through this can address the distress that they experience changing how they are able to interact.
Healing involves a holistic and ongoing approach that is deeply rooted in culture and addresses
physical, social, emotional, mental, environmental and spiritual wellbeing.7
It is vital that healing is recognised as an ongoing and long-term process that requires slow, deliberate
and meaningful work. Multiple generations of collective and cumulative trauma cannot be solved
through short-term, one-off programs or events. Time is needed to build connections and
relationships, to reconnect with culture and to work towards self-determination emerging as a reality
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.

7

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Healing Foundation Development Team 2009 ‘Voices from the Campfires: Establishing the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Healing Foundation’. Commonwealth of Australia.
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A critical element of healing programs is an emphasis on restoring, reaffirming and renewing a sense
of pride in cultural identity, connection to country, and participation in and contribution to
community.
Collective healing reinstates and reconnects Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to their
core cultural value systems, where obligations and reciprocity were central to community survival.
Without enabling the reclaiming and reconnection to these value systems, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people will remain over-represented in the justice, child protection and indeed the mental
health system.
Collective healing moves away from the ‘treatment’ of individuals to a model where ‘individuals
develop their own skills and capacities to empower healing in themselves and their families and
communities’8.
Healing is an essential condition of any support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander development
in Australia9. Incorporating healing into a collective process of self-determination enables Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people to identify and deal with the underlying causes of trauma.
For example, an independent evaluation10 of the Northern Territory Men’s Healing projects,
demonstrates the benefit of developing healing strategies through a genuine co-design process. It also
demonstrates the importance of striking the right balance between therapeutic support and cultural
practice to achieve positive outcomes across several health and wellbeing domains.
The initiative empowered Aboriginal men through cultural, education and therapeutic healing
activities, facilitated access to support services, increased their confidence and capacity to gain
meaningful employment and overcome issues such as family and domestic violence, alcohol and other
drug use, self-harm, incarceration and poor health and social and emotional wellbeing. The evaluation
found:








a reported decrease in incidence of family and domestic violence and less violence generally in
communities;
reduced observable rates of self-harm and suicide during the life of the program in two of the
communities;
women feeling safer and more supported by the men in their families and communities;
increased health and emotional wellbeing among men in the communities;
increased leadership as men take responsibility for their past, present and future; and
increased re-emergence of cultural celebrations and ceremonies, some of which had not occurred
in the communities for decades, and;
a reduction in recidivism and reoffending over the life of the program including a reported 50 per
cent reduction in the number of men registered with the NT Department of Correctional Services
within the Wurrumiyanga area (where the program has been running the longest)

The challenge for the Healing Foundation has been having state and territory governments invest in
these approaches. Despite these significant results the Northern Territory government did not invest
and support this work and would not take this initiative to scale, despite originally funding the work.
8

Collective Healing for members of the Stolen Generations Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Healing Foundation 2014b:14
Social Compass 2016 A Theory of Change for Healing, prepared in partnership with the Institute for Human Security and Social Change
p16
10 Healing Foundation 2015. ‘Our Men, Our Healing: Creating Hope, Respect and Reconnection’. Evaluation Report Executive Summary.
https://healingfoundation.org.au//app/uploads/2017/03/OMOH-60-pg-report-small-SCREEN-singles.pdf
9
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Too many times evidence-based programs showing great results, such as these across Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander communities are defunded, not supported and allowed to close due to
government policy or inaction. This in its self is a false economy, meaning that communities must
always start again, can never build traction and are continuously having to rebuild or pivot to address
issues that are interconnected. This traumatises the Aboriginal workforce and makes them less likely
to engage in future work. This trauma cycle is something that will need to be stopped to make real
gains.
Through its work, the Healing Foundation has developed four pillars of Indigenous trauma recovery11:
•Creating safe spaces, healing
places and identifying safe
people

•Building a strong cultural
identity by reconnecting to our
cultural values and practice

Safety

Identity

Trauma
awareness

Reconnection

•Learning about the
impacts of trauma
on our minds,
bodies and spirits
so we can find
paths to healing

•Rebuilding our
relational support
systems with family,
community and
services that can
support us

Four Pillars of Indigenous Trauma Recovery
1. Safety: creating safe spaces, healing places and identifying safe people to support healing;
2. Identity: building a strong cultural identity by reconnecting to our cultural values and practice;
3. Reconnection: rebuilding our relational support systems with family, community and services that
can support us; and
4. Trauma awareness: learning about the impacts of trauma on our minds, bodies and spirits so we
can find paths to healing.
Healing-informed approaches based on these pillars can improve outcomes across a range of health
and well-being domains, especially in terms of mental health.
Quality healing balances Indigenous and western concepts may provide for individual support within
a broader collective approach and supports cultural and spiritual renewal concurrently with
psychological and therapeutic support.

11

Healing Foundation with Adams, M, Bani, G, Blagg, H, Bullman, J, Higgins, D, Hodges B, Hovane, V, Martin-Pederson, M, Porter, A, Sarra,
G, Thorpe A and Wenitong M 2017. Towards an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander violence prevention framework for men and boys.
The Healing Foundation and White Ribbon Australia
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International and local research indicates that healing programs should be specific to local regions and
groups and are best delivered on country by people from the same cultural group as participants12.
Localisation of healing can ensure a trauma-informed approach delivered by skilled workers who
understand the history and collective experiences of local Aboriginal people, ‘both traumatic and
positive’13.
Healing is an ongoing process that needs to be integrated across the broad ambit of laws, policies and
services that relate to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Trauma-informed approaches must
therefore be embedded in all aspects of systems that engage with and impact on Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples and in cross-sector initiatives that span the community, health, education,
employment, justice sectors and beyond.

Recommendations
The Healing Foundation puts forward the following recommendations to support and enable social
and economic benefits of improving mental health for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities:


Invest in specialised and targeted mental health support options for Stolen Generation survivors
and their families, in recognition of the unique and complex challenges that they face, as
substantiated by the disturbing AIHW data referenced in this submission.



Invest in localised, culturally competent mental health support service infrastructure, particularly
in regional and remote areas where the cost of accessing mental health support services is beyond
the reach of many vulnerable high need’s groups.



Commit to co-design of mental health policy, service delivery models and programs, so that locally
developed healing responses are resourced, monitored and evaluated to strengthen the evidence
base and enable greater culturally based solutions to emerge.



Increase the number of trauma informed, trained and qualified Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander staff across all spectrums of the mental health service sector, in response to the high
proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander clients that require servicing.



Invest in the design, delivery and ongoing evaluation of cultural competency and trauma
awareness training programs that address racism, ensure accountability and measure meaningful
compliance. This is not only critical to improve the quality of service provision, it is essential to
avoid inflicting further trauma on an already vulnerable and marginalised client group.



Strategies are required to assist Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to effectively navigate
the mental health system (refer to community education and advocacy recommendations), to
connect to appropriate support, particularly in regional and remote areas where service
infrastructure is sparse.

12

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Healing Foundation (2014). ‘Our Healing Our Solutions: Sharing Our Evidence’;
Caruana, C 2010, ‘Healing services for Indigenous people’, Family Relationships Quarterly, vol. 17, pp. 3–9. in Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Healing Foundation 2014 Our Healing Our Solutions: Sharing Our Evidence’:18
13
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Organisations supporting and providing mental health services must adopt trauma-informed,
culturally relevant approaches at all levels of service provision, including in their underpinning
policies and service systems.



Structural and systemic racism/discrimination needs to be eradicated from the mental health
sector urgently. Improvements should be monitored closely via the implementation of client
satisfaction surveys for marginalised client groups, to measure improvements against benchmark
indicators.



A comprehensive and targeted Workforce Development Plan is required as a matter of urgency.
This should aim to address skill shortages, improve workforce retention rates in regional and
remote areas and importantly, to set measurable and transparent targets for the recruitment of
an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Workforce as its main objective.



A comprehensive Safety and Emotional Wellbeing Plan is required to prevent burnout of the
workforce, ensuring that workers themselves have strong social and emotional wellbeing to
provide quality services to clients. This is especially important for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Workers that have the added burden of carrying community pressures and obligations
that exceed the responsibilities of their professional roles.
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