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Introduction

There are a number of classification and risk assessment tools used in correctional centres throughout the world. This article will examine the use of classification assessments in correctional facilities and, in particular, the Offender Risk Needs Inventory Revised (ORNI-R). The ORNI-R was implemented in all correctional centres in Queensland in 2003 and 2004 (Department of Corrective Services, 2004a).

The purpose of this article is to critique the use of risk and need assessment tools for the purpose of classification in women’s correctional facilities. It will be argued that the majority of risk inventories are inappropriate for use with women and, in particular, Indigenous women in Australian correctional centres. An analysis of the application of the ORNI-R will be used to demonstrate how life experiences can be misinterpreted as risks when an assessment tool based on a white male population is applied to Indigenous and non-Indigenous women in prison.
Classification Assessment Tools
Classification assessment tools are used to classify people in prison into different levels of custody based on security risk. As such, classification tools determine individual living conditions, including supervision levels, location within a correctional centre, and restrictions placed on prisoners (Loza & Loza-Fanous, 2002; Webster & Doob, 2004). Classification instruments are also used to predict behaviour and recidivism, and to allocate resources where identified needs are unmet (Loza & Loza-Fanous, 2002).

There are a number of psychological tests used as classification tools and the specific assessment used varies across correctional facilities. Most classification tools comprise a risk/need inventory. Risk/need inventories serve two purposes; first, to predict the amount of risk an individual presents to prison staff, other inmates, themselves and to the wider community, and second, to identify the unmet physical and psychological needs of an individual (Bonta, 2002). On the basis of the numerical score derived from the completion of a risk/need inventory a person in prison will be assigned a particular security classification. Those with a higher classification will be deemed as being a higher risk and will have more restrictions placed on them. The Department of Corrective Services Queensland defines the purpose of classification assessment as being; 1) to obtain a risk level which determines the frequency of contact for surveillance, and 2) to determine offence related needs (Department of Corrective Services, 2004b).  The function of classification assessment as described by Department of Corrective Services Queensland is to identify the offender’s risk factors and offender’s needs.

The Development of Classification Tools

Historically the assessment of risk and classification has been based on clinical judgement (Bonta, Law, & Hanson, 1998; Allan & Dawson, 2004). In the late 1960s, researchers began questioning the use of clinical judgement and argued that actuarial assessments surpassed clinical judgements in determining future violence (Allan & Dawson, 2004). Since the 1970s there has been an increase in the amount of research devoted to developing actuarial risk assessment models which primarily use multivariate statistical methodologies (Allan & Dawson, 2004; Lowenkamp, Holsinger, Latessa, 2001). Actuarial assessment tools are based on regression models and as such use predictors of offending behaviour obtained from specific populations (Allan & Dawson, 2004). Risk/need inventories that have been developed by actuarial means assess a combination of static and dynamic risk factors (Lowenkamp, et al., 2001). Static risk factors include criminal history, early familial life, and age, while dynamic variables include such factors as support networks, housing, and access to rehabilitation programs (Blanchette, 2004). People in prison are assigned to correctional programs on the basis of dynamic risk factors (Blanchette, 2004). 

It is still common to assess risk from a clinical assessment. This type of assessment usually involves a correctional staff member asking a person in prison a series of unstructured questions (Lowenkamp, et al, 2001). While this is the most common form of assessment it has been shown to be invalid when predicting risk (Bonta et al., 1998).
Risk/Need Inventories

There are numerous risk/need inventories used in correctional centres throughout the world, including the Custody Rating Scale (CRS) which is used in Canada, the Level of Service Inventory Revised (LSI-R), and the Offender Risk Needs Inventory Revised (ORNI-R) which is used in Queensland. Risk/need inventories are based on the risk principle which states that the amount of treatment a person in prison receives should match their level of risk (Sorbello, Eccleston, Ward, & Jones, 2002). The risk principle firstly assumes that risk can be predicted and secondly that the level of risk should be matched by a corresponding level of treatment (Blanchette, 2004). While these inventories are all used to determine classification, they have numerous differences, including the way the inventories were developed, number of test items, and administration of the inventory.  
The Custody Rating Scale (CRS), used by the Correctional Service of Canada, determines the initial security classification (minimum, medium, or maximum), and therefore penitentiary placement, of people in prison. The CRS has 12 items which make up two subscales, the Institutional Adjustment Scale (five items) and the Security Risk Scale (seven items) (Loza & Loza-Fanous, 2002; Webster & Doob, 2004).  
The Level of Service Inventory Revised (LSI-R) Andrews and Bonta (1995) is the risk/need assessment tool most widely used in the United States (Bonta, 2002) and is the tool used by Department of Corrections in New South Wales. The LSI-R is a 54 item scale that consists of ten subcomponents: criminal history, education/employment, financial situation, companions, emotional/personal factors, family/marital relationships, accommodation, alcohol and drug use, leisure and recreation, and attitudes/orientation (Bonta, 2002; Lowenkamp, et al., 2001). The LSI-R was originally developed for use by probation officers in planning their supervision of people on probation (Girard & Wormith, 2004) and is now widely used in correctional centres for the classification of people in prison.
The Offender Risk Needs Inventory Revised (ORNI-R) is the risk need inventory used by the Department of Corrective Services in Queensland. The ORNI-R is a semi-structured interview used for the purpose of making security and treatment recommendations. It is administered to all women serving a prison sentence of 12 months or more (Department of Corrective Services, 2004b). Following the completion of the ORNI-R, women in prison are assigned one of four risk levels: low, medium, high, or extreme. The assigned risk level will determine the period of time that a person in prison will be detained in secure custody before being eligible for transfer to open custody. 

Risk/need inventories are powerful tools in that they determine the living conditions of people in prison. It is important that the most appropriate test is chosen for the given population and the test is used in an ethical manner. An inappropriate risk/need inventory or inaccurate use of a risk/need inventory can result in misclassification. Over-classification has detrimental effects on the person in prison, and raises issues of discrimination and inequity (Webster & Doob, 2004). As a result of over-classification, the needs of a person in prison are incorrectly identified and greater restrictions are placed on them while in prison. While under-classification can have grave consequences for the future of victims of the person (Allan & Dawson, 2004),  misclassification can also have a detrimental effect on the ability of the correctional centre to fulfil its legislative and policy directives (Webster & Doob, 2004), and over-classification depletes the resources of the department of corrective services.
Most psychological tools designed for classification aim to appropriately classify people in prison such that they are in the “least restrictive environment possible” (Webster & Doob, 2004 p.397). James Bonta, co-author of the LSI-R, states that interventions and classifications should follow the “least restrictive principle” (Bonta, 2002). He stresses that risk/need inventories should not be used to justify severe sanctions or extreme penalties and that his aim in developing the LSI-R was to identify prisoners suitable for community placements not to justify the over-use of incarceration (Bonta, 2002). 

Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Women in Prison

Given that classification tools are developed for a specific population, is it worthwhile examining the demographics of the Australian prison system with particular focus on gender and culture. The six states and two territories that comprise the Australian Commonwealth have separate jurisdictions regarding the administration of criminal justice. While there are nine jurisdictions (six state, two territory, and one federal), the features of these systems are quite similar (Carcach & Grant, 1999). 
The Australian prison population is growing. There are approximately 22 000 people in Australian prisons (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2000). Women represent a small proportion of the total prison population in Australia, making up only 6.4% of people in prison during the 2000 to 2001 period (Willis & Rushforth, 2003; Sorbello, et al., 2002). While men outnumber women in custody by a ratio of 15 to one (Collins & Mouzos, 2000) and only one in five alleged offenders are female (Willis & Rushforth, 2003), the female prison population is growing. Between 1992 and 2002 there was a 95% increase in female prison population in Australia (Willis & Rushforth, 2003). The increasing proportion of women in prison is not unique to Australia, world wide women constitute the most rapidly growing prison population (Sorbello, et al., 2002). 

The growth in prison population is greatest for Indigenous people with the Indigenous prison population rate increasing at a faster rate than the non-Indigenous prison population (Lawrie, 2003). Indigenous people are over-represented at every stage of the criminal justice system. In Australia, Indigenous adults represent less than two percent of the population yet comprise 19% of the total Australian prison population (Dalton, 1999; Carcach & Grant, 1999). The increase in imprisonment for Aboriginal women is greater than that of non-Aboriginal women. In 1990, the percentage of Indigenous women in prison was 16.3% of the female prison population, which is greater than the percentage of Indigenous men in prison compared total male prison population (14.1%) (Paxman & Corbett, 1994), and between 1988 and 1998 the Indigenous female prison population increased by 148% (Carach, et al., 1998).  

As of 1998, Queensland had the highest rate of imprisonment in Australia with the prison population in Queensland being 23% above the national average (Carcach & Grant, 1999). 

Can Classification be Gender-Neutral?
In most correctional centres throughout the world, the same classification assessment is used for men and women in prison. The majority of the research used to develop classification tools was based on white men in prisons in North America (Blanchette, 2004). There is a dearth of research which examines the risks and needs associated with offending for women particularly when compared to the expanse of literature which examines the risk factors associated with male criminal behaviour. Actuarial research which examines the correlations and complexities of female offending is rare (Sorbello, et al., 2002) and there appears to be no statistical research which examines the needs of women in prison in Australia (Byrne & Howells, 2002). As a result, classification assessments used with women in prison are based almost entirely from samples of white male offenders (Blanchette, 2004), hence the predicted risk of offending is less accurate for women. It has been argued that current tools employed as classification measures are gender neutral. That is, tests of reliability and validity withhold when tests developed on male subjects are applied to women. However research which suggests that current risk need inventories are equally applicable to men and women in prison is unconvincing.   
Some research has examined the validity of a male-based classification test when applied to women in prison. Lowenkamp, et al. (2001) performed a comparison of LSI-R scores on men and women in prison. They noted that the majority of previous research had a large discrepancy in the ratio of male and female participants, however they also based their comparison on disparate sample sizes (n for women = 125, n for men = 317).  The researchers reported that there were no differences in scores in classification as based on LSI-R data nor gender differences in recidivism. However, a closer analysis of the data reveals that a greater percentage of women than men were given higher classification scores (28.8% compared to 18.6%) yet the percentage of women who had reoffended was much smaller (34.4% compared to 58.4%). These differences indicate that women are more likely to be over-classified than men, as they are more likely to be given a maximum security classification and less likely to reoffend.

Harer and Langan (2001) conducted a study to explore whether a classification assessment could accurately predict violent behaviour for both men and women in prison. A classification assessment which focussed on escape risk and violent behaviour risk was administered to over 24, 000 women and 177, 000 men in prisons in the United States between 1991 and 1998. The researchers found that a risk classification scale may predict violence related misconduct equally well for men and women but that gender specific factors heavily influence the results. Violent misconduct in women’s prisons is rare in comparison to men’s prisons and the nature of the violence is also very different and the violence is judged differently by prison staff. The rate of serious violence for women is 8.14% of the rate for men and for less serious violence the rate for women is 54.4% of the rate for men. They also found that when incidents involving violence occur, prison staff in women’s prisons may respond more harshly to women than to men. Women were more likely to have a breach recorded and to be given a higher classification than a man who engaged in the same behaviour. They conclude that a male classification scale may not accurately gauge the level of risk for female perpetrated violence, and may overestimate the violence rate, resulting in over-classification of women in prisons (Harer & Langan, 2001). 

In their analysis of the CRS, Webster and Doob (2004) found that women in prison were being classified according to factors that did not predict their behaviour, and hence, women were being incorrectly classified. McSherry (2004) also found that mental health professionals tended to over predict violence and concluded that it was rare for psychiatrists to predict violent behaviour with better then 33% chance of accuracy.
Another problem with risk/need inventories is the discrepancy in outcome measures between research. Some researchers define recidivism as the criterion variable, others compile several indices (behaviour in prison, institutional breaches, subjective judgements by prison officers) into one variable, disruptive behaviour, (Loza & Loza-Fanous, 2002).

These findings, and the fact that almost all, if not all, of the assessments employed in classification were developed on research that focussed on men in prison, highlight the importance of having a female specific classification tool. To date there is no publicly available research which has examined the risk factors and needs that apply to Australian women in prison, nor to Australian Indigenous women in prison. 


Do risks and needs differ according to gender?
Classification tools based on the risk need principle assess the factors associated with criminal and violent behaviour (risks), and endeavour to identify the unmet needs that may result in criminal activity. For the valid generalisability of classification tools based on male subjects the assumption of homogeneity of sample needs to be met. Gender neutral classification tools assume that the reasons women and men engage in criminal behaviour are the same, the circumstances of this criminal behaviour are the same, and the propensity toward violent outbursts are the same. Most, if not all, risk/need inventories assume that the risk factors used to predict criminal behaviour in men are similar to those that predict criminal behaviour in women (Lowenkamp et al., 2001). However, evidence suggests that these assumptions are unmet as the nature of criminal behaviour is different for women and men. Women in prison differ greatly from men in several ways including; motivation for offending, patterns of offending, types of offences, substance use, prison adjustment, and level of community support (Hannah-Moffat, 2004). For a classification assessment (designed to predict violent and offending behaviour) developed using male offenders to be applied to a female population with validity there needs to be homogeneity in the nature of violence, and in the nature and circumstances of the offending behaviour. 
Gender differences in crime and causal factors

There are differences in the crimes committed by men and women and also in the circumstances and predictive factors of those crimes. When offences are similar, the context of offending and the relationship to the victim differ according to gender (Hannah-Moffat, 2004). In Australia, women are more likely to be charged with drug offences or property offences whereas male offenders are more likely to be charged with violent offences (Sorbello, et al., 2002; Harer & Langan, 2001).  In 2002, 23% of men in Australian prisons were charged with violent offences compared to 14% of women in prison (Willis & Rushforth, 2003). When women are violent, the circumstances in which they are violent are different than those for men. Harer & Langan (2001) found that when women are separated from boyfriends and family members their homicide rate drops to zero whilst this is not the case for men. 
In relation to drug offences, there is a significant difference in predictors of recidivism for men and women. Factors that are significant predictors of recidivism for men but not for women include age at first period of incarceration, age at release, history of drug use, employment history, and post-release marital status (Pelissier, et al., 2003). This indicates that the factors that predict risk for men do not predict risk for women.  

Recidivism rates are also much lower for women than men. In a study of people incarcerated for drug offences, men were much more likely to reoffend, 52.5% of men committed more drug-related offences compared to 29.6% of women (Pelissier, et al., 2003). A similar recidivism rate remained even when treatment levels were held constant, 44.2% for men and 24.5% for women. This evidence shows that women are statistically less likely to commit more offences after release than are men.

Research indicates that the underlying cause of criminal behaviour differs greatly according to gender. Non-criminogenic needs often lie at the core of women’s offending behaviour. One study which examined women’s criminal behaviour identified a number of key risk factors including parental/ familial issues, childhood abuse, and mental illness (Willis & Rushforth, 2003). They found that, for women, the risk factors that have been linked with criminality are less individual factors and more societal factors. Access to affordable housing, social supports, and employment are the greatest determinants of an absence of recidivism for women (Willis & Rushforth, 2003). Economic and social deprivation and familial expectations result in gendered risks for criminal behaviour and recidivism (Willis & Rushforth, 2003). Women are more likely to experience economic deprivation and social isolation as a result of offending whereas men in prison are more likely to have a partner or relative who maintains the family home and goes without in order to meet their needs (Byrne & Howells, 2002). 
Gender differences in behaviour whilst in prison

Predictors of violence and criminal behaviour for men do not necessarily generalise to women. Length of prison sentence is considered in many classification assessments. However, Harer and Langan (2001) found that length of incarceration does not add to the predictive ability of classification for women once history of escapes, and history of violence were controlled (Harer & Langan, 2001). There is also disparity in the profile of male and female offenders. Women in prison spend less time in prison on average than men, serve shorter sentences, and have less extensive criminal histories than men (Sorbello, et al., 2002). 

Women are also less likely to escape or abscond from prison than are men. Women in prison in Queensland have lower rates of escapes and absconding than do men. In the financial years 1998/99, 1999/2000, 2000/01, and 2001/02 there were no escapes or records of absconding from women’s secure and open custody centres. However, from men’s open custody centres there were 12 escapes in 1998/1999, 13 escapes in 1999/2000, four escapes and one abscondence in 2000/2001, and 13 escapes in 2001/2002. 

Gender differences in crime and prison sentences are similar in New Zealand, the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom (Lo, 2004; Beals, 2004; Pelissier et al., 2003). In New Zealand, women in prison have fewer previous convictions, serve shorter sentences, have a greater range of psychological needs, and are more likely to have dependent children on the outside than men (Beals, 2004). In the United States, women in prison were more likely to have dependent children, and have a partner than were men. However, they were not as likely as men to have been in full time employment prior to incarceration, to have a prior conviction, to have been previously incarcerated, or to have received a welfare benefit (Lo, 2004). In the United Kingdom women have a much lower rate of criminality at every stage of the justice process than men, and women also commit fewer serious crimes (Kendall, 2004).

Different needs of men and women in prison.
Needs also differ according to gender. In order to understand women’s incarceration it is important to consider the different social positions and experiences of women (Kendall, 2004). Women in prison have a greater number of life problems than men in prison and this gender difference is also found within non-offender populations (Pelissier, et al., 2003). Pelissier, et al., (2003) report that for women who are incarcerated for drug offences their motivations for using drugs are usually to alleviate physical or emotional pain. Women in prison are likely to come from an environment of spousal abuse, have no prior offences, and have dependent children (Beals, 2004). Women in prison are also more likely to experience feelings of guilt and feelings of worthlessness as a result of their incarceration, and to feel like a bad parent than are men (Lo, 2004). 
Even when the risk factors are similar for men and women in prison, the exposure to these risk factors presents different challenges according to gender and the intensity of factors also differ according to gender (Lowenkamp et al., 2001). These realities of gender specific roles and expected norms are often ignored in the assessment of risk. 

A review of women in prison in the UK reported that the needs of women were physically, psychologically, socially, and vocationally different to those of men (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 1997, as reported in Byrne & Howells, 2002, p.39). Women in prison have experienced higher levels of abuse, economic hardship, and other adversity in their lives than men (Willis & Rushforth, 2003). Women are more likely to have experienced severe psychological trauma prior to their incarceration (Sorbello, et al., 2002). In the general population, two thirds of women are estimated to have experienced some form of sexual abuse, while it is estimated that between 85 to 89% of women in prison have been sexually abused prior to incarceration (Sorbello, et al., 2002). 

Personal victimisation, and resultant low self esteem, have been associated with criminal behaviour in women but not men (Blanchette, 2004). Research suggests that for women in prison self-esteem is largely linked to offending behaviour and recidivism (Koons, Burrow, Morash, & Bynum, 1997), however Andrews and Boonta, authors of the LSI-R do not recognise self-esteem as a need in the offending population. 

Women in prison are more likely to have experienced traumatic victimisation than are men and, as such, mental health needs are far greater among the female prison population than the male. Some classification assessments fail to identify mental health needs. Byrne and Howells (2002) argue that screening for psychological needs is necessary for this need to be identified
. They also suggest that while mental health needs are not being met, the psychological health of women in prison will dissipate during their incarceration and their condition may deteriorate.

Correctional staff also acknowledge that women in prison have needs which are different to those of their male counterparts (Hannah-Moffat, 2004). In interviews, correctional staff indicated that some targeted risks, namely sexual behaviour and employment criteria, are not applicable to women in prison (Hannah-Moffat, 2004). 

Women have greater needs than men but men are of greater risk. If the final score of a risk/need inventory does not differentiate between need and risk then a high score (which leads to higher classification) may be due to greater need for counselling and practical support and not reflective of the danger that a person poses. Hence women may be placed in higher security not because they are a threat to themselves or others, but because they have endured greater hardship in their life. 

There are gender differences in criminal behaviour and gender differences in needs of people in prison. Universally applying a classification assessment that is based on men’s needs will limit and restrict the treatments available to women (Beals, 2004). This is evidenced by the low priority given to women-specific rehabilitation programmes (Sorbello, et al., 2002). Australian prisons have a number of core programs that people in prison undergo and these programs rarely differ in content for male and female offenders (Byrne & Howells, 2002). Research from the United Kingdom states that a lack of treatment programs based on women’s needs resulted in women being treated as if they were men (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 1997, as reported in Byrne & Howells, 2002, p.39). There is also a dearth of research which focuses on female-only rehabilitation programs (Pelissier, et al., 2003). 
This research demonstrates that there are gender differences in criminal behaviour, the causes of criminal behaviour, ‘risk’ behaviour, and the needs of people who commit offences. Due to the differences in their demographic characteristics, life experiences, and societal pressures, it is reasonable to assume that what will work for men might not necessarily work for women. The life problems that women in prison report significantly out number those reported by men in prison (Lo, 2004). This suggests that the risks and treatment needs of women differ greatly to those of men, and it is therefore inappropriate to utilise a risk/needs inventory that has been designed with male research population with women. As risk assessments have been developed using regression models, they are based on predictors from specific populations (Allan & Dawson, 2004) and care should be taken when these instruments are used to assess the risk of reoffending in people from other populations or cultures (Allan & Dawson, 2004). Women have particular gendered needs and experiences (Beals, 2004) as such it is necessary for men and women to have different assessment items (Kendall, 2004). 

The Imprisonment of Indigenous Australians.
Indigenous people are over-represented in the Australian criminal justice system and this situation is deteriorating (Allan & Dawson, 2004; Dalton, 1999). There is an over-representation of Indigenous peoples at all stages of the criminal justice system in Australia (Edney, 2002; Carcach, Grant, & Conroy, 1999). Aboriginal people are 20 times more likely to be arrested than non-Aboriginal people and in some areas where the Aboriginal population is high this figure is as much as 90 times (Paxman & Corbett, 1994). 

This trend is similar in Westernised countries with Indigenous people being over-represented in prisons in Canada, the United States, and New Zealand (Dalton, 1999). There are currently a range of risk/need assessments available and the majority of these are based on North American data (Allan & Dawson, 2004). There is a lack of research which addresses the appropriateness of these assessments on the Australian population and it is believed that there are no instruments specifically designed for Indigenous Australians (Allan & Dawson, 2004), or Indigenous Australian women. 

White Australia has a Black history.

The over-representation of Indigenous people in prisons represents the manifestation of the legacy of colonial rule and cannot be understood in the absence of knowledge regarding the colonisation of Australia and the historical and contemporary approaches of white government and authority towards Indigenous communities (Edney, 2002). 
In 1788 Aboriginal customary law was overthrown by a white, colonial judicial system that was based upon a false legal framework (terra nullius) (Paxman & Corbett, 1994). The law, customs, and traditions of Indigenous people were neither recognised nor respected by British colonial rule (Midford, 1988). As a result, Aborigines were denied access to land, traditional food sources, and sacred sites. Since 1788, Indigenous people have been subjected to dispossession, attempted genocide, and slaughter. Aboriginal women have survived a history of colonial dispossession, alienation, poverty, sanctioned rape, murder, and assault (Paxman & Corbett, 1994). Aboriginal women were exploited as farm and domestic labourers and  many were separated from their traditional family and community (Lawrie, 2003). Indigenous people’s first encounter with white law was through police expeditions seeking to capture Indigenous people who had accessed their traditional land or retaliated against those who occupied it (Midford, 1988). For over 215 years there has been a clash between white law and traditional law. Indigenous people can and have been imprisoned for engaging in traditional behaviour that is an offence according to white law (Midford, 1988). The continued imprisonment of Indigenous people is a part of the political process that has continuity with the process of dispossession and colonization (Edney, 2002).
Lack of research into  the Imprisonment of Indigenous people
Indigenous voices are largely omitted from Australian history. Sadly, this trend has continued in research into imprisonment in Australia. While research into Indigenous imprisonment is scarce, research that reports on Indigenous women in prison is even rarer. Few people have researched the impact of imprisonment on Indigenous women and their experiences of prison (Paxman & Corbett, 1994). The risk/need inventories predominantly used throughout the world have been repeatedly criticised for discriminating against women and Indigenous people in prison (Allan & Dawson, 2004; Webster & Doob, 2004; Kendall, 2004). Very few studies have examined the needs of Aboriginal women in prison nor the circumstances in which Aboriginal women are coming into contact with the criminal justice system (Lawrie, 2003). Even the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (1991) did not address concerns for Aboriginal women in prison in any of it’s 339 recommendations (Lawrie, 2003). 
Needs of Indigenous people differ from needs of non-Indigenous people.

The inappropriateness of the use of current risk/need inventories with women in prison has been previously outlined. Given the over-representation of Indigenous women in prison, it is worth examining the appropriateness of the use of risk/need inventories with Indigenous Australians, in particular Indigenous women. 

For a risk/need inventory based on American data to applicable to Indigenous people the two populations need to have homogeneity of variance. Again, significant differences between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous prison population make the application of a risk/need inventory questionable.
The age distribution of Indigenous people in prison is more skewed towards younger age groups than it is for non-Indigenous people in prison (Carcach et al., 1999). Indigenous people are more likely to be incarcerated between 17 and 19 years of age than are non-Indigenous people and the age of most Indigenous people in prison falls between 20 and 24 years, while for non-Indigenous people their age is most likely to fall between 25 and 29 years (Carcach et al., 1999). 

Offences for which Indigenous and non-Indigenous people are incarcerated also differ. Non-Indigenous people are most likely to be incarcerated for sex offences, robbery, break and enter, drug offences, and homicide, in descending order (Carcach et al., 1999). While Indigenous people are most likely to be incarcerated for assault, break and enter, sexual offences, robbery, and justice procedures (Carcach et al., 1999). Indigenous people are far less likely to be incarcerated for homicide, robbery, fraud, and drug offences, but are more likely to be incarcerated for assault, justice procedures, and traffic offences (Carcach et al., 1999). The most frequent offences committed by Indigenous women include non-payment of fines, drunkenness and social security fraud (Paxman & Corbett, 1994). Paxman and Corbett (1994) argue that the over-representation of Indigenous people in prison is partially due to the reintroduction of the Summary Offences Act (New South Wales) which gives the police powers to impose imprisonment for public order offence charges, such as offensive language or behaviour. 

Culturally appropriate risk/need inventories have been found to be more accurate at predicting risk. Allan & Dawson (2004) developed specific assessments for Indigenous male offenders in Western Australia. They found that a risk assessment developed specifically for Indigenous sexual offenders was more accurate than the assessments that had been developed with other cultures, or that had been developed to assess general recidivism. Interestingly, their study also showed that when assessing Indigenous offenders, it was not only necessary to develop a culturally appropriate test based on the culture of the Indigenous offender but also beneficial to employ an assessment tool that focused on the criminal behaviour for which recidivism was a concern.  In order to accurately determine level of risk and need, separate instruments should be developed for different types of criminal behaviour (Allan & Dawson, 2004). 

Do Risk/Need Inventories accurately identify the risks and needs of Indigenous people?
Culture needs to be considered when evaluating risks and needs. The factors which influence a classification score may not be representative of the actual risks or needs if the inventory is not culturally sensitive. Risk/need inventories which are culturally insensitive tend to over-classify Indigenous women, with research finding that Aboriginal women in Canada are over-classified relative to their involvement in institutional incidents (Webster & Doob, 2004).

Unemployment is identified as risk factor by some risk/need inventories, implying that a person who is unemployed has a greater likelihood of engaging in criminal behaviour. A person who is a primary caregiver and not working is classed as unemployed, hence full-time parents and carers are seen as being more likely to engage in criminal behaviour. Kinship responsibility is an important part of Aboriginal culture, yet it is not recognised in classification assessments and as most Aboriginal women are carers of children and older family members they are likely to be identified as unemployed by classification assessments. Lawrie (2003) found that 86% of Aboriginal women in prison identify as biological mothers, whilst 29% are the carers of children that are not their own, and 29% are carers for older family members. When ‘home mother’ is included as employment, the proportion of Aboriginal women identified as unemployed at the time of imprisonment drops by 70% (Lawrie, 2003). Failure to recognise the kinship responsibility of caring for family members incorrectly identifies many Aboriginal women as being unemployed and ‘at-risk’ of reoffending according to risk/need inventories.
Level of education is another risk factor commonly assessed by risk/need inventories and implies that the lower the level of formal education a person has the more likely they are to engage in criminal behaviour. While Aboriginal women in prison tend to have achieved low levels of formal schooling, four out of five displayed tenacity in pursuing other education outside of school (Lawrie, 2003). When asked why they wanted to pursue education when they did not complete formal schooling most Aboriginal women commented on the benefits of alternative education (Lawrie, 2003). This suggests that consideration should be given to the factors that cause Aboriginal women to leave school rather than regarding their current low level of formal education as a risk factor.
Another risk factor identified by many risk/need inventories is length of sentence. Aboriginal women are more likely to receive a custodial sentence than the general population and usually the sentences are longer (Lawrie, 2003). Aboriginal women are more likely to be remanded in custody and are less likely to receive bail (Lawrie, 2003) with 16% of Aboriginal women in custody being on remand (Lawrie, 2003). A risk factor for imprisonment for Indigenous people seems to be lack of understanding of the legal system. A significant number of women on probation and parole stated that they breached the conditions of their probation or parole because they did not understand them (Lawrie, 2003). When bail is granted the conditions are often unrealistic for Aboriginal women and are often not adequately explained by legal representatives (Lawrie, 2003). Thirty-three per cent of Aboriginal women in prison stated that they were not at all satisfied with their legal representation, one woman stating that she pleaded guilty to a crime that she did not commit on the advice of her legal representative (Lawrie, 2003).

Available risk/need inventories employ a theoretical basis that is embedded in Western culture (Allan & Dawson, 2004). They place responsibility of changing behaviour on the individual and neglect the socio-cultural factors that may be beyond the control of the individual. This is particularly detrimental to Indigenous people in prison. For a risk assessment to be culturally sensitive correctional staff would need to place behaviours within a cultural context for example, payback behaviour (Allan & Dawson, 2004). Risk/need inventories tend to view risks as individual factors that can be changed and fail to consider that with women and, in particular, Aboriginal women, risks are not only individual but societal. Having basic needs unmet increases a persons score on a risk/need inventory but Lawrie (2003) argues that this is inaccurate as basic needs such as health needs and housing are not available in some communities. 

Culture also needs to be considered when the risk/need inventory is administered. There is a culture of mistrust between Indigenous people and members of the criminal justice system which has its foundations in the history of colonial oppression.  The Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody stated that Indigenous people in police and prison custody were subjected to “pin-picking domination, abuse of personal power, utter paternalism, open contempt, and total indifference” (1991, p.20). Due to this history, Aboriginal women are less likely to feel comfortable disclosing to the person conducting the risk/need inventory. 

Lawrie (2003) reports that women in prison expressed a great deal of frustration when discussing Corrections Services (Lawrie, 2003) and stated that they would not reveal themselves to anyone except where a long term relationship was well established (Lawrie, 2003). Paxman and Corbett (1994) found in their study that Aboriginal women have little or no faith in the criminal justice system and are mistrustful of police and prison authorities (Lawrie, 2003; Paxman & Corbett, 1994) and would not disclose issues of abuse (Lawrie, 2003). In some circumstances, an Indigenous woman will not speak truthfully for fear of instigating another Indigenous person or family member:

“we do not use the system because we do not want to send our own people to gaol” (Paxman & Corbett, 1994, p.5).

The factors which propose to place people at risk of reoffending and the administration of risk/need assessments are not culturally sensitive. Due to this cultural insensitivity Aboriginal women are in danger of being incorrectly classified by risk/need inventories.
The Administration of Risk/ Need Inventories
Administration of an assessment tool can have an effect on results. The behaviour, gender, race, and age of the administrator can bias the responses of participants. Inconsistency in the manner in which administration is approached also limits the generalisability of the assessment tool. There appears to be little consistency in who administers risk/need inventories, for example some risk/need inventories have been reported as being administered by correctional officers, some by correctional psychologists and some by parole officers (Loza & Loza-Fanous, 2002). Given that powerful decisions are based on the results of risk/need inventories, it is worth exploring the administration of risk/need inventories. The ability of an assessment administrator to inadvertently effect responses is a great concern when the assessment is conducted by semi-structured interview. Research has found that women in prison may have difficulty disclosing to correctional staff, and that correctional staff may be biased in their scoring of risk/need inventories.

A history of abuse may make it difficult for women in prison to trust correctional staff, particularly male staff (Byrne & Howells, 2002). Women’s role in society often places them in a position where they have less power than men, and as such the possibility of abuse of power by correctional staff is most likely to be of greater concern for women in prison than for men (Byrne & Howells, 2002). Risk/need inventories require the person being assessed to disclose information of a highly personal and sensitive nature and this is likely to be difficult for women in prison as a large percentage have experienced abuse and trauma prior to their incarceration (Sorbello et al., 2002). It is unrealistic to expect that people in prison will disclose this information when a climate of mistrust exists between correctional staff and people in prison (Tracey, 2004) and confidentiality is not assured (McSherry, 2004). 

Byrne & Howells (2002) suggest that correctional staff require specific training for interviewing women in prison. They argue that due to the traumatic backgrounds of women in prison, it is essential for staff to be trained in empathic listening and counselling and for staff to be provided with support within their working environment. 

Previous research has also found that a difference in assessor attitudes can lead to a discrepancy in judgement (Freeman, 2003). Freeman (2003) found that staff in a women’s correctional centre in the United States were biased by their own preconceived attitudes when making decisions about inmate behaviour. He also found that years in service, education level, and age of the correctional staff member influenced judgements about women in prison. Research by Kim et al (2003) found that corrections staff perceptions and judgements of women in prison are influenced by educational level, political ideologies, and perceived role within the prison system. Research shows that correctional staff respond differently to women then to men (Hannah-Moffat, 2004) and that women are more likely to have a breach recorded for violent misconduct than are men (Harer & Langan, 2001). The responses by correctional staff to women in prison have also been found to be heavily influenced by gender and or racial stereotypes (Hannah-Moffat, 2004). In instances where there is confusion as to the level of risk of a person in prison the ultimate risk for an assessment item can be left to the discretion of the staff performing the assessment.
Mistrust exists for staff as well as women in prison. Tracey (2004) found that prison staff were wary of women in prison and were reluctant to believe them for fear of being ‘sucked in’. This raises questions of whether an officer who is reluctant to believe women in prison is going to be unbiased when conducting a semi-structured interview. 

These findings suggest that the assessment of risk and needs may be influenced by the personal attributes of the correctional staff member who is performing the assessment. 

Does the Offender Risk Need/Inventory Revised Over-Classify Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Women in Prison?
The Offender Risk/Need Inventory revised (ORNI-R) comprises 12 sections which address the current and previous life circumstances of a person in prison. The ORNI-R is administered to both men and women in correctional centres in the state of Queensland, Australia. This paper has argued that current risk/need inventories are based on a population whose criminal behaviour is sufficiently different to render the inventories inapplicable to Indigenous and non-Indigenous women in prison. Applying one assessment tool to both men and women discriminates against, and leads to the over-classification of, women in prison. An analysis of the application of the ORNI-R will be used to demonstrate how gender and cultural experiences can be misinterpreted as risks.  

There are several items on the ORNI-R that, when put in a gendered and cultural context, are not reflective of risk behaviour for Indigenous and non-Indigenous women. Most women in prison had been full-time carers for their children or for another adult at the time of their arrest (Lawrie, 2003; Beals, 2004). However the ORNI-R does not recognise full-time carer as a type of employment and as such many women will be scored as unemployed. This will increase their risk/need inventory score and increase their chances of being placed in a high security classification. Any woman who was receiving a Centrelink payment at the time of her arrest will be scored as having a financial problem on the ORNI-R. This is misleading as they may have been receiving a parenting or carers wage or may have been receiving a disability pension. 

Education is a section of the ORNI-R where a low level of education is viewed as a risk factor of criminal behaviour. When put in a gendered and cultural context, there are reasons why women leave school that are not indicative of criminal behaviour. As previously outlined, many Indigenous women have indicated that they found formal schooling to be inappropriate and that they prefer alternative learning methods (Lawrie, 2003). These women will be scored as having a low education if they have not completed year 10, even if they have continued with other forms of adult education. 

Length of sentence is included as a risk factor on the ORNI-R however, Harer and Langan (2001) found that length of sentence did not predict recidivism for women. The inclusion of length of sentence as a risk factor also disadvantages Indigenous women as Indigenous women are more likely to be given longer sentences (Lawrie, 2003).
Women are also more likely to be given a higher risk score based on their experiences of victimisation and trauma. There are several items on the ORNI-R that reflect experiences of abuse which will increase a risk score. If a woman’s “upbringing has been unsatisfactory”, that is, if a woman has experienced sexual, emotional, or domestic violence, she will be scored as having had problems in the Family/Marital section of the ORNI-R. To insist that a woman is of greater risk because she is a survivor of abuse is a form of victim-blaming and does not reflect the reality that most survivors of abuse do not become perpetrators of violence. This item discriminates against women and will increase the risk score for women as a high number of women are survivors of abuse (Sorbello et al., 2002). A woman who is a survivor of abuse may also be recorded as having “victim issues” on the ORNI-R, again increasing both her final score and her chances of being given a high classification. 
Any woman who has had psychiatric treatment, regardless of the length of that treatment, will also receive an additional score on the Health section of the ORNI-R. Given that a large percentage of women in prison have survived considerable traumas it is possible that they will have sought out professional help at some time. This again increases the ORNI-R score for women and may not necessarily be reflective of risk behaviour. 

Byrne and Howells (2002) pointed out that women are likely to have been victims of abuses of power. This is particularly the case for Indigenous women (Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, 1991). As such, women are more likely to be wary of increased supervision by prison staff. An “unfavourable attitude towards supervision” will lead to women being scored as having a criminal attitude on the ORNI-R. 

Research has also indicated that due to a culture of mistrust and the traumas that women have experienced they will be disinclined to disclose personal information to a stranger (Byrne & Howells, 2002; Lawrie, 2003). This may be interpreted as an anti-authoritarian attitude by the assessor of the ORNI-R, resulting in a higher risk score. 
Like other risk/need inventories, the ORNI-R is based on the presumption that individuals in society can have complete control over their lives and the interdependence between people and society is not acknowledged. This is reflected in items such as housing, and discord in family of origin. If a woman has moved several times or lives in what the administrator of the ORNI-R determines to be an overcrowded environment or a high-crime neighbourhood, she is scored as being at risk in the area of housing. This neglects to consider that she may live in an area where basic housing needs cannot be met and also fails to consider cultural responsibility that may necessitate an Indigenous woman sharing her accommodation with other members of the Indigenous community. Assigning a woman a higher risk score because there was discord in her family of origin also fails to acknowledge the interdependence of individuals within their familial system and results in punishing the woman for something that was beyond her control. 
The cultural insensitivity of the ORNI-R suggests the Aboriginal women will be over-classified and this is supported by statistics from the Department of Corrective Services Queensland (2005). When the number of Aboriginal women in secure and open custody is taken as a percentage of total Aboriginal women in prison in Queensland and compared to the rate of non-Aboriginal women in secure and open custody taken as a percentage of the total number of non-Aboriginal women, it is evident that Aboriginal women are more likely to be in high security custody than non-Aboriginal women and less likely to be in open-low security custody (see Figure 1.). The percentage of Aboriginal women in high security custody is greater than that of non-Indigenous women (41.67% compared to 30.19%), and the percentage in medium security custody is also higher (28.13% for Indigenous women and 26.79% for non-Indigenous). There is little difference between the percentage of Indigenous and non-Indigenous women in low-high security custody (5.21% compared to 6.04%), and in open-high security custody (5.21% for Indigenous women and 6.42% for non-Indigenous women). There are slightly more Indigenous women in low-low security custody (5.21% compared to 2.26%), however there are fewer Indigenous women in open-low security custody (8.33% compared to 24.15%).
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Figure 1. The percentage of Aboriginal women and non-Aboriginal women in High-, Medium-, Low-, and Open-High security custody and Low- and Open-Low Security Custody.
Classification data from previous years also demonstrates that Indigenous women are more likely to be assigned a high security classification and less likely to be assigned an open security classification. In Figure 2, the number of Indigenous women in high security classification is taken as a percentage of the total number of Indigenous women in prison and compared to the number of non-Indigenous women in high security taken as percentage of the total number of non-Indigenous women in prison for the financial years 2001/2002, 2002/2003, 2003/2004, and 2004/2005. 
In Figure 3, the number of Indigenous women in open security classification is taken as a percentage of the total number of Indigenous women in prison and compared to the number of non-Indigenous women in open security taken as percentage of the total number of non-Indigenous women in prison for the same financial years.
If the ORNI-R objectively and fairly assessed women, then the percentage of Indigenous and non-Indigenous women in different levels of custody should be similar. Statistical data from the Department of Corrective Services (2002, 2003, 2004, 2005) shows that a greater percentage of Indigenous women have been detained in high security custody and a smaller percentage detained in open security custody and that this trend has been consistent for the previous four years. This disproportionate representation of Indigenous women in high and open security custody calls into question the ability of the ORNI-R to assess the risks and needs of Indigenous women without discrimination.
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Figure 2. Percentage of Indigenous and non-Indigenous women in high security custody during the years 2001/2002 to 2004/2005.
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Figure 3. Percentage of Indigenous and non-Indigenous women in open security custody during the years 2001/2002 to 2004/2005.

The tools employed to assess the needs and risk factors for women should reflect the reality of their lives and experiences (Kendall, 2004) and not punish women for having needs. The ORNI-R fails to recognise the complexities of women’s criminal behaviour and, as a result, gender and cultural differences are ineffectually accounted for which results in systemic discrimination. 

Administration and Scoring of the ORNI-R

The ORNI-R is administered by semi-structured interview where a person in prison is assessed on 12 sections that are broken up into a series of items. Each item that applies to an individual is scored by a tick, and the final score is calculated by summing all of the ticked items. According to the Department of Corrective Services Queensland (2004), the 12 sections of the ORNI-R are scored by two mechanisms, an “objective scoring mechanism”, and by recording data in narrative form. The objective scoring mechanism is a semi-structured interview whereby a Corrective Services employee ticks all items that partially apply to an individual. The risk level of a person in prison is established by both the ORNI-R score and the supervising officer’s judgement which is based on “professional knowledge and experience” (p.4). 
This ‘objective scoring mechanism’ is questionable as some of the items rely on an officer making a judgment as to whether a behaviour or attribute is present. The employee administering the ORNI-R has to assess attitude, when determining an individual’s attitude towards education, attitude in relation to “domestic difficulties”, and whether the person has an “anti-authoritarian attitude”. The ORNI-R administrator is also required to make several value judgments when scoring the test. They are to determine whether a person has a “significant level of immaturity”, whether they live in a high crime neighbourhood, and whether their ‘upbringing has been unsatisfactory’. These value judgements raise questions about the objectivity of the ORNI-R. 

Previous research has shown that correctional staff can be biased by their own individual demographics (Freeman, 2003; Kim et al., 2003) and by the culture within the prison environment (Tracey, 2004) and this suggests that the scoring of the ORNI-R would not be free from bias. A risk/need inventory which necessitates the use of value judgements by the assessor raises ethical issues about the administration of the test. While the ORNI-R purports to include an “objective scoring mechanism”, the guidelines for conducting the ORNI-R show that the scoring of the test involves subjective judgements on the part of the assessor.  
Conclusion

Risk/need inventories are tools which are commonly used to determine classification of prisoners in correctional centres throughout the world. The majority of risk/need inventories were developed on male prison populations in predominantly Westernised countries (Blanchette, 2004) using multiple regression analysis. Regression analysis is specific to the population on which it was developed and, as such, care needs to be taken when risk/need assessments are used with other populations. This paper examined the applicability of risk/need inventories to the female prison population with particular focus on Indigenous women in prison. 
Substantial differences exist between the male and female prison population. Women differ from men in types of criminal behaviour, nature of criminal behaviour, recidivism, and the cause of offending. Women in prison also have greater needs than men in prison and are more likely to have experienced trauma and abuse prior to their incarceration (Willis & Rushforth, 2003). It was concluded that women are at risk of being over-classified by current risk/need inventories because they have higher needs and hence may be placed in higher security custody not because they are at risk of reoffending or escaping, but due to their previous traumatic experiences. Women and men in prison are treated the same by classification assessments, however, there are notable differences in the criminal behaviour of men and women. By not recognising these differences, current risk/need inventories discriminate against women in prison and result in over-classification. 
While risk/need inventories are disadvantageous for women in prison, they are particularly disadvantageous for Indigenous women. Risk/need inventories fail to consider gendered issues in relation to criminal behaviour and also cultural practices of Indigenous women, causing behaviours relating to gender and culture to be misinterpreted as risk factors.
The Offender Risk Need Inventory Revised (ORNI-R), the risk/need assessment employed by the Department of Corrective Services in Queensland, Australia, is used to assess men and women in correctional centres in Queensland. Several items on the ORNI-R which aim to predict risk may inaccurately predict risk for Indigenous and non-Indigenous women in prison. Education, employment, and length of sentence are items on the ORNI-R which will increase a woman’s score and hence her classification. However, a confirmatory response to these items is not necessarily an indicator of risk when assessed within the broader context of gendered and cultural experiences. The ORNI-R also fails to consider gendered and cultural experiences causing women to be scored higher for being victims of abuse, being mistrustful of corrective services, accessing counselling services, and for being reluctant to disclose personal information to the assessor. The lack of cultural sensitivity of the ORNI-R is reflected in statistics which show that Indigenous women are more likely to be detained in high security custody than non-Indigenous women. 
The ability of the ORNI-R to objectively assign women appropriate risk/need scores is questionable given that scoring requires the assessor to make subjective judgements. It is unlikely that an assessor would be free of bias given that previous research has found that the judgements of correctional staff are influenced by the personal characteristics and attitude of the assessor (Freeman, 2003; Kim et al., 2003). 
The ability to ethically apply the ORNI-R is questionable given that the ORNI-R uses risk factors and an administration approach that discriminates against women and fails to consider Aboriginal culture. 
Risk/need inventories have been repeatedly shown to be biased against women and Indigenous people, however they continue to be used by correctional centres throughout the world. This practice is discriminatory and results in women and, in particular, Indigenous women being inappropriately classified. 
In order for Indigenous and non-Indigenous women to be accurately classified in correctional centres separate risk criteria need to be developed. It not sufficient to simply adapt similar versions of existing risk/need inventories to make them more applicable to women and Indigenous people. Great care needs to be taken when using an assessment tool with a population on which that tool was not based. Women in prison have different needs and life experiences than men and it is unethical to use a tool that does not recognise this gendered experience. Similarly, it is inappropriate to employ an assessment tool that reflects a white cultural perspective in order to judge the behaviour of an Indigenous person. Inaccurate application of an assessment tool is unethical on the part of the administrator, and can have a discriminatory effect upon the test taker, which is of particular concern when that tool is used to restrict living conditions.  
The ORNI-R is used on women’s correctional centres in Queensland for the purpose of assessing and categorising women with the ultimate aim of efficient and effective use of resources in prisons. As discussed in this report, due to gender and cultural differences, the ORNI-R is not an effective or appropriate tool for use with women in prison. It is in the interests of women in prison, the state, and the community in general to invest in a tool that is adapted to correctly identify and address the needs and risks of women. Through this approach we could hope to achieve not only the short term goal of appropriate support in prison, but also address the broader issues which perpetuate the incarceration of women in Australia. 
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� While women may have mental health needs, caution needs to be taken to avoid the “psychiatrisation” and pathologising of female offending.  
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