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assault. The SART approach offers many
benefits, but the process by which it was
arrived at may not have involved a full
consideration of the HCS interpretation of
the current system and current problems.
For example, mention has been made of
HCS failing to adequately refer suspected
child sexual assault cases to the police, but
little attention was paid to the fact that
police are also guilty of breaching referral
protocols by failing to refer matters to HCS,
delaying referrals, or making protective
investigation decisions.  In the Committee’s
defence, the apparent failure to consider
fully the HCS position may, in part, have
been due to the HCS decision to refuse the
Committee access to their files.

Second, the Committee noted that ‘the
community must accept that incarceration
in, and of itself, will not achieve a single
thing, other than the protection of the 
community for that time which an offender
is incarcerated’ (p.230).  Yet despite this
acknowledgement that incarceration is not
enough to prevent sexual abuse, much of
the report relates only to the criminal 
justice system’s response to sexual assault.
While the social censure of such crimes is
necessary, and may act as a deterrent for
some, it is only by changing community
attitudes, and preventing the development
of sexually abusive behaviour in the up
and coming generations that there will be
a large cut in the number of sexual
offences being committed against children
(and adults).

It has been said by some practitioners
that it is too late to attempt to fully reha-
bilitate the current generation of sex
offenders and child abusers in general.  It
is paramount, however, to break the cycle
of abuse with young victims.  Overall, the
model outlined in the Crime Prevention
Committee’s report makes a good attempt
to prevent the sexual assault of future 
generations. 
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Now available is the report of a study
designed to highlight the particular

issues that mandatory reporting of
abuse raises for adolescents and for
those who have a professional role with
them.

The report is entitled Family Vio-
lence: Young People and Youth Sector
Workers Informing Government About
the Implementation of Mandatory Report-
ing In Victoria, by Danny Sandor, Youth
Affairs Council of Victoria, and Julian
Bondy, Department of Community Ser-
vices Administration, Royal Melbourne
Institute of Technology.  The study was
funded by the Criminology Research
Council.

This research questioned young 
people and youth sector workers about
various aspects of new Victorian manda-
tory reporting laws.  Focus groups were
conducted by peer researchers with 163
young people comprising a mix of those
who had experienced and had not 
experienced protective intervention.  In
addition a specially designed self-report
survey was administered to 150 workers
drawn from the membership of the peak
youth affairs body for the State. 

Key findings of focus groups with
young people

• Young people felt they lacked knowl-
edge and understanding of the
mandatory reporting system.  They
did not appreciate that a worker could
not legally choose whether or not to
make a report (or to give absolute
confidentiality).

• There was a concern that mandatory
reporting may be a deterrent to dis-
closure of abuse.

• Young people did not call for com-
plete exemption from the mandatory
reporting laws, but rather for a pre-
sumption that their wishes would
prevail.

• There was concern about having
choices – about to whom they dis-
close, whether their disclosure is
notified and, if so, the course of the
investigation.  This was more impor-
tant to them than whether youth
workers as a category should be
mandated or not.

• Young people have a range of fears
about the consequences of their abu-
sive situation coming to the notice of
the authorities.

• Young people lack knowledge of
their rights when contemplating a dis-
closure; they want more information
about this and feel they need a sup-
port person if they embark upon the
process.

Key findings of youth sector 
workers survey

• Workers feel they lack important
knowledge and skills in relation to
mandatory reporting.

• In deciding whether to report dis-
closures of abuse, workers appear to
be influenced by such factors as
whether the young person concerned
agreed to a formal report being made,
and the worker’s concern that abuse
would continue.

• Nearly half the respondents had
decided at least once not to make a
report. Factors influencing their 
decision included: whether or not
the survivor was still in reach of the
perpetrator; the young person’s atti-
tude to notification; the capacity to
arrange services without official
involvement; concern that notification
might lead to systems abuse.

• Although there was majority support
for the notion of mandatory report-
ing laws, workers were concerned
about the circumstances of their
implementation and could envisage
a situation where they would not
comply with reporting requirements.

• The major recommendation from
respondents was for further training.

The report concludes with ten rec-
ommendations spanning the areas

of legal and administrative changes,
training, information, program initia-
tives and research. 

Copies of the report are available
from the Youth Affairs Council of
Victoria, Suite 1, 250 Gore Street,
Fitzroy, Victoria 3065. Phone (03)
9419 9122.

Mandatory Reporting of Abuse as 
Perceived by  Young People and 

Youth Sector Workers 


