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Presentation Notes
Thanks for coming today. Unlike the two other presentations in this session, my research focus is not Indigenous communities, but on the remote and regional ‘experience’ and violence. This presentation is based on findings arising from my Honours thesis that I submitted a few months ago, which examined how change in social and economic indicators over a five year period predicted change in violent crimes across regional and remote Queensland. 

In this study, I have brought together two areas of research that have developed quite independently of each other, to test how they fit together, based on the relationship posited by theory. These two areas are the ‘rural crisis’ and ‘rural criminology’. 




What is the rural crisis?

• Population decline

• Age restructuring

• Economic vulnerability to environmental extremes

• Centralising impact of globalisation
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The rural crisis has to do with population decline, age restructuring – such as an exodus of young people, or an influx of ‘tree change’ retirees, economic vulnerability to environmental extremes – for instance, stock or agricultural losses to drought, floods, fire, and the centralising impact of globalisation – as it causes the removal of services in smaller centres. 

These factors have the ability to change the social and economic face of regional and remote centres, but – these trends are not evenly distributed across Australia, and the magnitude of growth or decay in these features may differ considerably. The argument behind the rural crisis is that there is a set of circumstances that can render rural places more vulnerable to change than urban areas. 



Violence in rural areas

• Rural violent crime rates higher than urban rates

• ‘Very remote’ parts of Queensland are the most violent

Source: OESR, 2001
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Alongside this crisis, a very interesting finding has emerged in rural criminology – Australia is one of the few countries to have rates of violent crime in rural areas exceeding rates of violence in urban areas. Speaking to the Queensland context, research has shown that this trend is most pronounced for ‘very remote’ parts of the state. This graph highlights that violence occurring in ‘very remote’ places is about 2.5 times the rate of the next highest category, ‘remote’. 

These considerations lead to the questions: How is rural crime and the rural crisis related, and what does this mean for economic, ecological and social sustainability of regional and remote centres?



Research site: Queensland

• Non-metropolitan Queensland

• Excludes:
South-east Queensland 
(Brisbane and adjacent coastal 
centres)
Toowoomba
Townsville
Cairns
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Research site is Queensland – Australia’s second largest and most decentralised state. Queensland currently supports about one fifth of Australia’s population and for purposes of international comparison, is about two and a half times the size of France, about seven times the size of the UK, and covers more area than Alaska – the largest state of the US. 

Queensland’s average population density is lower than the national average at 2.0 persons per square kilometre.

Within this state, the research site is the remote and regional sections of state. Following the definitions that some others have used, I excluded all cities, being south-east Queensland (Brisbane and adjacent coastal centres), Toowoomba and surrounds, as well as Townsville and Cairns. 

The basis for this inclusion was: (1) prior research indicates that the smaller the centre, the less capable its residents are in dealing with social and economic change – wanted to keep that consistency in theorised social processes and (2) for methodological reasons – there were remarkable divergences in the two levels of data that I had (police divisions and statistical local areas), so to validly marry these levels up in metropolitan areas was going to prove almost impossible.



Research questions

• Is social and economic disruption related to fluctuation in 
violent crime in non-metropolitan Queensland?

• Are some types of violence more susceptible to social 
and economic disruption than others?

• How can an exploration of ‘extremes’ contribute to 
understanding this process?
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My research sought to answer three questions: (READ).

In answering these three questions, I used social disorganisation theory, which, despite its considerable fame in understanding urban crime and delinquency, has become born-again, and applied to rural criminology. 



Research design

• Secondary data analysis
Queensland Police Service
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)
Queensland Centre for Population Research
National Key Centre for Social Applications of Geographic 
Information Systems (GISCA)

• SLA unit of analysis (N=124) 

• Uses data from two time periods; 1996 and 2001
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I drew on secondary data from four sources: crime data from the Queensland Police, census data from the ABS, and data to help categorise different parts of Queensland from the Centre for Population Research and GISCA.

The unit of analysis in this study was the Statistical Local Area, and there are 124 non-metropolitan SLAs in Queensland. 

This study brings together cross-sectional data from two time periods – 1996 and 2001 – to examine the impact of change. 



Measuring ‘change’

• Residual change scores
Predict the time 2 score from the time 1 score
Calculate the difference between the predicted time 2 score, and 
the actual time 2 score

• Avoid making inferences about systemic change by 
using measures reflecting stasis
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As I was only interested in change, I didn’t use raw scores in my analysis, but all were converted to residual change scores. This is done by (READ). 

In the Australian context, this research heralds the first use of residual change scores into this problem. As I used social disorganisation theory, it is theoretically logical to employ a measure of change. It would be irresponsible of me to make inferences about systemic change by using measures reflecting stasis.



Variables

• Explanatory variables:
Ethnic heterogeneity
Familial and residential instability
Primary industry workforce quotients
Age profile
Population density
Gender balance
Indicators of economic status
Accessibility/remoteness index of Australia Plus (ARIA+)
Settlement zones

• Outcome variables:
Homicide-related offences
Serious assaults
Common assaults
Armed robbery
Unarmed robbery
Menacing person offences
Sexual offences
Total violent crime
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(READ)

I’ll bring to your attention one of these explanatory variables, which may not be familiar to you – settlement zones. 



Settlement zones

Zonings based on: 
economic structures and 
dependencies
Age structure
Population density and 
movements

Each zone has a unique 
‘sensitivity to differential 
demographic and related 
socioeconomic trends’ (Holmes, 
Charles-Edwards & Bell, 2005, p.16)
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There are six zonings across Queensland, with membership determined by each SLA’s economic structures and dependencies (such as those related to workforce and tourism), age structures, population density, and age-specific population movements. These zones are: (READ). 

This research signals its first use in a criminological study, and the inclusion of this measure is justified on the basis that each zone has a unique “sensitivity to differential demographic and related socioeconomic trends”. 



Results

• General trends
Violence across Queensland
Violence across settlement zones

• Multiple regressions

• Descriptive exploration of ‘extremes’



Violence across Queensland

• 67 per cent of SLAs 
across Queensland 
experienced a larger than 
predicted decrease in 
total violence from 1996-
2001
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(READ)



Violence across settlement zones

• South-east Queensland
75 per cent of SLAs showed decreases

• Coastal Queensland
67 per cent of SLAs showed decreases

• Agricultural Queensland
74 per cent of SLAs showed decreases

• Pastoral Queensland
58 per cent of SLAs showed decreases

• Remote interior 
57 per cent of SLAs showed decreases

• Remote north
40 per cent of SLAs showed decreases
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(READ) – so there is a pretty consistent reduction in decreases as we move further inland, with the furthest point from our capital city – the remote north – being the only zone to report a net increase in violence in the research period.



Predicting change across the site

• Significant models
Total violent crime
Homicide-related offences
Serious assaults
Menacing person offences
Sexual offences

• Failed to reach significance
Common assaults
Unarmed robberies
Armed robberies
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Aside from these general trends across the research site, I also conducted a series of multiple regressions on all outcome variables. Indicators of social and economic change significantly predicted change in some types of violence, but not others. 

(READ)



Total violent crime

b SE b β sr2

Constant 0.18 0.26

Homes owned 0.37 0.13 .37** .06

Newcomers -0.63 0.13 -.64** .17

R2 .27

F 2.63**

*p<.05   **p<.01   ***p<.001
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The model explained 27 per cent of the variance in total violent crime, which was significantly predicted by change in newcomers and change in homes owned. The unique contribution of newcomers was quite substantial at 17 per cent. What is interesting is that it was a decline in newcomers that predicted growth in total violence. An increase in homes owned also predicted an increase in total violent crime, suggesting that it is residential stability and economic strength that is increasing violence, overall. These findings do not support SDT.




Menacing person offences

b SE B β sr2

Constant 0.18 0.26

Homes owned 0.40 0.13 .40** .05

Newcomers -0.57 0.13 -.57*** .13

R2 .26

F 2.46**

*p<.05   **p<.01   ***p<.001
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The menacing person offences model performed similarly to total offences – so in the interests of time, I won’t repeat the findings here.




Serious assaults

b SE b β sr2

Constant 0.01 0.24

Homes owned 0.44 0.12 .44*** .08

Pop density -0.25 0.12 -.21* .03

Newcomers -0.66 0.12 -.66*** .19

Disadvantage -0.37 0.17 -.37* .03

R2 .35

F 3.88***

*p<.05   **p<.01   ***p<.001
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35 per cent of the change in serious assaults was accounted for by the model, with four significant contributors. Again, newcomers was the strongest unique contributor to the model, followed by the proportion of homes owned. Population density and disadvantage were also significant predictors – these two are interesting in that they do not predict change in any other type of violent crime investigated here. They are both negatively related to serious assaults, indicating that as an SLA becomes less densely populated and more strong economically, it is more likely to experience growth in the relative rate of serious assaults. Like total violence and menacing person offences, these findings do not support SDT.






Homicide‐related

b SE b β sr2 F

Constant 0.38 0.25

Settlement zone†

South-east -0.26 0.38 -.07 .00

5.03**

Agricultural -0.40 0.22 -.20 .02

Pastoral 0.02 0.47 .01 .00

Remote interior 0.07 0.57 .02 .00

Remote northern 2.50 0.63 .50 .10

Indigenous 0.32 0.11 .33** .05

Newcomers 0.31 0.12 .31* .04

R2 .29

F 2.89**

*p<.05   **p<.01   ***p<.001
† Reference category is ‘coastal zone’
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Change in homicide-related offences were also significantly predicted by the some variables, accounting for 29 per cent of the variance overall. As we can see here, the overall contribution of settlement zones was significant. In comparison to the coastal zone SLAs, homicide-related crimes in remote northern SLAs experienced 2.5 more units of growth, while coastal zone SLAs experienced a more growth in these offences than was true for south east Qld and agricultural Queensland SLAs.

Again, newcomers proved to be a significant predictor, but for this offence category, growth in newcomers was associated with a growth in homicide-related crimes. The influence of change in Indigenous persons was about on par with that of newcomers, and a growth in ethnic heterogeneity also predicted a growth in homicide. These findings DO support SDT.



Sexual offences

b SE B β sr2 F

Constant .13 .26

Settlement zone†

4.53*

South east -0.47 0.39 -.12 .01

Agricultural -0.22 0.23 -.11 .01

Pastoral -0.13 0.49 -.05 .00

Remote interior -0.14 0.60 -.03 .00

Remote northern 2.40 0.65 .48 .09

Indigenous 0.24 0.12 .24 .03

R2 .24

F 2.23**

*p<.05   **p<.01   ***p<.001
† Reference category is ‘coastal zone’
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Settlement zones were also an important contributor to change in sexual offences. Like in homicide-related offences, SLAs in the remote northern zone were likely to experience more growth in sexual offences than was true for coastal SLAs, while all other zones experience less growth than was true for coastal zone SLAs. Growth in Indigenous population was also a significant predictor of growth in the relative rate of sexual offences. Like homicide-offences – these findings also support SDT.





Predicting change in violence

• Contributors
Ethnic heterogeneity
Residential instability
Population density
Indicators of economic status
Settlement zones

• No evidence for contribution
Familial instability
Primary industry workforce quotients
Age profile
Gender balance
Accessibility/remoteness index of Australia Plus (ARIA+)



Research questions

• Is social and economic disruption related to fluctuation in 
violent crime in non-metropolitan Queensland?

• Are some types of violence more susceptible to social 
and economic disruption than others?

• How can an exploration of ‘extremes’ contribute to 
understanding this process?
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With my first two research questions addressed, I have one more topic to cover – what can the ‘extremes’ tell us?



‘Extremes’

• 10 SLAs registered as ‘extremes’

• 18 cases of extreme change
14 cases were extreme increases (78 per cent)
4 cases were extreme decreases (22 per cent)

• All settlement zones except the remote 
interior

• Evenly distributed between ‘accessible’ 
and ‘very remote’ categories of 
remoteness
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There were 10 SLAs that registered as ‘extremes’ in the five crime categories that could be successfully predicted in the regressions. What constitutes an ‘extreme’ measure is a measure that has a z-score of three or over. From these 10 SLAs, there were 18 cases of extremes, indicating that some SLAs measured in the extremes for more than one type of violence. What is interesting is that 14 of these were extreme increases, and only 4 were extreme decreases. So, while across Queensland, and across settlement zone, there are decreases in violence, there are substantially more extreme increases than there are extreme decreases. 

What is interesting is that they come from all settlement zones except the remote interior, and come from only two of five remoteness categories – ‘accessible’ and ‘very remote’ – quite evenly distributed between them. 




Conclusions and implications

• Overall decline in violence across Queensland

• More extreme increases than there are extreme 
reductions in violence

• Crime specificity is important

• Change matters

• Further exploration is needed into understanding the 
extremes
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So what does this all mean? 
First – there is an overall decrease in rates of reported violence across non-metropolitan Queensland. 
Second, there are more extreme increases than there are extreme reductions in violence across this site. 
Third, understanding crime specificity is important – you’ll recall that the multiple regression predicting change in ‘total violence’ did not support the tenets of social disorganisation theory, but homicide-related and sexual offences did. Also, regarding the non-significance of common assaults, and armed and unarmed robberies, these results suggest that change in ‘less’ serious or ‘less’ predatory offences cannot be explained by indicators of social disorganisation in non-metropolitan Queensland, while other offences can be. 
Fourth, it appears that it is not social and economic disruption that is important in understanding shifts in violence, but simply change from a previous state. 
Finally - further exploration is needed into understanding the extremes – there is more that I can research within my own data, so time will tell what else I can draw from future analyses. 



Future thoughts

• How can this type of study be replicated on a national scale to better gauge 
the national experience of violence and social change?

• How can this type of study be replicated on a local scale to understand 
micro-social process (e.g. Mt Isa’s lead scandal)

• How can these findings feed into understanding of community resilience?

• Theory generalisability question for the focal shift from urban to rural

• What can we learn from social organisation and some types of violence 
(sexual offences, domestic violence, stock-related offences)?
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Leading from these conclusions, I will leave you with some considerations for the future. (READ).
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