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*This article is a revision of an invited address given by the 
Director of the Bureau of Crime Statistics to the Thirteenth 
Criminological Research Conference at the Council of Europe, 
November, 1978.

A. Funtions of the Bureau
The Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research was estab­

lished in 1969 as part of the New South Wales M inistry of 
Justice. The Minister o f Justice and the A ttorney General have 
responsibility for matters concerning the courts and the 
administration of the law in New South Wales. The Depart­
ments of Police and Corrective Services are each under the 
charge of other Ministers of State.

The functions of the Bureau include the collection and 
interpretation of statistics bearing on crime in New South 
Wales, a study of the causes of crime, the evaluation o f the 
effectiveness of prevention, apprehension and treatment of 
offenders. The Australian Institute of Crim inology established 
in ????, has similar functions at the Commonwealth level, 
together w ith extensive training responsibilities. An office of 
Crime Statistics was established in South Australia in 1978, 
and discussion on the form ation o f similar bodies is currently 
taking place in Victoria and Tasmania.

The functions of the New South Wales Bureau o f Crime 
Statistics and Research are approximately similar to institutions 
in other countries such as the Home Office Research U nit in 
the United Kingdom and the Research and Documentation 
Centre of the Ministry o f Justice in the Netherlands. There are, 
however, differences and complications arising from  the 
separation between d ifferent departments responsible fo r the 
criminal justice system and between state and federal author­
ities. For instance, the Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research 
does not have responsibility fo r the d istribution o f funds to 
external researchers. This is carried out at the federal level by 
the Crim inology Research Council, a committee w ith state 
representatives.

Unlike the Australian Bureau of Statistics the Bureau has 
no statutory responsibility to require the provision o f in fo r­
mation. Instead it must work by co-operation w ith other

agencies and departments. Its research work is all published, 
though some inform ation supplied at ministerial request may 
be submitted directly to the Minister and not made con­
currently available to  the public. The Bureau has the responsi­
b ility  of reporting each year on the operations of courts in 
New South Wales and fo r this purpose directly collects statis­
tical records of appearances before the lower courts and 
obtains statistics concerning higher courts and the juvenile 
courts from the federal statistical agency, the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics.

An important characteristic of the Bureau, which is often 
not the case in similar research agencies, is that it supplies 
information direct to  the public and to  the press. The director 
is responsible fo r interpreting statistics and research to the 
public and to the press. This is an im portant function in an 
area of government policy which is often marked by sensat­
ionalism and inaccuracy.

The Bureau is advised by a committee of the heads of 
relevant government departments and by senior academics. 
Projects for research arise from this committee, from the 
work of Bureau staff, from requests from  outside organis­
ations and other government departments and by ministerial 
direction.

B. Issues in policy research management
The Bureau combines the functions o f statistical collection 

and interpretation, general research, and the provision of 
public inform ation. It attempts to make all these aspects of 
its work relevant to current or potential government policy. 
This m ixture of dependence and autonomy puts it in an inter­
mediate position between the typical university-based research 
unit and a un it directed prim arily to m onitoring the function 
of a particular government department and the supply of 
reports to parliament. In considering the role of the Bureau 
several issues arise.
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7, Theoretical versus practical research. Many academics 
avoid close association w ith government research on the 
grounds that it undertake indepdendent theoretical research 
which contributes to the developments o f a particular discip­
line. They might argue conversely, that close identification 
w ith a particular theory inhibits his or her capacity to  under­
take relevant social action fo r a particular individual or organ­
isation. Certainly, it would be true to say that no single theory 
in psychology, sociology or related discipline would be ade­
quate to deal w ith the phenomena usually studied by the 
Bureau.

The apparent distinction between theoretical and applied 
research is less serious than might be supposed. Any aspect of 
the social environment likely to be the focus o f research inter­
est is also likely to have been subject to intervention by 
government or private organisation. By intervention I mean 
any policy or action designed to bring about change in indiv­
iduals, groups or other aspects o f the environment. Although 
an applied researcher may choose an area o f study based on 
intervention and a theoretical researcher focus his or her 
attention on the study o f patterns presumed to support a 
theory, both must take into account actual or potential inter­
ventions in the area of the environment under study. Any 
attempt to avoid a study of such actual or potential inter­
ventions may lead the researcher to concentrate on such 
specific aspects o f the environment that the conclusions lack 
generality or on such general issues that the conclusions lack 
predictive power. Both these faults are common in the discip­
lines of psychology and sociology respectively.

Hence, the distinction between theoretical and so-called 
practical research in the social sciences is likely to  be illusory. 
A thorough understanding of a particular set o f social phen­
omena must include not only actions which arise naturally 
as characteristics o f the actors and organisations in the setting 
but also those which arise from  deliberate intervention by the 
members of the setting or by members o f organisations exter­
nal to the social setting.

In conducting a particular piece of research or w riting a 
report of that research, one finds that a balance o f theory 
organisations prefer to publish their data in an essentially 
uninterpreted from , w ith the exception of notes on the 
methodology o f the collection. This is typical o f the work o f 
the Australian Bureau of. Statistics and is also characteristic 
in large part, o f say, the Home Office statistical reports in the 
United Kingdom. The Bureau has taken a d ifferent line and in 
general has interpreted its statistics fa irly  extensively. In par­
ticular research projects we have discussed the historical and 
theoretical background to the research so that results and 
interpretations can be viewed in the social context in which 
the problem arose. As a consequence some chapters in current 
reports include observations and arguments which are in them­
selves theoretical and independent o f the data which has been 
collected. This is, o f course, clearly indicated but it  is believed 
that the resulting report is more comprehensive and effective 
than one consisting solely o f statistics.
2. Short-term versus long-term research. This is a d ifficu lt 
problem fo r all research organisations working in conjunction 
w ith government. Frequently research results which are rele­
vant to government action are requested w ith a day's notice or 
w ith some equally impossible deadline. On the other hand, 
if the government's comm itment to research is mainly to 
display token demonstration to the public that "something 
is being done" then the time element is not critical and indeed 
the policy requirement of the research has been completed 
w ith the announcement of the project. Regrettably, this 
situation is common and it is a challenge to the researcher, 
to  force the results o f his work and its conclusion upon un­

w illing ears. It is the responsibility o f crim inology research 
units associated w ith  government to attem pt to see far enough 
ahead in the development o f government policy to provide the 
data in suffic ient time to  be o f use when rapid decisions need 
to be made. Further, such directors should be suffic iently 
aware of the interrelations between groups and individuals 
w ith in  the government structure. Thus, they can ensure that 
inform ation which is relevant is directed through to the 
appropriate decision-making individuals. O f course, in such a 
subtle process there w ill be as many failures as successes, 
typical of any involvement in politics. One cannot avoid 
involvement w ith the politics o f decision-making — that is the 
real nature o f government and a withdrawal from  such respon­
s ib ility  may render the research irrelevant to the decision­
making process. If a government researcher is not prepared to 
make his research pertinent to  politics and to involve himself 
in the decision-making process it would be better fo r him to 
work in a university setting where the added independence 
can allow him to be more assertive and controversial; a 
function which is also necessary in our society.

The im plication of these considerations fo r the issue of 
short cersus long-term research is that the projected length o f 
projects w ill have to be short-term in order to  be relevant to 
government decision-making. On the other hands, in certain 
areas there may be a long process in developing appropriate 
policies. Hence, a larger scale research project is possible — 
one which lays out the complexities of an area in the hopes 
o f preventing hasty or ad hoc decision-making.

C. Current projects
Recently published reports o f the Bureau illustrate the 

points that I have been making.
1. Bail

The conditions under which a person is held in custody are 
of critical importance in the administration o f justice. In 1976, 
when a murder was com m itted apparently by a person on bail 
on a charge of armed robbery, there was a call fo r a review of 
conditions o f bail. The recently elected New South Wales 
Labour government was also keen to review conditions o f bail 
in its concern fo r a more humane policy. A Bail Review 
Committee was established by the A tto rney General. This 
committee requested the Bureau o f Crime Statistics and 
Research to undertake two studies into the operation o f bail 
in New South Wales. It was discovered that because bail could 
be given by a police officer or by a court and because persons 
awaiting bail or refused bail were held in custoday under a 
d ifferent administration -  (the Department o f Corrective 
Services) — no unified statistics were available on the numbers 
o f persons granted bail nor on the conditions under which it 
was granted. A survey o f court records and a census o f persons 
is custody but not under sentence was carried out. It was 
found tha t a quarter o f the defendants leave court in custody 
after a bail hearing but only one in twenty leaves court in 
custody after sentence is passed. The severity o f bail condit­
ions seems to fall unequitably among the population w ith 
some persons such as Aborigines more like ly to remain in 
custoday than others. The report was w ritten  in conjunction 
w ith the Bail Review Committee and discusses its conclusions.

Specific recommendations were made by the committee to 
the government concerning the introduction o f the Manhattan 
Point System fo r bail. Legislation has been passed embodying 
most o f the recommendations of the committee. When the 
system is introduced the Bureau is likely to  be involved in 
m onitoring its effectiveness. The project was a good example 
o f the way in which research can be used by a government in 
policy form ulation. The government requested and specif­
ically used the work o f the committee and the research group.
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2. Armed Robbery
The report was requested by a Standing Committee of all 

states and federal attorney-general. It arose from concern at 
the rapid increase from about 1974 in armed robberies in 
Australia, particularly in Victoria and New South Wales. It 
was not directed towards a specific legislation or practices of 
a particular state nor was it requested as part of the legis­
lative process. It is therefore not possible to point to specific 
actions which arose from the recommendations of the report, 
which concentrated on statistical and information systems.

The statistical base of the report was a study of the police 
files in Victoria and New South Wales for all cases of armed 
robbery reported to the Criminal Investigation Bureau squads 
in the years 1975 and 1976. Characteristics of the events were 
studied and interviews were conducted with a variety of key 
personnel in law enforcement and private security systems 
and in private industries and unions. The results of an overseas 
tour by the head of the Armed Robbery Squad in Victoria 
were also included in the report. The report represents a useful 
information base for decision-making concerning armed 
robbery. However, the recommendations concerning the tight­
ening of statistical and information gathering procedures can 
only be implemented by the police departments. They are 
not easy to convince about the importance of such measures. 
The report did not have the same direct flow through to 
action as did the bail report. It is, however, widely quoted 
by the public and by the press and has been used extensively 
by security organisations.
3. Homosexual offences

The report was initiated from within the Bureau and 
followed a discussion paper of homosexual offences prepared 
for a seminar on "victimless crime" conducted by the labour 
government on taking office in 1976. The repeal of the law 
prohibiting homosexual acts between consenting adults in 
private is neither the government's nor the opposition party's 
policy. Hence, legislative change would require a private mem­
bers' Bill. At a time when the introduction of such a Bill 
seemed likely the Bureau conducted a study of the records 
of all homosexual offences in 1975. Data was collected on 
characteristics of the offence, including consent, whether 
money was involved, location (ie. public or private) and the 
respective ages of the parties. To our knowledge no other 
study anywhere has recorded these details on all homosexual 
offences in a given period from court papers. We were further 
able to show what change would have occurred in the con­
viction rate if the law regarding homosexual acts involved the 
same age of consent as for heterosexual acts. To this date 
no Bill has been presented to parliament but the data obtained 
will be of importance in establishing the facts in what has 
become an emotional and controversial debate.

4. Company investigations
Offences against the Companies Act and securities exchange 

legislation are investigated by the state Corporate Affairs 
Commission. The Bureau was requested by the commission 
to make a study of the information and statistical system of 
the investigation division of the commission. All investigations 
which had commenced in 1975 were examined. The records 
were reviewed, the characteristics of the alleged offences 
tabulated and the procedures and difficulties associated with 
the investigation of particular categories of company offence 
were examined. A system of recording the material was 
recommended so that statistical and investigatory goals could 
be achieved. These procedures have been implemented on a 
trial basis although full implementation will depend on the 
acquisition of a computer or access to on-line computer 
terminals and appropriate programming. Work towards such 
developments has now commenced in a committee on which 
the author of the report will be a member.

We took the opportunity to include a history of the Com­
pany Act in New South Wales and a discussion of the general 
issues involved in corporate crime. The report has been very 
well received and should prove of value in a wide range of 
situations, including the development of government legis­
lation and studies of the phenomenon of corporate offences 
is being reviewed by another part of the Department of the 
Attorney General and of Justice and the recommendations 
of the Bureau report have been incorporated in that review. 
Although the study was a long one, it has been timely and 
useful for the review of government legislation as well as being 
effective in the work of a particular government organisation. 
We have been able to widen public information in this com­
plex area, that is not always possible where the appropriate 
background to a problem cannot be discussed because a report 
has been requested at very short notice.

D. Current work at the Bureau
The Bureau has continuous responsibility for the produc­

tion of statistics on appearances before Courts of Petty Ses­
sions and co-ordinates these with court statistics collected 
by other agencies in an annual publication. Consideration is 
being given to the collection of statistics from Coroner's 
Courts, to be added to the annual publication.

The other current research work of the Bureau falls into 
five main areas.
1. Diversion programmes and sentencing

Over recent years there has been a tendency in all juris­
dictions for courts to seek a greater variety of options in 
sentencing than the traditional fines and imprisonment. The 
use of probation services has increased, as have the develop­
ment of programmes linking the justice system with the 
health and welfare systems. In New South Wales two "diver­
sion" programmes have been developed; one for drunk drivers 
and one for drug addicts. Similar models can be found in other 
countries and other states of Australia. The Bureau is evaluat­
ing both these programmes at the request of the government. 
They are seen by the government as pilot programmes which 
will be reviewed at the conclusion of the investigation.

The use of a control group in evaluation is very difficult in 
an area where government policy is developing rapidly. The 
programmes have been partially expanded during the pilot 
stage and changes of method and personnel have taken place. 
The only reasonable evaluation that can be conducted is what 
has been termed by some a "process" evaluation. In such an 
approach the goals of the programme are examined and a 
precise description of programme activities studied in relation 
to the goals. We have also studied the expectations, roles and 
tasks of the participants in the programme. Through this pro­
cedure some criterion measures will be established and exam­
ined. Although no control group design has been possible 
multivariate techniques should help in separating out effects 
of the variables. Further the process evaluation has made 
possible a close relationship between the researchers and the 
workers of the programme. Some feedback has already taken 
place and the process of evaluation should result in a closer fit 
between the explicit and implicit goals of the programme and 
the actual activities undertaken.

In the likely event that a system of Community Service 
orders is introduced into New South Wales, the Bureau will be 
responsible for evaluating the programme and assisting the 
Research Division of the Department of Corrective Services 
to set up a permanent monitoring system.

2. Juvenile crime
This work has been initiated by the Bureau as a result of 

dissatisfaction with the current system of categories used for 
describing juvenile offences and orders under the Child Welfare
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Act. A fairly large sample of court papers will be examined in 
order to obtain a detailed description of the actual behaviour 
involved in the incidents for which the child was brought to 
court. Interviews have also been conducted with key person­
nel in the field, including the district officers of the Depart­
ment of Youth and Community Service (Child Welfare Dep­
artment), the Police Department (who administer a system 
of official cautions similar to that in other States and the 
United Kingdom), and magistrates in juvenile courts. The 
current Child Welfare Act in New South Wales is being rev­
iewed and this project should provide a suitable data base for 
an examination of the changes in the Act and their effective­
ness.

Another project is looking specifically at vandalism in 
schools. This is at the request of the Minister for Education 
and access to the records of the department has been obtained. 
Initially a statistical study will be undertaken followed by a 
further study involving interviews with participants and with 
those in the system who deal with the problem of vandalism 
in schools. It is hoped that some interlock between projects 
and the general programme on juvenile crime should be 
possible.
3. Police and corrective services training

Through an association with Mitchen College of Advanced 
Education in New South Wales, which conducts a diploma 
course for justice personnel, the Bureau is undertaking a study 
of the roles of officers in the justice system. It is based on a 
role theory model and involves a description of their inter­
relationships with others in the system. An examination will 
also be made of courses of training which are relevant to the 
development of more efficient and better skills in the tasks 
required of officers at middle management levels. An added 
advantage of this research is that the personnel of the justice 
system have the opportunity to discuss with the researchers 
their approach to other matters being studied by the Bureau 
including, for example, custodial programmes and police 
management of juvenile offenders. The research will have 
direct input into the training programme and has the close 
co-operation of members of both police and corrective services 
departments. The likely effect on police is therefore substan­
tial.

4. Trends in vio lent crime
Many requests to the Bureau from the public and the press 

concerned trends in violent crime. The public and the press 
do not appreciate the difficulty of commenting on these 
trends from official statistics, leaving aside the vexed question 
of unreported crime. Initially in research in this area, court 
and police statistics have been examined to provide a more 
complete description of the sort of violent offences being 
committed. This will make possible a more informed view of 
the trends in reported violent crime. At present it is only 
possible to draw unwarranted conclusions from unsatisfactory 
categories. The press frequenty interpret particular dramatic 
murders and other interpersonal offences as indicating a 
“breakdown of society" whereas no statistical increase has 
occurred. The Bureau has already conducted studies of armed 
robbery and of rape. The offence now being investigated is 
assault. After the initial court study a much closer examin­
ation will be made of domestic assault. There are severe 
problems of management here with large numbers of domestic 
assaults being withdrawn from court action before reaching 
a conclusion. Further, changes have been made in the Family 
Law Act by the federal government and its interaction within 
state jurisdictions is complex. Services for women have devel­
oped, but a correct balance between the law and the welfare 
and health systems is also a critical issue in this area. At the 
conclusion of the project it is intended to study other violent

offences until an overall picture can be built up of the details 
of violent crime in the state with regular monitoring.

5. M onitoring legislative changes
The Bureau has been asked by the Attorney General to 

monitor the effect of recent changes in the law concerning 
summary offences and bail. In a sense this adds to the already 
extensive Bureau research in the evaluation of Government 
programmes, although in this area we will be mainly concerned 
with the establishment of an adequate monitoring system.

E. Policy research
Earlier the work of the Bureau of Crime Statistics has been 

contrasted with that of a university research organisation in 
criminology or a government department research unit dir­
ected towards specific management questions.

Another comparison could be made to the kind of Central 
Policy Unit developed over recent years by many Western 
governments. One which has received a good deal of attention 
is the Central Policy Review Staff developed in Britain by a 
previous conservative government and continued by the labour 
government. The work of this body has been widely discussed, 
for instance by Christopher Pollitt in an article in the British 
Journal of Public Administration (Volume 52, 1974, pages 
375 to 392) and, more analytically, within the general question 
of financial management within the British Government by 
Heclo and Wildavsky (The Private Government of Public 
Money, MacMillan, 1974). Such units are intended to provide 
an approach which goes beyond the interests of particular 
departments. They should be creative in their approach to 
problems and critical of established views. They are expected 
to cover an enormous range of possible topics and yet make 
their studies within periods of several months. Criticisms of 
the superficiality of their work are inevitable.

There is also implicit conflict in such a policy unit. Heclo 
and Wildavsky talk about conflict with the Cabinet Office. 
Even in Sir Harold Wilson's positive view of the CPRS (see his 
book The Governments of Britain), it is clear that there is 
some conflict between the unit's function and that of the 
ministerial advisers appointed by his government. Neverthe­
less, the problem of integrating the work of a wide range of 
departments and of academic disciplines in dealing with issues 
such as urban development and crime in modern societies, 
still remains.

In 1972 the Commonwealth Labor government appointed 
a similar body, called the Priorities Review Staff (PRS). Again 
the same kind of conflicts developed as in the United Kingdom 
and they were not resolved when that government was rem­
oved from office in 1975. The subsequently elected liberal 
government disbanded the PRS and passed its operations to 
the Prime Minister's Departments (where they exist) can take 
over the co-ordinating role of a group such as the Priority 
Review Staff. However, such central departments service the 
Cabinet or the central administration and have their own 
political demands, as does the Treasury which is the other 
main co-ordinating body in any government administration.

It would seem worthwhile for governments to pursue the 
possibility of setting up such organisations within a particular 
area of government policy-making. If a major issue has impli­
cations for the work of several departments and/or requires 
the interests of various academic disciplines then it would be 
worthwhile to set up a unit to deal with this issue. To give 
such a unit reasonable breadth, it should have the same sort 
of independence given to a central policy review staff, but it 
should be limited to the particular issue under consideration. 
This would have the effect of reducing some of the conflict 
between a central policy body and interested departments or
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groups. Staff in the unit need not then be experts in every 
aspect of government administration. Another advantage 
of the proposed more specific policy units would be that their 
personnel could have more realistic and detailed knowledge 
of funding aspects of alternative policies. General policy 
units are often feared as they provide an obstacle similar to 
that of the Treasury from the department's point of view.

I am suggesting that the structure of the Bureau of Crime 
Statistics and Research in New South Wales is an effective 
model of such a policy organisation. Other areas which might 
merit the same treatment would be, say, resources, where
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conservation and mineral development issues come into con­
flict. Health, education and welfare provide other obvious 
opportunities for such a unit but may be too large an area. 
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identified with a broad range of functions already performed 
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and other control bodies where legislation is to be adminis­
tered (eg. anti-discrimination legislation).
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