Will You Run? The Development of a Risk Assessment Tool to Predict Absconding from Secure

Youth Justice Residences

By

Jesse William Wood

A thesis submitted to Victoria University of Wellington

in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of

Master of Science in Forensic Psychology

Victoria University of Wellington

2020



Abstract

Absconding, or escaping, from usually state-based custody is a growing problem in different
settings across the world, including New Zealand’s secure youth justice residences. This thesis
provides an in-depth review of absconding from Oranga Tamariki’s secure youth justice residences
in New Zealand, providing important insight that will be useful in preventing absconding in the
future. A review of the international and New Zealand absconding literature was conducted looking
at the risk and protective factors associated with absconding risk. From this, a coding framework of
absconding related factors was developed, and then applied to historic absconding incident reports
and interviews with Oranga Tamariki staff members. These were analysed to confirm potential
absconding risk or protective factors and identify any new factors. Results fell into four key
categories: individual (e.g. previous absconding history), relational (e.g. avoidance goals),
contextual risk factors (e.g. significant life stressors), and protective factors (e.g. positive staff
relationships). Several implications and conclusions were drawn from the findings. Absconding
factors identified in international research were also present in the current research adding weight to
these as potential risk and protective factors in a New Zealand context (Martin et al., 2018; Powers
et al., 2018; Pyrooz, 2012). Novel absconding related factors were identified which were not found
in the extant literature, such as planning indications, ringleaders, and hope. The reasons young
people abscond are complex and individual, however, they abscond for reasons that make sense—
often as a coping strategy—and thus are identifiable. By identifying these underlying reasons, it is
possible to intervene and reduce their absconding motivations. A preliminary risk assessment tool
aimed at doing this, was created for Oranga Tamariki use, incorporating factors drawn from the

current research and the wider literature.
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Chapter 1. Literature Review

Introduction

Young people absconding or escaping from the care of a typically state-based organisation they
are placed with, is an increasing problem internationally, and comes with significant costs to both
the young people and those around them. Young people are exposed to a number of serious risks
whilst on the run, including sexual abuse, drug abuse, homelessness, and increased criminality,
whilst the community and staff who work with the young people are often exposed to harm as well.
The issue of young people absconding is recognised as an international social problem (Bowden,
2017; UNICEF, 2012). In England, for example, an estimated 10,000 young people go missing
from foster or care homes annually, whilst, in New Zealand (NZ) some absconding events from
secure Youth Justice (YJ) residences (residential facilities for young people who have, or are
suspected of, committing serious crimes) have even reached the media (Makiha, 2020; Sharpe,

2017; Sherwood, 2017c, 2017b, 2017a, 2019; The Children’s Society, 2012; Wade, 2020).

Sixteen young people absconded or attempted to abscond from youth justice residences, in the
first month of 2020 — in some previous years less than that amount of young people absconded
annually, suggesting it might be a growing problem (see Table 1). Absconding is an issue in a
number of different contexts and comes with many associated costs to young people and those
around them (Bowden, 2017). It is important to understand why young people abscond — if this can
be understood then these motivations can be targeted for interventions and identified to extrapolate
absconding risk (Bowden, 2017). This thesis aims to examine absconding and the risk and

protective factors for absconding in the context of YJ residences in NZ.

This thesis will draw on both international and NZ literature, across various settings and
incorporating different definitions of absconding. The literature drawn upon includes research
undertaken in various countries (i.e. the United States, United Kingdom, and New Zealand),

settings (i.e. forensic mental health wards, community probation, foster care homes, youth prisons),
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age ranges (i.e. children, youth, adults), and organisational contexts (i.e. hospitals, corrections
departments, foster care, child protection agencies). Throughout this study, findings from these

different settings will be drawn on, the reasons for, and limitations of, will be discussed later.

Appendix C. Reference Table of Absconding Studies. provides a table summarising each piece
of absconding research utilised in this study. This appendix drew inspiration from Bowden (2017),
however, included are additional studies and information related to absconding. The following
subsections will consider the prevalence and costs of absconding and then will review the existing
literature on the risk and protective factor related to absconding. Following this, several existing
absconding tools that informed the development of the pilot tool developed from the results of the
current study will be outlined, followed by a summary and overview of the current research. This
next section will first consider the research setting for this thesis, Oranga Tamariki youth justice

residences (YJ).

Youth Justice Residences

Young people aged 10-29 years are responsible for a substantial amount of violence and criminal
activity across the world (United Nations, 2015), with the same pattern seen in NZ (Ministry of
Justice, 2019b; Oranga Tamariki Evidence Centre, 2016). Young people in NZ who commit crimes
can be put into the care of Oranga Tamariki. Oranga Tamariki (or the Ministry for Children,
formerly known as Child, Youth & Family Service or CYFS) is the statutory agency responsible for
the welfare of children in NZ, including young people who have committed criminal behaviours
between 13-17 years. A small amount of these young people are placed in YJ residences, which are
secure youth facilities, with rehabilitative components and lower levels of security than adult

prisons (Ministry of Justice, 2019a; Oranga Tamariki, n.d.).

YJ residences in NZ have a range of developmental opportunities for young people, ranging
from schooling, vocational training, and teaching of life skills, to access to rehabilitation activities

for mental health difficulties, anger or substance use (Oranga Tamariki, n.d.). The variety of tasks



young people might engage in throughout their time in a youth justice residence consequently also
affords opportunities to abscond. As well as absconding from the residences, young people may
also abscond while on day release, whereby they leave the residence for required activities such as
court appearances, doctor’s appointments, as well as recreational, and rehabilitation-based activities
(Oranga Tamariki, n.d.). Recreational and rehabilitative focused activities increase the likelihood of
reintegration to society once released, and are aimed at ensuring the young people are not
unnecessarily affected by their interactions with the criminal justice system (Ministry of Justice,
2019b; Oranga Tamariki Evidence Centre, 2016). Thus, the benefits of day releases and activities
need to be balanced with mitigating any risk of absconding. The next section will review the

prevalence of absconding from a number of different settings.

Prevalence of Absconding

Prevalence of absconding can be difficult to accurately estimate, due to the lack of literature in
reports, case files, retrospective file audits, staff reports in residential care settings and homeless
shelters, or interviews. All of these present significant issues in terms of accuracy, primarily due to
only collecting data on a subset of the absconding population (Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Courtney &
Zinn, 2009; Finkelstein et al., 2004; Nesmith, 2006). A number of studies also use data only from
individuals who have returned after absconding or only interview young people who have
absconded to homeless shelters, when research suggests most young people run to family or friends
(Bowden, 2017). Neither does the literature capture data on attempted absconding, which occurs for
the same reasons as successful absconding and can still have significant costs attached to the
behaviour. Deriving our understandings of absconding prevalence based solely on these methods of

data collection, therefore, should be done with care (Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Bowden, 2017).

Several studies do report absconding frequency, which offers some insight into the prevalence

internationally, across settings. Treatment termination in youth drug and alcohol treatment facilities



due to absconding ranges from 13% to 57% (Eisengart et al., 2008; Mclntosh et al., 2010; Milette-
Winfree et al., 2017). Foster care, and residential care, appear to have very high instances of
absconding, with young people in the care system making up the majority of the absconders at any
one time (Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Biehal & Wade, 1999; Bowden, 2017; Finkelstein et al., 2004;
Pyrooz, 2012). In an NZ review of absconding events by young people, between 2013 and July
2014, Bowden (2017) found 37% of young people in YJ or Care and Protection residences had

absconded before.

Table 1 outlines the number of successful absconding from Oranga Tamariki YJ residences each
year. Approximately 500-600 young people per year stay at least one night in a YJ residence in NZ
and, averaged over the 5 years, absconding from residences occurs at an average rate of just under
5%, suggesting absconding from residences has a low base rate of occurrence. Concerningly,
however, the data suggests a possible increase in the number of young people attempting, and
succeeding, in absconding, at least based on the trend emerging in 2019, and the first part of 2020.
If these trends hold going forward, young people appear to be attempting to abscond at an
increasing level. It is also likely young people are in fact both attempting and successfully
absconding at a higher level than these numbers suggest due the reporting issues mentioned
previously (Bowden, 2017). Taken together, these findings suggest NZ has an increasing issue with
absconding occurring from YJ residences. The costs of this increasing absconding behaviour will

now be reviewed.



Table 1.
The Number of Attempted and Successful Absconding Events and Number of Young People Involved

in Absconding from Oranga Tamariki Secure YJ Residences February 2015 - January 2020.

Years Attempted Successful Total

# of events # of YP # of events # of YP # of events # of YP

2015 3 4 6 8 9 12
2016 6 13 5 9 10 22
2017 2 6 4 5 6 11
2018 4 13 6 7 10 20
2019 14 32 10 12 24 44
2020 2 9 2 7 4 16
Total 29 77 34 48 63 125

Note. YP = Young people.

Costs of Absconding Behaviour

Absconding from settings across the world, such as foster care, drug, or alcohol treatment units,
YJ residences and youth mental health facilities, is frequently harmful to young people. Youth may
harm themselves, staff, and their community during the actual absconding event and once they are
out in the community (Biehal & Wade, 1999; Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Jones, 2017; Kurtz et al.,
1991). Direct costs to staff include negative experiences as part of the absconding attempt, e.g.,
physical violence on the part of the young person; whilst indirect costs include time spent by care

staff and police filling out paperwork related to the absconding event, time spent looking for the



absconders, and time off for staff after an absconding event (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Finkelstein

et al., 2004).

Absconding predicts further interactions with the justice system, with young people having a
heightened risk of criminality whilst they are on the run (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Courtney &
Zinn, 2009; Crosland et al., 2018; Finkelstein et al., 2004; Lin, 2012; Sarri et al., 2016). Over one in
five absconders carry out offending behaviour whilst on the run, with this leading to emotional,
physical, and financial harm to the victims of this offending, on top of further justice consequences
for the young person themselves (Biehal & Wade, 1999; Bowden et al., 2018). Absconding
behaviour is also predictive of being exposed to serious harm. Youth who abscond are more at risk
for a range of factors including substance abuse, physical and sexual abuse or exploitation,
trafficking, assault, sexually transmitted diseases, and homelessness compared with youth who do
not abscond (Biehal & Wade, 1999; Courtney & Zinn, 2009; Finkelstein et al., 2004; Kim et al.,

2013; The Children’s Society, 2012).

Absconding can cause significant disruption to any schooling, psychological treatment, or other
activities the young person was undergoing (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Crosland et al., 2018;
English & English, 1999; Kim et al., 2013; Lin, 2012). This can be especially damaging, as young
people in YJ residences are already a high-risk group reliant on adults for protection; and face
difficulties such as traumatic histories, come from lower-class backgrounds, have impaired social
and learning skills, lack of family support, and present with high levels of mental illness and
impulsivity, when compared to young people not in YJ residences (Karnik & Steiner, 2007; Lount

etal., 2017; Osgood et al., 2010; Zelechoski et al., 2013).

Youth who abscond also have a range of poorer outcomes in later adulthood, including poorer
mental health, increased difficulty finding housing, higher levels of substance use, poorer academic
performance, higher levels of unemployment, and higher criminality levels (Bowden et al., 2018;

Crosland & Dunlap, 2015; Guest et al., 2008; Latzman et al., 2019). However, these outcomes are



not solely due to the absconding, rather, they are also indicative of deeper problems, as Taylor et al.
states “Going missing is a key indicator something is not right in a child’s life” (2013, p. 399). As
demonstrated by the preceding discussion, it is clear there are definite costs to both the young
person and others when absconding occurs. The review will now turn to consider risk and

protective factors associated with absconding risk in young people.

Risk and Protective Factors Associated with Absconding

This section will provide an overview of the literature around risk and protective factors that are
developmentally relevant to young people within a YJ setting. A summary can be found in Error!
Reference source not found. Factors will be listed from those with the strongest association with
absconding down to the weakest association in each section. This overview focuses primarily on
factors drawn from the literature that are most applicable and appropriate to the YJ population as
there are challenges in measuring absconding risk with this population. For instance, NZ law
specifies that for the young people to be sent to the residence they need to pose a risk of
absconding, serious risk of reoffending, or serious risk of tampering with evidence or witnesses
(Oranga Tamariki Act, 1989. Section 239: 1, 2.). Many young people in this setting should, by
definition, therefore, pose a high risk for absconding, underlying some of the difficulty in
delineating absconding risk differences amongst these young people. With this in mind, the review
will now consider a coherent set of absconding related factors, focusing on those with the best

predictive ability, and applicability for secure YJ residences in NZ.

Absconding risk factors appear to cluster into three categories: individual, contextual, and
relational (Bowden & Lambie, 2015). Individual factors denote characteristics unique to a young
person that are predictive of absconding risk; contextual factors denote environmental and societal
factors that surround the young person, such as the context of their residence, and wider care system
the residence operates under; relational factors denote factors related to family or peers that

influence absconding risk; whilst protective factors refer to characteristics and aspects that lesson a



young person’s risk of absconding (Bowden et al., 2018; Bowden & Lambie, 2015). The different
risk and protective factors drawn from the absconding literature will now be described, separating

them into the different categories proposed by Bowden and Lambie (2015).

Individual Risk Factors

The characteristics of young people can impact the likelihood of absconding behaviour. This
section will outline risk factors that are unique to an individual and are predictive of absconding

risk.

Ideation of Absconding. People who abscond often express or display ideation (thinking about
and wanting to engage in a behaviour) of absconding in the four weeks preceding the behaviour
(Hearn et al., 2012; Martin et al., 2018; MclIntosh et al., 2010; Simpson et al., 2015; Wilkie et al.,
2014). There are usually either direct or indirect indications of leave planning, such as getting rid of
personal items or preparing bags or food, expressing ideation of absconding, or telling a staff
member or other young person they want to run in previous weeks, such as *“ I want to get out of
here” (Hearn et al., 2012). Nesmith (2006) suggests absconding warning signs are usually visible to
staff before absconding. Taken together, ideation of absconding, or other similar warning signs, in
the preceding four weeks, appears to be a possible predictive risk factor for absconding in a youth

residential setting.

Previous Absconding History. Previous absconding history, from almost any setting, is one of
the best predictors of future absconding behaviour (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Hearn et al., 2012;
Mcintosh et al., 2010; Muir-Cochrane & Mosel, 2008; Nesmith, 2006; Simpson et al., 2015;
Sunseri, 2003, 2003; Tyler et al., 2011). Previous absconders have a 92% higher likelihood of
future absconding than non-absconders (Nesmith, 2006). Further, a higher frequency of previous

absconding is predictive of more severe and frequent absconding in the future (Bowden, 2017).



Interestingly, in one study, once factors such as age, gender, ethnicity, and previous offending
were controlled for, previous absconding lost its predictive ability (Mews, 2014). It seems previous
absconding is an important predictor of future absconding, by acting as a proxy for underlying
factors that motivated the previous absconding events. That is, previous absconding history is
indicative of the presence of other motivations and risk factors for the occurrence of absconding,
and these other factors or motivations are likely not as easily known to staff; therefore previous

absconding serves as an important absconding predictor.

Mental Health. Mental health issues are moderately predictive of absconding in a variety of
settings (Fasulo et al., 2002; Sarri et al., 2016). Both current and previous mental health diagnoses,
appear to be predictive of absconding risk (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Courtney & Zinn, 2009;
Eisengart et al., 2008, 2008; Milette-Winfree et al., 2017; Sarri et al., 2016; Wilkie et al., 2014).
Further absconders were more likely to receive a mental health diagnosis (17%) than non-
absconders (12%; Lin, 2012). High levels of suicidal risk, and suicidal ideation, are also predictive
of absconding, whereas being at a medium level of suicide risk was not predictive (Bowden et al.,

2018; Grotto et al., 2015).

However, only some mental disorders are predictive of absconding: eating, alcohol, or other
substance-related disorders have all been found to be predictive of absconding risk (Courtney &
Zinn, 2009). Conduct disorders and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are also
predictive of absconding risk. Comparatively, anxiety, schizophrenia, personality, somatoform, and
dissociative disorders are not predictive of absconding risk and seem to reduce absconding risk
(Bowden, 2017; Courtney & Zinn, 2009). This suggests some mental health difficulties and suicidal
ideation are predictive of absconding, but potentially, if a mental health problem is too debilitating
(e.g., symptoms of psychosis), then they may predict less absconding (Bowden & Lambie, 2015).
Therefore, the presence of some mental health issues for a young person appears to predict

absconding risk.



Externalising Behaviours. Externalising behaviours, being disruptive, or ‘acting out’ is a robust
predictor of absconding risk, especially if it has occurred in the immediate one month preceding the
assessment of risk (Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Nesmith, 2006, 2006; Sarri et al., 2016; Tyler et al.,
2011; Wilkie et al., 2014). For instance, youth with behavioural challenges are significantly more
likely to abscond than youth without behavioural issues (Lin, 2012). Further, externalising
behaviours had been found to predict absconding in both secure and foster care settings (Milette-
Winfree et al., 2017; Sunseri, 2003). Non-compliance, in general, appears to be predictive of
absconding risk in a range of settings, and will likely be an absconding risk factor for the young
people in the residence as well (Bowers et al., 1998; Department of Corrections, 2016a; Mayzer et
al., 2004). Finkelstein et al. (2004) suggest this occurs because the young person engages in
externalising behaviours, gets in trouble, which in turn causes them to have more restrictive rules
laid upon them — leading to a worse experience, and an increased desire to abscond. Similar to
mental health issues, as behavioural issues increase to a more serious level, they instead predict a
decrease in absconding risk, perhaps due to more staff resources or higher security levels being
allocated to these young people (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Mclntosh et al., 2010). Nonetheless, at a

low to moderate level, this variable appears to be associated with absconding.

Propensity for Violence. A history of violence and a higher risk of violence is predictive of
absconding (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Hearn et al., 2012). In an adult offender sample, higher
scores on two risk assessment tools (the HCR-20 and LSI-R, which measure violence and a general
recidivism risk respectively), predicted higher absconding risk (Powers et al., 2018; Wilkie et al.,
2014). An examination of the cases of adults who had absconded while on electronically monitored
home detention and bail (i.e. removed their electronic monitoring bracelet), found violent index
offences were present in over half of the absconders (Department of Corrections, 2016a, 2016b).
Other research has similarly found violence risk, and previous convictions were predictive of

absconding, again albeit for adult offender and psychiatric populations (Martin et al., 2018;

10



Simpson et al., 2015; Wilkie et al., 2014). It is not clear if similar findings would be found within a
YJ population as there does not appear to be any research exploring the ability of violence risk to
predict absconding risk for youth. However, it is a potential risk factor for absconding based on

adult research.

Previous Offending History. A high level of previous offending (i.e. significant amounts of
criminality), appears to be predictive of absconding (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Mayzer et al.,
2004). Youth with higher levels of previous offending, and/or a history of delinquent or antisocial
behaviours are more likely to be repeat absconders and abscond again more quickly, than youth
who did not abscond (Biehal & Wade, 1999; Mayzer et al., 2004). Further, property or dishonesty
offences are also seemingly indicative of absconding risk (Bowden, 2017; Sunseri, 2003). Taken
together, these suggest a repeated and/or very serious level of previous offending (i.e. differentiated
from other young people in the residences, such as terrorism-related crimes, or a very significant

amount of burglaries) for a young person is predictive of future absconding risk.

Substance Use History. Having a substance use problem, or a history of substance misuse, is
predictive of absconding within youth forensic, mental health, and foster care settings, as well as in
prison and parolee populations (Clark et al., 2008; Courtney & Zinn, 2009; Eisengart et al., 2008;
Grotto et al., 2015; Guest et al., 2008; Muir-Cochrane & Mosel, 2008; Powers et al., 2018; Pyrooz,
2012; Wilkie et al., 2014). For instance, the majority of people who absconded from a forensic
psychiatric hospital, did so to access substances (Martin et al., 2018). Similar trends have been
found with youth, who often run from care to access alcohol (Bowers et al., 1998). Youth who
abscond are 30% more likely to have a substance use issue than those who do not abscond (Lin,

2012).

Mcintosh et al. (2010) found absconding risk increased in tandem with the severity of substance
use, up to a point. Once the substance use becomes severe, the absconding risk decreases. In

contrast, Bowden (2017) did not find substance use impacted absconding risk, potentially due to

11



young people under-reporting their substance use. Further, if a substance use problem is too
debilitating (e.g., withdrawal symptoms that mean an individual cannot leave their room), it acts as
a protective factor (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Mclintosh et al., 2010). The predictive ability of this
factor is also reduced when other absconding predictive factors are controlled for, which suggests
this variable could be utilised as a proxy for other risk factors in situations where an in-depth
analysis of these other risk variables is not possible. Taken together, the research suggests substance

use history can be an important predictor of absconding.

Smoking Dependency. Similar to substance use issues, smoking has been suggested as a
significant predictor of absconding behaviour, with many young people reporting a desire to smoke
was a critical factor in them deciding to abscond (Bowden et al., 2018). ‘No smoking’ rules or
being caught and punished for smoking, also often influence young people in their decision to
abscond (Bowden et al., 2018; Finkelstein et al., 2004). The literature indicates young people with a

smoking habit before entering the residence, are at a higher risk of absconding than non-smokers.

Self-Regulation Difficulties. Greater levels of self-regulation difficulties appear to be predictive
of absconding risk, with young people often absconding to emotionally self-regulate (Karam &
Robert, 2013). Impulsivity is suggested as a predictor of absconding for some populations, and
individuals in YJ residences frequently have higher levels of impulsivity and other self-regulation
issues than the general population (Department of Corrections, 2016a; Karnik & Steiner, 2007;
Martin et al., 2018; Pyrooz, 2012). Further, an inability to control their anger appears to increase
young people’s absconding risk (Milette-Winfree et al., 2017; Morgan, 2012; Powers et al., 2018).
These results indicate poor self-regulation skills may predispose a young person to abscond, and

therefore predict absconding risk.

Placement History. The number of previous in-care placements, amount of removals from
home, or interactions with the foster care system is predictive of absconding, perhaps due to these

events being indicative of a greater amount of instability in a young person’s life, and potentially
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exposing the young person to several risks (Bowden, 2017; Hearn et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2013;
Lin, 2012; Pyrooz, 2012; Sarri et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2013). For instance, Lin (2012) found
young people who ran away from foster care had an average of six placements, compared to a non-
absconder’s average of three placements. This suggests, the number of previous foster care
placements, or other similar instances of placement (e.g., YJ placements), may be predictive of

absconding risk.

Age. In general, studies have found absconding peaks between 13-15 years (i.e. manifests during
adolescence; Biehal & Wade, 2000; Sunseri, 2003). However, it is unclear what age group are most
at risk. In one group of studies, it was found older youth (16-18 years) were more likely to abscond
(Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Courtney & Zinn, 2009; Guest et al., 2008; Lin,
2012). In contrast, Clark et al. (2008) found those aged 13-17 years were most at risk of
absconding. Fasulo et al. (2002), found those in mid-adolescence (14-16 years) were more likely to
abscond, while Mcintosh et al. (2010) found those aged 15-16 years were most at risk. Bowden,
(2017), however, found no significant relationship between age and absconding risk in NZ YJ and
care and protection contexts. Therefore, it is not clear what, if any, specific age group could be
predictive of absconding in the YJ residential population and is a variable worth investigating

further.

Gender Differences. Gender appears to be important in the measurement of absconding, with
multiple studies finding females are more likely to run away than males, especially if separated
from their children (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Eisengart et al., 2008; English & English, 1999;
Fasulo et al., 2002; Kim et al., 2013; Lin, 2012; Pyrooz, 2012; Sunseri, 2003). Comparatively,
fewer studies found have males are more likely to run (Bowers et al., 1998; Tyler et al., 2011).
There are also possible gender differences in the predictiveness of risk factors, with young women
who experience psychological distress at higher risk of absconding than young men who experience

psychological distress (Jeanis, 2017). There is mixed evidence regarding this factor, though the
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trend runs towards females being more at risk of absconding than males. Therefore, it is likely that

being female is predictive of absconding risk in a youth population.

This section has outlined several individual factors associated with a risk of absconding. These
factors are the ideation of absconding, previous absconding history, mental health issues,
externalising behaviours, risk of violence, previous offending history, substance use history,
smoking dependency, self-regulation difficulties, placement history, age, and gender differences.

The next section will discuss contextual factors related to absconding behaviour.

Contextual Risk Factors.

Contextual risk factors, related to environmental and societal factors, can impact the likelihood
of absconding behaviour. This section will outline research surrounding some of the key factors

related to absconding risk.

Significant Life Stressors. Absconding often occurs due to stress, distress, or the occurrence of
a significant event (Bowers et al., 1998; Martin et al., 2018). The occurrence of a significant life
stressor in the past two weeks or one upcoming in the immediate future appears to be a significant
predictor of absconding (Martin et al., 2018; Morgan, 2012, 2012). Significant events include
upcoming court dates, sentencing outcomes, dental appointments, family visits being cancelled, or
being transferred to another residence (Martin et al., 2018). Hearn et al. (2012) suggest stressful
events can also include recent disagreements with the care team, distressing news or visits by
friends or family, a recent accusation of wrongdoing, being found with contraband, or rejection and
disappointment. Stressful events can evoke negative feelings and negatively impact a young
person’s problem-solving and coping abilities, resulting in an increased absconding risk. Therefore,

this factor is an important predictor of absconding risk.

Feelings of Frustration. Young people’s feelings of frustration at their situation appears

predictive of youth absconding (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Milette-Winfree et al., 2017). This
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frustration occurs frequently because of boredom, but can also occur due to anger with their
situation, a lack of agency, not understanding how long their sentence will be, staff or peer
relationships problems, or programme demands (Bowden et al., 2018; Martin et al., 2018; Milette-
Winfree et al., 2017). Not being able to see family, friends or being denied leave are also common
reasons given by young people for their decision to abscond (Finkelstein et al., 2004). An inability
to cope when frustration arises can lead to young people absconding, likely as they do not have
another, appropriate way to deal with the frustration that has arisen (Morgan, 2012). Frustration,

therefore, appears to be predictive of absconding risk for young people.

Feelings of Boredom. Boredom is related to frustration and is also predictive of absconding
(Chaudhary et al., 2018; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015; Grotto et al., 2015; Martin et al., 2018; Taylor
et al., 2013). Young people frequently identify boredom in residences due to not being able to
engage with outside activities, and not having enough to do in the residence as the motivating factor
in their decision to abscond, often running to parties, or other things they deemed more enjoyable
(Bowden, 2017; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015; Finkelstein et al., 2004). Consequently, boredom

appears to be a key factor in the prediction of absconding.

Geographic Location of Home Region. The geographic location of a young person’s home
region is also a potential risk factor in the prediction of absconding. Many young people abscond
due to trying to get back to family, therefore the location of the young person’s home region may be
important (Bowden & Lambie, 2015). For instance, if a young person is far away from their home
region, they may be less likely to run, but if they are close to home this may increase their
absconding risk. A young person in their home region has access to more resources through family
and friends, as well as knowledge of the local area which provide an elevated absconding risk. This

suggests the location of the residence young person is placed in may be predictive of absconding.

Time Spent in YJ Residence. The amount of time a young person spends and has left to spend

in a youth residence or foster care home has been found to have a relationship with absconding risk.
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Young people earlier into their stay have been suggested to be more at risk of absconding, due to
being less settled and comfortable in the setting, and lacking understanding around why, and how
long they were to be in care (Bowden et al., 2018; Courtney & Zinn, 2009; Guest et al., 2008; Lin,
2012; Sunseri, 2003). Some studies have found no relationship between the length of stay and risk
of absconding (Fasulo et al., 2002). Nonetheless, the earlier into care a young person is, the higher

their risk of absconding appears to be.

This section has outlined a number of contextual absconding risk factors. These factors are
significant life stressors, feelings of frustration, feelings of boredom, geographic location of home
region, and time spent in YJ residence. The next section will discuss important relational risk

factors and their association with absconding behaviour.

Relational Risk Factors.

Relational risk factors are factors related to family, staff, peers, or similar relationships that
influence absconding risk. This section will review the research concerning the key factors in this

category.

Approach Goals. One of the most important risk factors that can be gleaned from the literature
as predictive of the occurrence of absconding is that of approach goals, or running to something
(Biehal & Wade, 1999; Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Clark et al., 2008). Looking at residential and
foster care placement absconding, Biehal and Wade (2000) described approach goals as ‘pulling’ an
individual outside the residence. These approach goals are generally stimuli outside of residential or
care settings that are positively reinforcing for the young people, such as fast food and activities not
available in the residence such as upcoming parties, and a desire to reconnect with family, friends
or romantic partner (Biehal & Wade, 1999; Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015;
Finkelstein et al., 2004; Karam & Robert, 2013). The risk of absconding also appears to be elevated
around the holidays for both young people and adults (i.e. Easter, and Christmas periods;

Department of Corrections, 2016a, 2016b; Makiha, 2020). Essentially, many young people abscond
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to meet connection needs, e.g., to see family, friends, or significant others/partners and avoid
distress (Biehal & Wade, 1999; Bowden et al., 2018; Bowers et al., 1998; Hearn et al., 2012; Lin,
2012; Martin et al., 2018). In this context, absconding is a functional behaviour that allows young
people to avoid negative emotions and access positive factors outside of the residences (Clark et al.,
2008; Karam & Robert, 2013; Milette-Winfree et al., 2017). Research suggests there are a number
of reasons young people have approach goals outside the residence, and if these approach goals are

identified, they will be useful in determining a young person’s absconding risk.

Avoidance Goals. Another important risk factor for absconding is avoidance goals or running
from something. Avoidance goals entail absconding from residential settings due to negative stimuli
inside the residence, or due to ‘push factors’ (Biehal & Wade, 1999; Finkelstein et al., 2004;
Morgan, 2012). Avoidance goals are about efforts to avoid negative stimuli. For instance,
maltreatment or bullying, from either peers or staff in residences, and feeling that their care setting
is unsafe, often precipitated youth absconding (Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Bowden et al., 2018;
Finkelstein et al., 2004; Kurtz et al., 1991; Muir-Cochrane et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2013; The
Children’s Society, 2012). Young people also report having their belongings stolen, a fear of other
people in care, or a lack of privacy in residences as contributing to their decisions to abscond (Clark
et al., 2008; Finkelstein et al., 2004; Taylor et al., 2013). Recent rule-breaking, and subsequent
punishment for this, has also been identified as a probable cause of wanting to leave the residence
(Finkelstein et al., 2004). Thus, young people may abscond from residences, or care homes, to
avoid difficult relationships with either staff or peers, mistreatment, unsupportive conditions in the

residence, or other perceived negative stimuli being present.

Antisocial Associates. Absconders are commonly subject to negative peer influence before
absconding events and having antisocial associates has been suggested as a possible predictor of
absconding (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Pyrooz, 2012). However, all young people socialise with

antisocial associates by virtue of being in YJ residence. This, therefore, provides limited utility for
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this risk factor, unless there is an ability to delineate differences in how antisocial a young person is.
A young person being very violent, and non-compliant in residences compared to others in
residence, being in, or having close peers in gangs, potentially allows delineation. For instance,
Powers et al. (2018) found gang membership increased the likelihood of absconding by about 15%,
though this finding did have marginal significance when combined with other predictive factors.
This suggests gang membership, and the host of associated risks and increased levels of violence
and criminality may denote a higher antisocial level when compared to others in residence—i.e.
‘antisocial’ even for the residence. That is, young people, spending time with, or being, the most
antisocial young people in the residence appears to be predictive of a young person being more at

risk of absconding than others.

Isolation. Loneliness, isolation, and a lack of positive peer relationships within the residence
predicts absconding (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Chaudhary et al., 2018; Taylor et al., 2013).
Isolation and loneliness are often caused by failures in the therapeutic relationship or treatment for
mental health or substance use, or due to a lack of support from peers and staff members (Attar-
Schwartz, 2013; Simpson et al., 2015). Missing family and friends were reported by Taylor et al
(2013) to be vital, as identified by youth, in their decision to abscond. Clark et al. (2008) analysed
absconding in foster care and found feeling alienated was an important predictor of absconding.

Thus, alienation, isolation and loneliness are likely predictive of absconding.

This section has outlined several relational risk factors. These factors are approach goals,
avoidance goals, antisocial associates, and isolation. The next section will turn to discuss important

protective factors associated with the occurrence of absconding behaviour.

Protective Factors.

This section outlines several protective factors that appear to guard against the risk of
absconding behaviour occurring. Protective factors work by decreasing the absconding risk for

young people. Unfortunately, there is a lack of research on protective factors for absconding risk,
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with only four factors identified in the literature reviewed: impulsivity, family contact, positive staff

relationship and access to food. Each will be considered in turn.

Self-Control. Impulsivity is suggested as a predictor of absconding for some populations, yet
individuals in YJ residences almost all have significantly higher levels of impulsivity than the
general population (Karnik & Steiner, 2007; Martin et al., 2018). Although the simple absence of a
risk factor is not indicative of a protective factor being present, due to the elevated risk the presence
of impulsivity suggests, the presence of self-control provides an opportunity for delineation of risk
(Ward & Fortune, 2016). A young person demonstrating they have a relatively elevated level of

self-control suggests their absconding risk is lessened.

Family Contact. Maintaining contact with family (particularly siblings) and feeling cared for is
important for young people to feel supported, therefore regular contact with family or friends is
considered a protective factor (Taylor et al., 2013). Moreover, young people often run to be with
their families, thus it is probable having contact with family while in a residence would be a
protective factor (Bowden et al., 2018). Therefore, the maintaining of connections with family

members may be a protective factor for absconding risk.

Positive Staff Relationship. Having a warm and positive relationship with at least one staff
member inside the residence is important, with lower rates of absconding among young people who
saw staff members as more supportive, and less strict (Attar-Schwartz, 2013). A warm and
protective relationship is supportive and facilitates better interactions for young people, through the
fostering of connection, and giving a sense of control to the young people over their situation
(Bowden et al., 2018; Nesmith, 2006; Taylor et al., 2013). Therefore, research suggests this factor is

likely to reduce the risk of absconding for a young person.

Access to Food. Having access to regular food in the residence is potentially a protective factor
for young people. Quite often young people can experience homelessness, neglect, and food

deprivation, before coming into the residence, or similar settings, as well as after absconding (as
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noted previously). Thus, having regular access to food is likely to be a protective factor impacting a

young person’s decision not to run.

This section has outlined several protective factors research suggests is associated with reduced
risk of absconding. These factors are having access to regular food in the residence, having a good
relationship with a staff member, maintaining contact with family members, and an elevated level
of self-control. Although there is a lack of research in this area, these factors are important to

consider in the estimation of a young person’s absconding risk.

New Zealand Research

There has been some recent NZ research by Bowden et al. (2018) on absconding from NZ YJ
and care and protection residences. Bowden et al. interviewed 40 young people (both absconders
and non-absconders) about why they did or did not abscond from their residences. Many of the
factors they identified overlap with other literature and the factors discussed above. For example,
they found absconding was often motivated by boredom and frustration with the residences, no-
smoking rules, or young people lacking understanding around why and how long they were to be in
care or to avoid negative ‘push’ factors inside the residences. Absconding was also motivated by
relationships outside the residence or ‘pull factors.” As part of their study a retrospective file audit
occurred and found being female, presenting with an elevated risk of suicide, and having more
admissions to out of home care were all predictive of absconding risk. In combination, this NZ and
international research provide a vital underpinning to the current study. It suggests the international
literature on absconding, although based in different settings is, in principle, applicable to an NZ YJ

setting.
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Table 2.

Risk and Protective Factors Identified in the Literature Review

Risk and Protective Factors

Individual: Ideation of absconding. Contextual:  Significant life stressor.
Previous absconding history. Feelings of frustration.
Mental health. Feelings of boredom.
Externalising behaviours. Geographic location of

. . their home region.
Propensity for violence. g

Previous offending history. Time spent in Y residence.
Substance use history.
Smoking dependency.
Self-regulation difficulties.
Placement history.

Age.

Gender differences.

Relational: ~ Approach goals. Protective:  Self-control.
Avoidance goals. Maintaining contact with
family.

Anti-social associates.

. Positive staff relationship.
Isolation.

Access to food.

Existing Risk Tools

This section reviews several absconding assessment tools that are currently available. While a
number of absconding tools have been developed, none have been designed to capture the
population of interest in the current study, limiting their direct applicability. The strengths and

weaknesses of each will be briefly considered.



Hearn et al. (2012) created a structured decision-making risk tool that focused on socio-
environmental absconding risk factors for a United Kingdom secure adult mental health forensic
facility. The tool focused primarily on offering considerations for leave planning in the facility. The
tool has several limitations, it has not been evaluated or validated, nor are all risk factors directly
transferable into YJ residences given it was designed for a different population and setting. There
are, however, aspects of this tool that could be utilised to inform the development of a future tool
suitable for the NZ YJ residential context, as it contains several risk factors which are also

referenced in the wider literature.

Pyrooz (2012) created an absconding tool that was drawn on in the current study. The author
analysed characteristics of criminal juveniles in Arizona, United States (US) to create an tool which
measured absconding risk from probation engagement, successfully categorising 70% of the
sample. It does, however, have some limitations. It utilised data drawn only from juvenile records,
capturing only static risk factors, and thus could not measure acute changes in a young person
which are vital to capturing an accurate measure of the risk of absconding. Their definition of
absconding — not engaging with probation as per parole conditions, differs significantly from the
definition of absconding that was used in the current study (i.e. a young person running from the
care of Oranga Tamariki staff). Nonetheless, this tool has several factors, such as gang membership

and previous absconding history, which overlap with the above review of the literature.

Mclintosh and colleagues (2010) developed an absconding risk tool in a Midwestern US youth
psychiatric residential treatment facility. They found several predictive factors which were
consistent with those in the above literature review (e.g., absconding history and ideation).
However, this tool had several limitations. For instance, the tool only utilised eight factors, drawn
from a retrospective assessment tool used by mental health providers to guide decisions related to
care and treatment plans; nor did it capture either the acute risk or protective factors. The study

population was not a criminally based population and its setting differs from a secure YJ one.
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However, this risk tool provided several useful factors that could be integrated into the current

study.

The tools reviewed in this section provide several key factors that are predictive of absconding.
As observed, the tools outlined above each have several limitations — not least that they were not
based in an NZ context, nor within YJ judications, both of which limit their direct use for the
current purpose. Nonetheless, these absconding tools have some usefulness for the present study, in
demonstrating that the risk of absconding is measurable for the young people and identifying risk

factors that could be integrated into a risk assessment tool.

Limitations of Literature

Several crucial issues are facing this area of research, namely, there is a dearth of existing
research literature around young people absconding from youth justice settings. The available
research is almost entirely from different contexts or populations to YJ residences in NZ. Many of
the studies on absconding focus on mental health settings, or foster care settings which are very
different settings to secure YJ residences, nor does the literature delineate between attempted or
successful absconding. There is almost no research on absconding from prisons, presumably due to

the very low base rate of such events.

Most of the research on absconding is based in the United States, or the United Kingdom,
operating under different legal frameworks, with differences in age, settings, legislation for
sentencing, and their youth justice and care systems (Bowden, 2017). The literature varies
significantly in definitions around absconding, likely contributing to some of the inconsistencies in
findings (Bowden, 2017). There is an overemphasis on risk factors, at the expensive of protective
factors. In turn, this contributes to research primarily being done with small samples of young
people who have absconded and returned, resulting in the exclusion of non-absconders, and those

who did not return (Bowden, 2017).
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There is almost no NZ literature on youth absconding from residential placements, which is

problematic considering the deep impact colonisation has on our criminal justice system

need to bring a NZ cultural lens to this topic in order to develop a deeper understanding of the
importance and relevance of cultural factors in the occurrence of absconding of the young people

from NZ youth justice residences.

Internationally there is a scarcity of research measuring acute, state-based, risk and protective
factors relevant to estimating the risk of absconding. Rather, most studies are either retrospective
examinations of static risk factors, or qualitative interviews attempting to understand the
individuals’ motivations for the absconding. Further, differing results have been found across
studies, and populations, due to the differences in sample sizes, definitions of absconding, or the
different legal and physical settings the research is conducted in. Notably, there are no evidence-
based absconding assessment tools applicable to a youth justice residence. The current study will
move beyond the existing literature and assessment tools. Although the extant literature has its
limitations, our study seeks to utilise the useful material from across different settings and apply the
findings, as a starting point, to ascertain which factors are relevant, and applicable to secure YJ

residences in NZ.

Summary and Aims of Current Research

This study seeks to expand the extant literature on absconding, particularly ina NZ YJ
residential context. As highlighted earlier, absconding, whether successful and attempted, is a very
costly behaviour, even when it occurs at low rates. These costs of absconding make it worthy of
further exploration. This thesis is attempting to quantify these motivations for absconding and
provide a tool for use in NZ YJ residences. It was developed in collaboration with Oranga

Tamariki, who had identified a need in this space due to concerns absconding events were occurring
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without understanding why they occurred. They were also concerned about the level of consistency
and transparency around how these events were measured, and for the safety and wellbeing of the

community, staff, and young people.

This research is building upon research done by Bowden et al. (2018), which interviewed youth
in residences around why they absconded. It seeks to build on this by understanding how staff
understand absconding risks, as they will be the ones utilising any developed risk tool to identify
absconding risks in young people. It is also an applied piece of research—this study is seeking to
meet a business need for Oranga Tamariki. Currently, there are no appropriate risk assessment tools
designed to measure absconding from secure YJ residences in NZ. Therefore, the overarching goal
of this project is to identify variables that could predict absconding or attempted absconding from
secure YJ facilities in New Zealand and to fill the identified gap in the literature, and in practice,
through creating an absconding risk assessment tool. In order to achieve this, several tasks were

undertaken.

Firstly, this study reviewed the past five years of Oranga Tamariki absconding incident reports,
drawing out common motivations, and risk and protective factors for absconding. Secondly, staff
members who were involved in the decision-making process in establishing the risk of absconding
in YJ residences in NZ were interviewed. These interviews aimed to capture staff members’ unique
insights and understandings around young people’s absconding risk that may not be captured in

incident reports. The research aims were as follows:

1. To identify risk and protective factors of young people’s absconding risk from Oranga

Tamariki youth justice residences as indicated through incident reports.

2. To draw on the knowledge and experience of the staff at YJ residences to identify risk and

protective factors for absconding risk.

3. To understand the current risk assessment process and how to this could be improved.
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4. To create a pilot risk assessment tool for Oranga Tamariki use.

Pertinent to these aims, specific research questions were:

1) whether the risk and protective factors identified in absconding incident reports overlap with
those factors identified in the international literature?

2) whether the risk and protective factors identified in interviews overlap with those factors
identified in the international literature?

3) whether there are any risk or protective factors unique to the NZ context?

4) what works and does not work with the current risk assessment process? and

5) what systems related issues impact absconding risk?

This thesis aimed to provide an in-depth review of absconding from YJ residences in an NZ
context, providing important insight that may be useful in preventing absconding in the future.
Absconding related factors, identified from incident reports and interviews, as well as the key risk
and protective factors identified in the review of the literature, will then be integrated into a pilot

absconding risk assessment tool, with scope for further development and evaluation.
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Chapter 2. Method

Introduction

The current study involved an exploratory, directed content analysis on absconding incident
reports and interviews conducted with Oranga Tamariki staff members. This section will provide an
overview of the methodology beginning with a consideration of the ethics review process and
design of our study, followed by a short overview of qualitative research. Subsequently, the
theoretical framework of the study, procedure, methodology, and data analysis process will be

discussed. Finally, a short overview of the pilot risk assessment tool will be provided.

Ethics

Ethical approval was granted by the School of Psychology Human Ethics Committee, operating
under the delegated authority of the Victoria University of Wellington Human Ethics Committee.
Approval for this project was also granted by the Oranga Tamariki Research and Data Access

Committee.

Design

The study consisted of two parts, both examining the risk factors associated with absconding for
youth held in New Zealand youth justice residences. The literature review was utilised as a
theoretical framework for understanding our phenomena, absconding. An a priori coding
framework was applied through a deductive, directed qualitative content analysis of archived
Oranga Tamariki absconding incident reports and then to interviews conducted with Oranga
Tamariki staff members around absconding. This analysis drew out common variables, motivations,
and characteristics that were perceived to have led to absconding behaviour by the young people, as
identified by staff members. In this context, absconding refers to a young person attempting to, or

successfully, escaping from the care of Oranga Tamariki staff.
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Data Sample

This study collected data about young people placed in New Zealand (NZ) secure youth justice
(YJ) residences, aged 13 - 17 years who had absconded or attempted to abscond. Data was drawn
from four YJ residences: Korowai Manaaki in South Auckland; Te Maioha o Parekarangi in

Rotorua; Te Au rere a te Tonga in Palmerston North; Te Puna Wai 6 Tuhinapo in Christchurch.

Absconding Incident Reports

Sixty-three Oranga Tamariki absconding incident reports, from February 2015 to January 2020,
were reviewed and analysed. These incident reports were generated as part of standard practice
within Oranga Tamariki following a successful or attempted absconding event. They typically
contained a general description of the circumstances leading up to and during the absconding event,
including any criminal acts or damage that occurred, as well as Oranga Tamairki staff’s response to
the event, such as calling the residence or police, and if the young person was placed in secure care.
Reports could be about the same young person if they absconded more than once and could be
about one or more young people. All identifying information (e.g., names of young people and

staff) were removed from these reports prior to the researchers receiving them.

Interviews

Thirteen Oranga Tamariki staff members accepted an invitation to take part in individual semi-
structured interviews. Interviews were held between mid-January and early March 2020.
Researchers contacted staff members who were involved in release decisions for YJ residences
through an intermediary at Oranga Tamariki. Staff were provided information about the project and
invited to take part in an interview on absconding with participation voluntary. A range of staff
were invited to take part in interviews, including managers at head office and residences, team
leaders, clinical team workers, and care and escort staff at the four Youth Justice residences in New

Zealand. Participants are not described aside from their job roles to protect their confidentiality.
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Qualitative Research

Qualitative research was selected as the most appropriate method for addressing the research
questions. Qualitative research is a scientific method aimed at gathering non-numerical data by
studying phenomena in their particular context (Gray, 2018). It aims to develop an understanding of
the way individuals construct their social reality, by studying phenomena in their context and
providing in-depth information about human behaviour (Gray, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
This is relevant to the goals of the current project of identifying factors in a YJ context that may
later be tested quantitatively (Gray, 2018). While we have an understanding of what young people
identify as motivating their absconding (e.g. Bowden, 2017; Finkelstein, Wamsley, Currie, &
Miranda, 2004; Taylor et al., 2013), we have a dearth of research looking at how staff members in
this context understand absconding and evaluate absconding risk. A qualitative design is useful for
understanding how staff members understand, describe, and view the phenomena of absconding. It
was expected that using qualitative methods would provide rich, and New Zealand specific, data
that could then be applied by Oranga Tamariki to assess absconding risk in the future. It was also

selected in an effort to locate the findings within the context research will be utilised.

Theoretical framework

Epistemology refers to assumptions about the nature of knowledge and how we communicate
this to others. In qualitative research, it guides the research process (Graneheim et al., 2017;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Mertens, 2015). The theoretical framework or epistemology this research
operates under is a constructivist one, this epistemology understands knowledge and reality is the
active product of humans, as socially constructed (Drisko & Maschi, 2015). In regard to research,
this means it understands any data or results found as being constructed between the researcher and
participants (Mertens, 2015). There are a number of different constructivist approaches for
qualitative research, but this thesis utilised a basic qualitative approach (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Basic qualitative research seeks to comprehend the ways people make sense of their experiences
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and worlds, and has no additional dimensions, as opposed to other qualitative types of research
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This thesis sought to understand what staff members identified as
absconding related factors for young people based on their experiences and their descriptions of

absconding incidents. The following section will outline the analysis undertaken to achieve this.

Deductive Qualitative Content Analysis

A deductive, directed qualitative content analysis (DQCA) was conducted on archived
absconding incident reports and on transcripts of interviews with staff members. Qualitative content
analyses are a set of solely qualitative methodological approaches, as the name implies, that
analyses text-based data through a systematic process of coding (Drisko & Maschi, 2015).
Qualitative content analysis involves drawing inferences from the text by systematically and
objectively identifying codes or categories within them (Gray, 2018). This coding process allows
for the interpretation of text-based data and produces both latent and manifest categories and

themes (Assarroudi et al., 2018; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).

The deductive approach to qualitative content analysis begins by identifying key concepts or
variables as initial coding categories of analysis, drawn from relevant research findings, theory, or
explanatory models (Graneheim et al., 2017). These theoretically derived categories serve as a
priori codes, ‘tested’ against the phenomenon under study; that is, checking theory against real-life
examples (Graneheim et al., 2017). Directed content analysis is useful when a study is aiming to
test theory and provide supporting or non-supporting evidence for a theory or theoretical framework
(Cho & Lee, 2014; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). It is also a flexible method of analysis, that can
integrate additional inductive factors drawn from the data if they are present (Cho & Lee, 2014;
Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The purpose of the directed content analysis in the current study was to
provide confirmatory evidence about the risk and protective factors associated with absconding

from YJ residences, which had been identified from a review of the absconding literature.
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Strengths and Limitations of DCQA.

A crucial factor considered in this thesis was the selected research method. There were several
methods that were considered, such as thematic and quantitative content analysis. Deductive,
directed qualitative content analysis (DCQA) was judged to be the most appropriate methodological
tool due to its strengths. DQCA’s ability to test the existing absconding framework against real-life
examples was a way to provide validity for the absconding factors identified in the literature and by
extension the items to be included in the pilot risk assessment tool (Graneheim et al., 2017). One of
the most important strengths of DCQA is its ability to support and extend existing theory (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005). It can also provide meaningful understanding of how individuals construct and
understand their reality (Graneheim et al., 2017). This is especially useful when trying to create a
tool that will be utilised by participants — they inform the tool, through their knowledge and ways of

understanding absconding. Lastly, DQCA is also effective when conducting retrospective research.

DCQA has several limitations. The purpose of directed content analysis in the current study
was to provide confirmatory evidence for the risk and protective factors identified in the extant
research. It cannot, however, infer a cause-effect relationship. The use of theory as a guiding
framework means researchers approach data with a bias — they are more likely to find confirmatory
evidence than non-confirmatory (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This was addressed in the current study
by utilising an iterative process through the research and allowing inductively drawn categories to
arise during analysis. Content analysis also faces challenges of generalisability. Due to sampling
difficulties, it can be difficult to generalise the results from content analysis to other settings, but
this was addressed in a number of ways, as outlined below in the methodological considerations
section. On balance, DCQA was judged to be the most appropriate research methodology and its

limitations were addressed in several steps.
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Procedure

There were two distinct data sets used to this study: absconding incident reports and semi-

structured interviews. The procedure for collecting and analysing each will now be outlined.

Incident Reports

Archived incident reports for successful and attempted absconding events from YJ residences
between February 2015 and January 2020, with identifying information removed, were drawn from
Oranga Tamariki’s case recording system by a staff member at Oranga Tamariki head office and
given to the researchers. Absconding incident reports were then uploaded to NVivo, and the
transcripts were reviewed to increase familiarity with the data. During this phase or these phases, all
text that appeared to be related to the absconding event was highlighted. The text was coded as per
the predetermined categories (or factors), where possible. The predetermined categories included in
the codebook were based on the literature review. Examples of the predetermined categories can be
seen in Table 2.

Two researchers first coded the initial eight incident reports separately, and then compared
results of the preliminary coding, discussing any disagreements that arose. Amendments to the
codebook occurred during the analyses of the incident reports due to these discussions, as the
coding manual was a dynamic document, with new categories being added as they were identified
in the text. These changes were integrated as data was reviewed and refined. After the initial
preliminary coding was completed, the codebook was finalised for coding the remaining incident
reports, resulting in a single agreed-upon application of the categories to the data (Bradley et al.,
2007). The same process occurred for interviews, with several new codes developed and included in

the final coding framework, found in Table 3.

Once the content of the incident reports was coded, it was formed into categories by matching

the underlying meanings of codes. The presence of a keyword indicative of an absconding risk or

32



protective factor was coded as the presence of this factor. An example of this in the text is given

below.

When we all started walking to our gate to wait to board. Staff 1 was walking beside YP [young
person] 1 and I was walking in front leading the way. YP [ ran for the exit door... but he stated
that he only wanted a cigarette that his uncle had given him at the FGC [Family group

conference].”

This example was coded as relating to absconding and categorised under smoking motivation for

absconding. The coding process is explained further in the analysis section.

Interviews

Key staff in Oranga Tamariki were invited to take part in interviews regarding absconding risk.
The interviews were semi-structured, ranged from 30-70 minutes in duration, and were audio-
recorded for later transcription. Some interviews had both researchers present, whilst others had one
researcher present. The majority of the interviews were conducted by telephone, but some took
place at Oranga Tamariki head office or a YJ residence. Participants received the participant
information sheet and consent form in advance of interviews. Interviews began with a short
reminder of the project’s aims, an opportunity to address any questions they might have,
confirmation of their consent to take part and the participants introducing themselves. Interviews
concluded with discussion around what would happen with their interviews and the final report

(thesis).

Interviews were audio-recorded and then transcribed per intelligent verbatim (fillers such as uh,
um, etc. were left out). Once this had occurred, transcripts were sent to each participant for review
and clarification. Participants were given two weeks to respond with any changes to their transcripts
and were still able to withdraw from the research during this period. Interviews were then uploaded

to NVivo for coding and went through the process expounded on in the aforementioned section.
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Preliminary coding was undertaken using the codebook developed based on the literature review,
with changes that occurred as a result of coding the incident reports integrated. Several new
categories were identified and integrated into the codebook, with these changes occurring through

consensus discussion between the co-researchers.

Semi-structured interviews were selected as the most appropriate method of collecting interview
data from our participants as we only had one opportunity to interview them (Partington, 2011).
Semi-structured interviews also allowed content to be directed by the researcher towards what the
theory suggested was important. They also allowed participants to contribute and provided space
for the interviewer to follow up on unique insights the participant may have had (Partington, 2011).
Finally, semi-structured interviews also gave reliable data in a qualitative form that could be coded

and analysed (Partington, 2011).

Methodological Considerations

Qualitative research has been criticised as being vulnerable to bias and there is disagreement
about how to best address this; there are a number of different suggested methods to achieve
trustworthiness of research findings (Korstjens & Moser, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In this
study, the trustworthiness of the study was sought through achieving credibility, dependability,

confirmability, and transferability in both incident reports and interviews.
Credibility

Credibility refers to the extent results drawn from the research align with the reality of what is
being researched (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Firstly, a member check was utilised to increase the
credibility of the research, whereby transcripts were sent to participants to ensure what they had
said was correct and accurately captured their opinions. Providing participants with a copy of the
transcribed interview enables them to review detailed interview responses and verify the

interpretive accuracy (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
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Data saturation and sampling were also important considerations in attaining trustworthiness and
credibility. The first fifty-five incident reports covered a sufficient period to attain a good sample of
the phenomena and covered all occurrences of this behaviour within a 5-year time frame. With the
addition of eight further absconding incidents, no new significant codes arose that had not been
captured either in the a priori coding framework or codes found in earlier incident reports. This was
judged to be a sufficient amount to reach data saturation. In this context saturation signified when
no additional data was found in subsequent reports, no new insights or themes were found, and the
further addition of more absconding incident reports did not add to the quality or richness of the

data (Assarroudi et al., 2018; Creswell, 2014; Fusch & Ness, 2015).

Participants were selected for holding appropriate knowledge of absconding as all of those
interviewed had experience either directly with young people absconding or evaluating the young
people’s absconding risk. This purposeful sampling strategy was utilised to ensure those
interviewed included people with important and unique perspectives on absconding (Creswell,
2014). Data saturation for theory-based interviews is suggested to be when data collection will not
bring any benefit to the study (Creswell, 2014). Francis and colleagues (2010) suggest the initial
sample should include at least ten interviews, and after another three interviews have been
completed, if no new themes emerge, that this is a sufficient number to reach theoretical saturation.
In the current study, after our initial sample of ten interviews, it was found that no new themes

arose in the three following interviews.

Prolonged engagement is another suggested method of increasing credibility (Korstjens &
Moser, 2018). To achieve this method the primary researcher immerses themselves in residential
and Oranga Tamariki organisational culture. This involved becoming familiar with the setting
participants or data was coming from, so findings were understood within their context. Persistent
observation was also undertaken through the literature review and data gathering process. This

ensured the researcher understood the phenomena of absconding, in sufficient detail that the
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researcher was able to delineate the relevance of data in relation to the phenomena (Korstjens &
Moser, 2018; Lincoln, 1985). Credibility can also be provided through the use of two different
sources of data, or triangulation of sources and acquiring data from multiple inquirers (Brannen,
1992; Creswell, 2014; Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Specifically, this was done by coding factors
drawn from the absconding literature and applying these codes to the archived absconding incident

reports, as well as to the staff interviews.
Dependability

Dependability is another important aspect of trustworthiness. Dependability denotes the ability
of the study’s findings to be consistent and repeatable. To achieve this, the primary researcher first
transcribed all interviews, which facilitated familiarisation with the data set (Braun & Clarke,
2006). The impact of the co-creation of the interviews between researcher and participant was
another challenge for the dependability of the research. This was addressed by having two
researchers coding the data to consensus (Graneheim et al., 2017; Syed & Nelson, 2015). To
increase dependability, an iterative process was also followed whereby the codebook was ‘alive’
and changing throughout the process to allow space for any new codes, categories, or themes to
arise. Lastly, there is a challenge to dependability in selecting which categories should be created
and in maintaining a similar level of abstraction between categories (Graneheim et al., 2017). Clear
rules were followed with 