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Inter-racial offending, and the related question of racial motivation for
criminal assault, is an important area of criminological research. It is a
sensitive issue, however, which requires veridical models and accurate
interpretstion. Three models of inter-racial offending which have been
previously described in the literature are contrasted and their difficulties of
interpretstion are discussed

Introduction

Inter-racial offending, that is offending by criminals of one race against
victims of another race, continues to interest criminologists (eg, Harding,
Broadhurst, Ferrante, & Loh 1995; Broadhurst; Ferrante, Loh, Reidpath, &
Harding 1994; Olzak 1990; South & Felson 1990; O'Brien 1987). For some,
that interest is an extension of a general concern about the degree to which
race is a factor influencing involvement with the criminal justice system
(Broadhurst et al 1994). For others it provides ~ opportunity to examine
specific sociological theories about race relations, such as conflict theory
(South & Felson 1990). Whatever the motivation for a researcher's interest in
inter-racial offending, two overriding questions remain - how should one
model it, and how should one interpret those models?

This paper tackles the first of these questions by examining three distinct
tp.odels of inter-racial offending that have recently· appeared in the literature
(Harding et a11995; Broadhurst et a11994; Broadhurst, Ferrante, &Loh 1993;
O'Brien 1987). Although some of these models of inter-racial offending (or
variants of these) have been used elsewhere (eg Wilbanks 1985) the three
models have never been compared in a single study.

To highlight differences between these models, a single illustrative data set
will be used, namely, the data that appeared in Broadhurst et al (1994:19) and
which are reproduced in Table 1. The data relate to assaults that oc~urred in
1993 which were reported to the Western Australian Police Service. The
information recorded by the police included the Aboriginality of the offenders
and the victims.

Before proceeding to an examination of the data and to a discussion of the
models, however, it is necessary (a) to discuss the .limitations of the data on
which the three models of inter-racial offending will ~ based, and (b) to
describe the underlying racial composition of the Western Australia
population and the implications that this may have for models.
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Limitations of the data

There are important limitations with the crime victim report data with which
we intend to evaluate three models of inter-racial offending. Some of these
limitations relate specifically to the data we used; however, many of the
limitations are generally applicable to data sets of this kind. To appreciate
some of the failings of the models, it is necessary to be aware of the
shortcomings of the data. .

The first limitation of the data is that they are based on victim reports. There
is some suggestion that crimes against the person committed within a single
ethnic group are less likely to be reported to police than crimes involving a
victim and offender of two different ethnic groups (Broadhurst et al 1994). If
this were true, the under reporting of intra-racial offences would have the
effect of inflating the number of inter-racial offences relative to the number of
total offences. With the exception of model two (which we later show is quite
an inadequate model of inter-racial offending) the under-reporting of
intra-racial offences can have serious implications for the interpretation of the
models.

The second limitation of the data is that the victim reports on which they are
based rely on, the victim being able correctly to identify the race of the
offender. How accurately victims can actually do this remains moot, but it
should be clear that inaccuracies at this fundamental level would have
profound effects on the later interpretation of any models derived from the
data. Because of the difficulty in estimating the' inaccuracies of victim
identification, it becomes impossible to make appropriate adjustments to the
models. In addition to mis-identification, Broadhurst et al (1994) found that in
approximately 50% of victim reports either the race of the offender or the race
of the victim was missing. These data have to be excluded from the modelling
and the bias that this introduces remains unquantifiable.

The third limitation with the data arises from instances in which a victim
reports more than one offender. For instance, if two offenders of two different
racial groups assault a person who is of the same racial group as one of the
offenders, is this an inter-racial or intra-racial offence? Is the offence counted
once, or twice?

A fourth limitation is that there is a problem of multiple counting in the
data. All the models rely on the fact that no offender or victim appears more
than once in the data. Take the extreme, but illustrative, example of one
offender who perpetrates all the inter-racial offences of his or her racial group.
No longer is a researcher in a position to make assertions about a racial group;
he or she can only make assertions about the one individual who committed
all the inter-racial offences. When there is a mix in the data of single counts
and multiple counts of offenders, it becomes difficult to interpret the models.
Similar problems arise with multiple counts of a victim - that is, a victim
who has been victimised on more than one occasion.

A fifth limitation, and the last one that we discuss, relates to the notion of
race. The Aborigines in Western Australia are not a homogenous group. From
North to South there are regional and tribal variations. This means that the
'Aboriginal Group' discussed throughout the paper is in many ways an
artefact of how the data. have been aggregated. The degree to which these
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'groups' represent a single homogenous group is debatable. Similarly, in the
'Non-Aboriginal Group' data are combined from diverse ethnic and racial
groups. They are treated as a homogenous when they are quite clearly
heterogenous.

Notwithstanding these limitations, researchers have used these data (and
these types of data) to try to examine potentially important patterns of
offending and victimisation. The question of intra-racial and inter-racial
violence are seen to be of such criminological importance that they should'be
explored at least to a preliminary extent even in the face of apparently
insurmountable problems (Broadhurst et al 1994:18).

A good starting point for such analyses- is to consider the composition of the
underlying population - in this .case the population of Western Australia.

Composition of the Western Australia population

The total population of Western Australia in 1993 was 1,676,400 (Broadhurst
et al 1994). This comprised 45,068 Aborigines (2.69%) and 1,631,332
non-Aborigines (97.31 %): If offenders did not differentially victimise one
racial group over another, but appeared to offend randomly, then one would
expect that 2.69% of all victims would be Aborigines and 97.31 % of all
victims would be non-Aborigines. This may be considered to be the expected
base-rate of victimisation.

Table 1: Intra-racial and inter-racial offences for Aboriginal and

non-Aboriginal assault victims and offenders (Broadhurst et

al 1994:19)

Victim
Offender Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal Total

Aboriginal 929 882 1811

Non-Aboriginal 63 2317 2380

Total 992 3199 4191

In Table 1 it is immediately apparent that there is an over-representation of
Aborigines in the offender group. Rather than cpmprising the expected
(base-rate) 2.69% of offenders, 43.2% (1811) of the offenders were
Aborigines. This means that Aborigines were approximately 16 times more
likely to offend than is to be expected by chance alone. In contrast, only 56.8%
(2380) of the offenders were non-Aborigines notwithstanding that the
base-rate expectancy predicts that they will comprise 97.3% of offenders. That
is, non-Aborigines were only .58 times as likely to offend as expected by
chance alon~. By extension, Aborigines were 27.5 times more likely to offend
than non-Aborigines.

From the table, it is also apparent that Aborigines are over represented
amongst victims. Rather than comprising the expected 2.69% victims,
Aborigines comprise approximately 23.7% of that group. That is, they are 8.8
times more likely to be a victim than is to be expected 'by chance alone.
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Non-Aborigines, on the other hand, comprise 76.3% of the victim group,
which means they are .78 times as likely to be a victim as expected by chance
alone. Thus, an Aborigine is approximately 11.3 times more likely to be a
victim of an assault than is a non-Aborigine.

It is against this back-drop of Aboriginal over-offending and Aboriginal
over-victimisation in Western Australia, and bearing in mind the shortcomings
of the data, that one can now contrast the three models of inter-racial
offending.

Models of inter-racial offending

The first model

The first model is exemplified by Broadhurst et aI's (1994) analysis of
inter-racial offending - O'Brien (1987) discusses a similar approach. In
describing this model we write of offenders 'choosing' and 'selecting' victims.
This ignores the role of the victim in crimes against the person and conveys
the impression that they are passive agents waiting for the offender to
determine their fate. In part this impression is a reflection of our limited
capacity to find a vocabulary that conveys the elements that we think are
important about the model without becoming linguistically cumbersome.
However, in general, we would argue that when one attempts to construct
models of inter-racial offending, one is necessarily asking a question about the
degree to which racial difference motivates an offender's actions.

The starting point for this model of inter-racial offending is a
comprehension of the base-rate described in the foregoing section
('Composition of the Western Australia population').

If race did not influence offenders' choice of victims, then one would expect
that 97.31 % of victims would be non-Aborigines, both for assaults by the
Aboriginal and the non-Aboriginal offenders. Similarly one would expect that
2.69% of victims would be Aborigines, both for assaults by the Aboriginal and
the non-Aboriginal offenders. -

The second row ·of Table 2, which relates to offences by non-Aborigines,
shows that the actual pattern of offending is almost indistinguishable from that
to be expected under the assumption that non-Aboriginal offenders select their
victims randomly from the whole population. This represents a rate of
non-Aboriginal offending against non-Aborigines of 138.21 per 100,000
compared with the almost identical rate of offending against Aborigines of
139.79 per 100,000. On the other hand the first row of Table 2, which relates
to offences by Aborigines, shows that the actual pattern of offending by
Aborigines is very different from that to be expected by chance. It shows a
pattern of reflexive violence; that is to say, Aborigines offend far more against
other Aborigines than one would expect under an assumption of the random
selection of victims, and they offend against far fewer non-Aborigines than is
to be expected under the same assumption. The rate of Aboriginal offending
against non-Aborigines is 52.61 per 100,000 which is well below the rate of
offending against Aborigines of 2061 per 100,000.
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Table 2: Intra-racial and inter-racial offences for Aboriginal and

non-Aboriginal assault victims. (The first rows of figures are the

observed frequencies; in parentheses are the frequencies

expected under an assumption of random victim selection.)

Victim
Offender Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal Total

Aboriginal 929 882 1811
(49) (1762)

Non-Aboriginal 63 2317 2380
(64) (2316)

Total 992 3199 4191
(113) (4078)

Using this model of inter-racial offending, there is no evidence to suggest that
non-Aboriginal offenders are racially motivated in their selection of victims
because they offend against Aborigines at the same rate that they offend
against non-Aborigines. In contrast, however, the same cannot be said of
Aboriginal offenders, in relation to whom the conclusion of Broadhurst et al
(1994:21) bears repeating: 'The bias is that Aborigines are far more likely to
commit offences against a person within their own racial group than outside
their racial group' (original authors' italics). An Aborigine was more than 39
times more likely to be assaulted by an Aborigine than was" a non-Aborigine.

This model, however, relies on a number of simplifying assumptions. The
degree to which each of these assumptions is violated brings in to doubt the
validity of the model. It is, therefore, important that one is cognisant of the
assumptions.

Foremost of the assumptions is that victimisation is a random process. The
model is a comparison of the chance data with the observed data, where the
chance data is predicated on the uniform distribution of Aborigines and
non-Aborigines in Western Australia. Each person is treated as if they were as
likely to be victimised as any other person. This assumption ignores the
geographical distribution of Aborigines and non-Aborigines. It does not take
into account the fact that there are areas which are predominantly Aboriginal
and other areas which are predominantly non-Aboriginal and that in racially
homogenous areas one is unlikely to find inter-racial offending. The
opportunity simply does not exist. In contrast there are are"as where there is a
greater balance between the numbers of Aborigines and non-Aborigines, and
in these areas inter-racial offences are (by chance) likely to be far higher. The
model also assumes that demographic factors such as age, gender, occupation,
and leisure activities will not increase· or decrease one's risk of yictimisation
and that these covariates are unrelated to racial group membership.

The second model

The second, and most misleading, model of inter-racial offending is
exemplified by Broadhurst et aI's (1993) analysis of Western Australia Police
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data from 1992. This model of offending uses data from only two of the four
cells in Table 3 - marked Band C. The model has a degree of uncritical
appeal since it seems, on the face of it, to make a direct comparison of
offences by Aborigines against non-Aborigines with those committed by
non-Aborigines against Aborigines.

Table 3: Intra-racial and inter-racial offences for Aboriginal and

non-Aboriginal assault victims

Victim
Offender Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal Total

Aboriginal 929 882 1811
(A) (B)

Non-Aboriginal 63 2317 2380
(C) (0)

Total 992 3199 4191

The cell marked B reflects the number of offences by Aboriginal-- offenders
against non-Aboriginal victims and the cell marked C reflects the number of
offences by non-Aboriginal offenders against an Aboriginal victims.
Broadhurst et al (1993) proposed:

I = B
B+C

as an index of inter-racial offending; that is, a model of Aboriginal offences
against non-Aborigines as a proportion of all inter-racial offences. Their
presumption was that as I deviated from 0.5 so one could make assertions
about the level of inter-racial offending of one race over the other. That is to
say, if I =0.5 then Aboriginal offenders assault non-Aboriginal victims with
the same frequericy that non-Aboriginal offenders assault Aboriginal victims.
If, however, I> 0.5 then Aboriginal offenders assault non-Aboriginal victims
with a higher frequency that non-Aboriginal offenders assault Aboriginal
victims, and conversely, I < 0.5 implies that Aboriginal offenders assault
non-Aboriginal victims with a lower frequency that non-Aboriginal offenders
assault Aboriginal victims.

The index value for Table 3 can be calculated as:

I = 882 =.93
882 + 63

This apparently horrific result is in marked contrast to the,story told by the
first model of inter-racial offending and invites inferences about the high
levels of inter-racial conflict, at least in so far as Aborigines offend against
non-Aborigines. On the basis of a similar index value in the 1992 data,
Broadhurst et al (1993:15) concluded that:
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The predominant pattern of inter-racial offending is Aboriginal offenders against
non-Aboriginal victims ...

Notwithstanding their caution that the ' ... data does [sic] not inform us of
the degree to which race itself was a motive in offending'(1993:15), there is
a clear and strong implication that race is a factor, and prima facie one is
drawn to the conclusion that Aboriginal offenders differentially seek
non-Aborigines to victimise.

On the release of Broadhurst et aI's (1993) finding, the Western Australia
daily newspaper devoted a large portion of its front-page to the topic under the
banner: 'Study finds race bias in WA crime'. lhe lead in to the article read:
'One in five crimes against the people is inter-racial and most involve
Aborigines victimising non-Aborigines... ' (The West Australian, 15 January,
1994, pI).

Unfortunately, this model of inter-racial offending is seriously flawed and
dangerously misleading as the following analysis illustrates.

Let a equal the proportion of Aborigines in a population P, and I-a be the
proportion of non-Aborigines in the population. Furthermore, let 0a be the
proportion of all Aborigines whp offend, Vaa be the proportion of their\victims
who are Aborigines and Van· be the proportion of their victims who are
non-Aborigines. Similarly, let On be the proportion of all non-Aborigines who
offend, Vna be the. proportion of their victims who are Aborigines and Vnn be
the proportion of their victims who are non-Aborigines. Then the contents of
Table 3 may be more generally described by the formulae in Table 4.

Table 4: Intra-racial and inter-racial offences for Aboriginal and

non-Aboriginal assault victims

Offender

Aboriginal

Non-Aboriginal

Thus,

Victim
Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal Total -

otr(1 - a).P

I = =

Now the index, I, will exceed .5 whenever

The problem, however, is that the value that the index takes is not a simple
function of the rates of inter-racial offending (ie, vna and v~). Instead, the
index is complicated, considerably, by the influence of the overall rates at
which Aborigines and non-Aborigines offend (ie, 0a and on), as well as by
their proportions of the general population.
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Clearly, this model of inter-racial offending contributes nothing to one's
knowledge about the relationship between victim and offender race and,
unless treated with great care, can lead to erroneous conclusions. Thus, even
if Broadhurst et al (1993) were, strictly, correct when they wrote that the
majority of inter-racial offences were marked by Aboriginal offenders
assaulting non-Aboriginal victims, the analysis really only reflects the relative
rate of offending of the two populations. We have already observed that" the
rate of Aboriginal offending is higher than non-Aboriginal offending, but this,
in and of itself, says nothing about inter-racial offending.

The third model

The third model of inter-racial offending relies on a straightforward X 2 test of
independence of the data shown in Table 1. This approach is exemplified by
Harding et al (1995). Table 5 shows the observed and expected frequencies for
the data in Table 1, under the assumption that the expected frequencies in each
cell should be proportional to the distribution of both row and column totals
(Siegel & Castellan 1988). In other words, it tests the hypothesis that there is
a ~elationship in the offender/victim population between the race of a victim
and the race of his or her offender.

Table 5: X2 contigency table analysis of the data from Broadhurst

et al (1994:19). (Observed frequencies are shown in plain type,

expected frequencies are shown in parentheses, and the

proportion of overall effect for each cell is shown in italics.)

Victim
Offender Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal Total

Aboriginal 929 882
(428.7) (1382.3) 1811

.433 .134

Non-Aboriginal 63 2317
(563.3) (1816.7) 2380

.330 .102

Total 992 3199 4191

In addition to just producing' the X2 statistic, using an approach. discussed by
Cohen (1988), the proportionate contribution of each cell to' the overall X2

effect can also examined. The X2 statistic for the table is 1344.6 (df = 1;
P < .000001), indicating a significant interaction between the race of the
victim and the race of the offender. An examination of Table 5 shows that there
were more intra-racial offences than expected for both Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal groups but fewer inter-racial offences than expected. That is,
there were more cases than expected of Aboriginal offenders and Aboriginal
victims and less cases than expected of Aboriginal offenders and
non-Aboriginal victims. Similarly, there were more cases than' expected of
non-Aboriginal offenders and non-Aboriginal victims and fewer cases than
expected of non-Aboriginal offenders and Aboriginal victims.
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It should be remembered that the notion of 'expected' in this context relies
on the assumption that the ratio of Aboriginal offenders/Aboriginal victims to
Aboriginal offenders/non-Aboriginal victims should be the same as the ratio
of non-Aboriginal offenders/Aboriginal victims to non-Aboriginal
offenders/non-Aboriginal victims.

If one focuses on the inter-racial offences alone, one can see that the cell for
non-Aboriginal offenders and Aboriginal victims accounts for almost 2.5
times more of the overall X2 effect than does the cell for Aboriginal offenders
and non-Aboriginal victims (ie .33 versus .13). In other words '... there was
a notable absence of cases involving non-Aboriginal offenders and Aboriginal
victims' (Harding et al 1995:31).

We would argue that one problem with the analysis is that it focuses solely
on the victim and offender groups, but completely ignores the racial
composition of the larger populations from which the victims and offenders
were drawn. If one is interested in racial differences as a possible motivation
for an offence, then one needs to examine the proposition (that there is no
racial motivation in the selection of victims) that the distribution of the races
in the whole population can fully explain the racial pattern of victimisation.
Thus, in the analysis, the row totals (ie, the number of offences by Aborigines
and non-Aborigines) should be fixed by the observed data, but the column
totals (ie, the number of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal victims) should vary
according to the proportion of Aborigines and non-Aborigines in the whole
population. This would, in effect, lead to the analysis developed in the first
modd. ,

If one does employ the X2
. analysis, however, it has some surprising

sequelae. Under the 'expected' level of offending proposed by this model of
inter-racial offending, for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal offenders,
Aborigines should comprise approximately 23.7% of their victims and
non-Aborigines should comprise approximately 76.3% of their victims. This
is a surprising proposition since, in effect, it asserts that there is no evidence
for inter-racial offending when 23.7% of the victims are drawn from 2.69% of
the population and 76.3% of the victims are drawn from 97.31 % of the
population. Thus, when there is no evidence for any relationship between the
race of the victim and the race of the offender, Aborigines would be victims
of non-Aboriginal offences at a rate 8.8 times higher than their presence in the
total population would suggest and non-Aborigines would be victims of
Aboriginal offences at a rate .78 times higher than their presence in the total
population would suggest. Furthermore, the relative risk of inter-racial
offences for Aboriginal victims would .be approximately 11.3 times higher
than for non-Aboriginal victims when there is no evidence of a relationship
between the race of the victim and the race of the offender.

Like the first model, this model ignores factors like the geographical
distribution of Aborigines and non-Aborigines, nor does it take into account
potentially important covariates such as age and .gender. The model also
assumes that there are no multiple counts of a victim or an offender in the data.
This seems unlikely, unless offenders limit themselves to one assault per data
collection period. Again, the degree to which the assumptions of the statistical
test are violated affects the degree to which the conclusions are valid.
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Conclusion

Inter-racial offending, and the question of possible racial motivations for
criminal assaults, are a legitimate focus for scientific inquiry and community
debate. Nonetheless, they are also emotively sensitive issues which ought not
to be undermined by misleading representations of the available data (eg, The
West Australian, 15 January 1994, pI).

In this paper we illustrate that different methods of modelling inter-racial
offending can lead to radically different interpretations. Unfortunately, all
three of the models have serious limitations. The second model is so seriously
flawed that it is quite unsuitable for this kind of research. The first and third
models may be regarded as simple (and potentially flawed) ways of exploring
and gaining some initial insights into the data.

Models one and three, however, take quite different approaches. Model
three does not take the underlying population data into account. Instead it
works with the given victim report data and asks the simple question, is there
a relationship between the race of the victim and the race of the offender in
this data. In contrast, model one focuses on the distribution of races in the
population and asks whether there is any evidence that offenders do not select
victims at random from the population.

One criticism of the approach taken in model one is that it ignores the role
ofthe victim in the victimisation process. The 'victim selection' is solely from
the offenders viewpoint. Model three on the other hand keeps the role of
victim and offender in the process symmetrical, because it looks at a
'relationship' between them, but there is no a priori position about the precise
nature of the relationship.

We would argue that this distinction can be overstated. An examination of
the original papers in which these models appeared (Broadhurst et al 1993;
Broadhurst et al 1994; Harding et al 1995) suggests that in all cases the
researchers were interested, at least in part, in the role of race as a motivation
for the offences. That is, they were interested in finding out whether
Aborigines were motivated to offend against non-Aborigines in virtue of their
victims' racial difference, and whether non-Aborigines were similarly
motivated to attack Aborigines. The researchers indicated that their analyses
could not directly answer that question, and indeed it would have been wrong
to try to draw any such conclusions. However, that was the question they were
trying to answer. Furthermore, we would argue, that unless. that were the
question one were trying to answer, there would be little point in
disaggregating the data in the way it had been.

Both models one and three provide potentially useful information about
levels of inter-racial offending, although both models are severely limited by
the failure of their assumptions to be reflected in the real world. Ultimately,
whichever model one chooses to use, the assumptions and limitations that
underlie the models should be made explicit to the readers. Only in this way
can readers and researchers alike make informed decisions about the meaning
of the data. That is not to say that researchers will necessarily agree with each
other, but at least they will be working from the same starting point. "
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