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Acknowledgement of Country

We are gathering on the land of the 
Muwinina people today.

We live and work on the lands of the 
Gadigal people, of the Eora nation.

Aboriginal Health - commissioned for Justice Health NSW by a Wiradjuri man from 

Wellington NSW, the piece expresses the artist’s experiences of health and wellbeing 

at Justice Health.



Background
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There are high rates of mental illness and self-harm / suicide amongst people in prisons in Australia and worldwide (Butler et al., 

2018; Favril et al., 2024; Fazel & Seewald, 2012; Mundt et al., 2024; Yee et al., 2024). 

There are similar findings for young people in custody across numerous jurisdictions (Fazel et al., 2008; Beaudry et al., 2021; 

Borschmann et al., 2020).

However...

• Limited meta-analytic work examining mental health at prison entry

• Small sample sizes with low response rates

• Non-representative convenience sampling

A systematic review and meta-analysis was recently completed which explored the mental health needs of young people entering 

custody at the entry-point to custody (Murie et al., 2025), with findings showing high rates of mental illness, particularly amongst 

young females. 



Separately conducted studies using routinely collected young person 

and adult data from custody screenings

Describe similarities and differences between screening processes

Present prevalence results of key mental health conditions, including 

examination of differences between gender and First Nations groups

Reflect on differences in screening processes and findings between 

young people and adults entering custody within same jurisdiction of 

NSW

Aims
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Entry Screening in Custody in NSW
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Mental Health History and Symptoms
Young People - Mental Health Conditions and Mental Health Symptom Screening

• Mental health conditions categorised based on DSM-5 classifications, either self-report or pulled from 
clinical file review, “Do you have any health conditions?”

• Mental health symptoms screening questions targeted for depression, anxiety, ADHD, psychotic symptoms, 
trauma experiences and self-harm/suicidal ideation
⚬ Where YP scored above 2 across any category, referral to mental health nurse in custody was triggered

Adults - Self-reported mental health history, mental health symptoms, and self-harm / suicide risk assessment items

• Depression, anxiety, schizophrenia, bipolar or manic depression, drug-induced psychosis
⚬ PTSD or other trauma coded from open-ended question about ‘other mental health problems’

• Key symptoms of a mental health condition within the past month (including symptoms associated with 
psychosis)

• Lifetime and past year history of self-harm or suicide attempt
• Recent suicidal ideation (within past week)
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Study Samples

Adults

• Data from Justice Health NSW’s People in NSW Public Prisons: 
Health Status and Service Utilisation dataset

• 10,822 total entries to public prisons in NSW over the one-year 

study period (Feb 2021-2022)

⚬ Around 12% of sample entered prison more than once during 

the period

⚬ Most recent entry for each participant was used in sample

• 9,568 unique individuals

⚬ 86% male (8,219), 14% female (1,347)

⚬ 32% First Nations (3,045)

⚬ 27% were entering custody for the first time (2,548)

Young People

• 10,622 total entries into a Youth Justice Centre in NSW between 1 

January 2017 - 31 December 2024

⚬ 52.2% of sample had multiple entries into custody within the 

study period

⚬ Most recent entry for each participant was used in sample

• 4,616 unique individuals

⚬ 80.2% male (3,704), 19.8% female (913)

⚬ 45% First Nations (2,075)

⚬ 15% Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (707)

⚬ Age range of 10-21
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Mental Health Variables

Mental Health Conditions
• Any mental health condition

• Depression

• Anxiety

• PTSD

• Psychotic Disorders

Mental Health Symptoms
• Psychotic Symptoms

• Harm to self (self-harm/suicide related 

questions)

Mental Health variables 
compared across gender and 

First Nations background



Mental Health Screening For Adults and Young People at Custody Entry in NSW

Any mental health 

condition

Adults
Significantly higher in women (78%) than men (59%)

Significantly higher for First Nations people (71%) than non-First Nations people 

(58%)

Young People
No significant gender differences

Significantly higher prevalence for First Nations young people (42%) than non-First 

Nations young people (33%)
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Depression

Adults
Significantly higher in women (66%) than men (44%)

Significantly higher for First Nations people (54%) than non-First Nations people 

(44%)

Young People
Significantly higher in girls (13%) than boys (7%)

No difference between First Nations people and non-First Nations people
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Anxiety

Adults
Significantly higher in women (61%) than men (38%)

Significantly higher for First Nations people (47%) than non-First Nations people 

(39%)

Young People
Significantly higher in girls (11%) than boys (8%)

No difference between First Nations people and non-First Nations people
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PTSD / Other 

trauma

Adults
Significantly higher in women (14%) than men (7%)

No difference between First Nations people and non-First Nations people

Young People
Significantly higher in girls (11%) than boys (6%)

Significantly higher in First Nations people (8%) than non-First Nations people 

(6%)
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Psychotic disorders

Adults
Schizophrenia

No significant difference between women and men

Significantly higher for First Nations people (19%) vs non-First Nations people 

(11%)

Drug-Induced Psychosis

Significantly higher in men (7%) than women (5%)

Significantly higher for First Nations people (9%) vs non-First Nations people (5%)

Young People
Psychotic disorders (all)

No difference between girls and boys

No difference between First Nations and non-First Nations people
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Psychotic symptoms

Adults
No difference between women and men

Significantly higher for First Nations people (14%) vs non-First Nations people 

(8%)

Young People
Significantly higher in girls (6%) than boys (3%)

No difference between First Nations and non-First Nations people
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Harm to Self

(Young People)

Scored 2+
Significantly greater in females (23%) than males (10%)

No difference between First Nations and non-First Nations people

Current Self-Harm
Significantly greater in females (37%) than males (16%)

No difference between First Nations and non-First Nations people

Current Thoughts of Self-Harm (TOSH) or Suicidal Ideation 
(SI)

Significantly greater in females (26%) than males (14%)

No difference between First Nations and non-First Nations people
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Harm to Self

(Adults)
Self-harm (ever)

Significantly higher in women (26%) than men (12%)

Significantly higher in First Nations people (20%) vs non-First Nations people (12%)

Suicide attempt (ever)
Significantly higher in women (16%) than men (12%)

Significantly higher in First Nations people (16%) vs non-First Nations people (10%)

Self-harm (past 12 months)
Significantly higher in women (12%) than men (6%)

Significantly higher in First Nations people (9%) vs non-First Nations people (5%)

Suicide attempt (past 12 months)
Significantly higher in women (7%) than men (5%)

Significantly higher in First Nations people (6%) vs non-First Nations people (4%)

Current suicidal ideation (within past week)
Significantly higher in women (10%) than men 7%)

Significantly higher in First Nations people (10%) vs non-First Nations people (6%)
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Summary of Results

Adults

• Almost ⅔ of prison entrants reported having a 
mental health condition
⚬ Just under a quarter experienced symptoms of a mental 

health condition in the month prior to prison entry

• Over half of prison entrants were referred to mental health 

services in prison

• One in ten prison entrants were referred to the Risk 

Intervention Team (in-prison team to manage risk of self-

harm)

Young People

• Over ⅓ of YP entering custody have at least one 
mental health condition
⚬ Where YP had more than one entry, 54% had at least 

one mental health condition

• ADHD was most prevalent diagnosis (23%)

• 55% of total participants scored above the threshold for any 

category of mental health symptoms in screening

⚬ Most common category was ADHD (27%), followed by 

depression (25%) and trauma experiences (23%)



• Lower rates of identified mental health conditions in young people entering custody compared to 

adults

⚬ More opportunities for identification of MH disorders for adults - lifetime history

⚬ Mental health screening questions also suggests many YP may have mental health needs 

without formal diagnosis

• Strengths and limitations to the various screening approaches

⚬ Adult screening limited to self-report though more specific in the questions asked

⚬ Young person screening includes only a broad open-ended self-report question though also 

includes conditions identified in file review

• Implications for stay in custody
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Discussion



• Screening approaches need to be broad and include multiple components for reliable identification needs

⚬ Introduction of the SDPR (Single Digital Patient Record) across NSW

• Targeted mental health interventions and adequate allocated funding are needed to address disproportionately high prevalence of mental health 

conditions amongst females and First Nations people

• Focus on preventing incarceration in the first place amongst those with mental illness

⚬ Mental health court diversion

⚬ Opportunities for identification of mental health conditions for young people in the community

⚬ Availability of assertive and culturally informed and safe treatment in the community

Mental Health Screening For Adults and Young People at Custody Entry in NSW

Implications

Next steps ⟶ Examining mental health appointments / health contacts within custody
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