
 

BACKGROUND  

Since 2012, the Involuntary Drug and Alcohol Treatment (IDAT) Unit in NSW has been 
providing assessments and treatment in a secure facility for individuals experiencing severe 
dependence on alcohol and/or other drugs. Since the repeal of the Inebriates Act in 2013, an 
internal audit conducted in this unit found that fewer Aboriginal individuals were referred to 
IDAT than their non-Indigenous counterparts between 2013 and 2014. At the same time, there 
was increased alcohol-attributable hospitalisations for Aboriginal people in NSW compared to 
their non-Aboriginal counterparts. This study aims to explore the factors that influence 
clinicians when referring Aboriginal Australians to involuntary drug and alcohol treatment in 
NSW. 

METHODS  

NSW Health drug and alcohol clinicians who made a referral to IDAT between 2016 and 2018 
were interviewed. The interviews were conducted by an independent researcher via NSW 
Health video teleconferencing. As this is the first study of its kind to explore factors that 
influence referral, potentially worldwide, a theoretical approach was not used. Instead, a 
thematic inductive approach guided the analysis. 

RESULTS  

Eleven clinicians participated in this study. Participants described how referring to IDAT was 
a lifesaving measure and a last resort when other least restrictive options had not been 
successful. However, they were mindful of potential negative impact of IDAT from past 
institutionalisation and incarceration of Aboriginal peoples.  

CONCLUSION  

This study illustrated complexities faced by the clinicians when referring an Aboriginal client 
to IDAT. Clinicians felt torn between the benefits of IDAT, and the possibility of 
retraumatising their clients by making a referral. More research is needed to determine 
effectiveness, acceptability and feasibility of involuntary drug and alcohol programs. It could 
have broader relevance for similar programs around Australia, or internationally with similarly 
marginalised peoples. 
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