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To everyone who has suffered childhood trauma in one way or another, and to 

those who want to make a difference to the lives of people who have experienced 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 

This thesis and proposal makes the case for Jamaicans to understand the role of 

childhood trauma, especially adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), in shaping crime in 

general and juvenile crime in particular in order to decrease, interrupt, and reverse the 

cycle of crime. There will be no significant reduction in crime in Jamaica unless society 

recognizes and challenges the effects of ACEs that most people engaged in crime, 

especially violent crime, have experienced. This study begins the important effort to 

understand ACEs within the Jamaican context and identify initial recommendations to 

interrupt their negative effects, ultimately mitigating youth crime. This proposal 

integrates literature from diverse sources, including from what are often categorized as 

Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) countries, to 

supplement the limited available studies on ACEs and crime in Jamaica and the Global 

South, for a deeper comprehension of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). This 

reframing also highlights the need to understand much of crime as a public health 

problem which needs public health solutions, in addition to more traditional approaches. 

Both historically and contemporarily, juvenile delinquents in Jamaica were and 

are labeled as “bad pickneys.” This label identified youth who behaved poorly, or 

engaged in crime, as bad and also accorded full responsibility for their negative behavior. 

Not only does this labeling stigmatize and often doom these youth, it does not take into 

consideration that the root causes of their behavior are often influenced by trauma and 

other factors beyond their control. Many societies, including Jamaica, need to recognize 

the critical role of ACEs, or childhood trauma, in influencing juvenile delinquency and 



 2 

criminal actions. There exists cultural and community factors that influence the 

prevalence of ACEs in Jamaica which can affect the way the government views anti-

crime legislation and crime control measures. Although youth crime and delinquency 

have a plethora of influences and causes, ACEs are the focus of this proposal.  

Several traditional, usually reactive and often repressive, criminal justice 

initiatives and policies addressing crime, and juvenile delinquency in particular, have 

been instituted by the Jamaican government. These initiatives have not stopped the 

involvement of juveniles in crime, both as victims or perpetrators (Hibbert, 2021). 

Jamaica’s contemporary crime problem has deep historical roots and can be seen as an 

enduring legacy that has persisted from slavery to the present day. Slavery and the 

subsequent emancipation from it have impacted contemporary political and socio-

economic relations (Newton, 2011). Historically, the government has played conflicting 

roles, potentially supporting crime-related political gangs during elections, while also 

acting as the lead in crime fighting. The intertwining of politics with criminal 

organizations presents significant challenges, but the government is still uniquely 

positioned to challenge gang activities for the well-being of citizens and the country 

(Hadzibulic, 2020; H. Johnson & Soeters, 2008; Munro & Blake, 2017). Post-

independence, the country’s socio-economic climate became increasingly strained, 

including because Jamaica’s geographical location places it in the heart of the 

transatlantic guns and drugs trade (Edmonds, 2016; Hadzibulic, 2020). But internal 

challenges, including youth vulnerability, cannot be ignored. 

Addressing youth crime includes understanding key realities regarding youth, 

including factors such as neurodevelopment and the impact of trauma. Knowledge of 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?MjeTrR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?0Jt6fX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZR3N1g
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normal youth development demonstrates that youth tend to be risk takers and tend to 

disregard consequences (Casey et al., 2017). Their brains are not fully developed as 

adolescents and their behaviors can be influenced by some external threats due to their 

brains’ malleability (Campbell, 2022). Experiencing trauma during childhood can lead to 

negative effects, including in ways linked to criminal perpetration and victimization. 

Persistent exposure to stressors, without effective coping mechanisms, results in lasting 

and cumulative adverse outcomes which can manifest as anti-social, violent, and criminal 

behavior. 

The Jamaican government has instituted various initiatives and strategies to 

combat crime. These crime control measures have been based on traditional approaches 

such as increasing police presence in specific neighborhoods and calling for harsher 

legislative measures (Johnson & Soeters, 2008). Many of these measures have been 

increasingly punitive and restrictive and have been met with limited success (Lumsden, 

2016). In addition to the lack of efficacy in preventing or limiting crime, some anti-crime 

measures undermine human rights, especially for juveniles (Howard, 2006; Leslie, 2022; 

Morris, 1994, p. 4). The criminal justice system has at times not complied with many 

international laws dedicated to the protection and well-being of juveniles (Morris, 1994, 

p. 4). These human rights violations are traumatic experiences, and for the Jamaican 

government to effectively address certain factors contributing to crime, it is crucial to 

comply with, and adhere to, policies and legislation protecting human rights. 

ACEs, such as abuse and household dysfunction, occur before age eighteen 

(Felitti et al., 1998). The original study of ACEs highlighted categories of childhood 

trauma but since then, other studies have pointed to other factors such as exposure to 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cYUC9P
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?LPRIhp
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?LPRIhp
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eJTN5X
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eJTN5X
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lCIrAT
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violence, poverty, and poor housing, suggesting that there are a significant number of 

factors that can cause childhood trauma that may yet be identified or explored 

(MacLochlainn et al., 2021). While ACEs are a global phenomenon, particular countries’ 

or communities’ histories or cultures may shape these experiences in distinct ways. 

Importantly, ACEs contribution to crime need not be inevitable. On the other end of the 

spectrum are circumstances which can create buffers to, or prevent the negative effects 

of, ACEs. These are known as protective childhood experiences (PACEs) (Morris & 

Hays-Grudo, 2023). These provide resiliency and coping skills in childhood and can 

occur naturally or be built into social development programs or government initiatives to 

curtail the occurrence of crime.  

Reckoning with ACEs offers actionable insights that can help unpack some 

contributing factors to delinquent behavior and provide key tools to support early 

intervention and prevention, including by identifying and cultivating protective and 

compensatory experiences (PACEs). The knowledge gained from future research into 

ACEs in Jamaica will inform programs and policies to carry out screenings, develop 

training and educational programs for teachers and social workers who regularly interact 

with troubled and traumatized youth.  

Chapter 2 explores the historical context of crime in Jamaica. It looks at the 

interconnectedness of politics and crime, as well as Jamaica’s poor economic conditions. 

Chapter 3 highlights youth crime and delinquency in Jamaica, focusing on gangs, the 

legal framework of the juvenile justice system, and children’s rights. Chapter 4 briefly 

examines the definitions of youth and discusses the neurological aspects of brain 

development in youth, including how the brain responds to chronic stressors. Chapter 5 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?BnoGGV
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explores previous anti-crime measures used by the Jamaican government and some 

critiques of the criminal justice system. Chapter 6 provides a general overview of ACEs 

as well as considering ACEs in the Jamaican context. Chapter 7 recommends trauma-

informed approaches for addressing youth rehabilitation and reducing ACEs, before the 

conclusion in chapter 8, which includes brief mention of the personal reason for engaging 

in this project.  
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Chapter 2: Crime in Jamaica 

 

 

Crime in Jamaica 

  

Jamaica has seen a marked increase in the number of violent crimes in its post-

independence history. Murders increased from 62 in 1962, the year of national 

independence, to 1,323 in 2020, a rate of increase that has vastly outpaced population 

growth (History - Jamaica Constabulary Force, 2019). In 2020 there were 46.5 

homicides per 100,000 people, and in 2022 the homicide rate was 52.9 homicides per 

100,000 inhabitants (Homicide Rate in Jamaica 2022, 2023) which was identified as “the 

highest homicide rate in Latin America and the Caribbean” for that year.  

 By far the largest portion of homicides stem from gang activity, reportedly as 

over 70% out of the total number of murders on the island (Chappell & Ellsworth, 2022; 

Harriott & Jones, 2016). In a 2020 Gleaner article, the Minister of National Security, Dr. 

Horace Chang, stated that at the end of 2019, there were 250 active gangs (Scott, 2020). 

That Jamaica has been plagued by violence, drugs and organized crime is in significant 

part the consequence of political rivalries, ghettos - disadvantaged urban neighborhoods 

also known as garrison communities or “permanent urban slums,” and poor economic 

conditions (Edmonds, 2016; Hadzibulic, 2020; Lumsden, 2016; Munro & Blake, 2017). 

Political Rivalry 

In the wake of Jamaica’s 1962 independence, emergent political rivalries 

reshaped and expanded the challenges posed by violent crime in the country. Two 

dominant political parties, the Jamaica Labour Party and the People’s National Party, 

emerged, capitalizing on the economic woes of the working class, and supporting the 

labor movement.  With the unofficial support of these political parties, local centers of 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nnRGeO
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power were developed with their own leadership hierarchies, with local gang leaders 

called Dons at the top (Munro & Blake et. al., 2017). According to Munro & Blake 

(2017), Dons are the leaders of garrison communities or ghettos, that is, politically 

homogeneous neighborhoods where most members support the same political party and 

where violence is used to prevent the emergence of dissent or party-political competition. 

Dons arguably obtain votes for their respective constituent leader by “corralling,” or 

maintain the political status quo by limiting contact with the politician or “gatekeeping,” 

to borrow terms Trudeau develops to explain what he calls “criminal governance” 

(Trudeau, 2022, pp. 8–11). The Dons employ both these strategies to maintain control 

over citizens’ lives through clientelistic relationships based on unequal transactions 

between communities and their chosen politician  (Trudeau, 2022, p. 7). Divisions 

between garrison communities due to political rivalry meant political violence became 

intertwined with crime, particularly during the post-independence power struggles and 

economic recession in the 1970s (Hadzibulic, 2020; Munro & Blake, 2017). These 

garrison communities tend to be a law unto themselves, with almost no interference from 

official law enforcement agencies. The ruling forces of these communities enjoy a 

particular type of autonomy and governance that can only come from a perception of 

being untouchable (Johnson & Soeters, 2008).   

This arrangement epitomizes the concept of party “tribalism,” a term often used 

by Jamaicans to describe a combination of coercive and clientelist political relationships. 

Disadvantaged and marginalized individuals within communities rely on political leaders 

and the Dons for employment opportunities and financial support (Edmonds, 2016). 

Indeed, gatekeeping often occurs precisely because Dons want to control access to the 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?refQvX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6vEzrN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aEdVFx
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leaders. These gangs later diversified their activities into other sectors, including the 

international drug trade and the illicit arms trade, to build their organizations. The rise of 

organized crime was further exacerbated by the proliferation of weapons in the country, 

facilitated by politicians who provided support to gang members and communities 

affiliated with their political parties (Edmonds, 2016). Their largest source of weapons 

was from the United States of America, and Jamaica's strategic geographic location 

makes it favorable for a thriving drug trade (Edmonds, 2016; Munro & Blake, 2017). 

Political corruption, electoral misconduct, gun running, the illicit drug trade, and violence 

all stem from the development of the garrison communities (Edmunds 2016), associating 

the gangs with ghettos, the ghettos with violence, and violence with politics.  

 Poor Economic Conditions 

Following its immediate post-independence economic growth, in later decades 

Jamaica experienced various financial crises and economic challenges, from high public 

debt to natural disasters, all of which resulted in low economic growth, poverty, and high 

levels of inequality (IMF Lending Case Study, 2019). By the 1980s, Jamaica became 

indebted to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the country saw negative 

consequences of the devaluation of its currency (Johnson & Soeters, 2008; Munro & 

Blake, 2017). Jamaica remains indebted to the IMF and to other creditors. The 

government revenue flowing to debt repayment is more than twice that which funds the 

health and education sectors combined (Dearden, 2013). One consequence of this debt 

burden is that there are insufficient resources for social infrastructure such as health and 

education. This economic distribution manifests in widely experienced lack of access to 

health care, education, and other basic needs (BTI 2022 Jamaica Country Report, n.d.), 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?WY6zk4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?WY6zk4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Ga6p9D
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which creates or exacerbates an environment conducive to crime. In a bid to offset the 

increase in the crime rate, a large portion of the Jamaican budget, approximately US$3.3 

million, has been earmarked for reallocation to improve the infrastructure of the 

country’s national law enforcement agency, the Jamaica Constabulary Force (JCF) 

(Burke, 2023). The connection between the Jamaican economy and crime is not 

surprising given the country’s history of slavery, an economic arrangement itself 

representative of violence. Jamaican economists argue that Jamaica’s economy was 

influenced by “violence, plunder, and slavery,” from which it never recovered (Dearden, 

2013).   

Policing in Jamaica 

The police in Jamaica have been at the forefront of the government’s efforts to 

address crime. The national Jamaican policing authority is the Jamaica Constabulary 

Force (JCF) (Knowles, 2021).  Jamaica’s justice system utilizes a crime control model 

with both formal and informal involvement (Allen, 1997, p. 3). With informal 

involvement, community citizens participate in the control of crime. For example, 

ordinary citizens oversee minor offense court cases and serve as Justices of the Peace and 

the Auxiliary Police Force and Parish District Constables (Allen, 1997, p.3). The formal 

police system in Jamaica began in 1716 with the appointment of Night Watchmen 

(History - Jamaica Constabulary Force, 2019).  In 1865, the JCF, modeled after the Irish 

colonial police, was created by the British primarily to suppress insurrections during the 

Morant Bay Rebellion, a major historical post-emancipation uprising during which the 

Jamaica troops killed more than 400 Black people and flogged many more (Heuman, 

1996; History - Jamaica Constabulary Force, 2019). From 1865 to 1962, the JCF 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?LNcP2A
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ds3tbz
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ds3tbz
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bvrrTZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XvWzdB
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Eej8Mb
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?VF0ItO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?VF0ItO
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underwent numerous structural transformations, including recruiting female officers and 

forming the Island Special Constabulary Force, tasked with maintaining public order and 

enforcing environmental regulations (Maoz, 2023). The surge in the appeal of democratic 

socialism in Jamaica in the 1970s coincided with the emergence of decolonization 

reforms within the police force, with the goal to improve the circumstances for low-

income Jamaican Black men by addressing the challenges they faced on the Force due to 

historical colonial legacies and elite institutional discrimination. In 1998, police 

modernization was ushered in, a reform initiative aimed at democratizing and liberalizing 

the JCF to shed the enduring vestiges of colonial influence within the force (Maoz, 2023). 

Nevertheless, remnants of colonial influence persist in contemporary policing, with a 

distinct disparity in the accountability applied to the “elite” for their transgressions, as 

compared to the particular focus on low-income individuals and youths hailing from 

marginalized communities (Maoz, 2023).  

Reforms to the JCF throughout the years have often been characterized as knee-

jerk or reactionary responses triggered by periods of heightened anxiety surrounding 

crime, lacking a solid foundation in research or evidence-based investigations. Moreover, 

these reforms have frequently been shaped by the influence of foreign organizations 

(Harriot, 2000). The too-often ineffective efforts by the government and the JCF to 

control crime can be partially attributed to the nature of the social and political dynamics, 

the overwhelmed and sluggish criminal justice system, and the substantial disparities in 

social wealth and opportunities present within the population (Harriott, 2000, p. 17).  

Moreover, the JCF's success is undermined by a “legitimacy crisis” (Harriott, 

2000, pp. 17–18) based on its often limited capacity to police the elite class of Jamaicans, 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FQJ6SS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=9w7sXn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=9w7sXn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ISjHXn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?dlKXfm
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8CPVdV
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8CPVdV
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with their power and connections. As a result, there is less policing of white-collar crimes 

by the elite, and the JCF focuses more on visible and easily proven crimes committed by 

lower socioeconomic classes, like illegal vending. This approach erodes the public’s trust 

in the JCF's integrity and effectiveness (Maoz, 2023). One probable result of the public’s 

reduced trust and confidence in the JCF is the common occurrence of vigilante justice. 

Social order and security are of paramount importance to law-abiding citizens, but when 

crime control measures are not effective, citizens become frustrated and fearful for their 

safety and may resort to taking matters into their own hands.  This vigilante justice could 

disproportionately harm vulnerable minority populations, such as homosexuals and 

prostitutes, sometimes based only on suspicion (Allen, 1997, pp 4-5).   
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Chapter 3: Youth Crimes and Delinquency in Jamaica 
 

 

Jamaican youth are major perpetrators and victims of violent crimes in the country 

(Hume, 2007; D. Smith & Green, 2007; Thompson et al., 2022; Wong & Department, 

2017). In 2021, approximately forty percent of Jamaicans who committed murder were 

young men between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four, while sixteen percent of murder 

victims were between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four (Government Moves to Stem 

Involvement of Youth in Crime, 2021). In many cases, youth crimes were committed in 

the context of gang membership; gangs are responsible for the majority of crime in 

Jamaica, accounting for about 80% of all crime committed (Angus, 2020; Edmonds, 

2016; Guns Out: The Splintering of Jamaica’s Violent Gangs, 2020; Lumsden, 2016).  

 Gangs 

Gang violence has increased in recent years, with 71% of murders in 2022 being 

attributed to gangs (Miller, 2022). In just the first quarter of 2023, gangs were responsible 

for 67% of the murders committed (Boyd, 2023). Gang members are usually young males 

between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four (Ward et al., 2017) and may be as young as 

eleven (Dennie, 2019). Many of these youths are barely literate, having dropped out of or 

been expelled from school, typically after struggling academically and behaviorally 

(“The Crime and Education Link,” 2014). For example, the Jamaica Observer newspaper 

noted that approximately 70% of inner–city boys drop out of high school and are 

“recruitable to gangs” (Government Moves to Stem Involvement of Youth in Crime, 2021). 

With little or no education these youth are usually unemployed or unemployable 

(Robinson, 2018), resorting to a life of crime. They also tend to live in underserved 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NHvS2e
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NHvS2e
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4rD4Eg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4rD4Eg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sdOecF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sdOecF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?DDmTYG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PVuUbR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?0Pnmgu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?BZw9W6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mMdIP6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vw4UQ9
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lCw0B7
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communities, ghettos and garrisons where they are easily recruited into gangs and are 

exposed to violence early in life (Harriott & Jones, 2016; Ward et al., 2017) . 

In Jamaica, gangs recruit young individuals with disadvantaged and traumatic 

backgrounds who are more susceptible to being recruited into gangs (Boyd, 2023). Some 

youth are recruited into joining gangs to earn money and gain power and also expand 

involvement in the drug trade which they will protect in the most violent ways (Edmonds, 

2016). Many violent crimes are due to gang rivalries, gang initiations, and gang 

retributive acts (Edmonds, 2016), including where gang members try to show their 

loyalty or earn credibility by committing more heinous and harsher crimes (Robinson, 

2018).    

Some gang members are deported Jamaican nationals who resided in foreign 

countries but were repatriated to Jamaica due to their involvement in criminal activities 

abroad. These deportees are regarded by the Jamaican government and its citizens as 

major contributors to the crime problem (Charles, 2010) and are often “destitute and 

extremely dangerous” (Allen, 1997, p. 5). Reentry into society can be difficult, and the 

rejection can act as an automatic springboard into a life of crime for some once they 

return home (Charles, 2010; Noronha, 2020). Because of their time spent abroad, the 

ones bent on criminal involvement can pass on knowledge, previously gained, of criminal 

behavior to local youth (Charles, 2010), and typically have easier access to international 

connections for weapons and drugs, and familiarity with organized crime (Allen, 1997, p. 

5). Importantly, the circumstances that facilitate the almost automatic path of crime for 

these vulnerable, at-risk youth also allow them to easily become the targets of violence. 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?spLD8o
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?1EAr3X
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FyrEwQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ydVZo3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ydVZo3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?m3p54L
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6uuKw1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sOYuJI
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?G5aW9N
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EY1ISX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EY1ISX
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The Legal Framework of Juvenile Justice 

Jamaica has a formal juvenile justice system for handling youth crimes that is 

based on a long-standing legal framework. The initial legislation that set out this legal 

framework was the Industrial Schools Act of 1857, which was intended to simply house 

juveniles rather than incarcerate them. At that time, the institutionalized children were 

between the ages of five and sixteen and tended to be orphaned and begging on the streets 

(Roper, 2017).  Industrialized schools (also known as “reformatories”) that were 

governed by this law from 1881 to 1904 were run by religious bodies who thought of 

these children as delinquents and a menace to the economic and social structure (Roper, 

2017). These reformatories were then taken over by the Jamaican government.  

The government-led approach to addressing juvenile delinquency officially 

distinguished between reformatories and industrial schools, with the former for young 

criminals and the latter for abandoned or impoverished children. However, both types of 

institutions operated similarly (Roper, 2017) and several Jamaican academics have 

argued that they were a thin pretext for the colonial elites to exert oppression and control 

over Black people (Levy et al., 2009, p. 63), including through the practice of having the 

institutionalized children perform free labor (Roper, 2017). The failure to meaningfully 

distinguish between children living on the streets and children involved in crime led to 

the mass categorization and criminalization of these Black children and played a 

significant role in the formation of the juvenile delinquent label (Levy et al., 2009, p. 59). 

As Roper (2017) notes, the label of juvenile delinquents led to the courts treating the 

children, particularly males, more as violent criminals than youth who committed minor 

infractions, as was often the case.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?DAVlqL
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aSxtPd
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iaGLAm
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FrEmOB
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OsleF7
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In the 1970s, paralleling the Black Power movement in the United States, there 

was a movement for the “diversion, decriminalization, and decarceration” of Jamaican 

juvenile offenders (Howard, 2006), based on the belief that youth would age out of crime 

and could be rehabilitated. Then in the 1980s, paralleling the tough on crime focus of the 

United States government at the time, in Jamaica more punitive measures were 

emphasized for offending youth. Most recently, the approach of the Jamaica juvenile 

justice system, in theory, focuses on deterrence and rehabilitation (Howard, 2006). The 

amended Child Care and Protection Act of 2004 emphasizes the protection and welfare of 

the child (The Child Care and Protection Act | Laws of Jamaica, 2021). However, as was 

highlighted in a report at the Fourth Seminar on Criminal Justice for Central Asia, the 

most recent Jamaican youth offenders have become more vicious and more ruthless 

causing the public to fear for their safety and thus have been calling on the justice system 

to move towards more punitive measures and away from considering the welfare and 

rehabilitation of the child (Hunter, 2008). This brings to mind what Goldson (2020) terms 

“victim-threat-dualism” where society feels the need to protect its children, but also feels 

threatened enough to want to be protected from them (Goldson, 2020). 

The current Jamaican law governing juvenile delinquency is the Child Care and 

Protection Act of 2004, which was amended in 2016 (The Child Care and Protection Act 

| Laws of Jamaica, 2021). It mirrors and replaces the Juveniles Act, which was 

established in July 1951 to provide “protection to children and young persons,” and 

focuses more on the legal framework and management of the child in the criminal justice 

system. The Child Care and Protection Act of 2004 emphasizes the welfare and well-

being of the child, as well as a holistic approach to the child’s development (Legislation 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?rNHRoQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nAbZ2X
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Qaet2J
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?9YqE3n
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3PRffQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TEU7pr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TEU7pr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?M4MW0e
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Passed to Validate Judgements Made Under Repealed Juveniles Act, 2005). Under the 

current law the age threshold of a juvenile was increased from seventeen to eighteen; the 

minimum age of criminal responsibility is age twelve (The Child Care and Protection Act 

| Laws of Jamaica, 2021), and the law provided for a Children’s Court (Legislation 

Passed to Validate Judgements Made Under Repealed Juveniles Act, 2005), the position 

of a child advocate who is endowed with significant power, and the formation of a 

Children's Registry for reporting complaints such as abuse or abandonment (The Child 

Care and Protection Act | Laws of Jamaica, 2021). 

Detention and Incarceration of Youth 

Interaction with the criminal and juvenile systems and institutions, perhaps 

especially sentencing and incarceration, can have adverse effects on adolescents, 

impeding their natural maturation process out of delinquency and increasing the 

likelihood of risky behaviors (Casey et al., 2017; Schiraldi et al., 2021). Youth within the 

juvenile justice system risk encountering trauma during their detention, often with limited 

access to mental health counseling (Gagnon, 2020), and exposure to trauma can disrupt 

brain development in youths (Schiraldi, Western, and Bradner 2015) (Schiraldi et al., 

2015). Sometimes youth are not simply placed in detention but are sometimes placed in 

solitary confinement (Méndez et al., 2016, p. 19), which has been associated with 

psychological distress, elevating the chances of self-harm and suicide (Fettig, 2017; 

Simkins et al., 2012). In the US, over 50% of youth suicides in juvenile facilities occur in 

isolation (Fettig, 2017). US research indicates that employing harsh punishments and 

isolation may not effectively decrease recidivism and can, in certain instances, heighten 

the propensity for future violent behavior (Casey et al., 2017; Ngubane et al., 2022).  
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In Jamaica, there are currently three juvenile correctional centers for both boys 

and girls, and one remand center for boys only. However, no remand center exists 

specifically for girls (Juvenile Services, n.d.; Morris, 1994, p. 5). These juvenile 

punishment facilities are overseen by the Department of Correctional Services and the 

Ministry of National Security, and are a part of the Department of Corrections custodial 

arm. Youth offenders are initially placed in an alternative housing institution referred to 

as a Place of Safety (POS) (“For the Good of the Child, for the Good of Society: Using 

Scotland and Jamaica as Models to Reform U.S. Juvenile Justice Policy,” 2002, p. 1971; 

Morris, 1994, p. 5). (“For the Good of the Child, for the Good of Society: Using Scotland 

and Jamaica as Models to Reform U.S. Juvenile Justice Policy,” 2002)This temporary 

placement allows for pretrial investigations and, with some exceptions for specific 

offenses, should ensure that juveniles are not housed with adults. Article 37(c) of the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child stipulates that in the event of 

detention, a child should be treated with humanity and respect, taking into consideration 

their age. Depending on the outcome of the adjudication process, the child may be 

transferred to a longer-term juvenile detention facility, where the goal is to create an 

environment that fosters a sense of belonging and makes youth feel at home (“For the 

Good of the Child, for the Good of Society: Using Scotland and Jamaica as Models to 

Reform U.S. Juvenile Justice Policy,” 2002, pp. 1983–1984). An additional goal is to 

facilitate their reintegration into their respective communities by providing them 

education and technical skill training (“For the Good of the Child, for the Good of 

Society: Using Scotland and Jamaica as Models to Reform U.S. Juvenile Justice Policy,” 

2002, p. 1982). 
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International Standards Regarding Children’s Rights 

Jamaica is subject to several relevant international standards. For example, 

Jamaica agreed to voluntarily comply with the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules 

for the Administration of Juvenile Justice (The Beijing Rules) of 1985. These Standard 

Minimum Rules are deliberately formulated to be applicable within different legal 

systems and, at the same time, to set some minimum standards for the handling of 

juvenile offenders under any definition of a juvenile and under any system of dealing 

with juvenile offenders. Under the Beijing Rules, the juvenile justice system should 

prioritize the welfare of young individuals and ensure that any response to juvenile 

offenders is consistently commensurate with both the specific circumstances of the 

offenders and the nature of the offense (United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the 

Administration of Juvenile Justice, 1986, p. 5). Jamaica is also a party to the United 

Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child, which became effective in 1990, under 

which it must comply with certain requirements for the administration of juvenile justice 

in Jamaica to ensure that the rights and best interests of all children are protected 

(Blanchfield, 2015).  

The “Bad Pickney” - Cultural Frames and the Criminalization of Jamaican Youth  

Traumas that occur during childhood can lead to many social and behavioral 

problems that can manifest as what Jamaicans label as “bad pickney” behaviors, i.e. 

oppositional, violent, and anti-social behaviors. Regardless of whether the stated goals or 

official approach to juvenile delinquency in Jamaica is punishment or rehabilitation, the 

cultural context within which the legal framework and institutions exist places great value 

on individual responsibility and accountability, and this in turn influences the practical 
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application of the laws and operation of the courts and other institutions. Currently, in 

this cultural framework, children who are thought to behave “abnormally,” even due to 

unrecognized psychiatric disorders and trauma, are often stigmatized and labeled as "bad 

behaving pickney" or simply “bad pickney” (Hickling, 2017, p. 613), and their behavior a 

personal and moral failure. These children are often perceived to exhibit traits such as 

laziness, aggressiveness, a lack of motivation, and hyperactivity (Hickling, 2017, p. 617). 

One such unrecognized psychiatric disorder is Reactive Attachment Disorder (RAD) 

which generally occurs when a child is abused or neglected, or the child’s needs are not 

met. This condition is characterized by anxiety, mood dysregulation, aggression, and 

disturbed behavior, and occurs as a result of disturbed bonding before four years of age 

(Coughlan et al., 2023; Hickling, 2017, p. 613). Since the responsibility for their actions 

is placed on the child, the youth who exhibits trauma-influenced behavior is not seen as 

“troubled” or as a victim, but as a “bad pickney,” and sometimes may be perceived, in the 

extreme, as a criminal, and so is often routed through the juvenile justice system.  

On top of the ACEs and related trauma experienced directly by these Jamaican 

youth, some academics have argued that their social and behavioral problems are also 

attributable, albeit indirectly, to the transgenerational transmission of historic trauma due 

to slavery, colonization, and the island’s fight for independence (Hickling, 2017, p. 613; 

Moncrieffe, n.d., p. 23). The traditional response to the resulting behavioral challenges 

has not taken into account the impact from external factors and generally involves 

punitive measures such as corporal punishment, detention, suspension, or expulsion 

(Hickling, 2017, p. 613).  
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Youth Violence as a Public Health Concern in Jamaica 

Interpersonal violence extends beyond harm to the direct victims and poses a 

significant threat to public health more generally (Pate, 2012). Youth violence in Jamaica 

is a public health challenge in multiple respects. First, it is arguably a symptom of an 

underlying mental health epidemic that is a consequence of widespread trauma and ACEs 

and demands urgent attention (Morrison, 2021). Among juveniles in Jamaica, about 

34%  display mental illness before age fourteen and 48.4% before the age of eighteen 

(Morrison, 2021).  

Second, youth violence incurs enormous costs to the healthcare system. Crime as 

a public health problem exhibits repercussions that become evident when addressing the 

healthcare needs of victims with injuries, pain, and suffering (Coleman, 2006; Welsh et 

al., 2008). Jamaica’s healthcare system is free at the point of delivery, providing medical 

coverage, hospital treatment, diagnostics, and most medications at public health facilities 

to the public without charges to individual patients (Coleman, 2006). The expenses 

associated with addressing the numerous injuries caused by violence that can be 

prevented have strained and overwhelmed the social safety net (Welsh et al., 2008). 

Already limited resources such as physician time, hospital beds, medications, and 

diagnostic equipment needed for ordinary illnesses are re-routed to treat gunshot wounds, 

and knife and machete wounds. 

Third, although the precise cost of crime cannot be calculated, estimates can be 

made (Saunders, 2022; Sutton et al., 2017). The estimated cost of crime documented in 

Jamaica for 2017 was JM $68 million dollars (Clarke, 2017) which increased in 2019 and 

was estimated at JM $85 billion (or US $633 million) per year (Saunders, 2022)  and 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8mA0ix
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Q8nsDi
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=IVIxfy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=IVIxfy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3ooaEd
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AsxZZO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AsxZZO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bv4hI2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sr2j95
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mAKOh4


 21 

expenses sustained through the expenditure of manpower and resources with the 

engagement of the juvenile justice system.  

There are other costs including those towards victimization prevention (i.e. 

increased security) through improved security, loss or productivity, and property 

replacement costs (Sutton et al., 2017). All these costs would be incurred by the victim 

and their families in the form of social or security expenditures. The victim would also 

have to face intangible costs such fear of crime, as well as behavior modification due to 

fear of crime. 

Fourth, how society responds to juvenile crime, such as using incarceration rather 

than family supports or community-based programs, significantly raises direct costs (“For 

the Good of the Child, for the Good of Society: Using Scotland and Jamaica as Models to 

Reform U.S. Juvenile Justice Policy,” 2002). Another direct cost associated with youth 

crime is the utilization of resources involved in the criminal legal proceeding (Sykes, 

2018). Whether it is investigating crimes, paying expert witnesses, or mobilizing law 

enforcement, involvement in the criminal justice system can cost the Jamaican 

government. The offender also incurs costs during criminal legal proceedings through 

attorney fees, fines, and in some instances, bail bonds. 

Fifth, in addition to the above, somewhat calculable, costs youth violence is also 

often connected to turmoil such as ongoing community conflict or retaliation, and to 

lowered workforce productivity from out-of-work recovery time and permanent physical 

disability, in each case with additional potentially negative implications for the economy 

(The Cost of Losing Men to Crime | The Jamaica National Group, 2022). There are also 

the intangible societal costs that are impossible to measure, including concerning PTSD 
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in survivors, suspicion and lack of community healing, a national fortress mentality that 

hinders social living and community spirit, and the diminution of human happiness. 
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Chapter 4: Youth – The Affected Demographic  
 

 

The term “youth” is defined and understood in various ways depending on the 

context and other factors, including laws. Ideas concerning legal status, developmental 

stage, dependency, education level, and school attendance may all influence formal and 

applied usage of the term. Specific studies or sources use the term youth differently 

which can impact the interpretation and implication of the source (Tidwell & Garrett, 

1994; Wallace & Bendit, 2009).  Some countries define youth from approximately eleven 

or thirteen years of age to twenty-five, define youth from early primary school to age 

twenty-five years, and others define youth as being from birth to age twenty-five or thirty 

years old (Wallace & Bendit, 2009). According to the one article, a member of the “youth 

population” is someone younger than 15 years of age and tends to be a dependent 

(Pitkänen et al., 2021). The terms “juvenile delinquent” and “youth offender” have also 

been used interchangeably since the 19th century with no real legal distinction between 

them (Goldson, 2020), and this continues today. Both these terms refer to a young person 

or person of youth in violation of the law.   

In the Jamaican context, according to the National Youth Policy 2017-30 by the 

National Centre for Youth Development, youth are considered individuals between the 

ages of fifteen and twenty-nine (National Centre for Youth Development, 2021). For the 

purposes of this proposal, youth are defined as individuals from eleven to twenty-five 

years old. This usage is based on a combination of reports that have been done on 

Jamaica, and also reflects neuro-psychological definitions used in developed countries 

(Arain et al., 2013; Casey et al., 2017; Moncrieffe, n.d.).  
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At-Risk Youth Vs Unattached Youth -Terminology 

Youth who are most likely to experience ACEs, especially multiple, are often 

described as “at-risk youth”, or “youth-at-risk”, or “unattached youth.” “Unattached 

youth” is a term used to refer to young people, typically 15 to 24 years of age, “not 

engaged in any form of training, education, employment, or service” (Hull et al., 2020; 

Lawes, 2014). They usually live in economically and socially disadvantaged and 

marginalized communities and tend to be easily recruitable by gangs from which they 

derive a sense of purpose and security, and often lack resources for simple day-to-day 

living (Jonas, 2021). The terms “at-risk youth” and “youth at risk” are often used 

interchangeably, but the two have nuanced differences.  

“At-risk youth” face chronic or ongoing specific risk factors or challenges that 

can impact their well-being, such as exposure to violence or educational difficulties 

(McShane & Williams, 2002). While not all at-risk youth engage in crime, juvenile 

offenders are usually referred to in this way (Edwards et al., 2003; Jones & Pierce, 2020; 

Tidwell & Garrett, 1994). Some of the risks faced by youth can often have multiple 

negative outcomes, one of which is involvement in crime. In contrast, “youth at risk” is a 

broader term that denotes any young person in a situation where they may face danger or 

negative outcomes (McShane & Williams, 2002) and may primarily be required to 

change in their immediate external circumstances to change their outcome (Tidwell & 

Garrett, 1994).  Tidwell & Garrett (1994) suggested that youth tend to exhibit recurring 

patterns of childhood experiences, behaviors, and attitudes that often lead to a 

cumulative, self-perpetuating cycle of deviant behavior. The authors conclude that at-risk 

youth tend to have negative predictable outcomes unless proactive interventions are 
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implemented to enhance their circumstances and overall well-being.  Importantly, the 

presence of risk factors, including ACEs, does not necessarily cause delinquency, just as 

the presence of a protective factor does not necessarily prevent delinquency. Nonetheless, 

research indicates that the presence of multiple factors increases the likelihood of these 

risks (McShane & Williams, 2002). 

Youth Neurology 

To truly understand the youth as a unique demographic group, and the impact of 

ACEs on them, it is critical to understand how their brains work. Adolescents not only 

differ from adults in behavior but also brain structure and function. Adolescent brains are 

characterized by their relative underdevelopment, limited reasoning abilities, and a 

predisposition for risk-taking (Campbell, 2022; Casey et al., 2017; Fritz, 2015). 

Different regions of the brain undergo development and maturation at varying 

stages in an individual's life (Campbell, 2022; Gogtay et al., 2004). Early development 

occurs in the brain’s emotional centers, rendering individuals highly responsive 

emotionally and socially, as emphasized by Casey et al. (2017). The primary motor 

cortex, responsible for sensory-motor functions like crawling and balancing, matures 

early. In contrast, the prefrontal cortex, responsible for regulating impulse control, self-

discipline, cognitive management, and consideration of consequences, usually matures at 

a later stage (Campbell, 2022; Casey et al., 2017; Gogtay et al., 2004). This means that in 

evaluating situations, adolescents tend to neglect weighing risks against rewards, and are 

less inclined to perform comprehensive cost-benefit analyses, making them immature, 

irrational in thinking, and poor decision-makers (Casey et al., 2017; “For the Good of the 
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Child, for the Good of Society: Using Scotland and Jamaica as Models to Reform U.S. 

Juvenile Justice Policy,” 2002, p. 1974; Fritz, 2015; Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023). 

During adolescence, it is customary for individuals to display what is termed 

"psychologically rebellious" behavior as a typical facet of their developmental stage. 

Adolescents frequently challenge rules and authority figures and may encounter 

challenges in conflict resolution and obedience (Gerard et al., 2020). They exhibit a 

heightened susceptibility to peer influence, which may lead them into criminal activities, 

and they actively seek risky, exhilarating, and potentially dangerous experiences. The 

tendencies for thrill-seeking and risky behaviors typically peak during late adolescence 

and subside in their twenties, giving rise to the concept of "aging out" of criminal 

activities. 

These reckless tendencies may be explained by the fact that the brain during 

adolescence exhibits a high degree of plasticity and is easily molded and shaped 

(Campbell, 2022; Casey et al., 2017). This plasticity makes the brains of adolescents 

more readily susceptible to external stimuli and environmental influences (Casey et al., 

2017)with significant consequences dependent on the nature of the influences. 

Consequently, negative environmental influences could have potentially deleterious and 

long-lasting consequences (Campbell, 2022).  For example, childhood trauma could 

result in a loss of empathy and detachment as well as callousness which may result in 

these individuals participating in delinquent acts.  
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Psychology Of Stress 

  

Neuroscience has also taught us that due to the plasticity of the developing brain, 

the effects of childhood trauma on a developing brain are harmful, cumulative, and long-

lasting (Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023, p. 204). Stress and trauma that occur early in life 

can create situations that cause changes in neurobiology, behavior, and epigenetics 

through transgenerational transmission (Hays-Grudo et al., 2021, p. 204). ACEs cause 

trauma and can create changes in the brains of affected individuals to cope with trauma 

and stress (Hays-Grudo et al., 2021, p. 204), essentially a protective or survival 

mechanism. This survival response is usually induced for acute stress situations - such as 

a reactive cortisol release leading to fight or flight). Chronic stress - which means the 

individual is in a constant state of reactive or traumatic behavior (Lebow, 2021; Stolyar, 

2020). Continuous exposure to trauma means continuous activation of the stress response 

that will initiate increased neurobiological changes (Hays-Grudo et al., 2021, p. 204). The 

negative effects of the response to chronic stress are termed allostatic load or chronic 

stress (McEwen, 1998).  

The effects of exposure to traumatic events are significantly dependent on which 

region of the brain is impacted (Basto-Pereira et al., 2016; Hays-Grudo et al., 2021, p. 

206). Some brain structures are more susceptible to external signals and influences than 

others (Hays-Grudo et al., 2021, p. 206). For example, the hippocampus tends to be more 

vulnerable to damage from stress. The hormone cortisol released during stress 

significantly affects the hippocampus, which is responsible for learning and memory 

(Teicher & Samson, 2016). In addition, when a youth experiences neglect, it can impact 

the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for cognitive development, potentially leading 
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to alterations in aspects related to executive functions like impulse control, emotional 

regulation, and the processing of fear. The prefrontal cortex is also affected by verbal and 

psychological abuse which can impact neural pathways involved with self-esteem, 

resulting in long-term changes in self-concept and self-regulation (Casey et al., 2017; 

Hays-Grudo et al., 2021). Another part of the brain that is vulnerable to early exposure to 

trauma, such as maltreatment, is the amygdala which is responsible for perceptions of 

emotions such as fight or flight, controlling aggression and anger, and a reduction in 

responses to reward (Fareri & Tottenham, 2016).  

Experiencing trauma or life-altering events can impact the physiological 

expression of “psychopathic features,” with brain changes often corresponding to 

behavioral changes. The individual's environment significantly influences the 

development of both behavioral and biological processes (Frazier et al., 2019; Song et al., 

2022). Individuals who are exposed to ACEs sometimes exhibit signs of increased 

aggression and tend to be more defiant socially (Edwards et al. 2003). They are more 

unlikely undergo psychological distress, and reduced skills at functioning socially 

(Edwards et al. 2003). Research by Campbell et al (2022) posits that the disruption of 

neural circuits responsible for inhibitory control serves as a foundation for various 

psychiatric and behavioral disorders, with a substantial portion of them becoming evident 

during adolescence. Prolonged stress regulation can raise the probability of embracing 

behaviors that are detrimental to health, as individuals seek ways to manage perceived 

stress, respond with aggression or avoidance to conflicts, ultimately resulting in mental 

health challenges like depression and anxiety (Hays-Grudo et al., 2021, p. 207).  
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Chapter 5: Government Measures 
 
 

Efforts To Curtail Crime 

The Jamaican government has, over the years, instituted several plans and 

operations in a bid to control crime, especially gang and gun-related crimes. It would 

seem that most of these attempts have failed outright. Some were abandoned, leaving a 

void to be filled by another attempt and another policy (Lumsden, 2016; Pate, 2012). 

These efforts to combat crime sometimes involve both government and private sector 

stakeholders often aiming to target criminal activities and disrupt criminal organizations’ 

revenue sources. Specific measures have included curfews, increased police presence in 

troubled areas, and increased police vehicles and other resources to fight crime 

(Lumsden, 2016). After gaining independence, traditional crime-fighting methods 

underwent significant reforms, including legislative changes and enforcement operations. 

These include measures to decrease the availability of guns, uses of emergency powers, 

and reorganizing the JCF. 

The Jamaican government introduced various campaigns over the years to curtail 

violence and the use of weapons in the country. There was the Firearms Act in 1967 - 

instituted as a response to the alarming fact that a significant portion of homicides in 

Jamaica involved the use of firearms (Annon-loop News, 2020). Another was the Get the 

Guns Campaign which was launched in July 2015. It was aimed at reducing the influx of 

firearms into the country through intelligence gathering (Patterson, 2015). There were 

other campaigns between 1967 and 2015 which were instituted, then disbanded. Then in 

2017, the government redoubled their efforts and introduced a significant law 

enforcement initiative called the Zone of Special Operations (ZOSO) where law 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=SbxdUR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CUMddN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ow8vYO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sschcF


 30 

enforcement is dispatched into areas of high gang warfare to maintain law and order 

(Linton, 2023). Alongside ZOSOs is another tool in the government’s traditional crime 

fighting arsenal known as the State of Emergency (SOE). Both ZOSOs and SOEs work 

together to complement each other (Young, 2022). A State of Emergency (SOE) entails 

an intensified police presence within specified communities and grants law enforcement 

the authority to detain, search, and apprehend individuals without the need for a warrant 

(McDuff, 2019). Since Jamaica gained its independence in 1962, it has implemented four 

national States of Public Emergency as of January 2018 (Lewis, 2021; “What’s a State of 

Emergency?,” 2018). The most recent of these was declared in 2018 and remains in 

effect. Several States of Emergencies have been lifted, only to have them reinstated in 

response to a worrisome increase of up to fifty-seven percent in criminal activity in 2021. 

Contradictorily, the SOEs still exist in various parts of the island but are no longer 

deemed effective by most citizens (Lewis, 2021; Young, 2022). 

Jamaica’s frequent and ongoing use of emergency powers raises legal and 

political concerns. Rossiter argues that emergency powers should be reserved for 

extraordinary situations like “war, rebellion, and economic depression” (cited in Young, 

2022). However, the Jamaican government’s ongoing deployment of emergency powers 

such as SOEs and ZOSOs for routine criminal justice purposes are considered temporary 

measures which are usually utilized as an urgent response (Fatovic, 2019; Guns Out: The 

Splintering of Jamaica’s Violent Gangs, 2020; “What’s a State of Emergency?,” 2018; 

Young, 2022), have specific protocols including the absence of search warrants, and 

illegal detentions (Fatovic, 2019; What’s a State of Emergency?, 2018; Young, 2022) and 

can be extended at the discretion of the Prime Minister (Young, 2022).  
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The latest proposal is Plan Secure Jamaica which partly entails making the JCF 

more organized and modern (Linton, 2021).  It focuses on social investment and 

transformation in crime-fighting and modernizing the Jamaica Constabulary Force and 

making amendments to the anti-gang legislation (Linton, 2021). There are ten areas that 

the government’s plan focuses on and six objectives. The focus areas include - violence 

and crime, corruption and economic security. The objectives encompass five traditional 

and strict initiatives, such as strengthening the national integrity systems and enhancing 

the criminal justice system, and one non-traditional, non-punitive objective focused on 

youth, and is centered on enhancing youth and community development (Linton, 2021). 

Youth in the Justice System: Human Rights Watch Critique 

Notwithstanding the continuous efforts at reforming and improving the criminal 

justice system, serious concerns have been raised about the treatment of youth in the 

Jamaica Juvenile system. In a 1994 report by the Human Rights Watch Children Rights 

Project, author Michelle Morris reported that children, especially from low-income 

homes, as young as ten years old were being detained in dirty, dark cells infested with 

rodents and insects in Jamaica’s lockups some for days, weeks, and others for months 

(Morris, 1994, pp. 3–5). These children tend to be placed in confinement alongside adult 

inmates (Morris, 1994, pp. 3–5; Owen & McDonald, 2011, p. 49) for various reasons 

including overcrowding in the juvenile facilities (Morris, 1994, p. 3). If this occurs, these 

youth are at risk of being exposed to violence, and physical and sexual abuse, and 

sometimes are more likely to commit suicide (Challenging Abusive Punishment of 

Juveniles, n.d.; Reddington & Sapp, 1997). Children in these situations often experience 

rights violations, including the denial of critical medical care when injured, restricted 
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access to education and outdoor activities, inadequate nutrition and clean water, and the 

occasional denial of legal representation and social services (Morris, 1994, p. 3). 

Additionally, there is also the risk of the evolution of more negative behavior such as 

misconduct (Kolivoski & Shook, 2016; Ng et al., 2011; Reddington & Sapp, 1997). 

Moreover, when young offenders are incarcerated in adult prisons, it can lead to 

lasting trauma that persists into adulthood. This trauma can have a profound impact on 

their self-perception, potentially causing them to internalize the identity of a criminal, 

which, in turn, may shape their subsequent behavior (Morrison, 2021, p. 1971). These 

conditions, described by the Human Rights Watch group as “inhumane” and even “unfit 

for animals,” persist despite their well-documented nature (Morris, 1994, p. 3). 

Within the juvenile justice system, cases are determined in the Family Court, and 

actual implementation is not always consistent with the law in practice. The Human 

Rights Watch Group has noted that seventeen-year-olds, and occasionally even children 

as young as thirteen, are subject to trials in adult court, often without the due 

consideration and protections that should be accorded to them as juveniles (Morris, 1994, 

p.4). It is noteworthy that all juveniles have the right to a prompt trial in a location near 

their residence. Because the Family Court is situated in Kingston, it is easily accessible to 

only forty percent of the population. Consequently, the majority of juvenile cases are 

heard in adult courts across the island, which creates challenges in upholding the rights 

and safeguards intended for juveniles (Morris, 1994, p.4). 

To address juveniles being housed with adults, JCF established a specialized 

Juvenile Unit to handle cases involving law-violating juveniles. Nonetheless, the unit’s 

effectiveness has been limited due to understaffing and inadequate resources, including 
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having only one staff member who is often unaware of cases in lockups (Morris, 1994, 

pp.5-6). 

The critique by the Human Rights Watch Group of the treatment of youth in the 

justice system in Jamaica is engaging and relevant. However, this proposal posits that any 

reflection on the efficacy of Jamaica’s community and national initiatives to address 

juvenile delinquency must be trauma informed. Specifically, it is critical for these 

measures to take into account the occurrence of ACEs in the population. The prevalence 

and reported incidences of ACEs vary from country to country with WEIRD countries, 

like the United States, having substantially greater research-based awareness of the 

effects of childhood trauma and more data and documented studies than less developed 

countries like Jamaica. This disparity is both informed by and results in substantial 

cultural differences and variations in the approach to childhood trauma and youth 

delinquency across countries. 

Anecdotally, ACEs are a significant concern in Jamaica, at potentially epidemic 

levels, impacting the development and well-being of its citizens, especially its youth. 

There have been increasing reports of abuse of children, with physical abuse increasing 

by 41%  from 2022 to 2023, and corresponding behavioral problems being noted (Small, 

2023). However, there has been very little systematic or structured research or analysis of 

ACEs in Jamaica. This research gap, coupled with Jamaica’s status as a developing 

country, has contributed to a limited understanding and awareness of ACEs and their 

associated outcomes, including juvenile delinquency (Ghunta, 2019, 2020). In turn, this 

means that community and national initiatives to address juvenile delinquency to date 

have not benefited from the insights and trends that better data ordinarily provides and, 
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therefore, make ACEs an essential area to research when tackling crime as a public health 

challenge in Jamaica.  

In the next section of the proposal, the concept of ACEs will be explored and 

applied in the Jamaican context drawing from limited local studies and the more prolific 

literature reflecting the perspective of WEIRD countries (Basto-Pereira et al., 2022), in 

order to inform more effective solutions to the scourge of juvenile delinquency in 

Jamaica. 
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Chapter 6: ACEs- General Overview of ACEs, and ACEs in Jamaica 

 

 

ACEs - Origin and Development  

  

      The concept of ACEs emerged from a study conducted from 1995 to 1997 by the 

United States Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and Kaiser Permanente which 

investigated how childhood trauma before eighteen years of age affected health and well-

being later in life (About the CDC- Kaiser ACE Study, n.d.; Felitti et al., 1998; Rariden et 

al., 2021). The findings have since been confirmed in other studies (Bellis et al., 2019; 

Merrick et al., 2017) (Bellis et al., 2019; Rariden et al., 2021). The initial studies 

identified three main categories of traumatic childhood events: child abuse, household 

dysfunction, and neglect, and further subdivided these into ten categories. Abuse is 

subdivided into emotional, physical, and sexual abuse; household dysfunction is 

subdivided into mother treated violently, substance abuse in the household, mental illness 

in the household, parental separation or divorce, and incarcerated household member; 

neglect is subdivided into emotional neglect and physical neglect.   

 Further research suggests that the list be expanded to include other experiences 

such as poverty, exposure to violence, poor housing, and other social environment 

categories (MacLochlainn et al., 2021; Marryat & Frank, 2019; Pitkänen et al., 2021; 

Taylor-Robinson et al., 2018) for example, housing youth offenders with adults 

(Challenging Abusive Punishment of Juveniles, n.d.). There is now some debate as to 

whether and how the list of ACEs should be expanded (Finkelhor, 2020; Javier et al., 

2019). However long the list or typology of ACES, what is still agreed on is that they are 
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life-altering events that harm children with potentially negative outcomes not just for 

childhood but for  later in life (Finkelhor, 2020).  

The reality is that ACEs are widespread and cumulative (Campbell et al., 2016; 

Cicchetti et al., 2000; Felitti et al., 1998; Hays-Grudo et al., 2021). A 2020 study on the 

“frequencies and disparities” of ACEs in the US demonstrated that approximately 

57.8%  of individuals have been exposed to at least one adverse childhood experience, 

while approximately 24% of people have experienced three or more ACEs in their 

lifetime (Giano et al., 2020). The more childhood traumas experienced, that is, 

cumulative traumas, and the longer the exposure to these traumas, the more harmful the 

health and behavioral outcomes are (Felitti et al., 1998; Hughes et al., 2017; Merrick et 

al., 2017; A. S. Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023).  

Low-income groups, socially marginalized groups, and groups with inadequate 

access to education have the highest rates of ACEs (Baglivio et al., 2014; Hays-Grudo et 

al., 2021, p. 205; Merrick et al., 2017). Children living in poverty, and children involved 

in the juvenile justice system are more likely to be exposed to ACEs (Baglivio et al., 

2014).  Additionally, in a study of juvenile offenders in Florida, Baglivio et al. (2014) 

demonstrated that more youth offenders have encountered one or more ACEs than the 

subjects in the initial ACEs study (Baglivio et al., 2014). Moreover, an increase in ACEs 

is directly associated with a higher risk of recidivism among youth offenders.  Without 

doubt, trauma is a serious and persistent public health concern (Evans & Graves, 2018). 

Exposure to these events can create negative changes in physical and mental health and 

create health-risk behavior (Felitti et al., 1998). The greater the number of ACEs 

experienced is the greater the likelihood of that youth offender recidivating.  
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 ACEs - Key Contributing Factors  

Childhood trauma occurs when an external threat surpasses a child’s internal and 

external resources for positive coping. Traumas can be experienced either directly by the 

child, or indirectly when the child witnesses a traumatic event (Evans et.al., 2018). There 

is also evidence of “intergenerational transmission” of trauma-related adversity within 

families (Hays-Grudo et al., 2021; Hughes et al., 2017; Javier et al., 2019). Parents who 

had suffered adversities in their childhoods are more likely to expose their children to 

ACEs though parenting approaches and epigenetics (Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023). The 

literature also identifies some harmful external factors, such as poor education, which are 

not considered ACEs, but can enable or increase the risk of ACEs.  

Household Dysfunction 

 Household dysfunction is a significant category of ACEs in its own right but can 

also facilitate or lead to other ACEs. Disruptions in family dynamics can manifest in 

different ways, including changes in family structure, economic instability, a lack of 

emphasis on education, weakened family bonds or attachment, and difficulties in family 

interactions (Amato, 1997). Moreover, family dysfunction can lead to an interruption in 

an individual’s integration into society because the way individuals interact within a 

group directly impacts on their overall interactions (Coser, 1977, p. 131). When family 

dysfunction results in exposure to stress, this affects the neurobiological system, affecting 

an individual’s normal development of attachment style. In turn, this can lead to 

emotional and social interaction changes (Hays-Grudo et al., 2021, p. 206).  

Family Disruption. There are many ways families can be disrupted, including divorce or 

parental separation, economic problems, and incarceration, among others. Dysfunctions 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?wA8RPZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Qna2Jc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?JZ1BaP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5ZiVLe
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?V8tTaT


 38 

have real life effects. Perhaps the most controversial question about family disruption 

concerns single-parent households, especially when they are female headed. Emblematic 

of the concern with single parents is Wong (2011) who considers this status to be the 

major type of family disruption. Some commentators go further to argue that the absence 

of biological fathers contributes to juvenile delinquency. Downey (1994) contends that 

single-mother and step-parent families frequently exhibit a reduced structure in routine 

and authority compared to traditional two-parent families, which can lead to poor 

academic performance and increase the probability of deviant behavior. He further argues 

that absent fathers leave families devoid of a male role model and disciplinarian. Fritz 

(2015) cited Annie E. Casey Foundation, stating that youth offenders from single-parent 

homes with low incomes who have learning disabilities are disproportionately 

represented when looking at youth involved in the criminal justice system. Notably, this 

combination of challenges is closer to contemporary understanding of challenges, rather 

than merely focusing on parental status. 

In a similar vein, it is noteworthy that Downey’s assertions were made almost 

twenty years ago and that there has been a shift in the prevalence of scholarly and cultural 

attitudes concerning supposedly “non-traditional families.” Moreover, works that 

presume that changes to the Western nuclear family inherently create dysfunction should 

be carefully examined, taking into account the dominance, including in other cultures, of 

other family arrangements with positive outcomes (Fonteboa, 2012; Price & Kunz, 2003). 

The structural factors contributing to changes in the nuclear family, such as poverty and 

the stress it places on relationships, must also be taken into account, so as not to 

demonize the individuals involved in the changes to the nuclear family that stem from 
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divorce or separation (Price & Kunz, 2003). In a 2021 study examining absent fathers and 

crime, the author suggests that there should be skepticism when viewing the criminal 

behavior as a direct by-product of the absent father. He posits that there are other 

elements at play that exist within families with absent fathers (Zimmer, 2023).  

The relationship between single parent households and juvenile delinquency has 

been raised in the Jamaican context with some scholars noting a correlation between the 

rise of single parenting being in Jamaica and an increase in crime  (Antoinette, 2020). 

This issue is particularly relevant for Jamaica given the historic dominance of the 

matrilineal family structure where single-parent households headed by women are more 

often the rule than the exception, in no small part a relic of the country’s colonial past 

(Antoinette, 2020)  

Domestic Violence. Domestic violence is a global public health problem; approximately 

80% of women worldwide reported being victims of domestic violence at some point in 

their lives (Muturi & Donald, 2006). Exposure to domestic violence is linked to post-

traumatic stress disorder as well as clinical anxiety (Graham-Berman & Levendosky, 

1998). Thus, youth who have been exposed to domestic violence have a higher 

propensity for low educational attainment, breaking the law, problems with relationships, 

and substance abuse. Notably, there is also a strong correlation between exposure to 

domestic violence and experiences of physical and sexual abuse during childhood 

(Ramiro et al., 2010). This is also true in the Jamaican context where domestic violence is 

perpetrated by both men and women who are also victims to the same degree, and is one 

of the more frequent types of violence recorded in Jamaica (Smith, 2016).  There were 
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1,324 cases reported to the police in 2022 which was an increase from 1,145 cases in 

2021 (Scott, 2022). 

General Violence. Beyond exposure to domestic violence, exposure to any form of 

violence can be traumatic for youth. Literature shows this makes it more likely that the 

impacted youth will become involved in the criminal justice system (Basto-Pereira et al., 

2016). This exposure causes severe psychosocial stressors which have a direct 

relationship with the severity of violent and criminal activities participated in (Lemos & 

Faísca, 2015). For example, studies on maltreatment of youth show that it is a significant 

“predictor” of who will exhibit antisocial, violent, and criminal behavior. The harmful 

effects of maltreatment, such as sexual and physical abuse, can be so significant that even 

with other factors being controlled, youth delinquency is still a likely outcome (Basto-

Pereira et al., 2016). Khurana (2011) cited Belknap & Holsinger, 1998; Fergusson, 

Lynskey, & Horwood, 1996, and  Funk, 1999 as attributing abuse victimization as the 

starting point in the trajectory of  young females towards the engagement with  the 

juvenile and criminal justice system (Khurana et al., 2011)It was also posited that conflict 

among family members and “parental criminality” makes a child predisposed to 

becoming a juvenile delinquent. 

Youth interactions with police may be another source of exposure to violence, 

which is sometimes a common experience, particularly in the inner city (McLaughlin, 

2022). These encounters can cause psychological distress, school disengagement (Del 

Toro et al., 2022), and even death because the police personnel may not know how to de-

escalate a potentially volatile situation resulting in casualties (Dempsey et al., 2020). The 
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negative, and in some cases, unwarranted, harsh treatment by law enforcement agents can 

not only increase juvenile trauma, but prompt a lack of trust (Dempsey et al., 2020).   

Experiencing and witnessing violence is also a common ACEs in the Jamaican 

context. Approximately 89% of children encounter physical punishment (Morrison, 

2021) as a means of discipline, but it can sometimes verge on abuse (Ghunta, 2020). 

Corporal punishment is yet another relic of Jamaica’s history where flogging/whipping 

was a form of discipline to keep slaves in line (Newton, 2011). Though attitudes may be 

evolving, historically, unless corporal punishment results in substantial scarring or injury, 

it is typically not culturally considered to be abuse. Yet, it is recognized that corporal 

punishment can result in numerous negative unintended consequences such as aggression 

and criminal behavior (Zolotor et al., 2008), or low scholastic attainment and 

socialization in school (Morrison et al., n.d.). It was reported that many of the children in 

remand centers in Jamaica are victims of extreme corporal punishment at home which led 

to negative behaviors, and in some cases involvement in the criminal justice system 

(Hibbert, 2021).  

Jamaican youth also commonly witness violence in their communities. In a June 

2018 UNICEF/CAPRI report, it was reported that seventy-nine percent of children in 

Jamaica witnessed violence in their homes or neighborhoods (Situation Analysis of 

Jamaican Children, 2018). Many Jamaican youth are exposed to high levels of violence 

simply based on where they live and the socioeconomic status of their parents. Primary 

school-aged inner-city children were most likely to have experienced violence as 

witnesses and even viewing dead bodies (Samms-Vaughan et al., 2005, p. 15). At times, 

parents may be unable to mitigate the impact of violence on their children as they do not 
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have the resources to relocate from high-violence areas, and/or a lack the competence to 

mitigate the effects (Bailey, 2011). The experience of witnessing violence during youth 

can lead to adverse effects, causing individuals to manifest social and psychological 

issues and even fostering a belief that responding with violence is necessary (Bailey, 

2011), including as a means of resolving interpersonal conflicts (Samms-Vaughan et al., 

2005, p. 19). 

 Poverty 

Although not an original ACE category, as mentioned previously, poverty is now 

seen as an ACE and a contributor to crime (i.e. create a criminogenic environment) by 

limiting access to resources such as education and adequate healthcare, and exposing 

children to dangerous and violent environments (Hays-Grudo et al., 2021). Poverty can 

also indirectly contribute by causing poor parental supervision and control (Wright & 

Cullen, 2001), perhaps due to parental absence due to long hours at work. Children from 

all socioeconomic statuses can experience ACEs, however, children living in 

impoverished communities are more at risk (Coulton et al., 2007; Hays-Grudo et al., 

2021). They are more likely to suffer from depression, suicide, low educational 

achievement/attainment, and teen pregnancy (Sampson et al., 2002) and the tendency 

towards delinquency is shown as greater (Hay et al., 2007). 

The same is true in the Jamaican context where there are high rates of poverty. 

Most recently, the Planning Institute of Jamaica (PIOJ) estimated that approximately 16.7 

percent of the population experienced poverty in 2021, and the Jamaica Survey of Living 

Conditions showed that rural areas recorded the highest rate of poverty with 22.1 percent, 

followed by other urban centers at 15.5 percent and the Greater Kingston Metropolitan 
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Area, 10.4 percent (Moore, 2023). When families are below the poverty line, high 

educational attainment is difficult for youth (Moncrieffe, n.d., p. 23). As a direct 

consequence of poverty, children engage in the hustle culture or are pulled into the sex 

trade (Moncrieffe, n.d., p. 23) where they almost inevitably experience multiple ACEs.  

 Education 

Education can relate to ACEs in different ways, but the literature overwhelmingly 

focuses on how exposure to trauma leads to deficiencies in education and academic 

achievement (Pitkänen et al., 2021). In particular, ACEs that occur during critical 

developmental phases, when the prefrontal cortex is developing higher-order cognitive 

abilities like self-regulation, empathy, and attention regulation, may lead to difficulties 

with executive function. These problems can lead to academic and learning challenges 

that hinder adult employment training and achievement (Pechtel & Pizzagalli, 2011) 

Although the available literature has identified education as a PACE (Prado, 

2021), it would seem to follow that poor education could reasonably be identified as an 

ACE itself. This approach is supported by recent research demonstrating that youth who 

have minimal to no education do not develop and thrive  (Pitkänen et al., 2021).When 

compared with their cohorts with the standard educational attainment, it is noted that 

children with low educational attainment suffer negative long-term health-related effects 

such as mental health problems and substance abuse, socio-economic problems, and 

behavioral problems (Pitkänen et al., 2021).  Therefore, barriers to attaining education 

have been linked to problems accomplishing sound and structured socio-economic 

stability and success later in life (Pitkänen et al., 2021). This is a negative feedback loop 

where low educational attainment and trauma can affect each other. Ongoing research is 
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exploring the ways in which ACEs impact educational attainment and outcomes, but 

there is surprisingly very little information and studies available on how poor or no 

education contributes to ACEs (Pitkänen et al., 2021; Veldman et al., 2015). 

In Jamaica, there is widespread recognition of the value of education in 

influencing positive outcomes in youth. This is reflected in the laws in Jamaica that make 

it mandatory for a young child to attend school and the government provides free 

education at the primary level with the aim of expanding this accessibility to include free 

secondary education for all youth in future years (Moncrieffe, n.d., p. 23). Nevertheless, 

numerous challenges and obstacles hinder the goal of providing a high-quality education 

for all youth. For example, poor families struggle to send their children to school due to 

their inability to afford related costs such as breakfast, uniforms, books, or other fees 

(Carter, 2015; Cohen, 2017).  

Moreover, Jamaican schools often lack sufficient mental health education and 

awareness programs (Mental Health Literacy Is The Way Forward, Says Educators - 

PAHO/WHO | Pan American Health Organization, 2021) and regular teacher training is 

not trauma informed and does not include identifying signs of learning, and 

developmental challenges (Roofe & Miller, 2013). As a result, when students present 

with unwanted behaviors stemming from ACEs, the underlying causes of their behavior 

are not understood and they get suspended or expelled from school (Mental Health 

Literacy Is The Way Forward, Says Educators - PAHO/WHO | Pan American Health 

Organization, 2021). This also contributes to childhood trauma. 

 Gender 

There are noteworthy gender-based distinctions in youth’s experience of and 

response to ACEs. For example, boys are more likely than girls to outwardly demonstrate 
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health-related and behavioral-related risk behaviors (Pitkänen et al., 2021) such as 

aggression and involvement in criminal activities. Females are more likely to internalize 

their experiences and thus are less likely to cause bodily harm or participate in criminal 

activities than males (Pitkänen et al., 2021). Girls are also more likely to use social 

support as a means of coping (McGee et al., 2001). 

There have been disproportionately more violence-related bodily injuries 

documented involving males than females (Crawford, 2014). One potential explanation 

for this gender disparity may be found in the concept of toxic masculinity.  For example, 

males involved in gangs generally find their identity in aggressive behavior and what is 

perceived by them as being male or masculine (Connell, 1987). Those who deviate from 

this model are not regarded as ‘real’ men (Hume, 2007). In Jamaica, gender differences 

in ACEs are also present. Jamaican boys tend to be exposed to violence more than girls 

(Samms-Vaughan et al., 2005, p. 21) and are more likely to become involved in crime 

(Child Protection | UNICEF Jamaica, 1994).  

 

ACEs - Impact 

Early exposure to ACE can lead to the development of antisocial and delinquent 

behaviors, often acquired during childhood due to influence from the child’s immediate 

environment (Basto-Pereira et al., 2022), and can result in various negative social, 

behavioral, and health outcomes, driven by psychological and physiological changes 

occurring in individuals (Edwards et al., 2003), including neurobiological changes in the 

brain, predisposing individuals to violence, impulsivity, mental health challenges and 

antisocial criminal behavior (Frazier et al., 2019; Hays-Grudo et al., 2021). Individuals 

exhibiting these health-risk behaviors are more susceptible to juvenile “antisocial 
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behavior,” elevating their likelihood of involvement in criminal activities later in life 

(Basto-Pereira et al., 2022). ACEs can profoundly impact an individual's life, persisting 

into adulthood and manifesting in diverse ways (Basto-Pereira et al., 2022). As 

previously mentioned, childhood traumas have a cumulative effect; the more traumas 

experienced and the longer the exposure, the more severe the health and behavioral 

consequences (Felitti et al., 1998; Hughes et al., 2017; Merrick et al., 2017; Morris & 

Hays-Grudo, 2023). 

The impact of ACEs seems to be most visible in the lives of street children. There 

is no single official definition for street children. The term “street children” can be 

applied to children who live and work on the street and are essentially homeless. It may 

also be used to describe children who live at home with adults but work on the street 

(Aptekar, 1994). Street children are considered to be extremely vulnerable and are at risk 

of being exposed to trauma and other adverse conditions (Moncrieffe, n.d., p. 9). Often, 

these children are forced to be on the streets due to ACEs, and often in turn they 

experience additional ACEs while in the streets. In the United States, over 80% of 

children who run away from home do so due to maltreatment and sexual abuse, whereas 

the corresponding statistic for abuse is around 20% among street children in developing 

countries (Lusk, 1992). The other 80% are on the streets there primarily due to poverty. 

Street children tend to be severely abused and punished by authority figures for 

significant and insignificant infractions and in some countries, they are forced into 

indentured child labor or even slave labor (Chowdhury et al., 2017). Since ACEs are 

cumulative, these street children are at significant risk of negative health outcomes and 

health-risk behaviors (Moncrieffe, n.d., p. 10).  
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As with street children in other countries, perhaps nowhere is the impact of ACEs 

more visible in Jamaica than in the lives of street children. It was estimated that, in a 

country with a population of approximately 3 million people, 800,000 are children 

(Brown, 2020; Moncrieffe, n.d., p. 31). They typically begin life on the street from as 

young as three or four years to around thirteen years of age, with the largest group falling 

within the twelve to thirteen-year-old range, and with boys being on the streets at a 

younger age than girls and are predominantly located in urban areas (Moncrieffe, n.d., p. 

6,30-31).  

In Jamaica, the vast majority of street children are from poor families with low 

educational attainment (Aptekar, 1994) and live in a home with family members but work 

(“hustle”) on the streets to earn money quickly to buy basic necessities (Moncrieffe, n.d., 

p. 31). Younger children are often sent to beg as their perceived innocence triggers the 

compassion of adults, while older children are more likely to sell goods (e.g., bottled 

water) and services (e.g., car washing). Many of these hustles involve organizing into 

groups and claiming control of specific streets or areas akin to organized criminal 

activities and there is the lure of joining gangs, including for access and protection 

(Moncrieffe, n.d., p. 31).  

 In addition to household poverty, many street children are escaping violence at 

home or in their communities or were ostracized for being LGBTQ.  Living and working 

on the streets puts them at risk for harm such as mistreatment by predators, gangs or law 

enforcement (Taylor & Davidson, 2022) and causes or exacerbates emotional, mental, or 

physical threats, worsening  trauma and stressors, erodes their innocence, and causes 

them to become hardened in order to survive (Moncrieffe, n.d., p. 31). Some children in 
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Jamaica, often runaways or ostracized LGBTQ youth, end up in human trafficking and 

the sex trade in Jamaica, where the country is a hub as both a destination and a source 

(Taylor & Davidson, 2022).  

 Barrel Children 

Like many developing countries, Jamaicans and the Jamaican economy depend 

heavily on remittances, money received from citizens who work in other countries and 

send money back to their dependents. Jamaicans received approximately JM $3.44 billion 

or 21.57% of the country’s GDP from personal remittances in 2022 (Jamaica 

Remittances, Percent of GDP, 2023; “Near US$500 Million in Remittances Flow in First 

Two Months of 2023,” 2023). The international income earner, often the mother, who has 

had to leave the children in Jamaica to be cared for by extended family members, works 

abroad to earn a living to support the family. Along with cash remittances, essential 

goods like clothes are sent to the dependents. Historically, because these goods, such as 

clothes or shoes, were shipped in barrels, children whose parent(s) worked overseas 

became known as “barrel babies” (Johnson, 2015) or “barrel children.”  

Barrel children tend to be associated with a series of social challenges and 

problems (Thomas-Brown, 2023) that often include ACEs. For example, these youth tend 

to be associated with single-parent homes, where often grandmothers are left in loco 

parentis status or are left without any true adult supervision (Johnson, 2015), or more 

commonly do not respond to their substitute guardians or authority figures (Thomas-

Brown, 2023). Remittances ideally cover the expenses of the children left behind, but in 

practice, sometimes the funds sent are not sufficient (Johnson, 2015). More than 

economic deprivation, however, some barrel children experience serious psycho-social 
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disadvantages, including depression and other behavioral problems, due to the adversity 

of an absentee parent, and suffer from neglect and other ACEs (Thomas-Brown, 2023).  

Shadism, Socioeconomic Status and Law Enforcement. In certain diverse, non-

homogeneous Western societies, race and racism significantly influence the likelihood of 

youth experiencing ACEs, particularly where members of law enforcement are members 

of the racial majority group, and the policed population are from minority groups (Del 

Toro et al., 2022). However, in colonized countries with more homogeneous populations, 

like Jamaica, where 76% of citizens are Black, 15.1% are mixed race, 3.4% are East 

Indian ancestry, 3.2% Caucasian, 1.2% Chinese, and 0.8% are other (Jamaica Population 

2023 (Live), 2023), race has a less direct and overt impact. Instead, distinctions and 

discrimination primarily relate to class or socioeconomic status, and skin complexion 

(“shadism”) (Campbell et al., 2016, pp. 94–95). The underlying source of tensions within 

and between groups does have its roots in racism, as typically in Jamaica, the lighter an 

individual’s complexion, the more likely they are to be from the upper classes, who in 

turn are likely the descendants of the privileged white plantation owners and 

administrators (McLaughlin, 2022).  

According to a study done by Jackson (2021), ACEs can occur when there is 

aggressive and profiled policing because certain racism-related adversities may be 

primarily “concentrated among Black youths.” In Jamaica, the law is widely perceived as 

being enforced more readily on the lower-income communities, who are often, but not 

always, of a darker skin shade (Campbell & Clarke, 2017; McLaughlin, 2022)  

The existence of both ACEs and differential policing potentially exacerbate each 

other. Although there can be feelings of safety through increased police presence, this is 
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not the case for most black youth from garrison and ghetto communities (Campbell & 

Clarke, 2017, p. 95). Constant encounters with police personnel can cause increased harm 

to a youth’s mental health. During these encounters, which are generally initiated by the 

police, youth may be exposed to hostility, aggression, and physical violence (Geller et al., 

2014) resulting from “predictive policing” as a crime prevention strategy (Brayne, 2020, 

p. 250), or simple unwarranted targeting (Jackson, 2016) This emotional and 

psychological trauma after being wrongfully accused of illegal activities can create 

psychological stress (Geller et al., 2014). 
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Chapter 7: Recommendations 
 
 

To interrupt the cycle of trauma and withdrawal from societal norms in Jamaica 

today, recommendations on programs and strategies are necessary. There is no single 

recommendation operating alone will be sufficiently impactful, nor all the resources will 

be readily available for their implementation. These, however, will be valuable to create 

greater awareness of ACEs among key social agents, to foster systemic change and 

improve developmental outcomes especially for children in challenging family and 

community situations. 

The Jamaican government’s dedication to addressing juvenile delinquency in the 

country is clear. Nevertheless, efforts towards achieving this goal have fallen short, due 

largely to substantial systemic factors such as poverty, limited public resources, and a 

misguided focus on personal accountability of the youth who become juvenile 

delinquents. Literature from other countries on childhood trauma research point to ACEs 

as a significant risk factor for juvenile delinquency and offers recommendations that can 

be explored, and inferences drawn for the Jamaican context. Critically, there is a need for 

fundamental shifts in Jamaica’s legal and socioeconomic frameworks to include trauma-

informed approaches to juvenile related measures and initiatives. A critical first step is 

conducting research into ACEs in Jamaica. The knowledge gained from research can 

thereafter be adopted into education and training for parents, educators and community 

leaders, targeted community-based initiatives, and the enforcement of juvenile policies 

and laws. 

PACEs create resilience against the adverse effects of childhood trauma, 

ultimately mitigating or even reversing the harm caused by ACEs (Bethell et al., 2016; 
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Javier et al., 2019; Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023; Prado, 2021).  Morris and Hays (2023) 

delineate two primary categories of PACEs: “supportive relationships” and “enriching 

resources.” Supportive relationships encompass elements like unconditional love from a 

caregiver, having a mentor, having a best friend, participating in community 

volunteering, and being part of a group (Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023). Positive parenting, 

social support, and a sense of belonging have been proven to promote the cultivation of 

children’s empathy, self-regulation, and social competencies. Enriching resources 

encompasses a secure home environment that fulfills fundamental physical and emotional 

requirements, quality education, meaningful engagement in wholesome activities, 

including regular physical exercise, and the presence of well-defined boundaries, and 

routines. These protective factors serve a dual purpose: they safeguard against negative 

behavior and can alleviate stress and associated risks (Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023). 

Individuals who report a higher number of PACEs tend to have fewer ACEs. 

Additionally, they exhibit greater proficiency in coping with stressful situations (Morris 

& Hays-Grudo, 2023).  

Research into ACEs and PACEs in Jamaica 

One explanation for the absence of a consistent and meaningful trauma-informed 

approach to juvenile delinquency in Jamaica may be the absence of research into ACEs in 

Jamaica. These recommendations place an emphasis on the importance of more research 

being done regarding ACEs (Lamson et al., 2020) and protective childhood experiences 

(PACEs) in the Jamaican context (Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023) which would be critical 

for policymakers to understand and incorporate PACEs, which form the basis for many 

specific initiatives for addressing youth delinquency. Such research is fundamental to 
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fostering a deeper understanding of the extent of childhood trauma and its impact on the 

youth. Adults can also utilize PACEs to help children develop effective stress 

management and coping skills. Conversely, children’s attitudes and behaviors can 

influence parenting approaches, leading to the promotion of stress reduction and trauma 

in their lives, ultimately reducing adverse experiences (Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023). 

Strong relationships and access to essential resources contribute to positive neurological 

development, fostering healthy behavior, and enhancing social, emotional, and cognitive 

functioning. This, in turn, has a positive impact on long-term health outcomes and 

academic success (Bethell et al., 2019; Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023). 

Training of Parents, Educators and Community Leaders 

Safer and more stable relationships between children and their caregivers, should 

be cultivated including through parent education. In safe and nurturing relationships, 

children tend to be less aggressive, and are less likely to experience long-term negative 

effects such as mental or physical health challenges, social inadequacies, or propensity 

for committing violent acts. Also, child maltreatment is significantly reduced when there 

are nurturing relationships between children and their parents and/or caregivers (World 

Health Organization & WHO Collaborating Centre for Violence Prevention, 2010). 

Teachers, community leaders and advocates should be exposed to training in 

ACEs and PACEs and their relevance to student behavior and mental health. When 

educators possess a heightened awareness, particularly with a trauma-informed approach, 

about the factors contributing to aggression and other adverse behavioral outcomes 

resulting from ACEs, they become more adept at identifying students requiring 

therapeutic support. Consequently, they are better equipped to facilitate access to the 
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necessary assistance and various interventions and preventive measures in breaking the 

cycle of ACEs (Roofe & Miller, 2013). This stands in stark contrast to resorting to 

punitive measures like corporal punishment or expulsion, which have been well-

documented in Jamaica, which exacerbate the situations faced by young individuals. 

Teachers should be trained on screening for ACEs as part of their training (Roofe & 

Miller, 2013). 

Youth would also benefit from having teachers trained in mental health 

challenges. It has been documented that low- and middle-income countries invest a lot 

less in mental health than is proportional to their needs (Saxena et al., 2007). In Jamaica, 

there are 94 practicing psychologists and therapists, along with 28 practicing psychiatrists 

(Wellington, 2023). More specifically, the ratio of psychiatrists to the general population 

is approximately 1 to 1,600 and the ratio of community mental health officers to the 

general population is approximately 1 to 300. This is well below the international 

standard of 1:150 for psychiatrists to population and 1:50 for mental health officers to 

population (Connolly et al., 2021). Youth with mental health challenges often attend 

school undiagnosed, and teachers are in the dark as to the probable cause for various 

behaviors. Training would inform the teachers’ understanding of students’ behavior and 

assist teachers in referring students for appropriate mental health support (Connolly et al., 

2021).  

Given the restricted availability of formally trained mental health professionals 

and the significant amount of time youth spend in school, it would be advantageous to 

provide mental health training to non-specialists, such as social workers and community 

health workers, enabling them to fulfill mental health roles to support youth both within 
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communities and as school counselors (Connolly et al., 2021). Training various 

community leaders would also help raise awareness across the public more broadly about 

ACEs and PACEs and mental health challenges which may lead to reduced sole emphasis 

on personal accountability (“the bad pickney” trope). 

Psychohistoriographic Cultural Therapy (PCT) 

Psychohistoriographic Cultural Therapy (PCT) should be incorporated in the 

training of mental health professionals and advocates in Jamaica and should be 

considered in developing initiatives for addressing juvenile delinquency. PCT was 

established in 1978 in Jamaica (Hickling, 2017, p. 610) and is an approach to therapy that 

emphasizes understanding historical and cultural trauma in the development of societal 

beliefs to provide insights into, and to change violent or other unwanted behaviors. PCT 

was based on intervention practices and was a collaboration between the mental health 

professionals, the patients, and the broader community. This approach requires a deep 

understanding and awareness of the political discourse surrounding decolonization and its 

repercussions on psychological evaluation, thereby affecting the mental well-being of 

individuals, and is primarily focused on community-level initiatives (Hickling, 2017, pp. 

611–612). 

Screening and Forensic Investigations 

Screening plays a crucial role in addressing and understanding ACEs. Early 

screening is vital for identifying ACEs cases and enabling early intervention and 

prevention of negative health outcomes and health-risk behavior (Javier et al., 2019). 

However, not many clinicians are aware of ACEs or screen for them, potentially leading 

to missed cases and at-risk youth falling through the cracks (Javier et al., 2019). It is 
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critical when dealing with children who have experienced trauma, to make them feel safe, 

and comfortable. It is also important to address any mental health needs they might have, 

as well as assist them to improve their coping skills. The brain is adaptable and there is 

potential for survivors of childhood trauma to recover, especially with support (Song et 

al; Ngubane et al. 2022). Studies show that understanding abuse’s specific neural 

consequences is crucial for supporting physical and psychological recovery (Basto-

Pereira et al., 2016; Fareri & Tottenham, 2016; Morris & Hays-Grudo, 2023; Pechtel & 

Pizzagalli, 2011; Teicher & Samson, 2016). Ideally, to foster a sense of safety and 

comfort among youth, avoiding placement in residential facilities is preferable. If 

unavoidable however, efforts should focus on minimizing trauma and prioritizing 

rehabilitation during their stay (Kramer, 2016). 

Once it is established that a child may have experienced trauma, law enforcement 

will then conduct a victim sensitive, non-invasive, non-leading interview or investigation 

to ascertain what traumatic events have transpired. This will be done in such a way that it 

reduces the risk of re-traumatizing the child. The interviewers in this case need to make 

the child feel as safe and comfortable as possible and must be specially trained to use a 

trauma-informed approach (Evans & Graves, 2018). They should also always take the 

developmental age and stage of the child into consideration when conducting these 

interviews (Evans & Graves, 2018). Screening will determine the number of ACEs to 

which a child has been exposed to help establish the appropriate intervention and 

wellness program which might be required (Chang et al., 2020; Reading et al., 2022). 

Community-Based Approaches 
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The overreliance on incarceration and the related negative consequences of that 

approach should also be reduced by providing a juvenile diversion program. An 

introduction to the juvenile justice system, particularly if it leads to incarceration, can 

initiate a lifelong entanglement with this system unless the cycle is disrupted. The goal of 

juvenile diversion programs therefore would be preventing youth from entering the 

juvenile justice system, reducing crime, and fostering safer neighborhoods (Fritz 2015). 

These programs tend to be less retributive than the traditional detention centers and 

incarceration with adults (John, 2023). As previously outlined, placing young offenders 

in juvenile detention facilities, or housing them with adults does not effectively deter 

recidivism. As an alternative, there should be an increasing focus on community-based 

intervention programs to break the cycle of criminal behavior (Fritz, 2015; John et al., 

2023).  

Because criminal activity and its repercussions extend beyond the individual to 

impact their family and the broader community, interrupting such behavior yields 

multifaceted benefits. It not only enhances the psychosocial well-being of the young 

offender but also carries financial advantages for the entire community (Fabelo et al., 

2015).  Since adolescents are still in the developmental stage, their brains are more 

malleable to reform and rehabilitation to guide them back on the right path (Fritz, 2015). 

Therefore, instead of “legal sanctions,” the youth offenders have an opportunity for 

rehabilitation outside of a penal institution, in a community-based program. They get to 

maintain a sense of self-respect and are less likely to re-offend; this guarantees better 

educational and longer-term employment outcomes (Fritz, 2015) 
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Youth Diversion Programs 

There are also those youth involved in criminal offenses who suffer from mental 

health problems. Youth diversion programs should be geared towards addressing these 

challenges (Fritz, 2015). Youth who participate in diversion programs experience a 

rejuvenated sense of inclusion, trust, the presence of a supportive adult, and a fresh 

perspective on life. They can experience a sense that their needs are being addressed. 

Mentors who grasp the underlying causes of delinquency and criminal behavior are better 

equipped to formulate effective strategies and action plans to support troubled youth 

(Fritz, 2015).  

Implementing community-based programs would be cheaper than detaining or 

incarcerating youth in penal institutions and they would receive greater benefits (“For the 

Good of the Child, for the Good of Society: Using Scotland and Jamaica as Models to 

Reform U.S. Juvenile Justice Policy,” 2002, p. 1977). It is more expensive to incarcerate 

a young offender than it is to supervise that youth “closer to home” in a community-

based/ diversion program (Fabelo et al., 2015; Fritz, 2015). The allocation of resources to 

youth rehabilitation and crime prevention is an approach that is highly recommended, 

rather than detaining young individuals and subsequently expecting them to reintegrate 

into society seamlessly without experiencing problems or involvement in criminal 

activities (“For the Good of the Child, for the Good of Society: Using Scotland and 

Jamaica as Models to Reform U.S. Juvenile Justice Policy,” 2002, p. 1978). In Jamaica’s 

juvenile justice system, greater efforts can be made to connect these youth offenders to 

their communities which has been shown to reduce recidivism (“For the Good of the 

Child, for the Good of Society: Using Scotland and Jamaica as Models to Reform U.S. 
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Juvenile Justice Policy,” 2002, p. 1978). As a part of any community-based program, it 

would be helpful to train the youth in non-violent conflict resolution and life skills more 

generally. 

 Improvement and Enforcement of the Current Juvenile Justice Policy 

Jamaica’s Juvenile Justice Policy provides extensive protection for youth as 

written, but not as implemented. The implementation of this policy should be improved 

to be consistent with the legislation and international standards to which Jamaica has 

agreed to comply. The first step to improving implementation is the provision of a 

specific court for youth offenders. Presently, the policy stipulates that juvenile cases 

should be adjudicated in courts exclusively designated for juvenile offenses, aiming to 

provide adjudication tailored to their unique needs and promote their well-being and 

protection (“For the Good of the Child, for the Good of Society: Using Scotland and 

Jamaica as Models to Reform U.S. Juvenile Justice Policy,” 2002). In the case of 

Jamaica, this role played by the Family Court, of which there exists only a singular 

instance, located in Kingston. Consequently, youth residing in other regions of the island 

must undergo adjudication in adult courts situated within their respective parishes, which, 

unfortunately, do not afford the same level of protection and juvenile-focused services as 

the Family Court (Morris, 1994, p. 4). It is imperative to implement specific measures 

establishing juvenile courts in each parish, staffed by justice personnel adequately trained 

in trauma-informed approaches to address this disparity. Also, as a part of expanding the 

juvenile court system, current technology, such as adjudicating court sessions virtually 

could allow youth to be afforded the same courtesies as the Family Court, but they can 

stay within their respective parishes. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?t1bWUz
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lwtFD4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lwtFD4
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2UDNfR
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Where the general resident magistrate court is unavoidable, trauma-informed 

courts should be used. Courts tend to see various people affected by trauma involved in 

the criminal legal system. With juvenile involved cases that traumatized person could be 

the parent or caregiver, and the juvenile themself. Trauma can influence everyone’s 

behavior and interactions can sometimes be challenging due to this. As such it would be 

beneficial to have a trauma informed courtroom (Rice & Meinster, 2019). While still 

holding offenders accountable, the courts should be kind and compassionate. The courts 

can also attempt to create an environment to allow the youth offenders to feel calm and 

safe. This can be accomplished in several ways: training court personnel to be more 

empathetic, ensure a quiet calm courtroom with natural lighting, make seats more 

comfortable, have artwork on the walls, and train law-enforcement in trauma-informed 

engagements and interactions so that they are more willing to be kinder to all (Rice & 

Meinster, 2019). 

Second, youth should not be housed with adults. When placed in dedicated 

detention facilities designed for juveniles, youth fare better because these facilities are 

expected to have established protocols and resources geared towards the reform and 

rehabilitation of these youth offenders, in contrast to adult prisons and jails (“For the 

Good of the Child, for the Good of Society: Using Scotland and Jamaica as Models to 

Reform U.S. Juvenile Justice Policy,” 2002, p. 1970; Reddington & Sapp, 1997). 

Legislations to prevent youth offenders being housed in adult facilities therefore need to 

be enforced (Kolivoski & Shook, 2016) to protect the Jamaican youth from being further 

traumatized. The core principle of international law concerning juvenile offenders is that 

they should not be incarcerated with adult offenders (Morris, 1994, p. 6). Improved 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ntMm4n
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ai6JOb
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ai6JOb
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8m4Jje
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8m4Jje
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8m4Jje
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xDpOXN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EhXvgo
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protocols for residential institutions in Jamaica are also a key recommendation to reduce 

the traumatic experiences for children that must be placed in state care. Protocols could 

include routine screening, training, and upskilling of administrators and caregivers, 

increased psychosocial support for wards of the state, and more robust regulation and 

compliance mechanisms. The goal of this would be to create situations where the effects 

of traumatic events and stressors are either disrupted, lessened, or prevented in males in a 

residential setting (Kramer, 2016). An example of this is the “sanctuary model” which is 

a trauma-informed program that provides a therapeutic community that emphasizes 

management of emotions and feelings of safety. Trauma research and program planning 

are at the core of this program, and residents provide regular feedback as a means of 

evaluating the programs’ success (Kramer, 2016). 

  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SMJFlJ
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 
 
 

This thesis and proposal was born from my first-hand observations of crime, and 

the increasing recognition that crime needs to be understood in large part as a public 

health concern. Seven of my thirteen years in the medical profession were spent as a 

Dental Surgeon and Surgical Attending in the Maxillofacial Department at Jamaica’s 

premier trauma hospital. There I witnessed numerous injuries from interpersonal 

violence. I sutured countless lacerations, wired many broken jaws, participated in several 

surgeries, and made frequent midnight runs to the hospital to treat gunshot wounds. It 

became clear to me that not only does Jamaica have a serious crime problem that 

threatens the security of its citizens, but that this crime problem is also a public health 

crisis. It also became clear to me that most people involved in these violent crimes were 

from the same demographic group - young males with minimal education from 

disadvantaged communities and of low socioeconomic status. They tended to have 

histories of childhood trauma and exhibited health-related risk behaviors. This led me to 

realize that crime was multifaceted, and its prevention was not in the reactive initiatives 

most governments employ, but more in proactive and comprehensive initiatives.  

ACEs can lead to negative health and behavioral outcomes later in life, often 

contributing to youth engagement in criminal activities. Although ACEs have been 

widely studied and addressed in WEIRD countries, the gap in understanding and 

addressing ACEs in developing nations like Jamaica poses a significant challenge. This 

thesis argues that strategies and policies for crime control in Jamaica, concerning juvenile 

delinquents, have not, to date, taken into account the existence and impact of ACEs on 

the Jamaican youth and have had little success as a result. The thesis urges communities 
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and policymakers to move beyond the restricted focus on personal responsibility and 

accountability and consider other factors including the Jamaican youths’ experience of 

ACEs. The thesis therefore recommends trauma-informed measures and initiatives in 

order to yield better results in the struggle against juvenile delinquency. Historically, like 

many governments, the Jamaican government has employed a hardline, reactive approach 

to combat crime, but this approach has seen limited success. Repeating the same 

strategies, such as bolstering police presence during curfews, repeatedly declaring states 

of emergency, and augmenting police resources, has clearly not solved the problem. It 

has also not helped the victims or perpetrators, many who are also victims. A public 

health approach to crime is a critical part of preventing crime as well as healing from it. 

The importance of integrating different systems from the private and public 

sectors, as well as incorporating international organizations and fostering collaboration to 

manage cases of adverse childhood trauma holistically, is crucial to establishing trauma-

informed programs and policies that mitigate its negative effects. A multi-stakeholder 

approach is preferred as it creates the kind of transformative ecosystem that can ensure 

the holistic needs and welfare of youth in Jamaica by including stakeholders from diverse 

backgrounds such as the mental and physical health-care sectors, the educational and 

criminal justice systems, and the community at large. The factors contributing to crime 

are many, and so the solutions must be as well.  

To address and break the cycle of ACEs, there should be (1) comprehensive 

research  spanning various domains, from the juvenile justice system to the educational 

system and public health initiatives into the experience of ACEs and PACEs in the 

Jamaican context in order to inform the fight against juvenile delinquency; (2)  training of 
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teachers and community leaders to assist in raising awareness of the impact of ACEs and 

PACEs on youth well-being and behavior and the awareness and treatment of mental 

illnesses; (3) community-based programs to provide a more community-based approach 

to reform and rehabilitate youth as an alternative to incarceration, which should be a last 

resort; and (4) improved implementation of juvenile justice policies and laws.  

One program proposed by the Jamaican government referred to as Plan Secure 

Jamaica shows promise as it includes a focus on community-based programs for youth as 

one of its components. To date, this aspect of the program has not been fully developed, 

however. It is important to incorporate a trauma-informed approach while developing this 

strategy. Understanding and addressing ACEs are essential steps toward breaking the 

cycle of trauma and underachievement among Jamaican youth, thereby mitigating crime 

which is a public health concern. Adopting proactive, community-based measures could 

be the key to transforming the future of Jamaica, ultimately leading to a safer, more 

prosperous society. 
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