
Copyright © 2026, IGI Global Scientific Publishing. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global Scientific Publishing is prohibited. Use of this chapter to 
train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. The publisher reserves all rights to license its use for generative AI training and machine learning model development.

125

Chapter 7
Exploring the Labeling 

Theory of Deviance 
in Barbados:

How Youths' Perceptions of the 
'Deviant' Label Is Not Accepted

Nicole Branch-​Ellis
Bowie State University, USA

ABSTRACT

This chapter presents findings from a study exploring the extent to which formal 
interactions with social control agents may propel youth toward delinquent self-​
perceptions. Using the West Indian island of Barbados as a case study, this research 
examined the juvenile justice system and juveniles perception of their experiences 
with the law. This research investigated how youths’ exposure to arrest and incar-
ceration affected the likelihood that the juveniles would label themselves negatively, 
assessed the importance of perceived negative labeling on delinquency, and examined 
the impact of detention on youths’ perceptions of their future possibilities. Findings 
show that being publicly branded as a deviant does not equate to the acceptance of 
a deviant label. This research shows that labeling was less likely to be internalized 
based on the juvenile’s social environment; personal, family, and peer history with 
the law; view of the offenses; personal characteristics and strength; and the prac-
tices of social control agents that may acts as a buffer to accepting a deviant label.
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INTRODUCTION

Little is known about the effects of negative labels on juveniles who have come 
into conflict with the justice system outside of the United States and Europe. This 
chapter examines labeling theory’s tenets of the etiology of juvenile delinquency 
by exploring whether youth who come into contact with social control agencies in 
Barbados are negatively labeled as “delinquent” or “deviant,” and the subsequent 
effects of any such labeling on youth. The purpose here is to determine the extent to 
which formal interaction with social control agents (in this case, the juvenile justice 
system comprised of the police, magistrate courts, and correctional institutions) 
propels juveniles towards delinquent self-​perceptions.

Twenty-​seven adolescents, 13 females and 14 males, from the Government 
Industrial School/Secure Residential Facility (GIS/SRF) (formerly named the 
Government Industrial School in Barbados -​ GIS) were surveyed. This research (a) 
documents the offenses committed by girls and boys that placed them in the juvenile 
detention facility; (b) describes and analyzes the detained youth’s perceptions of their 
experiences with the juvenile justice system, to determine if there is a relationship 
between the courts’ adjudication and the adoption of a deviant self-​perception; and 
(c) discuss the gender-​response to youth in conflict with the law. This research 
revealed two significant findings: (1) even though most of the girls in the system 
are non-​violent offenders, girls are typically incarcerated at an alarmingly higher 
rate than their male counterparts and (2) contrary to the labeling theory hypothesis, 
youth in the justice system did not unanimously accept a deviant label because they 
had been incarcerated.

Notably, it was not until the late 1970s that researchers began to include females in 
their study samples (Belknap, 2001). Still, there was a point when female delinquents 
had not been given the same attention as their male counterparts, and everything 
we “knew” about female delinquency was primarily derived from studies of male 
delinquency (MacDonald and Chesney-​Lind, 2001; Hipwell, Loeber, Stouthamer-​
Loeber, Keenan, White, and Kroneman, 2002). Now we can say that over the last 
couple of decades, there have been studies that have progressed our knowledge of 
gendered pathways and offending (Kruttschnitt, 2016). Akin to the United States, 
(Espinosa and Sorensen, 2015), adolescent girls have become the fastest-​growing 
segment of the juvenile justice population in Barbados.

According to Sutton and Ruprah (2017), crime rates within the Caribbean have 
been rising since the 1980s, with almost half of the population (40%) believing that 
crime is the greatest peril to their country’s stability. Despite the growing academic 
research focused on penal systems in the Caribbean (Bailey & Coore-​Desai, 2009; 
Bergman, Seepersad, Safranoff, & Cafferata, 2020), these efforts have focused on 
adult incarcerated populations. There has been a limited number of empirical studies 
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