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Abstract: Legal socialization is the process by which individuals obtain their attitudes
and beliefs about formal social control mechanisms such as the police, including how
these are formed through domains of social life. These attitudes and subsequent beliefs
toward the police, whether positive or negative, have been found to impact individuals’
compliance with the law and cooperation with legal authorities. Despite research
advancements on legal socialization, the theoretical hypotheses drawn from this
perspective have not been tested in the Caribbean context, a high crime and violence
setting where the police are often viewed as corrupt, untrustworthy, and ineffective.
This study uses data from 4,293 youths to examine the effect of socializing agents (i.e.,
family, school, and peers) on youth perceptions of the police in three nations - Guyana,
St. Kitts and Nevis, and St. Lucia - and whether these perceptions impact delinquency.
We find that legal socialization domains and perceptions of the police are important
factors that influence delinquency in the Caribbean. Implications are discussed in light
of future research and policy.

Keywords: Caribbean, delinquency, islands, legal socialization, perception of the police,
youth

https://doi.org/10.24043/isj.407 e Received May 2022, Early access December 2022

© Island Studies Journal, 2023

30


mailto:hcheon@utep.edu
mailto:kfreemon@asu.edu
mailto:ckatz@asu.edu
https://doi.org/10.24043/isj.407

Island Studies Journal, 18(1), 2023, 30-51

Introduction

Over the past several decades, much criminological research has documented that
social environment, including family, school, and peers, is associated with delinquency
(Assink etal., 2015). Expansions of this work suggest that these social domains are also
related to youth perceptions of the police, which may be a key factor explaining
delinquency (Fine et al,, 2020; Trinkner & Cohen, 2014; Tyler & Trinkner, 2018). The
process by which these perceptions of police, legal attitudes, and behaviors emerge is
known as ‘legal socialization’ (Tapp, 1971, p. 5). According to the legal socialization
perspective, “law-related norms are encoded within the rules of many different social
institutions, each featuring their own socializing agents” (Trinkner & Cohen, 2014, p.
630). For instance, parents and teachers are vital extralegal authorities who socialize
young peoples’ relationships with laws and authority, helping them develop their
views about the degree to which they feel obligated to follow the law (Fine & Trinkner,
in press; Trinkner & Reisig, 2021). This line of inquiry is critical for at least two reasons.
First, juveniles have disproportionate contact with the police (Hurst & Frank, 2000).
Interactions and experiences with the police are believed to be foundational to their
moral orientation toward the law and legal authorities (Fagan & Tyler, 2005). Second,
youths’ perceptions of the police likely become stable and carry over well into
adulthood (Wu etal,, 2015), which may impact their criminal involvement in later lives.

However, most existing research on legal socialization and delinquency has been
conducted in Western countries (for exceptions, see Trinkner et al., 2020; Reisig &
Lloyd, 2009). Little is known about how this relationship holds in Caribbean nations,
which have faced substantial increases in crime and violence (Harriott & Katz, 2015),
and where the police are often viewed as corrupt, untrustworthy, and ineffective
(Beuermann & Pecha, 2018). In addition, Caribbean nations are characterized by the
presence of ‘islandness’, from islanders’ lifelong experiences with physical isolation,
truncated social networks, and shared interests, attitudes, and behavior (Conkling,
2007). Prior research has noted that islandness necessarily results in more “distinct
normative structures and distinct forms of social control” that may provide unique
insight into understanding crime and responses to crime (Scott & Staines, 2021, p. 596).
Given its distinctiveness, it is unclear whether the legal socialization framework is
applicable in the Caribbean context. Understanding the social processes in these
contexts may carry significant implications for criminological theory and policies
related to reducing youth delinquency in island communities.

Against this backdrop, the current study contributes to research on legal
socialization and youth delinquency in three Caribbean nations (Guyana, St. Kitts and
Nevis, and St. Lucia), each designated as a Small Island Developing State (SIDS) by the
United Nations. Specifically, we examine three hypotheses. First, socialization domains,
including weak parental supervision, low school commitment, negative peer influence,
and peer delinquency, will be positively associated with youths’ negative perceptions
of the police. Second, negative perceptions of the police will be positively associated
with delinquency. Third, youths’ negative perceptions of the police will mediate the
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relationship between legal socialization domains and delinquency. Collectively, testing
these three hypotheses advances the existing literature on legal socialization and
delinquency.

Literature review

Legal socialization, perceptions of the police, and youth delinquency

Legal socialization encompasses the processes by which individuals establish norms,
values, attitudes, and beliefs about the legal system and laws and actors, such as the
police within society (Fine & Trinkner, in press; Tyler & Trinkner, 2018). The concept
of legal socialization first emerged in the late 1960s and has been explored in
subsequent years under two major perspectives (Tapp & Kohlberg, 1971). The
cognitive development approach initially led to legal socialization research which
focuses on individuals’ cognitive development, particularly their maturation over time
and their relationship with the law (Fine & Trinkner, in press). The second perspective,
Tyler’s process-based model of self-regulation - also called the procedural justice
model - and subsequent research served to reinvigorate interest (Tyler, 1990; Fagan
& Tyler, 2005). It proposes that perceptions of police legitimacy are significantly
related to individuals’ behavioral compliance with the law and subsequent delinquency
(Fine et al., 2018; Kaiser & Reisig, 2019). Incorporating legal socialization into the
procedural justice model draws attention to social influences beyond the police such
as family and school (e.g., Fagan & Tyler, 2005; Trinkner & Cohn, 2014).

Youths develop law-related norms from several extralegal sources (Tapp, 1991).
Specifically, studies have found that family context, such as parenting styles, plays a
significant role in promoting individuals’ positive attitudes toward legal authorities
(Ferdik et al., 2014; Nivette et al., 2015; Wu et al,, 2015). For example, Darling and
Steinberg (1993) argue that parental involvement and monitoring help socialize
children through specific behaviors, such as helping with homework, reading, and
attending school activities. When parents provide adequate supervision, children often
foster a stronger sense of legitimacy toward the police (Fagan & Tyler, 2005).

Schools also influence youths’ legal attitudes because teachers hold positions of
authority and enforce rules and punishments (Flexon et al., 2009; Trinkner & Cohen,
2014). Existing studies have used bonds to schools, teachers, and school commitment
to assess the connection between the school context and legal attitudes, producing
mixed findings (Ferdik et al., 2014; Nivette et al., 2015; Wu et al., 2015). Some studies
have found direct associations between the school context and legal attitudes (Lurigio
et al, 2009; Wu et al., 2015), while others find no significant relationship between the
two (Ferdik et al,, 2014; Nivette et al,, 2015).

While not formal authority figures, peers also socialize individuals’ views of the
law and attitudes toward the police (Ferdik et al., 2019). Youths often associate with
similar-minded peers, and, further, attitudes and behaviors among group members
converge over time (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011). In line with this, prior research
finds that youths with friends who possess favorable attitudes toward delinquency and
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youth with higher commitment to delinquent peers hold more negative perceptions of
the police (Ferdik et al., 2019; Nivette et al., 2020). While not focused on law
enforcement perceptions, Cardwell et al. (2021) found that youths who perceived
higher levels of deviant peer associations held poorer perceptions of school authority
figures. These effects, however, were no longer significant when perceptions of
procedural justice were considered.

Prior research supports the nuanced associations between legal socialization,
perceptions of the police, and delinquency. In Spain, Baz Cores and Fernandez-Molina
(2022) examined the influence of social life domains on perceptions of police
legitimacy and involvement in delinquency among youth aged 13 to 18. They found
that parental monitoring, school attachment, delinquent peers, and procedural justice
evaluations directly affected perceptions of police legitimacy. In turn, positive
perceptions of legitimacy predicted lower levels of delinquency. Similarly, a
longitudinal study of youths in Switzerland found police legitimacy formed through
socialization influences such as teacher bonds, parental supervision, school
commitment, and peer disapproval of deviance, although subsequent delinquent was
not examined (Nivette et al., 2020).

Legal socialization in Caribbean and other SIDS

Although much of the knowledge on legal socialization derives from the United States
(e.g., Cohen et al, 2010; Cohen & White, 1990; Fagan & Tyler, 2005; Tapp, 1991;
Trinkner & Cohen, 2014), historical differences in relationships with legal authorities
and law enforcement foreshadow cross-cultural variability in the legal socialization
process. This variation may be salient for the Caribbean islands, given their history and
current political and social climate. As former colonial states with the majority of
populations brought over as enslaved people or indentured servants, Caribbean nations
only relatively recently gained independence. Further, the region experiences some of
the highest levels of crime and violence in the world (Harriott & Katz, 2015), including
among youths (Foss et al., 2013), and the police are often viewed as corrupt,
untrustworthy, and ineffective (Beuermann & Pecha, 2018).

In addition, Caribbean islands are particular in that they are characterized by
their islandness—a way of thinking that has been defined through metaphors, “reality
of place,” islander identity, and physical and social isolation (Robinson et al., 2021).
Vannini and Taggart (2013, p. 225) argue that islandness is the result of islanders being
required to make “use of whatever is at hand, solving ongoing concerns as they present
themselves.” Prior research suggests that while islandness can provide substantial
protection to islanders, for example, in the form of independence, loyalty, and strong
community ties and cohesion (Conkling, 2007), it can also manifest into normative
values that generate crime (Scott & Staines, 2021). Support for such a culture in the
Caribbean was illustrated by Katz et al. (2022) who reported that English-speaking
Caribbean youths across nine nations reported fairly typical rates of property crime,
but reported exceptionally high rates of violence compared to many other nations. It is
unclear, however, whether islandness causes island-specific variation in the
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prevalence and nature of delinquency, and whether legal socialization plays the same
role in youth delinquency in the context of Caribbean SIDS.

Current research on the legal socialization process in the Caribbean context is
limited and derives primarily from only a few nations. Most prior work has explored
perceptions of the police and their correlates in Trinidad and Tobago. These studies
suggest that youths hold negative views of the police (Johnson et al., 2008; Stamatakis,
2019), and youths committed to school and who are not delinquent view the police
more favorably (Johnson et al, 2008). Adams (2020) corroborates this sentiment.
Drawing from interviews with 40 adults in Trinidad and Tobago, she asserts that the
lack of institutional trust leaves citizens unwilling to trust and work collaboratively
with police officers. In addition, Reisig and Lloyd (2009) analyzed data from a sample
of Jamaican secondary school students and found that youths who perceived the police
as more procedurally just were more willing to report suspicious activity to the police.

Similarly, little insight can be drawn from research on the legal socialization
process in other SIDS given relatively little attention to the topic. Public perception of
police in Pacific Island nations is also generally low (Chand et al., 2022; Howes et al., 2022).
In a recent study of community satisfaction with the police in Guam, Howe et al. (2022,
p- 325) note the importance of “a focus on procedural justice and police performance to
contribute to improved community satisfaction with police service provision.” Cawthray
(2019) examined police legitimacy in the Solomon Islands and Tonga highlighting the
unique and complex processes involved in judgments of police legitimacy informed by
individuals’ experiences with and expectations of the police as well as broader socio-
political environments. Neither of these studies focused specifically on youths.

The current study

Building from prior work, the current study examines the legal socialization framework
and the relationship between perceptions of the police and delinquency in three Caribbean
nations. Similar to other Caribbean islands, the nations of interest in the current study
- Guyana, St. Kitts and Nevis, and St. Lucia - experience high levels of crime and
violence with legal socialization and perceptions of the police as salient topics.
Guyana’s intentional homicide rate in 2016 was 18 per 100,000 population. In St. Kitts
and Nevis and St. Lucia the rates were 58 and 17, respectively (WHO, 2015). Youth
involvement in violence, property offending, among other delinquency is likewise high
in these nations (Freemon et al,, in press; Katz, 2015). The selection of these nations
for a United States Agency for International Development (USAID) program provided
a unique dataset that allows us to test our hypotheses in high-crime island settings.
We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1. Socialization domains (i.e., weak parental supervision, low school
commitment, negative peer influence, and peer delinquency) will be
positively associated with negative perceptions of the police.

Hypothesis 2. Negative perceptions of the police will be positively associated
with delinquency.
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Hypothesis 3. Socialization domains will be positively associated with
delinquency, and negative perceptions of the police will at least partially explain
this relationship.

Method

The present study relies on data from a United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) program administered in three Caribbean nations: Guyana, St.
Kitts and Nevis, and St. Lucia. All three countries are designated as Small Island
Developing States (SIDS) by the United Nations and are characterized by their
islandness; a socio-cultural consciousness developed due to physical isolation, fragility,
and lack of urbanity - traits often not found in settings studied as part of criminological
research. In the early 2000s, crime and violence in the Eastern and Southern Caribbean
approached epidemic proportions (Katz et al, 2021). In 2016, in response to the
problem, a USAID-funded project, Community, Family and Youth Resilience (CFYR),
deployed a family-based secondary prevention program to reduce delinquency and
risk factors among high-risk youth. All communities within each nation were ranked
based on crime and census data. With some exceptions, those five communities
identified as having the greatest need and high levels of crime and violence within each
nation were selected to be targeted for intervention.

The present study examines data from the Caribbean Youth Services Eligibility
Tool (C-YSET), used to determine program eligibility. The C-YSET includes 150 items,
broken down into six sections. Data collected from this tool include socio-demographic
information, risk factors associated with delinquency and other problem behaviors,
perceptions of police, including trust in police and whether the police have treated
them poorly in the past, involvement in delinquency, including violence, property
crime, and drug use, youths’ assessments of contact and relationships with immediate
and extended family members, and involvement with gangs and, if gang-involved, the
characteristics of their gang.

Sample

From 2017 to 2018, two approaches were used to identify and recruit as many youths
as possible for participation in the family-based secondary prevention program. The
first approach sought to identify youths in the school population. Program staff
recorded 16 schools in Guyana, 17 in St. Kitts and Nevis, and 30 in St. Lucia that served
youths in the targeted communities. Program staff visited each of these schools to
identify youths who were 10 to 17 years old and lived in target communities (Diaz-
Cayeros et al., 2020). The second approach sought to identify youths not attending
school. Program staff prepared location maps for each targeted community and
determined appropriate intervals, based on community size, to have enumerators
knock on household doors to identify 10- to 17-year-olds in each community until the
households were exhausted (Katz et al.,, 2020).
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Caregivers for identified youths were provided with a description of the program
and gave consent prior to youth interviews. A total of 5,021 youths were interviewed
with the C-YSET: 2,044 in Guyana, 875 in St. Kitts and Nevis, and 2,102 in St. Lucia.
Detailed records were not kept on the number of caregivers and youths who refused
to participate in the survey. In addition, while it was not possible to determine the
population of youths aged 10- to 17-years old residing in each community, it was
estimated that no more than 82% of the target population completed the survey (Diaz-
Cayeros et al,, 2020, p. 11). For the final sample in the current study, youths who did
not answer the relevant questions were excluded from the analysis, noting that youths
who are not enrolled in school were excluded because they did not answer the
questions asking about school commitment. Therefore, a total of 4,293 youths
remained in the final sample. Table 1 shows the demographic background of the
sample by nation. Nearly 45% of the sample was from St. Lucia, 37.5% was from
Guyana, and 18% was from St. Kitts and Nevis. Approximately half of the sample was
male, and the average age was about 13 years old. When comparing sample differences
by nation, there were no significant difference by gender; however, youths in St. Kitts
and Nevis were slightly older compared to those in Guyana and St. Lucia.

Measures

Dependent variable

Delinquency. The dependent variable in this study, delinquency, is a variety score of
different problem behaviors, including violent crime (5 items), property crime (3
items), drug use (1 item), drug selling (1 item), carrying a weapon (1 item), and truancy
(1 item). Respondents were asked if they had engaged in each delinquent behavior in
the past six months (1 = yes; 0 = no). The answers, then, were summed. Higher values
indicate a higher level of delinquency.

Explanatory variables
For socialization domains, we ran an explanatory factor analysis (EFA) using all the
items used for each theoretical construct. The EFA result indicated that the four-factor
solution is the best for social domain constructs (x%(167) = 232.656, p < 0.001, RMSEA =
0.029, CF1=0.970, TLI = 0.954) which confirms that they are four different constructs.
Weak parental supervision. Respondents were asked six questions to elicit responses
indicating their level of parental supervision. Individual questions included “My parent
or guardian cares about where [ go and what I do.” The response options were on a
Likert scale from 1 (Always) to 5 (Never). Higher values represent weaker parental
supervision. The Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was high at 0.74, indicating high
congruence among the six items. In addition, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
showed sufficient standardized factor loadings (> 0.50) indicating that six items
significantly load onto weak parental supervision. The model fit statistics indicate good
model fit (x29)=41.920, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.035, CFI = 0.991, TLI = 0.984).
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Low school commitment. Respondents were asked four questions regarding
school commitment, including “I try hard in school.” The response options were on a Likert
scale from 1 (Strongly agree) to 5 (Strongly disagree). Higher values indicate lower
school commitment. The Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was moderately high at
0.65, and a CFA showed that the model fits the data well (x%2) = 4.246, p = 0.120, RMSEA
=0.020, CFI = 0.999, TLI = 0.998) with sufficient standardized factor loadings (> 0.62).

Negative peer influence. Negative peer influence was measured using four items,
including “If your friends were doing something that was wrong or bad, would you go
along with them?” The responses were captured using a Likert scale from 1 (No, definitely
not) to 5 (Yes, definitely). Higher values represent a higher level of negative peer influence.
The Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was high at 0.72. In addition, a CFA was
performed indicating that standardized factor loadings (>0.59) significantly loaded
onto negative peer influence with good model fit (x%@2) = 4.627, p = 0.099, RMSEA =
0.021, CFI=0.998, TLI = 0.995).

Peer delinquency. Six questions were asked regarding respondents’ peers’
involvement in delinquency during the last six months. These questions included “How
many of your friends have attacked someone with a weapon?” The response options
were on a Likert scale from 1 (None) to 5 (All). Higher values represent higher peer
delinquency. The Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was high at 0.75, and a CFA
indicated that standardized factor loadings (> 0.59) were significantly loaded onto peer
delinquency. The model fit statistics showed that the model fits the data well (X2 =
12.985, p =0.163, RMSEA = 0.012, CFI = 0.999, TLI = 0.998).

Negative perception of the police. The present study also explores negative
perceptions of the police as a mediating variable between legal socialization and
delinquency. Respondents were asked three questions related to their perception of the
police, including “The police treat people fairly.” The response options were on a Likert
scale from 1 (Very often) to 5 (Never); higher values indicate a more negative
perception of the police. The Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was moderately high
at 0.65, and a CFA showed that standardized factor loadings (> 0.55) were significantly
loaded onto negative perception of the police with adequate model fit (X2 = 0.000, p
<0.001, RMSEA = 0.000, CF1 = 1.000, TLI = 1.000).

Control variables

Three demographic variables were used as controls in the statistical model to ensure that
the observed relationships between independent and dependent variables were not
spurious. These demographic variables included gender (1 = male, 0 = female), age (in
years), and binary variables for each country (Guyana = 1, St. Kitts and Nevis = 1, and
St. Lucia = 1).

Analytical strategy

For this study, negative binomial structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to
assess the impact of the socialization domains on delinquency using Mplus 8. It
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simultaneously estimates the direct and indirect effects of socialization domains on
delinquency (see Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). In addition, as noted above, the CFYR
program was administered in five communities within each nation, which could result
in violations of the assumption of independent observations and produce biased
parameter estimates, deflated standard errors, and inaccurate measures of model fit
(Julian, 2001). Therefore, a design-based approach and estimated cluster-robust
standard errors were adopted using the CLUSTER command in Mplus.

We evaluated model fit against the Pearson Chi-square (x2) goodness-of-fit
statistic provided by WLSMV estimation, the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-
Lewis index (TLI), and the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA). A small
non-significant Chi-square value indicates optimal fit, and values higher than .95 for
CFIand TLI indicate that the tested model provides an acceptable fit to the data, as does
the RMSEA value of less than .06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics. Source: Prepared by authors.

Total 1. Guyana 2. St. Kitts and 3. St. Lucia
(n=4,293) (n=1,609) Nevis (n =775) (n=1,909) Sig. diff.
Variables Mean/n SD/% Mean/n | SD/% Mean/n | SD/% Mean/n | SD/%
Delinquency 1.08 1.5 1.00 1.4 1.23 1.5 1.09 1.5 2>1,3
Weak parental | ) 5 0.6 146 | 06 173 0.7 1.62 0.7 2-3>1
supervision
Low commit. — | g, 0.5 187 |05 1.85 0.5 175 0.5 1,253
to school
Negative peer |, ,; 0.7 131 |06 1.69 0.8 1.52 0.7 25351
influence
Pee.r 1.39 0.5 1.40 0.5 1.41 0.5 1.38 0.5
delinquency
P ti f
ereeprons ot | 5 3g 0.9 254 | 1.0 2.59 1.0 2.15 0.8 1,2>3
the police
Demographics
Male 2,077 48.4% 758 47.1% 360 46.4% 959 50.2% -
Age 12.95 2.1 12.88 1.97 13.22 2.11 1291 2.11 2>1,3

Note. Average scores and proportion were compared by country using t-test and chi-square test. Only significant relationships (p
<.05) are presented.

Results

We report descriptive statistics for each variable included in the analysis in Table 1. For
the total sample, youth delinquency has a mean score of 1.08 (SD = 1.49). The mean scores
of weak parental supervision, low school commitment, negative peer influence, and peer
delinquency are 1.58 (SD = 0.65), 1.82 (SD = 0.53), 1.47 (SD = 0.69), and 1.39 (SD = 0.48),
respectively. Negative perception of the police has a mean score of 2.38 (SD = 0.94).
When comparing differences by nation, respondents in St. Kitts and Nevis reported a
slightly higher delinquency count compared to Guyana and St. Lucia. Respondents in
St. Kitts and Nevis also scored higher on weak parental supervision and negative peer
influence, followed by St. Lucia and Guyana. Respondents in Guyana and St. Kitts and
Nevis had higher scores for low commitment to school and negative perceptions of the
police compared to those in St. Lucia. There were no significant differences in peer
delinquency among the nations.
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Before running multivariate analyses, multicollinearity diagnostics were conducted
to ensure multicollinearity was not a problem. The variance inflation factor (VIF) was
within the conservative threshold of 5 (Kock & Lynn, 2012), and our measures were
not highly correlated; thus, there was no critical issue regarding multicollinearity.
Table 2 displays the standardized coefficients associated with an SEM analysis for
delinquency. The model fit indices of this model meet the criteria of SEM, indicating
that the theoretical models fit the empirical data well (see Hu & Bentler, 1999). First,
the model examined the direct effects of socialization domains on the mediator (i.e.,
negative perceptions of the police), testing Hypothesis 1—that is, socialization
domains will be positively associated with negative perceptions of the police. The
results indicate that weak parental supervision and low school commitment are
positively associated with negative perceptions of the police (8 = 0.25, se = 0.04, p
<.001; $=0.10,se = 0.03, p <.01, respectively). In other words, youths who experience
weaker parental supervision and/or lower school commitment are more likely to have
negative perceptions of the police. Negative peer influence and peer delinquency, however,
are not significantly related to negative perceptions of the police (= 0.03,se = 0.02, p
=.191; =0.02,s5e = 0.02, p =.460, respectively). Thus, Hypothesis 1 is partially supported.

Second, the model examines the effect of negative perceptions of the police on
delinquency (Hypothesis 2). We found that negative perceptions of the police are
significantly and positively associated with delinquency, which means that youths who
hold more negative perceptions of the police are more likely to engage in delinquency
(8=0.18,se = 0.04, p <.001). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is supported.

Table 2. Direct and indirect relationships between socialization domains, perceptions
of the police, and delinquency. Source: Prepared by the authors.

Perceptions of the police Delinquency
Variables B | e | p B se
Direct effects
Socialization domains
Weak parental supervision 0.25 | .04 o 0.22 | 0.02 o
Low school commitment 0.10 | .03 * 0.01 | 0.03
Negative peer influence 0.03 | .02 0.13 | 0.02 wok
Peer delinquency 0.02 | .02 0.37 | 0.03 wok
Perceptions of the police 0.18 | 0.04 *ok
Control variables
Male -0.11 | .02 ok 0.11 | 0.02 ok
Age 0.21 | .02 ok 0.05 | 0.03
Country (Guyana: reference)
St. Kitts and Nevis -0.02 | .05 0.05 | 0.05
St. Lucia -0.25 | .03 ok 0.04 | 0.06
Indirect effects
Weak parental supervision 0.05 | 0.01 *ok
Low school commitment 0.02 | 0.01 *
Negative peer influence 0.01 | 0.01
Peer delinquency 0.00 | 0.00

Note. Coefficients are all standardized, se = standard errors
*p <.05*p <.01 ***p <.001
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Third, we investigated the direct and indirect effects of socialization domains on
delinquency through negative perceptions of the police, thus testing Hypothesis 3—
that is, the relationship between socialization domains and delinquency is partially
mediated through negative perceptions of the police. The findings suggest that weak
parental supervision’s direct and indirect effects on delinquency are statistically
significant. Weak parental supervision is positively associated with delinquency (f =
0.22,se=0.02, p <.001). In addition, weak parental supervision is positively associated
with negative perceptions of the police, which is positively associated with delinquency.
Thus, the relationship between weak parental supervision and delinquency is partially
explained by perceptions of the police (8 = 0.05, se = 0.01, p <.001). In terms of school
commitment, while the direct effect of low school commitment on delinquency is not
statistically significant (f = 0.01, se = 0.03, p =.762), the indirect effect of low school
commitment through negative perceptions of the police is statistically significant (f =
0.02, se = 0.01, p <.05). Low school commitment is positively associated with negative
perceptions of police, which is also positively related to delinquency. This result
suggests that the relationship between youth school commitment and delinquency is
explained by the levels of youth perceptions of the police. With regards to negative peer
influence and peer delinquency, both only show direct effects on delinquency (5= 0.13,
se=0.02, p <.001; $=0.37,se =0.03, p <.001). Youths who experience negative peer
influence and/or associate with a delinquent peer are more likely to engage in
delinquency. Overall, the findings partially support Hypothesis 3.

We also conducted supplementary analyses for country-specific models and
found consistent results except for the effect of low school commitment and negative
peer influence (Table 3). Specifically, the effects of school commitment are not
consistent across countries. Both direct and indirect effects of low school commitment
in Guyana are marginally significant, only the direct effect is significant in St. Kitts and
Nevis, and low school commitment is not significantly related to delinquency in St.
Lucia. In terms of negative peer influence, both direct and indirect effects of negative
peer influence on delinquency are not statistically significant in St. Kitts and Nevis.
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Table 3. Total, direct and indirect effects of socialization domains on delinquency by
nation. Source: Prepared by the authors.

Guyana St. Kitts and Nevis St. Lucia All three nations
(n=1,609) (n=775) (n=1,909) (n=4,293)
Specific effects | se P B se p B se P B se P
Weak parental
supervision
Total 0.301 0.04 | *** | 0.392 0.04 | *** | 0.272 0.07 | ** | 0.310 0.02 | ***
Direct 0.241 0.05 | *** | 0.327 0.04 | *** | 0.236 0.07 | *** | 0.256 0.03 | ***
Indirect 0.060 0.03 | * 0.065 0.02 | *** | 0.037 0.01 | ** 0.054 0.01 | ***
Low school
commitment
Total 0.076 0.03 | * -0.127 | 0.04 | ** 0.083 0.08 0.035 0.04
Direct 0.057 0.03 | T -0.131 | 0.06 | * 0.054 0.09 0.013 0.04
Indirect 0.018 0.01 |t 0.005 0.02 0.029 0.02 0.022 0.01 | *
Negative peer
influence
Total 0.210 0.03 | ** | 0.035 0.09 0.201 0.03 | *** | 0.161 0.03 | ***
Direct 0.207 0.03 | ** | 0.034 0.09 0.182 0.03 | ** | 0.154 0.03 | ***
Indirect 0.003 0.01 0.001 0.01 0.020 0.01 0.007 0.01
Peer
delinquency
Total 0.458 0.04 | *** | 0.446 0.04 | *** | 0.428 0.05 | *** | 0.446 0.03 | ***
Direct 0.453 0.05 | *** | 0.448 0.04 | *** | 0.424 0.05 | *** | 0.442 0.02 | ***
Indirect 0.005 0.01 0.002 0.01 0.004 0.00 0.004 0.00

Note. Coefficients are all standardized, se = standard errors

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, 1 p<0.1

Discussion

Findings from the present study suggest that legal socialization domains and
perceptions of the police are important factors that influence delinquency in the
Caribbean. After controlling for gender, age, and nation, both weak parental
supervision and low school commitment were significantly related to negative
perceptions of the police. These findings are consistent with prior research that reports
that youths with stronger relationships with their families and schools are more likely
to possess more positive beliefs about the police (Molpeceres et al.,, 1999; Murray &
Thompson, 1985). Some researchers have proposed that this is the result of youths
having positive experiences and perceptions of one type of authority, such as parents
and schools, and generalizing these positive perceptions to other authorities, such as
the police (Trinkner & Tyler, 2016).

Contrary to our expectations, we did not find significant relationships between
negative peer influence, peer delinquency, and negative perceptions of the police. This
result does not support prior research in developed nations that has repeatedly shown
that a youths’ peers socialize them in a variety of contexts (e.g., Decker et al., 2013;
Ferdik et al., 2019; Fine et al., 2016; Sweeten et al.,, 2013) and that youths with
delinquent peers and who are more negatively influenced by peers hold more negative
views of the police (Baz Cores & Fernandez-Molina, 2022). However, there have been
some notable exceptions, which are consistent with what we found in this study. For
instance, Fagan and Tyler (2005), in New York City, reported that greater association
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with delinquent peers did not impact perceptions of the police, and McLean et al.
(2019), using the Pathways to Desistance data, reported similar results in a sample of
serious juvenile offenders in the United States. Notably, Johnson et al. (2008), in their
analysis of more than 2,300 school-attending youths in Trinidad and Tobago, reported
that friendship with delinquent peers was not significantly related to a respondent’s
perceptions of the police in terms of police fairness, responsiveness, use of force, and
negative perceptions of the police. Thus, we speculate that youths in some small island
developing nations, where the police are widely perceived as corrupt, untrustworthy,
and ineffective (Beuermann & Pecha, 2018), might have a unique and complex
relationship with the police that makes the association with deviant peers less
influential when considering their impact on attitude towards the police. Given the
longstanding problems between the police and the public in these Caribbean nations,
youths who already possess negative perceptions of the police will not be as influenced
by socializing with deviant peers. Further research is needed to explore these issues.

Our second hypothesis tested whether negative perceptions of the police are
positively associated with delinquency. The analysis showed that negative perceptions
of the police are directly related to increased delinquency. This finding was robust and
held after we controlled for legal socialization domains, gender, age, and nation,
supporting process-based models of self-regulation and empirical studies (Fine et al.,
2018; Kaiser & Reisig, 2019). The connection between perceptions of the police and
delinquency underscores the importance of examining the mechanisms involved in the
formation of police perceptions, extending this to nations where, as noted, police
overall are not viewed positively (Beuermann & Pecha, 2018). Community policing
initiatives to rebuild positive community relationships and partnerships with the
police, which intend to improve perceptions of the police, may, in turn, reduce crime
and delinquency. In support, in a randomized control trial, Mazerolle et al. (2021)
looked at an Australia-based police-school partnership program to reduce antisocial
behavior. They found shifts in adolescents’ views of the police, not school legitimacy,
were the primary driver of reductions in antisocial behavior.

The third hypothesis we tested was direct and indirect effects on the relationship
between legal socialization domains, perceptions of the police, and youth delinquency.
For direct effects, we found that weak parental supervision, negative peer influence,
and peer delinquency were significantly related to delinquency, which is consistent
with existing studies in both North America and Western Europe (e.g., Barnes et al,,
2006; Nufio & Katz, 2019), as well as the Caribbean (e.g., Katz & Fox, 2010; Katz et al,,
2021). These findings fit with and support several criminological theories that explain
the relationships between social domains and delinquency, such as social bond
(Hirschi, 1969) and social learning (Akers, 2011). They also provide support for
policies that support family-level interventions (Barnes et al., 2006) and programming
that addresses peer pressure (Chou et al,, 1998) and gangs (Thornberry et al.,, 2018).

For indirect effects, we found that both weak parental supervision and low school
commitment were related to negative perceptions of police, which in turn were related
to delinquency. These findings provide partial support for the legal socialization
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framework in explaining delinquency. Baz Cores and Fernandez-Molina (2022)
reported similar findings in Spain. They suggested that parental supervision positively
contributes to “moral alignment” with the police and that attachment to school, where
school rules are normalized and facilitate youths to regulate themselves in the
classroom, promote “the acquisition of positive values and attitudes towards the police
and [lead] to voluntary compliance with the law” (Baz Cores & Fernandez-Molina, 2022,
pp. 247-250). While there was an indirect effect, we found no direct relationship
between low school commitment and delinquency. This finding is in contrast to
theoretical assumptions (Hirschi, 1969); however, it aligns with Baz Cores and
Ferndndez-Molina’s (2022) findings. It may be that school settings outside of
traditional research locations, like the United States, differ in instilling legal norms and
attitudes, which future research should continue to examine. For instance, Baz Cores
and Fernandez-Molina (2022) suggest the indirect relationship may be due to schools
occupying an intermediary role between the family and formal institutions.

While both negative peer influence and peer delinquency had direct effects on
delinquency, neither had indirect effects through perceptions of the police. This is
partially in line with prior research showing that peer influence and delinquency are
some of the strongest predictors of individual delinquency (Ferdik et al., 2019), and
Baz Cores and Fernandez-Molina (2022) similarly failed to find indirect effects through
police perceptions. This may be due in part to youths’ stage in the development process.
Adolescents are strongly influenced by peer pressure, which may not directly translate
to the internalization of attitudes, such as those toward police, like they do for family
and school influencers. In addition, the authority relationship approach, which focuses
on interactions with authorities and how those interactions translate into orientations
toward the law and legal authority (Trinkner & Cohen, 2014; Trinkner & Tyler, 2016),
posits peers are qualitatively different from parents and schools as legal authorities.
Youths may not perceive a peer as an authority figure, so their attitude toward legal
authorities, in this case, the police, would not be altered.

Our results raise more questions than answers with respect to their
interpretation through the lens of islandness. While we observed that legal
socialization and perceptions of the police are important factors in understanding
delinquency in three Caribbean nations, it is unclear how islandness manifests in terms
of legal socialization, perceptions of the police, and delinquency. To be sure, islandness
manifests itself through geography, culture, societal norms, and government actors. Its
integration into island life is so “fluid and ambiguous as to render it problematic as a
variable in the analysis of crime” (Scott & Staines, 2021, p. 594). Greater attention to
the role of islandness in social control and delinquency is needed.

Directions for future research
While our findings suggest relationships between legal socialization domains,
perceptions of the police, and delinquency, there is much room for future research.

Longitudinal research is needed to determine the temporal relationship, if any,
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between socializing agents and perceptions of the police and between these factors and
delinquency. Our findings are also not representative of our study nations’ youths.
Future research examining a representative sample of youths in SIDS is necessary to
determine whether any observed relationships are generalizable across individuals
and communities. Related, our findings are not generalizable to other English-speaking
nations in the region, and we observed differences between nations in the relationship
between legal socialization and delinquency. Further research is needed to better
understand the causes of this variation, and whether it might be attributable to
islandness. We recognize these relationships may be specific to these nations, or the
Caribbean region. Future work in this area should be explored in other SIDS including
comparative studies. Last, future research should focus on additional informal
socializing agents such as the media or other potential influencers, as well as the
amount of legal socialization received through each socializing agent or the specific
types and number of contacts with the police.

Recommendations for policy and practice

Given the findings from this study, there are several recommendations for policy and
practice. First, parental supervision is a consistent and robust contributor to both
perceptions of the police and delinquency. While direct supervision typically starts
easing during the teenage years, it is important that parents monitor their children,
know where their children are, what they are doing, and who they are with to promote
prosocial behaviors. Successful interventions to improve police perceptions and
reduce delinquency need to incorporate parental figures, given their influence. For
instance, the Ability School Engagement Program (ASEP), evaluated by Mazerolle et al.
(2021), brought together police and school authorities and engaged both parents and
children. Combining restorative practices, education for parents and students on legal
expectations, and action planning, this program improved police perceptions and
reduced delinquency. Translating successful interventions like this one to the
Caribbean might be considered with careful examination, adaptation, and piloting,
given cultural differences.

Second, school commitment is also an important correlate for building positive
perceptions of legal authorities, such as police, and in turn influencing delinquent
behavior. Several large-scale U.S. intervention programs have been school-based, such
as Project PATHE (Positive Action Through Holistic Education) (Gottfredson, 1986)
and Gang Resistance Education and Training (G.R.E.A.T.) (Esbensen & Osgood, 1997).
Across the Caribbean, USAID has spearheaded projects to improve the education
system and juvenile justice reform, often through expanding education and
employment training opportunities (USAID, 2021). Considering the benefits of school-
based intervention programs, enhancing school commitment by emphasizing positive
relationships between youths and teachers, maintaining consistent school policies, and
incorporating family support for youth schooling would be beneficial for youths in
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Caribbean countries to establish positive perceptions of legal authorities and
ultimately influence delinquency.

Last, perceptions of the police play an important role in youth delinquency.
Recent research, for example, has reported that positive, non-enforcement contacts
with the police can improve youth perceptions of police legitimacy (Fine et al., 2022);
and areas where police officers received procedural justice training experienced fewer
crime incidents compared to areas where officers were not trained in procedural
justice (Weisburd et al., 2022). These findings, combined with ours and prior research,
suggests that it is possible to positively change the perceptions of youths about the
police, and that practices and programs—across settings such as schools, streets, and
community forums—aimed at increasing positive attitudes among youths about the
police might result in delinquency reductions. There have been efforts to improve
policing across the Caribbean in recent years which should subsequently improve
perceptions of the police. Advancements in policing have included the embrace of
community policing in several nations (St Jean, 2022) and CariSECURE — an effort to
improve police data collection and evidence-based decision making for citizen security
in ten nations (Katz et al., 2021). Guyana, Jamaica, and Trinidad and Tobago (all SIDS)
all rely on civilian oversight of the police — by increasing transparency through this
oversight they hope to increase police integrity, then public confidence in the police
and legitimacy (Wallace, 2019). Researchers should evaluate how these efforts
influence perceptions of the police in the Caribbean and beyond in other SIDS. Future
research should further examine these issues through the lens of islandness to
determine how the unique physical, social, and normative structures of islands might
further influence (positively or negatively) perceptions of the police and delinquency.
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