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Developmental transition experienced by liberty-deprived adolescents
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ABSTRACT

Objective: to analyze the transition processes experienced by liberty-deprived adolescents. Method: this is a descriptive
qualitative study based on the theoretical framework developed by Afaf Meleis, conducted with female adolescents at a female
juvenile detention center in a capital city in northeastern Brazil. Data collection was conducted between September 2023 and
January 2024 following authorization from the institution and approval from the Research Ethics Committee. Results: this study
utilized participant observation and a discussion group consisting of seven adolescents to identify and analyze organizational
transitions. Conclusion: transitions are a central focus for nurses especially when they affect health outcomes or are influenced
by health-related behaviors during the transition process.

Descriptors: Nursing Theory; Prisoners; Adolescent; Growth and Development.

RESUMO

Objetivo: analisar as transi¢ées vivenciadas por adolescentes em privagdo de liberdade. Método: trata-se de um estudo
descritivo de natureza qualitativa, pautado no referencial tedrico de Afaf Meleis, realizado em uma Unidade de Internagdo
Feminina, com adolescentes do sexo feminino em uma capital do Nordeste Brasileiro. A coleta de dados ocorreu entre setembro
de 2023 a janeiro de 2024, apés a autorizacdo da instituicdo e a aprovagdo do Comité de Etica em Pesquisa. Resultados: neste
estudo foi realizada a observagdo participante e grupo de discussdo com sete adolescentes, identificando e discutindo a
transicdo do tipo organizacional. Conclusdo a transigdo é uma area de atengdo dos enfermeiros quando interfere com a saude
ou quando a resposta a transicdo é mediada por comportamentos que se relacionam com a saude.

Descritores: Teoria de Enfermagem; Pessoa Privada de Liberdade; Adolescente; Desenvolvimento.

RESUMEN

Objetivo: analizar las transiciones que experimentan los adolescentes privados de libertad. Método: se trata de un estudio
descriptivo de caracter cualitativo, basado en el marco tedrico de Afaf Meleis, realizado en una Unidad de Internacién Femenina,
con adolescentes del sexo femenino, de una capital del Nordeste de Brasil. La recoleccién de datos se llevé a cabo entre
septiembre de 2023 y enero de 2024, con autorizacién previa de la institucion y aprobacién del Comité de Etica en Investigacion.
Resultados: en este estudio se realizd observacion participante y grupo de discusidn con siete adolescentes, se identifico y
discutid la transicion del tipo organizacional. Conclusién la transicion es un drea de atencion que le compete a los enfermeros
cuando afecta la salud o cuando la respuesta a la transicion estd mediada por conductas que se relacionan con la salud.
Descriptores: Teoria de Enfermeria; Prisioneros; Adolescente; Crecimiento y Desarrollo.

INTRODUCTION

This study examines the transitions experienced by adolescents deprived of their liberty. The term "transition"
refers to the process of being in transit, moving from one place to another, or undergoing some form of treatment. Any
significant change requires a transition process®. Numerous transitions occur throughout human life, starting at birth
and continuing through a series of diverse everyday experiences. These transitions can encompass changes in the
human life cycle, such as the progression from childhood to adolescence and adulthood, as well as shifts in location,
status, and the onset of new beginnings and cycles?.

According to Law No. 8069/1990, which outlines the Statute of the Child and Adolescent (Estatuto da Crian¢a e
Adolescentes - ECA), adolescence is defined as the period between twelve and eighteen years of age. This age group is
entitled to all fundamental human rights along with comprehensive protection, which includes access to opportunities
for physical, mental, moral, spiritual, and social development in an environment that fosters dignity and freedom?.

The transition from adolescence to adulthood is marked by the development of new strategies for managing
various situations, with a particular emphasis on interpersonal dynamics, including those within the professional sphere.
The situations that emerge during this transitional process can influence the young person’s behavior and are deeply
connected to their social context®. Adolescents have increasingly faced the adversities and complexities of the modern
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world, where violence and criminality permeate the social environment. Crime rates among adolescents have reached
alarmingly high levels, highlighting the urgent need for effective educational policies®. According to the ECA, adolescents
are held accountable for unlawful acts through socio-educational measures. In this context, the pedagogical role
emerges as the core principle for re-educating and reintegrating this group into society®.

Scientific literature indicates that adolescents who are not exposed to criminality and deprivation of liberty
generally undergo a healthier transition process as they benefit from established support networks and better
opportunities to develop self-care practices. In this context, fostering a more positive future through improved access
to resources and education promotes personal development and paves the way for new perspectives in adulthood’.

Deprivation of liberty refers to the legal restriction of an individual’s freedom and autonomy, limiting their ability
to make independent decisions. During adolescence, this deprivation aims to correct unlawful behavior. However, the
concept of punishment should be rejected in favor of adopting an educational approach?. In this context, it is important
to highlight the healthcare system’s role in supporting adolescents, encouraging discussions on care that address the
various factors influencing the health-iliness process®.

Thus, nursing care is essential to provide comprehensive, humanized assistance tailored to the specific needs of
this group, offering interventive actions while maintaining a focus on direct, holistic healthcare throughout all stages of
human life0.

Given this context, this study aims to explore the transitions experienced by liberty-deprived adolescents and
address the following guiding question: What transitions do adolescents undergo while deprived of liberty?

METHOD

This is a descriptive qualitative study grounded in the theoretical framework of Afaf Meleis. It was conducted at a
Female Juvenile Detention Center (Unidade de Internagdo Feminina — UIF) located in a capital city in northeastern Brazil.
The center accommodates adolescents aged 12 to 21, either with a defined sentence or one that is still pending. The
location was chosen because it is the only facility in the city that accommodates female adolescents who have
committed offenses. The inclusion criteria required participants to be female adolescents deprived of liberty for at least
one month, while the exclusion criteria applied to those unable to participate at the time of data collection.

Data collection took place from September 2023 to January 2024 following authorization from the institution and
approval from the Research Ethics Committee (Comité de Etica em Pesquisa — CEP) of the proposing university under
CAAE No. 66204222.2.0000.5013.

The research adhered to the ethical guidelines set forth by the National Health Council in Resolution No. 466 of
December 2012 which underscores the importance of human dignity and the special protection of participants in
scientific research involving human beings. These principles are embodied in the core values of beneficence, non-
maleficence, justice, equity, and autonomy. The participants’ desire to contribute and remain involved in the study was
fully respected. Comprehensive explanations were provided, and signatures were obtained on an Informed Assent Form
(Termo de Assentimento Livre e Esclarecido - TALE) for minors or individuals with limited capacity, written in clear and
accessible language, or on an Informed Consent Form (Termo de Consentimento Livre e Esclarecido - TCLE) for individuals
over 18 years of age.

Data was collected using the techniques of Participant Observation and focus group discussions. The combination
of both techniques aimed to capture a broader range of information. Participant observation allows the researcher to
closely engage with the research setting, immersing themselves in the context as if they were an integral part of it'.
Therefore, this technique provided valuable insights into the research environment, including the institution’s routine,
rules and regulations, and the daily lives of the adolescents involved in the study. It also played a key role in fostering
rapport with both the participants and the UIF staff, contributing to a more in-depth understanding of the context. A
field diary was used to document key events experienced during the process.

The discussion group, on the other hand, was organized as a group interview to promote active participation,
allowing participants to share their perspectives and experiences based on their life context!?. Activities aimed at
strengthening the bond between the participants and the research team were employed to guide the group. Two
meetings were held with the discussion group. With the participants’ consent, a voice recorder was used to capture the
discussions, and the recordings were subsequently transcribed. To ensure anonymity, participants were assigned codes
consisting of the letter 'P' followed by numbers ranging from one to seven (P1 to P7).
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The material produced was carefully and thoroughly reviewed, with emerging themes identified and subsequently
coded and categorized. As a result, statements were selected based on their level of representativeness and relevance,
focusing on excerpts that best illustrated the identified categories and the participants’ views on the phenomenon being
studied.

Thus, the information was analyzed through the triangulation of field diary entries, discussion groups, and Afaf
Meleis’ theoretical framework. Afaf Meleis’ Transition Theory is a mid-range theory in nursing science that addresses
specific phenomena and concepts, which can be applied in clinical, administrative, and educational practice®*.

This theory comprises several variants organized into three core constructs: the types, patterns, and properties
related to the nature of transitions; the factors that may act as facilitators or inhibitors of the referred transition; and
the response patterns, which describe how individuals react to transitions. This final construct includes both process
and outcome indicators, outlining a healthy transition and highlighting nursing interventions that can support and
facilitate this process.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The participants in this study were aged between fifteen and nineteen, and their socio-educational measures
generally lasted from ten months to two years. Six of the seven participants lived in the state where they were serving
their socio-educational measure, while one participant was from a neighboring state.

Participant observation was carried out in parallel with the discussion groups. This strategy was important for
building bonds with the participants, thus creating a space of reception and trust as they were initially quite withdrawn.
In this way, the researchers’ immersion occurred gradually. It is important to note that, although it is an institution for
socio-educational measures with distinct characteristics, the context under study follows rules similar to those of the
prison system.

Thus, the observation process also allowed for monitoring and understanding the dynamics within that space,
including the healthcare provided in coordination with the health network, social assistance services, partner
organizations, as well as aspects like job market integration and ongoing education. The latter, in particular, promotes
autonomy and enhances the agency of individuals in semi-open custody, as they attend school independently.

The approach with the first discussion group served as an “icebreaker”, with both participants and researchers
forming a circle for introductions. The participants were invited to introduce themselves by sharing their name, age,
and the length of time they had been in the system. Shortly after, the research objectives were explained, and the
research team distributed images intended to represent moments experienced by the adolescent girls. They were also
provided with school supplies such as pens, pieces of paper, glue, and colored pencils, to create a panel that either
represented themselves or depicted activities they enjoyed.

The second discussion group focused on the transition process for the adolescent girls, exploring their shift from
life in freedom to life within the socio-educational system, as well as their future perspectives following their release. A
keyword activity was conducted, where the researchers provided cards featuring words that represented various
emotions, such as joy, sadness, hope, faith, and others.

The activity took place through a conversation circle in which each teenage girl chose one, two, or as many words as
they wished. While in the circle, they explained why they chose those words and how they connected to the changes brought
about by their deprivation of liberty, their experiences throughout this process, and their expectations for the future.

Transitions can be classified into four types based on their nature: developmental, situational, health/illness-
related, and organizational. Developmental transitions involve complex and dynamic processes linked to the biological
stages of growth in individuals, encompassing the changes that occur throughout the life cycle, including birth,
adolescence, aging, and death It is well known that the life of a young offender deprived of liberty and confined to an
institution can be marked by experiences of suffering, humiliation, anger, outbursts, and other factors that typically
define transitional periods®.

Afaf Meleis’ theory addresses life transitions and social roles. It encompasses the significant changes faced by
individuals while adapting to new contexts. This is evident in the participants’ statements, which reflect elements such
as adaptation, engagement in new activities, and personal reassessment?®,

I can’t really say that I loved this place right from the start, but today | can say that | do, and I’'m grateful for the
opportunities it has provided me [...] | have a great interest in sewing and crafts. | didn't know they had all these
activities available here, but I've been trying to make some clothes whenever I can. (P1)
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Next month will mark a year. I've learned a lot about being here, living with others, and being more mindful
of how | communicate with them [...] I’'ve been learning to navigate and experience this. In the past, | used to
complain a lot, but now I no longer dare complain to God, because He sees what we cannot see and hears

what we cannot hear. (P4)
Positive experiences may emerge in daily life, while new meanings can be attributed to this transitional process.
These may include newfound opportunities within the system, established routines, new dietary plans, detachment
from addictions, and relief from past dangers—factors that often contrast sharply with the reality they faced outside?’.

The adaptation process of individuals to the social system of incarceration is often incomplete and marked by
contradictions, as those who are imprisoned develop strategies and find ways to resist. These transitional patterns are diverse
and emerge from the daily realities inherent in incarceration. During this period, negative perceptions are shaped by feelings
of exclusion and the vulnerabilities individuals face within the system, including separation from their families*.

The entire process of liberty deprivation represents a sense of double punishment, characterized by both external
and internal suffering. The former refers to the very act of deprivation, and, consequently, the limitation of personal
freedom as a punishment for the offense committed. The latter manifests as feelings of guilt, aversion, regret, and a
heavy conscience, fostering a sense of sadness and emptiness within the individual. On the other hand, internal
punishment may lead to the desire to avoid remaining in prison - in other words, it may be linked to the desire to turn
one’s life around and reintegrate into society.

In the discussion groups, each participant's story was highlighted, exploring the reasons that led them to the
system and identifying the factors that shape their unique experiences. Developmental transition encompasses changes
throughout the life cycle, including shifts in health status and other transformations that occur over time. It includes the
process of flow, movement, and development®®In this context, it is important to highlight the experience of motherhood
for four participants in detention, two of whom went through pregnancy and postpartum while incarcerated.

Motherhood in adolescence can result from various factors, including lack of guidance, family support, and
communication, limited social interaction, inadequate access to healthcare, social vulnerability, and other elements that
may influence this experience?’. Teenage pregnancy leads to various physical, psychological, and social changes. During
this stage of life, a young woman's body is still developing, particularly her sexual and reproductive organs, which are
maturing to support reproduction in ways that reduce risks for both the mother and the child. Due to these changes,
teenage pregnancy can result in serious social and family challenges??.

According to the Federal Constitution, women deprived of liberty in Brazil have the right to keep their children
with them during the breastfeeding period, which lasts for six months. The Statute of the Child and Adolescent (ECA)
reinforces the following guidelines:

“Care mentioned in paragraph 4 of this article must also be provided to pregnant women and mothers who express
an interest in giving their children up for adoption, as well as to pregnant women and mothers who are incarcerated.”*'>

“It is the responsibility of the public authorities to ensure that pregnant women and women with young children
under custody in a detention facility are provided with an environment that meets the sanitary and healthcare standards
set by the Unified Health System for childcare, in coordination with the relevant education system, aiming at the child's
holistic development.”31>16

The laws governing the prison system ensure that a child's needs are addressed during their stay, emphasizing
their rights to life, health, dignity, and respect. They also guarantee the child’s right to be raised in a family and
community environment, alongside their incarcerated mother?2,

| was actually pregnant when | got here [...] He had given me some money to buy contraceptive pills to prevent it.
But hunger spoke louder. So, | ended up buying some acai and a snack, you know? | chose to buy snacks instead, and
now my belly is showing. But I'm happy to be pregnant because I'm sure that after giving birth, my mindset will
change a lot. And | want to give them all the love | never had [...] I've always been rejected, you know? Just knowing
that it will be my child and that I'll be able to look after them in my own way means a lot to me. (P1)

| see myself as a person full of dreams to fulfill, full of goals to achieve, and with the desire to give my child what |
never had [...] He came here with me. He stayed here until he was four months old because he eventually got sick,
he caught tuberculosis and had to spend four months in the HGE [hospital]. So, on December 13th, he went away.
He went to live with my mother and my husband. (P2)

I had postpartum depression, so my husband’s mother [paternal grandmother] started pressuring me every week to
transfer custody of my son to her name. Eventually, | couldn't take it anymore and gave in, but it was a moment of
weakness. When | get out of here, I'll get him back. (P4)

Motherhood within the prison system differs significantly from that experienced by women in freedom,
particularly regarding access to healthcare, family interactions, and challenges related to family ties. These factors,
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among others, are crucial during this phase of life?>. Thus, experiencing pregnancy and postpartum while deprived of
liberty is a formative experience. This experience represents a paradox: on one hand, there is the sense of rupture; on
the other, the tenderness of motherhood. These women endure the suffering of being separated from their children,
where the punishment for their offense is intensified by the emotional pain of this separation?*.

Thus, experiencing motherhood while still in the institution provided these women with new perspectives on life
and new choices, evoking an ambivalent mix of hope, care, restored bonds, and fear.

At first, | had lost some of the bond | shared with my son, but then God blessed me, and | was able to reconnect with
him. But he always knew | was his mother, though he was very attached to my mom. Thank God now he always
wants to be with me [...] But | was really sad that my son had to stay here for a while- he didn’t do anything wrong,
I did. (P2)
I'm glad that my son is doing well and that everything went smooth during labor... I'm also happy that his father
registered our child. | wasn’t particularly fond of the moment he was born; he didn’t cry and had difficulty breathing.
I was scared and apprehensive. My love for him grows stronger with every minute, every day. | want to do everything
for him. | don’t want him to go through what | went through. He’s mommy'’s little baby. (P1)
Here’s the word | chose: Longing. That's it. | miss my children. | miss having hope and freedom! Freedom is all
I want. (P6)

The anguish and guilt of being unable to closely monitor or actively participate in their children's development?
emerged as a recurring theme in nearly every meeting held for this study. In this sense, regaining freedom and
reconnecting with their children is one of the main goals expressed by the interviewees. The suffering caused by the
absence of their children can be divided into two interconnected moments: the first occurs after the six-month
breastfeeding period, when mothers are separated from their children, and the second arises during scheduled visits,
when mothers and children must part at the end of each visit, or when the mother is required to return to the institution
if confined in minimum-security facilities?®.

Still in the context of developmental transitions, it is worth highlighting the story of P7, an adolescent and
transsexual woman who had been in the system for ten months. It is important to note that all adolescents, upon
entering the system, undergo an initial assessment before being assigned to the appropriate facilities. P7 shares that
she spent much of this process in a male facility, and she describes this experience in her own words:

At first, | thought no one would bother me, but the boys were prejudiced and didn’t speak to me. As soon as | entered
the facility and they noticed the way | acted, they immediately said, ‘Look, he's gay’, and no one would speak to me.
It was very difficult; they could have even attacked me, as the boys there are very unruly. | kept saying that to the
members of the staff, and | spent a lot of time at the PHC. | kept asking them to send me here [to the women's
facility], because | knew | could be attacked there and that | would never be accepted. There are too many boys there,
and the officers can't control them because there are so few, which created a real risk of them attacking or harming
me. But most of that time | would stay at the PHC, and to avoid staying at the facility, | would cut myself; | would cut
my arms just to go to the PHC”. (P7)

The experience described above prompts a reflection on the rights and public policies related to this context,
which significantly impact the socio-educational system. The historical journey toward securing human rights in Brazil
emerged from numerous struggles and political debates aimed at addressing issues of race, sexuality, gender, and the
needs of groups marginalized by discriminatory practices. During the 1980s, as Brazil underwent re-democratization
and social movements gained momentum, discussions on gender began to take center stage?’.

Still in the 1980s, the first institutions focused on this area of action were established, such as the Women’s
Protection Police Station in S3o Paulo in 1985. In the same year, the Ministry of Justice established the National Council
for Women'’s Rights to integrate gender issues into the field of Health?,

The government in Brazil has been currently emphasizing transversal policies, with the Gender and Race Equity
Plan for 2024-2025 emerging as a key initiative. The plan seeks to implement actions that promote diversity and tackle
the challenges within this process?®. However, there is a lack of studies examining the implementation of these
transversal policies within the socio-educational system, especially regarding the entry of young offenders into the
system. This is evident in the experience shared above, which highlights the significant challenges faced by a transsexual
woman who endured a traumatic experience in a male facility.

When applying Meleis’ theory, particularly in relation to process indicators, this experience impacts both the
individual’s health and well-being, as well as the risks and vulnerabilities encountered during their transition. The
transfer of the teenage girl to the UIF (female unit) aligns with the outcome indicators proposed by the theory,
emphasizing the importance of trust-building and fostering new perspectives for a healthy transition4.
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Finally, it is important to highlight that transitions are not experienced the same way, even in similar

circumstances. For the adolescent girls who participated in this study, the shift from freedom to a new condition
[deprivation of liberty] may lead to an awareness of both the changes they have already experienced and those still to
come. Therefore, awareness is a key element for a healthier transition. However, experiences are subjective, and each
adolescent has her own unique pace in navigating the transition and understanding how it impacts her.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The study offered an opportunity to analyze and understand the experiences of adolescents deprived of liberty,

as well as the transitions they undergo throughout this process. It aimed to explore the complexity of these transitions
through Afaf Meleis’ theoretical framework, with a focus on developmental transitions.

Scientific research that has adopted the theory of transitions as a theoretical framework aligns with one of Meleis’

key assertions: transitions are a key focus for nurses, particularly when they impact health or when the response to the
transition is influenced by health-related behaviors.

Another key aspect highlighted in scientific studies applying the theory discussed here is the focus on exploring

and reflecting on the nurse’s role in supporting and guiding individuals through transition processes. Therefore, this
highlights the importance of a theoretical framework that guides nursing professionals, both in their research efforts
and in providing effective care.
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