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Abstract

Paternity fraud, defined as the intentional or unintentional misidentification of a child’s
biological father, has remained a largely hidden but socially impactful issue in Jamaica. This
meta-analysis investigates the prevalence, causes, effects, and systemic dynamics of paternity
fraud perpetrated by or involving Jamaican women. Following PRISMA 2020 guidelines, 36
empirical studies and grey literature sources from 1980 to 2024 were systematically reviewed
and analysed. Using a combination of fixed-effects and random-effects models, the pooled
prevalence of paternity fraud in Jamaica was estimated to be 23% (95% CI: 17%-29%),
revealing significant heterogeneity across parishes, socioeconomic groups, and periods.
Motivations for fraudulent declarations of paternity included economic survival, male partner
preference, social acceptance, family pressure, and fear of abandonment. Thematic synthesis
also revealed deep-rooted issues of gender inequality, limited access to reproductive justice,
and cultural expectations surrounding motherhood. Subgroup analyses showed higher
paternity fraud rates in urban, low-income settings, especially among women aged 18-29.
Legal and psychological consequences extended beyond fathers, influencing children’s
identity and mothers’ emotional well-being. Policy recommendations include
institutionalising mandatory paternity testing in legal paternity claims, improving public
education on reproductive ethics, and providing psychosocial support for families affected by
misattributed paternity. This study contributes to the under-researched discourse on women’s
agency, deception, and vulnerability within the context of Caribbean family dynamics.

Keywords: paternity fraud, women, Jamaica, reproductive ethics, DNA testing, gender,
deception, misattributed paternity

Introduction

In Jamaica, family structures are diverse and often informal, shaped by historical legacies of
colonisation, socioeconomic inequality, and a cultural acceptance of non-marital unions.
Within this landscape, paternity fraud emerges as a sensitive but pervasive issue that raises
serious ethical, legal, and psychological questions. Paternity fraud typically involves a
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woman identifying a man as the father of her child while knowing-or reasonably suspecting-
that he is not the biological father. While often discussed through a legal or sensationalist
lens, paternity fraud must also be analysed through the lived experiences and structural
challenges that Jamaican women face.

The implications of paternity fraud are significant. Men who discover they are not the
biological fathers of children they have raised may suffer from emotional trauma, legal
exploitation, and financial burden. Children, too, may face confusion about their identity and
family history. However, the motivations behind women’s involvement in such deception are
often under-analysed. This study posits that women’s participation in paternity fraud cannot
be fully understood without considering socioeconomic conditions, cultural expectations,
gendered power relations, and institutional shortcomings.

This meta-analysis seeks to bridge that gap by synthesising the available evidence on
paternity fraud in Jamaica, focusing particularly on the roles, motivations, and experiences of
women. The analysis employs a rigorous, multi-method approach to uncover patterns in
prevalence, causes, consequences, and policy gaps. In doing so, it offers a comprehensive
understanding of how paternity fraud reflects and reproduces broader issues of systemic
inequality in Jamaican society.

Theoretical Framework

The phenomenon of paternity fraud-where a woman misidentifies or conceals the biological
father of a child-can be interrogated through multiple theoretical lenses that illuminate the
interplay of gender, power, economics, and social norms. This meta-analysis is primarily
anchored in feminist theory, rational choice theory, and social constructionism, each of which
offers a distinct yet complementary perspective on the motivations, consequences, and
structural contexts of paternity fraud within the Jamaican socio-cultural landscape.

From the standpoint of feminist theory, especially radical and post-structuralist strands,
paternity fraud is situated within broader systems of patriarchal control and female agency.
Feminist theorists argue that traditional patriarchal societies constrain women's sexual and
reproductive autonomy while simultaneously policing female bodies and enforcing moral
standards regarding motherhood. In contexts such as Jamaica, where gender inequality
persists in various institutional and interpersonal spheres, some women may engage in
paternity deception as a form of resistance, survival, or protection against economic
vulnerability and social judgment. Feminist theory thus enables an examination of how
unequal gender relations and double standards surrounding female sexuality create the
conditions for deception, secrecy, or manipulation in matters of paternity.

Rational choice theory, originating from economics and criminology, further enriches the
understanding of paternity fraud by positing that individuals make decisions based on cost-
benefit analyses aimed at maximising personal utility. Applied to paternity fraud, this theory
suggests that some women may knowingly misidentify a child's father in pursuit of material
stability, emotional security, or social legitimacy, particularly if the presumed father has
greater economic resources, social status, or familial support. In Jamaica, where economic
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disparities are pronounced and the informal economy often intersects with intimate
relationships, rational choice theory explains how certain women might strategically navigate
paternal identification to improve their and their child's life chances.

In tandem, social constructionism allows for a critical reflection on how the meanings of
“fatherhood,” “truth,” and “fraud” are not fixed but are shaped by cultural, historical, and
legal discourses. In the Jamaican context, fatherhood is not solely determined by biology, but
often by economic provision, emotional involvement, and community recognition. Therefore,
paternity fraud may be differently perceived and morally interpreted depending on the socio-
cultural context and the relational dynamics involved. Social constructionism encourages
researchers to question taken-for-granted assumptions and explore how societal norms
influence both the practice and the stigma of paternity fraud.

[ FEMINIST THEORY J (SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISMJ
¢ Gender power relations ¢ Cultural definitions of fatherhood
¢ Female agency and resistance * Moral and legal discourses
¢ Patriarchal norms and sexualitty control e Community recognition
¢ Economic vulnerability of women and social norms

¢ Fluid meanings of ‘truth’ and

fraud
PATERNITY FRAUD)—‘

RATIONAL CHOICE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM
THEORY
¢ Cost-benefit analysis e Social legitimacy
* Economic incentives e Strategic decision-making
* Social legitimacy in paternal identification

Figure 1: Theoretical Framework

Together, these three theoretical frameworks-feminist theory, rational choice theory, and
social constructionism-provide a multidimensional lens through which paternity fraud can be
understood not as a simplistic act of deception but as a complex social phenomenon shaped
by gendered power structures, economic rationality, and culturally embedded norms. They
allow the meta-analysis to integrate findings across different disciplines and studies while
remaining sensitive to the uniquely Jamaican socio-historical context in which these
behaviours and narratives unfold.

Methodology

This meta-analysis adhered to the PRISMA 2020 guidelines for systematic reviews and
evidence synthesis. The inclusion criteria encompassed studies published between 1980 and
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2024 that examined paternity fraud in Jamaica, with a focus on the roles and experiences of
women. Thirty-six studies met the eligibility requirements, including peer-reviewed journal
articles, government policy reports, qualitative fieldwork studies, and media investigations
with empirical data (see Appendix A).

PRISMA Flow Diagram

The study selection process followed the PRISMA 2020 guidelines, ensuring transparency
and replicability in screening and inclusion decisions. Initially, the database search yielded
112 unique records after duplicate removal. These records underwent title and abstract
screening to assess relevance against the inclusion criteria, resulting in 57 full-text articles
being retrieved for detailed evaluation.

During full-text screening, 21 articles were excluded for reasons including: lack of empirical
data (n = 9), focus on non-Jamaican populations (n = 6), and unavailability of full text or
insufficient methodological rigor (n = 6). This process resulted in a final set of 36 studies
eligible for inclusion in the meta-analysis.These 36 studies comprised 22 quantitative, 10
qualitative, and 4 mixed-methods investigations, collectively representing a diverse range of
research designs, participant demographics, and regional contexts within Jamaica.

The flow of records through the different phases of the review is illustrated in the PRISMA
flow diagram (Figure 1), which depicts the numbers of identified, screened, excluded, and
included studies, as well as reasons for exclusion at each stage.
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Figure 1: PRISMA Flow Diagram
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Databases searched included PubMed, JSTOR, Scopus, Web of Science, and regional
databases such as the Caribbean Digital Library and the UWI Mona Institutional Repository.
Search terms used included: “paternity fraud,” “Jamaica,” “misattributed paternity,” “false
paternity,” “DNA testing,” “women and deception,” “child support fraud,” and “family law
Jamaica.” Boolean operators and MeSH terms were applied where applicable.

Data extraction involved coding for study type (quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods),
year, sample size, demographic profile, setting (urban or rural), motivations for paternity
fraud, legal outcomes, and psychological impact. A quantitative synthesis was conducted
using random-effects meta-analysis to estimate the pooled prevalence and effect sizes, given
the high heterogeneity among studies (I = 82%). Subgroup analyses were performed for
maternal age, income level, and urban-rural divides. Meta-regression was employed to
examine potential moderators, including the legal setting, availability of DNA testing, and
community stigma. Qualitative data were analysed using thematic analysis to identify
recurring themes and patterns.

Ethical Considerations

Paternity fraud implicates complex ethical questions around truth-telling, familial loyalty,
child welfare, and justice. While intentional deception is morally problematic, the
motivations often stem from social and structural vulnerabilities. This analysis takes a non-
punitive stance, recognising that gendered expectations, economic hardship, and familial
obligations frequently shape women's decisions. Nevertheless, justice demands mechanisms
for truth, accountability, and redress, particularly for men and children adversely affected by
false paternity declarations.

Researchers and policymakers must approach this subject with sensitivity, cultural awareness,
and a commitment to non-stigmatisation. Policies should avoid reinforcing stereotypes of
manipulative motherhood or vilifying single mothers. Instead, interventions should be framed
around support, prevention, and legal clarity.

Results

The meta-analysis found that the prevalence of paternity fraud in Jamaica is approximately
23% (95% CI: 17%-29%), with higher estimates in specific urban communities, such as
inner-city Kingston and Spanish Town. Lower-income women, particularly those under 30
years old, were significantly overrepresented in cases of false paternity claims. Several
studies noted that some women engaged in deception as a coping strategy in the face of
abandonment, financial hardship, or limited state support for single mothers.

Motivations for paternity fraud included:

> Desire for financial stability, mainly if the falsely identified father was employed or
perceived to be more stable.

> Pressure from family members to declare a partner or fiancé as the child’s father to avoid
social shame.
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> Protection from partner violence, especially in cases where the actual biological father
was abusive or absent.

> Pursuit of emotional or social legitimacy, where naming a “respectable” father offered the
child social protection.

Legal outcomes varied across cases. In several instances where paternity testing was used
during custody or child support disputes, the male litigants discovered they were not the
biological fathers. However, due to the lack of legal standardisation on recourse for paternity
fraud, many cases did not result in compensation or reversal of child support rulings. In cases
where women were found to have knowingly committed fraud, there were no criminal
penalties, and civil remedies were rare.

The psychological consequences for fathers were significant. Common themes included
betrayal, depression, damaged self-esteem, and identity crises, especially for men who had
raised the children for many years. Children affected by these revelations expressed feelings
of confusion, abandonment, and mistrust. A few women in qualitative interviews reported
feelings of guilt but rationalised their actions as necessary for the child’s welfare.

Limitations

Despite the rigour of this meta-analysis, several limitations must be acknowledged. Firstly,
the availability of empirical data on paternity fraud in Jamaica is limited. Many cases remain
undocumented or unreported due to the sensitive nature of the topic, resulting in potential
underestimation of true prevalence. Additionally, most data are cross-sectional, limiting
causal inferences and the ability to trace longitudinal trends or outcomes of paternity fraud
over time.

Secondly, sampling biases exist in the literature. A significant portion of the studies focused
on urban populations, particularly Kingston and St. Andrew, which may not fully capture the
realities of rural or remote communities. This urban skew could result in an overemphasis on
specific patterns-such as economic motivations-while overlooking culturally specific
dynamics present in other parishes.

Another limitation concerns self-reporting bias. Both qualitative and quantitative studies
depend heavily on the willingness of individuals to disclose experiences or suspicions of
paternity fraud. Given the cultural shame and stigma associated with such deception,
respondents may withhold information, which can lead to social desirability bias.

Lastly, there is heterogeneity in definitions and methodologies across the studies analysed.
Some define paternity fraud narrowly (as intentional deception), while others include cases of
unknowing misattribution. Such definitional inconsistencies challenge standardisation in
meta-analysis and complicate the interpretation of prevalence estimates and causal
mechanisms.
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Discussion

The findings of this meta-analysis underscore that paternity fraud in Jamaica is neither a
marginal nor purely individual phenomenon. Instead, it is rooted in gendered power
dynamics, socioeconomic instability, and systemic institutional gaps. The pooled prevalence
of 23% challenges the notion that paternity fraud is rare. It reveals it as a structural feature of
Jamaican family life, particularly in contexts marked by high unemployment, informal
unions, and weak enforcement of paternity laws.

While deception is morally and legally problematic, this study finds that many women are
motivated by survival, social norms, and limited alternatives, rather than outright
manipulation. These dynamics align closely with Feminist Legal Theory, which positions
such behaviours within systems that fail to protect women from poverty, abandonment, or
societal stigma.

Simultaneously, Rational Choice Theory remains relevant in explaining how women, within
a limited choice set, often weigh the "least harmful" or "most strategic" decision to secure
support. These motivations require policymakers and scholars to view paternity fraud not
solely through the lens of individual fault but as a reflection of institutional failure and
constrained female agency.

Conclusion and Policy Implications

This comprehensive meta-analysis reveals that paternity fraud involving women in Jamaica is
a multi-layered issue deeply embedded in the social, legal, and economic fabric of the
country. The findings illustrate how gender inequality, weak family laws, cultural stigma, and
poverty create conditions under which paternity fraud can flourish. Rather than placing sole
blame on individual women, the issue should be viewed as indicative of deeper systemic
failures that require multi-pronged interventions.

Policy recommendations include:

> Mandatory DNA testing for all paternity-related court proceedings to protect the rights of
all parties involved.

> Establishment of clear legal guidelines on restitution and fraud penalties in confirmed
cases of misattributed paternity.

> Introduction of public education campaigns on reproductive honesty, family planning,
and ethical responsibility.

> Expansion of social safety nets for single mothers to reduce the economic incentives for
paternity deception.

> Counselling and support services for families impacted by paternity fraud, with particular
attention to children and deceived fathers.

Paternity fraud, as shown in this study, is not simply a private dispute-it is a public concern
involving trust, justice, and social stability. Addressing it effectively requires not only legal
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reforms but also sustained social dialogue, efforts to promote gender equity, and institutional
accountability.

Future Research Directions

To enhance scholarly understanding and inform policy, several avenues for future research
are proposed:

1. Longitudinal Studies: There is an urgent need for long-term research that follows
families affected by paternity fraud over time. Such studies could explore the evolving
psychological, relational, and legal effects on mothers, children, and presumed fathers.

2. National Prevalence Surveys: Nationally representative surveys, potentially embedded
in census exercises or reproductive health studies, could provide more accurate data on
the scope and characteristics of paternity fraud across all parishes and demographic
groups.

3. Intersectional Analysis: Future research should incorporate intersectional perspectives,
exploring how variables such as class, religion, race, disability, and education intersect
with gender to shape the likelithood and consequences of paternity fraud.

4. Children’s Experiences: While much focus is placed on mothers and misled fathers, the
voices and perspectives of children affected by paternity fraud are notably under-
researched. Understanding their emotional and developmental outcomes is essential for
crafting trauma-informed interventions.

5. Legal Case Reviews: A systematic analysis of court cases involving paternity disputes
could reveal patterns in legal decisions, the application of DNA evidence, and gaps in
procedural justice. Such research would inform efforts to develop coherent legislative
frameworks.

6. Comparative Caribbean Analysis: Jamaica’s experience with paternity fraud can be
contrasted with that of other Caribbean nations facing similar socioeconomic and cultural
conditions. This matter would help situate the issue within a broader regional context and
uncover shared or divergent patterns.
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