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LO: To evaluate social action theory explanations of Crime and Deviance

Exam 3 - Crime & Deviance
TITLE: Labelling Theories.

LQs

Why is it difficult to know the causes of crime?

-What is 'labelling' and 'deviancy amplification'?
-How do social action theories explain crime?
-To what extent is Labelling theory convincing?

This is Jamal Jones...
Jamal stabbed and killed 24 year old Dean Mayley.

Why?

Knowing nothing more, discuss the possible 
explanations for this deviant behaviour?

Think - Pair - Share
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DUE

DUE

Research in detail three case studies you have found about 
labelling within criminal justice cases.
EG: The case of Shannon Matthews: Research this
case first to give you an example then do three more of your 
own. (Note influence of Media as critical).

HOMEWORK
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Social Action theories of crime
Key word Definition

Labelling
The process by which 
agents of social control 
such as the police and 
courts attach negative 
stereotypes to less 
powerful groups.

Can you give an 
example of an act 
that may or may 
not be labelled as 
deviant dependent 
on context?
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Becker (1963):

What 
might 

Marxists say 
about labelling 
and deviance?

Social Action theories of crime

'The deviant is one to whom the label has 
successfully been applied; deviant behaviour is 
behaviour that people so label'

Deviance is a relative  concept and a social construct 
that depends on those with power in society deciding that 
something is deviant.

The labelling process depends on who commits an act, 
when and where they commit it etc. It may also depend 
on the interactions between the actor and the 
police/witness; the middle class can use their cultural 
capital  to talk their way out of trouble more easily. 
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Becker (1963):

How might 
labelling 

lead to a self-
fulfilling 
prophecy?

Social Action theories of crime

Key word Definition

Master Label
The label that takes 
precedence over all 
other labels, e.g. 
criminal, prostitute, 
pedophile. Master 
labels override positive 
labels and may lead to 
nagtive self-image.

Key word Definition

Deviant career

When a person is given 
and accepts the 
master label, 
embracing the deviant 
subculture and 
committing the deviant 
behaviour more.

TASK: Write a short paragraph linking these key 
terms together:

Can you guess what these key terms mean?
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Young (1971) took Becker's ideas and applied them to 
his study of 'hippie' marijuana users in London. He 
noticed that smoking began as a minor event, but over 
time because of the negative labels experienced by the 
hipped assigned to them by the police, the hippies 
'closed ranks' in self-defence.

They were increasingly treated as deviant and separate 
from mainstream society so they acted out the role of 
hippie in a more exaggerated form. The had accepted 
the master label - and a deviant career of buying 
and selling drugs developed as it became hard for 
hippies to enter 'normal' society. The labelling had 
caused more crime. This process is known as deviancy 
amplification .

What 
other 

groups might 
have experienced 
this same process?

Labelling theories of crime:
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Creating rules and labels.
Marxists argue that labels are the product of the ruling class.
Functionalists argue that they reflect the views of the majority and are in 
society's best interests.
Becker argues that rules and labels are actively created by moral 
entrepreneurs. 

Moral entrepreneur:
a person, group or organisation 
with the power to create or 
enforce rules and impose their 
definitions of deviance.

Who might 
be the moral 
entrepreneur in 
different 
situations?
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TASK:
Depict through role-play or story board the 
PROCESS by which a person becomes set 
apart and defined as deviant.
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Primary deviance:
deviance that has not 
been publicly labelled 
as such.

Secondary deviance:
deviance that follows once 
a person has been publicly 
labelled as deviant.

KEY TERMS:

Guess what these key words 
mean and try to explain them in 
relation to labelling theory.
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LEMERT:
Primary deviance is deviance that has not yet been labelled 
as such, for example stealing stationary from work. It becomes 
secondary deviance when the behaviour is publicly exposed 
and the label, and stigma is attached.

This can lead to a master status- a status that overrides all 
other parts of that person's identity. It then becomes very 
difficult to override all other status parts so the person adopts 
that sense of self and it leads to a 'deviant career.' People 
labelled become outsiders and begin to act even like their 
labels.
Identification with the deviant group becomes stronger and 
further deviant behaviour becomes more likely.

Deviant career:
is what arises when people who have been
labelled as deviant find conventional 
opportunities blocked to them, and so are 
pushed into committing further acts.

KEY TERM:

Key word Definition

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/chris-langham-interview-disgraced-actor-opens-up-
about-his-child-sex-abuse-images-conviction-and-why-10457354.html
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Chambliss (1973) 

Can you 
think of any 

parallels in school 
today?

Social Action theories of crime

Saints and Roughnecks - in his 1973 study Chambliss 
found that two groups of similarly deviant boys from 
different backgrounds - the 'saints' (middle class) and 
'roughnecks' (working class) - were seen differently by the 
community. The saints were able to use their cultural 
capital to talk their way out of trouble and committed 
their deviance out of town. The roughnecks were in town, 
labelled as delinquent and accepted their negative label. 
Two escaped this but the rest became serial or serious 
offenders. 

The saints all got middle class jobs. In other words, the 
groups lived up to their labels.
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Criticisms of Labelling theories.
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Criticisms of Labelling theories.

Social action theorists have 
been accused of having too 
much sympathy with criminals 
and not enough for victims.

Too much focus is on the 
labelling process and not on 
the initial deviant act.

Too deterministic - they 
imply that labelling leads 
to a deviant career. 

Marxists accuse them of 
focussing too much on 
the working class and 
ignoring white-collar 
criminality.

What criticisms can
you think of? 



January 20, 2019

Criticisms of Labelling theories:

Akers (1967) criticised labelling theorists for presenting 
deviants as perfectly normal people who are no different 
from anyone until labels are imposed on them. Akers 
argues there must be some reason as to why the label is 
applied to certain groups.

Marxists suggest that labelling theorists don't do a good 
enough job of explaining where labels come from. Who are 
the moral entrepreneurs and how do they get enough 
power to develop rules and labels?
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Mark /10 for each:
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Labelling 10 marker.docx

Essay Title: Applying material from the 
item, analyse two reasons why 
labelling theory may not provide 
an adequate explanation for the 
causes of crime.

Item A Labelling theorists suggest that 
many commit acts of crime and 
deviance, but it is the 
stereotypes and assumptions 
held by the police and other 
agencies of social control that 
influences who gets caught and 
defined as criminal. Officially 
classified criminals are an 
unrepresentative group of 
offenders who have had their 
behaviour labelled as criminal.

Plan this 10 mark question.
You will be writing it fully at the start of next lesson and peer assessing it.

Read the two 
student 
exemplars from 
the spec on a 
different 
question to see 
what is a 
good/not so 
good answer...
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LQs:

Pl
en

ar
y

5 minute 
summary

Labelling is... 

Deviancy amplification takes place 
when...

One criticism of labelling theory is...

In my view, social action theories of 
crime are/aren't convincing because...

-What is 'labelling' and 'deviancy amplification'?
-How do labelling theories explain crime?
-To what extent are social action theories convincing?

LO: To evaluate social action theory explanations of Crime and Deviance


