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whether or not we will commit deviant acts. One interac-
tionist approach, differential association theory, describes 
how people learn to commit delinquent acts through their 
social relationships with peers and family members.

Differential association theory focuses on the process 
of learning deviant behavior from those with whom we 
interact (e.g., family, peers, and fellow employees) (Hagan 
2011; Sutherland, Cressey, and Luckenbil 1992). Helena, 
for example, came to be surrounded by people who made 
dropping out of school and other delinquent acts seem 
normal. If her close friends and siblings were also sexually 
active as teens, her teen pregnancy might not be remark-
able and might even be a source of some prestige with her 
group of peers.

According to differential association theory, the possi-
bility of becoming deviant depends on four factors related 
to associating with a deviant group: the duration of time 
spent with the group, the intensity of interaction, the fre-
quency of interaction, and the priority of the group in 
one’s friendship network (Sutherland et al. 1992). If people 
have regular and frequent exposure to deviance among 
their longtime, close friends, they are likely to learn to 
behave in deviant ways.

Some theorists contend that life in poverty often 
involves immersion in a distinctive subculture in which 
poor people learn delinquent behavior patterns through 
socialization. The values, beliefs, norms, and practices that 
have evolved in poor communities over time can often 
encourage violation of laws. Just as upper-class youth 
learn norms that help them succeed in middle- and  
upper-class areas of society, lower-class youth may learn 
other behaviors that help them survive in their poor 
neighborhoods but that those with privilege have defined 
as delinquent and criminal (Bettie 2003; Chambliss 1973). 
The reality is that youth from all social classes commit 
crimes—but those crimes may be different and be per-
ceived differently by those close to the young offenders.

Elijah Anderson’s (2000) book, Code of the Street, 
describes two types of groups that coexist in poor neigh-
borhoods: decent people and street people. Street-
oriented people learn a code of the street that involves 
hanging out on the street with peers; seeking immediate 
gratification through sex, violence, and drugs; and adopt-
ing a certain look with their clothes and jewelry—an 
image expected by the group. Peers become more impor-
tant than society’s social control agents. Decent families 
accept mainstream values and often find support systems 
in church communities or other organizations. In order 
to survive in such neighborhoods and avoid violent sanc-
tions from street-oriented peers, however, those from 

decent families may dress and carry themselves in a way 
that conforms with the street-oriented image. The result 
is that other members of society, including the police, 
view both the street oriented and those from decent fami-
lies as deviant (E. Anderson 2000).

As mentioned, we know that members of all social 
classes commit crimes, and no socioeconomic class has a 
monopoly on violence, corruption, or dishonesty. 
However, labeling theory explains why some individuals 
and groups are more likely to be caught and punished for 
deviance.

Symbolic Interaction Approaches to Deviance: 
Labeling.  Labeling theory explains how people can be 
labeled deviant after committing a deviant act, which can 
then lead them to carry out further acts that reflect that 
label. Labels (such as juvenile delinquent) are symbols 
that have meanings affecting an individual’s self-concept 
and the way others see the individual.

Labeling theorists define two stages in the process of 
becoming a deviant. Primary deviance is a violation of a 
norm that may be an isolated act or an initial act of rule 
breaking, such as a young teenager shoplifting something 
on a dare by friends. Most people commit acts of primary 
deviance. However, many of us avoid being labeled deviant 
when we commit one of these primary acts. Remember 
how you marked the deviant behavior test that you took  
at the beginning of this chapter? If you have engaged in 
deviant acts, you were probably not labeled deviant for  

According to differential association theory, people who abuse 
drugs, like this young woman, tend to learn this behavior through 
close associations with other illicit drug users. They come to see the 
drugged state as enjoyable and learn the techniques for using them.
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