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the offense. If you had been so labeled, you might not be in 
college or taking this class.

If an individual continues to violate a norm and begins 
to take on a deviant identity because of being labeled as 
deviant, this is referred to as secondary deviance. 
Secondary deviance becomes publicly recognized, and the 
individual is identified as deviant, beginning a deviant 
career. If a teenager like Helena is caught, her act becomes 
known, perhaps publicized in the newspaper. She may 
spend time in a juvenile detention center, and parents of 
other teens may not want their children associating with 
her. Employers and store managers may refuse to hire her. 
Soon, there are few opportunities open to her because oth-
ers expect her to be delinquent. The teen may continue 
performing the deviant acts and associating with delin-
quent acquaintances, in part because few other options are 
available. Society’s reaction, then, is what defines a deviant 
person and may limit options for that person to change the 
label (Lemert 1951, 1972).

The process of labeling individuals and behaviors takes 
place at each level of analysis, from individual to society. If 
community or societal norms and laws define a behavior 
as deviant, individuals are likely to believe it is deviant. 
Sanctions against juvenile delinquents can have the effect 
of reinforcing the deviant behavior by (a) increasing alien-
ation from the social world, (b) forcing increased interac-
tion with deviant peers, and (c) motivating juvenile 
delinquents to positively value and identify with the devi-
ant status (Kaplan and Johnson 1991).

A self-fulfilling prophecy occurs when a belief or a  
prediction becomes a reality, in part because of the pre
diction. A false perception of a person, perhaps based on a 
stereotype, can become true if it provokes behavior that  
fulfills that false perception or stereotype. For example, 
James is 8 years old and already sees himself as a “bad” kid 
who will end up in prison, just like his father, whom he has 
never met. His mother tells him he was born “bad” because 
he resembles his father, and his teachers and peers tell him 
he is “bad” because he struggles in school. In keeping with 
the idea of a self-fulfilling prophecy, James accepts the label 
and acts accordingly, refusing to do his homework and 
stealing other kids’ lunch money. Unless someone—such  
as an insightful teacher—steps in to give him another 
image of himself, James is likely to end up in prison—not 
because he was born “bad” but because he was treated by 
others as if he were bad and learned that image of himself 
(Merton 1948).

Thinking Sociologically
What labels do you carry? How do you know you 
carry these labels? How do they affect your self- 
concept and behavior?

A major explanation for why certain individuals and 
groups are labeled deviant has to do with their status and 
power in society—a concern of conflict theory. Those on 
the fringes, away from power—the poor, minorities, mem-
bers of new religious movements, or others who, in some 
way, do not fit into the dominant system—are more likely 
to be labeled as deviants. On the other hand, because the 
powerful have the influence to define what is acceptable, 
they tend to avoid the deviant label. Their behavior, even 
when it has a negative impact on society, is less likely to be 
labeled as deviant or criminal.

A study by William J. Chambliss illustrates the  
process of labeling in communities and groups. Perhaps 
during your high school years, you witnessed situations 
similar to that described in his study (Chambliss 1973). 
Chambliss looked at the behavior of two small peer groups 
of boys and at the reactions of community members  
to their behavior. The Saints, boys from “good” families, 
were some of the most delinquent boys at Hannibal  
High School. Although the Saints were constantly occu-
pied with truancy, drinking, wild driving, petty theft,  
and vandalism, none was officially arrested for any mis-
deed during the 2-year study. The Roughnecks, who  
were from less affluent families, were constantly in trouble 
with the police and community residents, even though 

Shoplifting, when done by young people without a criminal record, 
provides an example of primary deviance.
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