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their rate of delinquency was about equal to that of  
the Saints.

What was the cause of the disparity in the labeling of 
these two groups? Community members, the police, and 
teachers alike labeled the boys based on their percep-
tions of the boys’ family backgrounds and social class. 
The Saints came from stable, White, upper-middle-class 
families; were active in school affairs; and were precol-
lege students who everyone expected would become pro-
fessionals. In fact, the Saints almost all did become 
professionals, living up to their images in the commu-
nity. On the other hand, the general community feeling 
was that the Roughnecks would amount to nothing. They 
carried around a negative label that was hard to change. 
Two Roughnecks ended up in prison, two became coaches, 
and little is known of the others. For a number of these 
boys, the prophecy became self-fulfilling (Chambliss 
1973). Labels are powerful and can stigmatize an individ-
ual—branding the person with a negative mark that dis-
credits a person’s claim to a “normal” identity.

Rational Choice Approaches to Deviance.  Rational 
choice theory, as noted in previous chapters, suggests that 
when individuals make decisions, they calculate the costs 
and benefits to themselves. They consider the balance 
between pleasure and pain. Turning to crime is therefore a 
conscious, rational, and calculated decision made after 
weighing the costs and benefits of alternatives. Rational 
choice theorists believe that punishment—imposing high 
“costs” for criminal behavior, such as fines, imprisonment, 
or even the death penalty—is the best way to dissuade 
criminals from choosing the path of crime. When the cost 
outweighs the potential benefit and opportunities are 
restricted, it deters people from thinking that crime is a 
“rational” choice (Earls and Reiss 1994; Winslow and 
Zhang 2008).

Positive sanctions reward those behaviors approved 
by society. This is the reason why schools have honor 
ceremonies, companies reward their top salespeople, 
and communities recognize civic leadership with 
“Citizen of the Year” awards. All these actions enhance 
the rewards for conventional behavior. Negative sanc-
tions (or punishments) increase the cost to those who 
deviate from the norm. They range from fines for traffic 
violations to prison sentences for serious crimes and 
even death in many states for acts considered most dan-
gerous to society.

Applying rational choice theory to crime prevention 
has led to measures that focus on making it harder and 

less rewarding to commit crimes. For example, improved 
lighting, especially at night (making it harder to commit a 
crime unnoticed); marking goods that may be stolen (for 
easy tracking and recovery); and creating positive alterna-
tives to crime (such as summer jobs for teens) make crime 
both harder and less appealing (Clarke 1997).

Thinking Sociologically
Think of a time when you committed a deviant act 
or avoided doing so despite a tempting opportunity. 
What factors influenced whether you conformed to 
societal norms or committed the deviant act?

Meso- and Macro-Level 
Explanations for Deviance
Whereas micro-level interactions can lead a person to 
become and to be labeled as deviant, meso- and macro-
level analysis can help us gain a greater understanding of 
the societal factors leading to deviance. As we have noted, 
meso-level analysis focuses on ethnic subcultures, organi-
zations, and institutions. Macro-level analysis focuses on 
national and global social systems.

Structural-functional theories of deviance include  
(a) social control theory, which focuses on the processes a 
society or a group uses to ensure conformity to its norms and 
expectations; (b) anomie, the breakdown of societal norms 
guiding behavior, which leads to social disorganization;  

Rational choice theorists would note that this little girl is weighing 
the costs and benefits of taking cookies, and the benefits are looking 
pretty sweet!
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