
Chapter 11: Labeling Theory and Conflict/Marxist/Radical Theories of Crime    299

Although some might add to, or modify, these 
assumptions, the above represent a comprehen-
sive analysis of labeling theory as it is generally 
discussed and used in criminological theory, 
research, and policy.40

Evaluating 
Labeling Theory

Research on Labeling Theory
Researchers from various disciplines have con-
ducted empirical studies of labeling theory
using different types of research methods. In
the field of criminal justice, a central focus of 
research for a number of studies was the pro-
cess of deviance amplification due to labeling
an individual as a criminal or a delinquent. 
Examples of this line of research include exam-
ining the relationship between the severity of 
a juvenile court disposition and future offend-
ing,41 parental labeling and delinquency,42 per-
ceived teacher disapproval and subsequent delinquency,43 racial differences between 
negative labeling and criminal behavior,44 labeling youth as delinquent or mentally ill 
based on their dress or taste in music (e.g., punk, heavy metal) and future criminal behav-
ior,45 the effects of processing status offenders and subsequent delinquent behavior,46 and 
the influence of formal police intervention and increase in criminal involvement.47

As mentioned previously, research from various disciplines has used labeling theory to study 
different types of phenomena. Using a field experimental method, Richard Schwartz and 
Jerome Skolnick examined the effect of an employee’s criminal court record on the reac-
tions of potential employers.49 The researchers constructed four employment folders that 
differed only with respect to the applicant’s reported record of criminal court involvement. 
The results revealed that only one employer demonstrated an interest in the convicted folder, 
three in the tried-but-acquitted folder, six in the tried-but-acquitted folder (including a letter 
from the judge), and nine in the no-criminal-record folder. The researchers concluded that 
“the individual accused but acquitted has almost as much trouble finding even an unskilled 
job as the one who was not only accused of the same offense, but also convicted.”50

Rosenhan examined how the label of “insanity” can influence the behavior and percep-
tions of hospital staff.51 Eight individuals from various backgrounds, but deemed “sane,” 
applied for admission to different mental hospitals. Upon their arrival at the hospitals, 
each individual pretended to hear voices, a symptom of schizophrenia. When questioned 
about their backgrounds and significant life events, they all gave truthful and accurate 
responses. All but one individual was labeled schizophrenic. After their admission, these 
individuals were responsible for demonstrating their sanity. The various hospital staff 
treated them as schizophrenic patients. Subsequently, these individuals were discharged 
from the hospital, with a diagnosis of schizophrenia “in remission.”

Critiques of Labeling Theory
There have been various critiques of labeling theory, including the following:

1. The various propositions to be tested are not adequately specified. This lack of
specificity does not allow researchers to empirically examine the relationship

1. According to Tannenbaum, the social reaction to illegal
behavior is designated as the __________.

2. A person engaging in __________ behavior perceives
the behavior as bad; this individual, however, does not
perceive himself or herself as a bad person.

3. Becker maintained that the __________ is when an
individual has been identified as disobeying the rules but 
did not violate the rules.

4. When an individual is given a new personal identity, the
most dramatic way of initiating this process is through a 
public __________, such as a criminal trial.
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