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The decision to label a behavior as crime will determine whether the 
case continues in the justice process. The “Ethical Decision Making” box 
in this chapter illustrates how decisions are potentially shaped by factors 
beyond legal ones.

Crime as Juvenile Delinquency
Conceptually, different sets of laws exist for adults and juveniles. Most 
states define juveniles as individuals under the age of 18. If an individual 
is over age 18 when he or she commits an illegal act, the act is called a 
crime. If the individual is under age 18, the behavior is labeled juvenile 
delinquency (and the offender is called a juvenile delinquent, as opposed 
to a criminal). Status offenses refers to a class of offenses that are illegal 
for juveniles but not adults. Running away, drinking alcohol, smoking 
tobacco, and skipping school are examples. If one of the authors wanted 
to run away, for instance, there is nothing to stop us from doing so (except 
mortgages and spouses that would . . . well, never mind). If we wanted to 
skip our classes, we’d get in trouble with our bosses, but the police would, 
we hope, not be called. For juveniles, different labels are used to describe 
their illegal behavior and different standards are in place for their conduct. 
As we discuss in later chapters, these different labels and standards are 
also applied through a different set of procedures in the justice process.

´´ Social Perspectives of Crime

Whereas some individuals define crime as violations of the criminal  
law, others focus on how society creates definitions of appropriate and 
inappropriate behavior. From this perspective, crime can be defined as a 

ETHICAL DECISION MAKING

THE PROCESS OF LABELING BEHAVIOR  
AS CRIME

As a college student, you have been hired as a part-time 
security specialist for the campus police department. 
The experience will help you as you think about possible 
careers in criminal justice. Part of your responsibilities 
include walking in the dorms to ensure that residents 
are not breaking laws or dorm policies. One Saturday 
evening, you are walking through the newest dorm on 
campus when you smell smoke coming from one of the 
rooms. You knock on the door and everything gets quiet 
in the room. About a half-minute later a student opens 
the door. You recognize the student immediately as Pat, 
who you sit by in your favorite criminal justice class, but 

you don’t know Pat’s age for certain. You’ve always felt 
a special connection to Pat, although the two of you 
have never talked. As you look in the room, you see 
what appears to be an empty 40-ounce can that once 
contained beer and you smell alcohol on Pat’s breath.

YOU DECIDE

1.	 Has a crime been committed? Explain.

2.	 Should you report the case to the campus police? 
Why or why not?

3.	 What are the ramifications of calling the behavior a 
crime in this situation?

juvenile delinquency: 
Illegal behaviors committed by 
individuals under age 18.

status offenses: A class of 
offenses that are illegal for 
juveniles but not adults.

VIDEO
What I Learned as a 
Kid in Jail


