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Akers asserted that we tend to spend more time with individuals who 
reward our behavior. Delinquents and criminals, then, would spend more 
time with other offenders, who would be more prone to reinforce their 
behaviors. The more offenders are rewarded for their offending, the more 
they will continue to engage in those behaviors.

Learning theory has been criticized for being hard to test.101 Also, 
authors have suggested that although the theory is useful in explaining 
group offending when offenses require a great deal of interaction with oth-
ers (like drug use), it does very little to explain individualistic offending 
(like violence).102

Labeling Theory
Labeling theory calls attention to the way that labeling individuals con-
tributes to future offending. The notion of the self-fulfilling prophecy sug-
gests that expectations of individuals, whether positive or negative, may 
lead individuals to meet those expectations. In a similar way, labeling the-
orists suggest that labels assigned to individuals may lead individuals to 
internalize those labels.

Edwin Lemert has discussed two types of deviance: primary deviance 
and secondary deviance.103 Primary deviance refers to acts of deviance when 
no public labeling results from the deviance. Imagine a situation in which 
someone steals an item but does not get caught. In contrast, secondary  
deviance recognizes the effect that being labeled has on self-perceptions and 
refers to behavior that occurs because an individual has already been labeled 

labeling theory: The theory 
that labeling individuals 
contributes to future offending 
and that expectations of 
individuals, whether positive or 
negative, may lead individuals 
to meet those expectations.
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