



Stated by Kurt (2021) the constructivist approach is founded on the idea that individuals actively participate in their learning process and generate knowledge through their experiences. As a result, each individual considers their experience and combines new ideas with past knowledge as events unfold. Therefore, individuals develop schemas to arrange their newly learned information. This essay will analyse and evaluate two constructivism theories: Differential Association and Labelling Theory, by comparing and looking at their strengths and weaknesses. The purpose of these theories is to explain how and why individuals participate in deviant behaviour. Moreover, this essay will compare constructionism and the behaviorist/cognitive ‘social learning theory’. According to the social learning hypothesis, social conduct is learnt by observing and copying the behaviour of others (Loop, 2018). Whereas, according to social constructionism, traits often believed to be unchangeable, such as gender, ethnicity, class, ability, and sexual orientation, result from human definition and interpretation influenced by cultural and historical settings (Kang, 2012). As a result, deviant behaviour is formed within society, where all crime is considered deviant, but not all deviant behaviour is considered criminal (National University, 2023).

According to Nickerson (2022), Deviance is a behaviour, quality, or viewpoint that differs from the social norm and causes an adverse response in a specific group. In other terms, it refers to conduct that deviates from accepted social or cultural standards. It involves actions that generate disapproval and come under societal scrutiny. Criminal activity in society is also a factor (Nickerson, 2022). Deviant behaviour can therefore be defined as any action that violates the law or accepted social standards. For example, lying could also be considered deviant behaviour. Haefner (2011) states that lying diminishes a person's self-worth and could harm personal relationships. Therefore, regardless of the lie's motivation or lingering consequences, even the most straightforward lie may be deemed deviant behaviour. This essay will be analysing different types of theft and robbery and how they are constructed as more or less deviant within differently societies.



Damaschin (2014) states that Social constructionism is a sociology and communication knowledge theory that explores the formation of collectively built worldviews. Social constructionism may be described as the belief that a significant portion of human existence occurs as it does because of social and interpersonal forces. Even though genetically inherited elements and sociocultural variables are at play, social constructionism does not reject the impact of genetic inheritance but instead focuses on examining the social impacts on communal and individual life (Damaschin, 2014).

According to Brookes (2021) in 1939, Sutherland developed the differential association theory. The theory describes how individuals develop their attitudes, tactics and motivation for illegal activity as a result of their environment and encounters with others. For example, the Cambridge Study on delinquency development by Farrington supports the differential association hypothesis of offending. As stated by Farrington, et al (2006) the research began in 1961, which examined the development of offending and antisocial behaviour in 411 8-year-old South London boys from working-class, impoverished neighbourhoods. Up to age 50, the researchers examined official records of convictions and self-reports of offences. According to Farrington, et al (2006) the study concluded that 41% of the subjects had at least one conviction. Furthermore, family crime, low academic achievement, poverty, and poor parenting were the most critical childhood risk variables at ages eight to ten for later offending. Therefore, research indicates that families and communities with criminal norms may generate further criminals; even so, their illegal acts may connect to those they have previously learned.

One benefit of the differential association approach is that it applies to people of all ages, not only children and those from lower socioeconomic classes. However, the argument that criminal behaviour can only be developed from connection with other criminals is a frequent critique of the differential association approach (Singh, 2023). It disregards instances in which self-driven and individualistic individuals may nonetheless be motivated to commit a crime. In contrast, Chuang (2021) stated that constructivist learning implies that individuals are self-motivated through their knowledge development with personal experiences instead of just passively absorbing information.

Now looking at the labelling theory, according to Shulman (2005) the theory addresses how social groups establish and use classifications of deviant conduct. The theory determined how deviant labels are formed, how certain social groups acquire the authority to impose deviant labels on individuals, and the repercussions of being labelled as deviant (Shulman, 2005). According to Becker (1974), people learn to recognise their labels and behave in ways that reflect them. The human science of wrongdoing and aberrance is related to this notion. By declaring someone criminally depraved and treating them as such might encourage deviant behaviour, resulting the individual to be more inclined to react adversely in return (Becker, 1974).

This might be because when people lack social support from normal society, they may gravitate to deviant societies where having a deviant label is respected (Nickerson, 2021). Nonetheless, as stated by Bernburg, et al (2006) this may provide justifications, attitudes, and opportunities that make engagement in these networks a risk factor for future deviant conduct. Unfortunately, as stated by Nickerson (2021) labelling may result in rejection and avoidance of relationships with others who are not deviant. Those categorised as deviant would therefore seek connections with others with similar self-concepts. According to Burke (2009), the labelling approach's strength is in its capacity to examine social reality's ignored facets, provide suggestions for further study, and therefore supplement other theoretical stances. On the other hand, others contend that labelling theories do not adequately characterise deviance. According to Gibbs (1966), labelling theorists assert that a behaviour is only considered deviant if a specific reaction occurs. However, they also refer to primary and secret deviants and suggest that some individuals can engage in deviant behaviour without experiencing negative consequences.

Similarly, the differential association theory shares similar results stating that being able to associate and interact with deviant individuals more readily causes abnormal attitudes and actions to spread across the group, leading to further deviance (Cullen and Wilcox, 2010). According to the Differential Association Theory, a deviation is established through social encounters with other deviants. Whereas, according to the Labelling Theory, when someone is classified as deviant, their behaviour becomes more deviant. Unfortunately, the labelling theory's testability is a further criterion compared to the differential association theory, as it is challenging to verify the theory experimentally (Karimu, 2015).

Stated by McLeod (2016) Albert Bandura's social learning theory emphasises monitoring, modelling, and replicating the behaviours, and attitudes of others. The theory examines how environmental and cognitive variables interact to impact individual behaviour. According to McLeod (2016) Bandura’s theory suggests that children are especially attuned to the behaviour of others around them including their parents, children's television, educators, family, and friends. Therefore, they may subsequently replicate the observed behaviour. However, according to Chuang (2021) in implementing constructivist learning theory, individuals are self-directed and build knowledge via personal experiences. As determined by the differential association theory, individuals would commit theft due to their knowledge development through associating themselves with others that carry out similar actions. As for the labelling theory, once individuals associate themselves with others who carry out theft, they begin to carry out similar actions because of being labelled as one and for acceptance within a particular social group. Therefore, it is evident that the comparison between a sociological and psychological theory is that social constructivism entails social contact for knowledge formation. Whereas, in a psychological setting looking at the social learning theory, simulated encounters in a group setting are required for individuals to gain knowledge, rather than having social contact with others for a learner to acquire behaviours (Chuang, 2021). Overall, it is important to remember that several psychological, biological, and social theories explain why individuals participate in deviant conduct, in addition to the theories mentioned previously. However, as stated by Hartney (2022) several more factors contribute to deviant behaviour, including genetics, personality, upbringing, environment, and social influences. Therefore, it is crucial to remember that different cultures interpret what is deemed deviant differently as well as the cause for the behaviour.

According to Anderson (2017) the study of what people perceive to be immoral, abnormal, and revolting is the focus of the sociology of deviance. Deviance encompasses the most extensive range of such behaviours, not only unlawful acts however, any behaviours or attitudes that members of a social group perceive to be outside their standards of the norms. For example, some individuals are comfortable with actions and behaviours that others might find repulsive. As the differential association theory states, an individual's techniques and motive for criminal conduct would be accepted by those that share similar goals or are acquainted with that kind of behaviour (Brookes, 2021). Even when the majority sees a person as deviant for misbehaving, others may differ regarding the cause of their deviance. As stated by Hartney (2022) what is considered deviant is interpreted differently by other cultures. For instance, shoplifting to provide for a family may be seen as less deviant than shoplifting for an individual’s own desire or pleasure with no moral motive. Despite the fact that the same crime is being committed, society would contrast the degree of deviance. For example, individuals who live in an area with a high theft rate like Chicago (Young, 2022) would not see it as wrongdoing since everyone else is doing it. In contrast, a person who lives in a country with an extremely low theft rate, such as Switzerland (Chukwuemeka, 2022), might respond and construct the level of deviance for theft differently. Therefore, the level of deviance for theft varies among societies, as do their norms and standards.

As stated by Darlong (2019), deviant behaviour may result from an individual's failure to adhere to societal norms, and unfortunately, their inability to comply could lead to other deviant behaviours. Evidently, the labelling and differential association theory determines this by stating how deviant individuals seek for acceptance by associating themselves with others who are also seen as deviant (Brookes, 2021., and Bernburg, et al., 2006). Therefore, research indicates that different acts may be seen as normal behaviour, whereas other social groups may consider them to be deviant. As stated by Langford and Williams (2022) it is not unusual for a behaviour that was formerly regarded deviant to become accepted within the same society. Nonetheless, those considered deviant might not know better than to exhibit those behaviours (Anderson, 2017). 

Additionally, Hartney (2022) mentioned two types of socially unacceptable behaviours categorising them as informal and formal deviance. Anything regarded as socially unacceptable and unsuitable is an informal variety of deviance. In contrast, formal deviant behaviour includes violations of codified laws, regulations, and other restrictions. Instances of informal deviant conduct are socially objectionable but not illegal. For example, arriving late for work, not returning borrowed things and dishonesty (Langford and Williams, 2022). Whereas formal deviant behaviour is often categorised as crimes that are punished accordingly. As stated by Langford and Williams (2022), although some of these behaviours are seen to be less dangerous, others are to be the most deviant. These actions consist of Murder, Rape, Fraud, Violence, Robbery and Theft.

According to Herring (2014), when a defendant steals something from someone else to permanently deprive them of it, they have committed theft. This might refer to a shoplifter, a pickpocket, a vehicle thief, or a worker stealing from their place of employment (Sentencing Council, 2023b). In contrast, Herring (2014) mentions that robbery entails using force by the defendant during or just after carrying out a theft. Moreover, if the defendant makes the victim believe that force will be used but refrains from doing so, a robbery has still been committed. As the Sentencing Council (2023b) stated, these might include muggings on the street or robberies of businesses, stores, or security vehicles. Although both acts achieve the same result, robbery is considered more deviant than petty theft due to the use of force and threatening behaviour (Williams, 2022). For example, the maximum punishment for theft of items valued at less than £200 is a fine and/or a six-month imprisonment (Sentencing Council, 2023a). However, if force or threating behaviour was used to carry out the offence, the crime would be elevated to robbery, and the maximum sentence could be life in prison (Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). Evidently, this establishes that the same crime with the same intent has varying degrees of deviation. 

According to Gotter (2017), some individuals steal due to the inability to survive on their own. Some people steal only for excitement, while others do it to make up for a physical or emotional gap in their life. Theft may also be motivated by jealousy, poor self-esteem, or peer pressure. Social factors such as feelings of exclusion or neglect may also contribute to theft. In addition, individuals may steal to demonstrate their independence, to rebel against their family or friends, or due to a lack of respect towards themselves or others (Gotter, 2017). As determined by the labelling theory, when people recognise their labels, they tend to act under them (Bernburg, 2019). Therefore, declaring someone criminally corrupt and treating them as such may encourage the individual to react through the use of deviant behaviour.

Clarkson (1993) asserts that there is a clear contrast between stealing and gaining something dishonestly. The article distinguished between "involuntary" and "voluntary" transfers. Involuntary refers to theft committed without one's will or purpose. For example, the societal term for a child who was asked to hold a piece of jewellery and then left without realising they were still in possession of it is "nicked." In contrast, voluntary suggests that the theft was committed knowingly and willingly, with a purpose (Clarkson, 1993). For instance, an adult who puts another person's jewellery in their pocket before leaving would be deemed to have "stolen" it, and some would argue that they should be punished accordingly. Hence, research reveals that society might evaluate and label the same crime differently owing to the use of vocabulary that conveys differing degrees of deviance. The terminology that differs in the degree of deviance for the same action exhibits the labelling theory. Gibbs (1966) stated that the labelling theory declares that behaviour is considered deviant only when a reaction occurs. Therefore, looking at involuntary and voluntary transfers, the majority of society would perceive voluntary as more deviant because the ones carrying out the theft know what they are doing and are doing it for a personal desire.


To conclude, the essay has determined social constructionism theory and the differences between the differential association and labelling theory ideas to how and why individuals actively participate in their learning process and generate knowledge through their experiences in further developing deviant behaviour. The differential association theory proposes that deviation is acquired through encounters with other deviants (Brookes, 2021). In comparison, the labelling theory asserts that classifying a person as a deviant leads to confirming deviant conduct (Shulman, 2005). However, both share similarities in that they are social constructionism theories. This essay has demonstrated how different societies determine different levels of deviance, ‘informal’ and ‘formal’ (Hartney, 2022), in criminal and non-criminal acts through the differential association and the labelling theory. This suggests that all crime is considered deviant, but not all deviant behaviour is seen as criminal. For example, the comparison between the level of deviance, ‘involuntary’ and ‘voluntary’ in theft and robbery (Clarkson, 1993), determined that the same offence can be committed; however, robbery, exhibiting forced and threatening behaviour, is considered more deviant than theft. However, a robbery has been committed even if the offender convinces the victim that force will be used but refrains from doing so. Therefore, even when the same crime is committed, society would contrast the level of deviation (Hartney, 2022). As determined, the labelling theory addresses this by stating that a behaviour is only considered deviant when a societal reaction occurs (Gibbs, 1966).
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