
Rose Slowe was invited to give a talk at the quarterly study day for paediatricians in the East of 

England, on 20 January 2022, concerning youths in the Criminal Justice System. Below is a 

written version of part of her lecture: ‘Criminalising Criminalises: Theorising the impact of 

criminal convictions on youth offenders’. 

 

The concept that criminalising criminalises young people is based on the schools of thought in 

criminology academia called Interactionism and Labelling Theory. 

 

Interactionism refers to the process where people, particularly young people, come to react to their 

own self-image. Self-image, or perception of self, often arises from one’s perception of others’ 

opinions of them. It is widely accepted that one’s view of how others see them comes to be 

extremely important to how they in turn perceive themselves. This is a natural consequence of 

interaction and communication with people around us and within our communities.   

 

One’s view of themself is a fluid concept, particularly in young people and notably more so in 

years of puberty. One’s attitudes, and resulting actions, arising from this self-perception can 

accordingly alter, and more easily at a young and formative age. 

 

Interactionists sometimes invoke the metaphor of the mirror to indicate how a person’s self-image 

is influenced by how we see ourselves reflected by those around us. One’s perceived imaged can 

be reflected back to us through all forms of human interaction. This process takes place most 

commonly through the use of language but can occur through a variety of means, such as body 

language, eye contact or even a sense of judgement. 

 

An objective view of the situation or interaction which is acting as a mirror, to adopt the 

metaphone, is irrelevant. What is important is how that situation is subjectively interpreted and 

perceived by the person who is seeing it as a mirror.  

 

Applying interactionism theorem to the Criminal Justice System, it starts to become apparent why 

the criminalisation of youths criminalises them, at an age when their sense of self is so strongly 

determined by the reflection of themselves that they see in the mirror of society and those around 

them.  

 

This concept was written about as early as 1923, in F Tannenbaum’s article ‘Crime and the 

Community’. In his paper, Tannenbaum talked about the dramatisation of evil. How once a person 

has been stigmatised as a criminal, they see themself as one. The author expands on the 

consequences of this self-perception by explaining that this process begins when people act in a 

way that results in them being seen negatively by members of their society for their actions, and 

that they themselves start to see themselves as bad or evil and act accordingly. Put differently, 

Tannenbaum theorises that ‘bad behaviour’, when reflected back by the eyes of society, turns into 

someone behaving like a ‘bad person’.  

 

As postulated by H Becker in his 1963 publication, ‘Outsiders’, it is society itself that makes 

deviant acts by defining certain acts as deviant and labelling those who commit the acts as deviant 

or outsiders. An act is only effectively deviant if others respond to it as such. Once applied, the 

label of deviant takes a particular significance and overrides other labels one might have attributed 



to themselves. This is more significant in young people who are still developing their own identity 

and sense of self. People, and especially young people, are in turn more likely to associate with 

others of the same label.  

 

In his 1951 publications, ‘Social Pathology’ and ‘Human Deviance, Social Pathology’, E Lemert 

wrote that two questions needed to be asked and answered. First, how does the deviant behaviour 

happen in the first place? Second, what are the consequences of labelling a person as deviant on 

that person’s subsequent behaviour?  

 

Lemert distinguishes between primary and secondary deviance. An individual first 

commits primary deviance. Through a process of labelling that individual is subsequently forced 

to play the role of a deviant. As a reaction to this role assignment (“You are criminal!”), the labelled 

person adapts his behaviour according to the role assigned to him (“Then I am criminal!”). This 

behaviour reaction is called secondary deviance. If primary deviance is not responded to with 

criminalisation, it wouldn’t have any significance as it would not invoke a reappraisal of oneself 

as a person. If, however, primary deviance is labelled as deviant by the Criminal Justice System, 

acts of secondary deviation will occur as a way of dealing with the problems caused by the reaction 

to primary deviance.  

 

Put differently, if a young person offends and is brought before the Criminal Justice System, 

convicted of an offence and by extension criminalised, they are more likely to offend again due to 

the label now attributed to them and the impact that criminalisation will have had on their wider 

life, such as schooling, job opportunities or general acceptance in society. This can be used to 

explain an escalation in criminal acts committed by young people, particularly when taken in 

conjunction with the theory that young people are highly likely to associate with others of the same 

label.   

 

D West & D Farrington note in their 1977 study, ‘The Delinquent Way Of Life’, that most of the 

young boys in the sample who were apprehended, and then convicted of a crime or crimes, were 

more likely to commit further offence later down the line than the boys of an equally delinquent 

background who somehow managed to avoid apprehension from the authorities. 

 

Reoffending rates in England and Wales are higher among young offenders than adult offenders, 

demonstrating that the criminalisation of young people results in further offending more than it 

does with adults, giving weight to the notion that labelling has a greater impact on people during 

the formative years of their youth. 

 

There is a counter argument to all of this, however. Namely, that as most people are not 

apprehended for the first criminal act that they commit, and many earlier acts of low-level criminal 

activity go undetected, one cannot prove causation and say that later criminal conduct was caused 

by being labelled deviant or criminal.  

 

This counter school of thought was articulated by I Taylor et al, in the 1973 publication ‘The New 

Criminology’. The authors suggest that labelling theorists are trying to separate the physical act 

from their social meaning and on the whole people in society are aware of what actions are 

considered wrong with out that act being defined as criminal.  



 

Social circles undoubtably play as crucial a significant a role in criminalising young people as the 

Courts and Criminal Justice System. In the 1994 publication, ‘Role Taking, Role Commitment & 

Delinquency, K Heimer & R Matsueda note that the exposure to the positive attitudes and appraisal 

of your friends and peer group when you act as a violent person has the most significant impact of 

the chance of you becoming violent in the future, far more than other factors usually associated 

with violent crime. 

 

Although there are so many different society causes that lead to youth offending, if we take 

labelling theorem as providing a useful explanation of one contribution towards young people 

becoming repeat offenders, how should this influence policy decisions when it comes to the Youth 

Criminal Justice System? One argument is that the criminal law should involve itself in young 

people’s lives as little as possible because once you get involved in the criminal justice system you 

are more likely to be steered towards a later life of more serious crime. If it is essential to give a 

criminal sanction, the way that the system deals with an individual who has been apprehended for 

the first time is of crucial importance.  

 

The primary purpose of sentence when it comes to youth offenders is rehabilitation as opposed to 

any punitive element. But what if a criminal conviction in and of itself has already hampered that 

prospect of rehabilitation?  

 

Out-of-court disposals can be used for young people who have admitted an offence, but it is not in 

the public interest to prosecute as it is not always appropriate for children that commit a crime to 

be sent to Court. Where appropriate, Youth Offending Teams and the police are doing often 

effective work to keep children who have committed mostly low-level offences out of the formal 

Criminal Justice System.  

 

There are three types of out-of-court disposals for youths who commit low-level offences: 

community resolutions; youth cautions; and youth conditional cautions. The police may issue a 

community resolution alone but in many cases they involve Youth Offending Teams. Community 

resolutions do not constitute a criminal record and are not currently recorded on the Police National 

Computer. For youth cautions and youth conditional cautions, Youth Offending Teams are 

informed and involved in the decision-making process. A youth caution and conditional caution 

remains on a child’s criminal record. It is considered spent, three months after it is imposed for 

youth conditional cautions, but will appear on an enhanced criminal record check unless it is 

filtered. 

 

In a joint Criminal Justice Inspectorate report, published in March 2018, consideration was paid 

to the work undertaken in seven areas of England and Wales to deal with children without going 

to Court, namely using out-of-court disposals. That report found that short-term reoffending rates 

following a community resolution that involved Youth Offending Team intervention were lower 

than those that follow a caution or conditional caution, and both were lower than reoffending 

following a criminal conviction. Put differently, the more a youth was criminalised the more likely 

that they were to commit subsequent criminal acts. That report concluded that Youth Offending 

Teams were often doing good and effective work to make it less likely that children would offend 



again, and to enable them to change their lives for the better. Work to divert children from entering 

the criminal justice system was recognised to be a success story.  


