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Self-categorisations and Shifts in the Delinquent Social Identity 

Angeline Khoo 
Division of Psychological Studies 

NIE/Nanyang Technological University 

Abstract 
This paper presents research findings based on self-categorisation theory's concept of the 

variable self (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, and Wetherell, 1987). The idea of a situation
specific or context-dependent self is not entirely new. Skyes and Matza ( 1957) argued that 
delinquents shift in and out of delinquency through techniques of neutralisation. On the other 
hand. Cohen's ( 1955) subcultural theory argued that delinquents develop their own subcultural 
norms. which are the reverse of conventional society's. Labelling theory also implied that the 
delinquent identity is a fixed or stable one. Self-categorisation theory's concepts of personal and 
social identities that exist along a continuum, and the concept of the self as one which changes 
according to the nature of self-categorisations and demands of the situation offer a reconciliation 
of these two perspectives. 

The study discussed in this paper, showed differences in incarcerated delinquents' 
attitudes towards authority and endorsement of neutralisation techniques when different identities 
are salient, that is. when they are in their gang or in their family identities. Specifically, when 
their family identity is salient and when confrontation by authority is private rather than public, 
these delinquents tend to show lower anti-authority attitudes and lesser endorsement of 
neutralisation techniques. However, no differences are found in the private or public 
confrontation by authority when their gang identity is salient. 

Explaining delinquent behaviour: Two apparently contradictory approaches 
In his seminal book "Delinquent Boys", Cohen ( 1955) first presented the idea of 

delinquency as a status problem. an adaptation of lower class boys to problems caused by their 
inability to achieve middle-class standards and accept such norms as ambition, achievement, 
rationality. self-control and respect for property. He stated that delinquent boys reject these norms 
through the process of reaction formation. a rejection of what they really aspire towards, but 
cannot have. Later. Cohen ( 1972) added that such a response has to involve the social group: 

"this delinquent system of values and way of life does its job of problem
solving most effectively when it is adopted as a group solution." 

Hence, the formation of the delinquent subculture, whose norms are a rejection, redefinition and a 
reversal (the new three "R"s) of conventional norms such as hard work and discipline which 
schools embody. 

It is well established that delinquency is inherently group phenomenon. Recent research 
(Johnstone, 1983) showed that gangs tend to recruit members from those who already have a 
history of delinquent behaviOurs. Later. Thornberry, Krohm, Lizotte and Chard-Wierschem, 
( 1993) showed that gang membership serves both to enhance as well as facilitate delinquent 
behaviour. Although there is evidence of a delinquent subculture, the very nature of relationships 
within such a subculture remains controversial. However, although Cohen postulated that gang 
membership is a source of psychological gratification, relationships among members lack 
closeness and stability (Yablonsky, 1962). The confusion perhaps lie in the difference between 
the delinquent's relationship to the subculture as a social group and his relationship with members 
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of his gang within the subculture - a distinction between social and personal identities made by 
self-categorisation theory, which will be elaborated later. 

Delinquents who belong to a gang need not feel a sense of friendship or intimacy; with 
each other; what is important is their identification as members. Such identification earn members 
their delinquent label and reputation, which is in fact becomes part of their social identity, 

"Such labels eventually alter a person's self-image to the point 
where the person begins to identify himself as a delinquent and 
act accordingly." (Shoemaker, 1990) 

Two processes are involved in labeling. The first is a societal response to the behaviour, 
calling it "delinquent" or "criminal". The second involves the reaction of the person who is so 
labeled. The adolescent has the choice of accepting or rejecting the label, to further indulge in 
delinquent acts or to mend his ways. 

Support for the Labeling theory of delinquency is mixed. While there is evidence that 
labeling encourages membership in delinquent gangs, and that delinquents who are sent to court 
have higher rates of subsequent delinquent behaviours, Shoemaker ( 1990) cite studies which 
showed the opposite. For example, Gibbs (1974) found that labeling after court processing in fact 
increases the self-esteem of delinquents, but Hepburn ( 1977) found that labeling lowers self
esteem. In fact, a review of research on the self-esteem of delinquents (Koh. 1997) showed that 
contradictory findings. There is no simple answer to the question of whether delinquents have 
low or high self-esteem. 

Underlying the apparent contradictions in delinquency research is the assumption of 
stability. Cohen's delinquent subculture and labeling implies that the delinquent identity is a fixed 
one. It was Sykes and Matza who in 1957. pointed out that this need not necessarily be so. They 
argued that there are delinquents who experience shame and guilt as well as admiration and 
respect for law-abiding persons. In fact, delinquents "drift" in and out of delinquent behaviours 
by employing several methods of rationalizations known as neutralization techniques. 
Delinquency is therefore situational, depending on a particular time, place and setting. These 
techniques are; denial of injury or harm done, denial of the victim, denial of responsibility, 
condemnation of condemners and appeal to higher loyalty. ' 

A social-psychological explanation of delinquency 
The delinquent's ingroup of similar peers is not merely a collection of individual 

delinquents who form a group, but a social identity, or "collectivity", an integral part of his self
image. Cohen ( 1990) explains that 

"membership in collectivities is part of the identities of its members
that is to say, that who we are as individuals ... is constituted in part 
by the fact that we 'belong to' and are 'part of' this or that collectivity, This 
means that the identity of the collectivity - its reputation, its character and 
accomplishments, its rank or standing among other collective actors of the 
same class- becomes part of the identity of its members". 

While social identity theory explains how one's social identity is important because of the value 
and emotional significance attached to that membership because of the group's "positive 
distinctiveness", self-categorisation theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell, 1987) 
outlines the processes involved in the development of one's social identity. More information on 
social identity theory and self-categorisation theory can be obtained from the website at 
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http://www.anu.edu.au/psychology/socpsvch/socident.htm 

An important tenet of self-categorisation theory is the context variability of the self. In 
different situations, we tend to see ourselves as members of social groups or as individuals, 
depending on the salience of the group membership. Self-categorisations are therefore not fixed 
hut vary with the social contexts. 

Applying self-categorisation theory, delinquent behaviours are manifested only when the 
delinquent social identity is salient. In committing delinquent acts, members of the gang act as 
interchangeable units of a collectivity. Any insult or injury inflicted upon one member is thus 
perceived to be inflicted upon all members alike who share that identity. 

Therefore, when their delinquent identity is not salient, adolescents in their personal 
identity as members of their family can be expected to have Jess anti-authority attitudes than 
when they are in their social identity as delinquent ingroup members. Levels of shame and guilt 
as well as self-esteem can also be expected to be different under different social contexts. 

Research evidence: The variability of the delinquent social identity 
The aim of the study presented in this paper is to establish that under different situations, 

delinquents would show different attitudes towards authority and endorsement of neutralisation 
techniques. I 17 male and female inmates who are incarcerated delinquents from two detention 
homes in Singapore participated in the study. 

Participants were presented with a scenario of a school's Parents' day and a vignette of a 
student who breaks the school rules by littering and is confronted by a prefect. The study has a 
2x2x2 design of salience of identity (family and gang), confrontation by authority (public and 
private) and gender (male and female). In the family salience condition, the student in the 
vignette is with his or her family members. In the gang salience condition, the student is with his 
or her gang members. In the private confrontation condition, the prefect calls the student aside 
and quietly tells him to pick up the litter. In the public confrontation condition, the prefect tells 
him to pick the litter in the presence of family or gang members. ' 

Findings 

Findings revealed that regardless of whether delinquents are confronted by authority in a 
private or public setting, there is no difference in their anti-authority attitudes as long as their 
gang identity is salient. However, delinquents are more anti-authority when confronted by 
authority in public when their family identity is salient. In the private confrontation condition,. 
delinquents whose gang identity is salient tend to have greater anti-authority attitudes than those 
whose family identity is salient. As can be expected, male delinquents compared to females, are 
more anti-authority in public than in private. See Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 
Delinquents' anti-authority attitudes in public and private confrontation conditions 
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Similarly, with regard to endorsement of neutralisation techniques delinquents whose 
family identity is salient in the public confrontation condition tend to perceive the target in the 
vignette to have greater endorsement of neutralisation techniques than in the private condition. In 
the public confrontation condition, delinquents whose family identity is salient showed greater 
endorsement of neutralisation techniques than those whose gang identity is salient. However, no 
difference is found their &m..g identity is salient in both family and gang identity salience 
conditions. See Figure 2. 
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Delinquents' endorsement of neutralization techniques 
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Discussion 
The findings of this study have several implications. Firstly, delinquent behaviours have 

to be interpreted in terms of intergroup relationships. Too often, delinquents are dealt with in 
schools on an individual basis without regard for their peer groups. The delinquent's gang 
membership is more than group membership; it is a social identity and an integral part of the 
self, and hence have deep emotional significance. 

The "drift" in and out of delinquent behaviours can be explained in terms of the shift in 
salience of identities from the interpersonal to the intergroup and vice-versa. This variability of 
the delinquent social identity may help to explain the nature of relationships in the gang. On an 
interpersonal level, gang members may not be close, but in the presence of an outgroup such as a 
rival gang. members become more cohesive. It may also help to explain why there are seeming
ly contradictory findings regarding the self-esteem of delinquents. The "positive distinctiveness" 
of the delinquent social identity enhances members' self-esteem, but when this identity is not 
salient, self-esteem decreases as self-derogation increases. 

This changing salience of identity indicates that the delinquent does not have a 
permanent delinquent identity. There are times when the so-labeled delinquent can be law
abiding and respectful of authority. This makes possible the process of "reintegrative shaming" 
which is one outcome of family conferencing. Family conferencing has been practiced with 
success in Singapore juvenile courts since August 1994. In the presence of family members and 
supporters at the family conference, the delinquent has a chance to "activate" and strengthen his 
family identity and develop a sense of shame which helps reintegrate him with his family as well 
as his community. 

A challenge for the schools, in view of recent home-school initiatives, is to have such 
conferences in the school setting as a disciplinary measure, such that the delinquent can develop 
a positive school identity and be reintegrated with members of his class and his school. 

Another challenge for the schools is to help students develop positive social identities 
that are highly recognized (high social status), which can ameliorate the effects of a negative 
home or family identity. 
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