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 The role of the media in deviancy amplification and the creation of moral panics.

Concepts
There are a number of concepts that can be used to discuss media amplification and moral panics. In 
order to access the top mark bands it is important to use the language of sociology.

Students can use the digital resource or you could make a printable resource by printing out the blank 
table below.

Using resources such as textbooks, class notes and the internet complete the following table. Try to 
identify an example and a sociologist/s connected to the concept.

Concept Definition Example Sociologist/Theory

Deviance

Deviancy amplification

Folk devil

Labelling

Moral panics
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Suggestions
Concept Definition Example Sociologist/Theory

Deviance An act or behaviour 
that goes against the 
dominant norms and 
values. It may or may 
not be illegal. 

Murder – illegal and 
deviant.

Going to a wedding 
unwashed and in old 
torn clothes –deviant 
but not illegal.

Interactionism

Deviancy 
amplification

The way the media 
exaggerates a deviant 
act which leads to 
further acts of the 
same kind. Thereby 
reinforcing the 
deviance. 

Mods and rockers
Hoodies
Gangs
Hippies

Wilkins (1967)

Later used by Cohen 
(1972) in his study of 
mods and rockers.

Folk devil The people who the 
media believe are 
doing deviant acts 
and whom they, the 
media, then amplify 
what they are doing. 

Mods and rockers

Hippies

Hoodies

Cohen (1972)

Young (1971)
Young used Becker’s 
Labelling Theory as 
the basis of his study of 
hippies.

Fawbert (2008)
Listen to Thinking 
Aloud Wednesday 27th 
February 2008.
Laurie Taylor’s 
interview with Jack 
Fawbert.
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Concept Definition Example Sociologist/Theory

Moral panics Moral panics occur 
when the public 
become concerned 
about the activities 
of a group and at the 
same time the media 
is exaggerating and 
sensationalising the 
activities of the said 
group

Mods and rockers

Raves/ravers

Cohen (1972)

Hall (1978)

Goode and Ben-Yehuda 
(1994)

Thornton 
Brown (2012)

McRobbie (1994)

Follow on task

Have students make revision cards for all the sociologists cited in the table above and any others they 
come across in their wider reading and/or class work.

Moral panics
Use the printable resource for students to complete the following task:

Using the definition in the concepts table and further reading complete the following task.

To what extent do you think there is a moral panic about: 

• Asylum seekers?

• Jimmy Saville and other child abusers?

• Benefit claimants?

Write a brief paragraph on each explaining why there might be a moral panic about them.

NB In the exam it is important to be able to cite examples and link those examples to the concept/theory 
being discussed. 

Deviancy amplification
Wilkins introduced the concept in the 1960s. His deviancy spiral has been subsequently used by various 
sociologists to help explain moral panics in general as well as particular examples of moral panics.

Cohen argued that there were a number of groups involved in the way/s in which deviance is amplified 
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and the subsequent emergence of a moral panic. He argued the most important of these groups was the 
mass media. 

Use the printable resource and place a deviant act in the top box of the diagram then have students 
cut out the cards and place them on the diagram to identify the stages that might occur once a 
deviant act has taken place.

For a more difficult task you could print out the diagram, place a deviant act at the top and have 
students fill in the other boxes rather than giving them the cards.

Deviance Amplification Spiral 
Use the printable resource to have students consider to what extent they agree with Jock Young that 
‘Labels, Folk Devils and Moral Panics actually generate more crime’.

Theoretical explanations of media 
amplification of deviance
NB Students should have knowledge and understanding of theories that underpin all the main aspects 
of the mass media.

Marxists versus functionalists.

At AS they should be able to assess one theory with another in order to access the AO3 marks.

• Identify some key points of a Marxist explanation of the amplification of deviance.

• Name at least two Marxist sociologists to support your points and use Marxist concepts

Suggestions

Marxism

• Althusser argued the mass media was part of the Ideological State Apparatus. This together 
with other areas of society such as education and religion help to reinforce that society is ‘fair’. 
It supports the economic base and leads to the working class having a false class consciousness. 

• Hall argues that the creation of folk devils and moral panics serve to divert the attention of 
society from major issues. For example the so called increase in mugging in the 1970s diverted 
attention away from the crisis that was occurring in capitalism and the rise in unemployment at 
the time. The moral panic about mugging frightened people. This fear allowed the bourgeoisie 
to use black people as scapegoats for unemployment.

• Deviancy amplification serves to divide society thereby enabling the bourgeoisie to maintain 
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control. The media effectively distracts people from poverty, poor housing, unemployment all 
of which lead to social inequalities in society.

• The proletariat agree to increase policing which inevitably leads to increased control of the 
proletariat.

Functionalism

• The media is part of a pluralist society, no one person, group or organisation controls it. There 
is no evidence that the bourgeoisie intentionally create moral panics in order to exercise greater 
control over people.

• It offers the opportunity for people to have their say.

• Moral panics occur because the social issues they are predicated on really do exist and people 
are really concerned. 

They should add the names of sociologists to support the three bullet points above.

Follow on Task 

Now use the arguments of the interactionists to evaluate the two above. 

NB A key idea of interactionists is labelling. They argue the amplification of deviance leads to certain 
groups and certain behaviours being labelled in a negative way.

Refer to specific sociologists to support your points.

Useful resources for this section

NB Those with an asterisk are more appropriate for teachers than students.

Cohen, S. (1972) Folk Devils and Moral Panics. The Creation of Mods and Rockers, London: MacGibbon & Kee.

*Goode, E. and Ben-Yehuda, N. (1994) Moral Panics. The Social Construction of Deviance, Oxford: Blackwell.

Hall, S et al (1979) Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State and Law and Order.  Macmillan.

*Munro, E. (2011) Munro Review of Child Protection. Final Report: A Child-Centred System, London: Department 

of Health.

*Young, J. (2009) ‘Moral Panic: Its Origins in Resistance, Ressentiment and the Translation of Fantasy into 

Reality’, British Journal of Criminology, 49 (1): 4-16.


