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conformity. Conformers accept the traditional goals and have the traditional means 
to achieve them. Attending college is part of the traditional means to attain a job, 
an income, and a home. Criminal behavior comes under the innovation category. 
Innovators accept society’s goals, but they don’t have the legitimate means to achieve 
them. They are under a great strain or pressure to achieve these positively valued 
goals and thus innovate by stealing from their boss, cheating on their taxes, or rob-
bing a local store to achieve them.

Working from Merton’s assumptions, scholars argue that criminal activity would 
decline if economic conditions improved. Solutions to crime would target strained 
groups, providing access to traditional methods and resources to attain goals. Several 
studies have confirmed that when anomie is reduced among the poor, lower crime 
rates may result. Factors usually associated with anomie—the prevalence of female-
headed families, the percentage of the population that is African American, and fam-
ily poverty rates—are more weakly related to crime in areas with higher levels of 
welfare support (Hannon and Defronzo 1998). But in general, there has been a lack 
of empirical support for Merton’s theory.

Mode of Adaptation
Agrees With Cultural 
Goals

Follows Institutional 
Means Method of Adaptation

Conformity + + Nondeviant

Agrees with cultural goals 
and institutional means to 
achieve them

Innovation + – Criminal

Agrees with cultural goals, 
adopts nontraditional 
means to achieve them

Ritualism – + Deviant, noncriminal

Rejects cultural goals but 
continues to conform to 
institutional means

Retreatism – – Deviant, could be criminal

Rejects cultural goals and 
the approved means to 
achieve them

Rebellion –/+ –/+ Deviant

Challenges cultural goals 
and the approved means 
to achieve them; offers 
alternative goals and means

Table 13.1   Robert Merton’s strain theory


