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perceptions were causing changes 
in behavior or whether behavior 
was causing changes in percep-
tion. This led to the next wave of 
research—longitudinal studies of 
individual perceptions and deter-
rence, which measured percep-
tions of risk and severity as well as 
behavior over time.6

LONGITUDINAL STUDIES. One of the 
primary concepts revealed by lon-
gitudinal research, which is stud-
ies that take certain measures over 
two or more time periods, was that 
behavior was influencing percep-
tions of the risk and severity of 
punishment more than perceptions 
were influencing behavior. This 
was referred to as the 
previous experience highly 
and the resulting penalties.
of alcohol (or other substances).

Studies show that when 

arrest. However,

being caught is low. The reason for this is that chronic drunk drivers have typically been 
driving under the influence for many years, mostly without being caught. After all, it is 
estimated that drunk drivers traverse more than 1 million miles before one drunk driver 
is arrested.7 If anything, this is likely a conservative estimate. Thus, people who drive 
drunk—some doing so every day—are not likely to be deterred even when arrested more 
than once, largely because they have been driving drunk for years by that time. In fact, 
H. L. Ross—perhaps the most notable expert on the deterrence of drunk drivers—and 
his colleagues concluded that drunk drivers who “perceive a severe punishment if caught,
but a near-zero chance of being caught, are being rational in ignoring the threat.”8 Even 
the most respected scholars in this area admit that sanctions against drunk driving are 
nowhere certain enough, even if they are growing in severity.

A similar phenomenon is seen among white-collar criminals. Some researchers have 
used the measure of being caught by authorities for violating government rules—often 
enforced by the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)—as an indication that the 
organizations in violation will be less likely to commit future offenses.9 However, orga-
nizations in violation of established practices that have been caught once by authorities 
have likely been committing these offenses for years, so they are more likely to continue 
doing so in the future than are organizations that have never violated the rules. Like the 
conclusion made regarding drunk driving, the certainty of punishment for white-collar 
violations is so low (and many would argue that the severity is also quite low) that it is 
rational for businesses and business professionals to take the risk.

It is interesting to note that of the many forms of criminal offending, white-collar crimes 
and drunk driving should be among the most likely to be deterred, due to their prevalence
among citizens of the middle and upper socioeconomic classes. After all, if the extant 
research on deterrence has shown one thing, it is that individuals who have something 

Police conducting a field 
test with a suspected 
drunk driver. Driving 
under the influence 
is a popular topic in 
deterrence research 
because it tends to range 
across social status and 
racial/ethnic groups.

experiential effect: the
extent to which previous 
experience affects 
individuals’ perceptions
of how severe criminal 
punishment will be when 
deciding whether or not to 
offend again.
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