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White-Collar Crime
The term white-collar crime was coined by Edwin Sutherland in a 
speech he made to the American Sociological Association in 1939. Drawing 
attention to the fact that individuals with wealth also committed crime, a 
decade later Sutherland defined white-collar crimes as “crime committed 
by a person of respectability and high social status in the course of his 
occupation”89

Sutherland’s concept generated a great deal of debate. He was criticized 
by legal scholars for defining as crime behaviors that would not always be 
defined as illegal in the criminal law, and social scientists criticized him for 
the vagueness of his concept. Although he alluded to crime by persons of 
high status, his own research focused either on crimes by corporations or 
crimes by individuals employed in lower status professions. In fact, he used 
the example of shoe salespersons to illustrate the concept of white-collar 
crime and pointed to research he conducted when a shoe salesperson told 
Sutherland he was taught by his boss to sell shoes to customers even if the 
shoes did not fit. No one would ever imagine, however, calling the police 
on shoe salespersons for selling poor-fitting shoes, but the behavior is still 
deviant. Sutherland’s definition of white-collar crime views crime as work-
place behavior that is deviant and harmful.

white-collar crime: A 
crime committed by individuals 
as a part of their legitimate 
occupation.


