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driving goal. Fourth, retreatists reject both the goals and the legitimate 
means of society. Merton placed homeless individuals and people with 
alcoholism or drug addiction in this category. Finally, rebels refers to indi-
viduals who reject the goals and means of society, but replace those goals 
and means with their own goals and means. Terrorists would be an exam-
ple. They have replaced the goal of economic success with the goal of creat-
ing fear, and they have replaced legitimate means with harmful behaviors.

Some authors have argued that there are additional modes of adapta-
tion. One research team added an adaptation known as the “maximizer,” 
which is defined as “someone who simultaneously uses and incorporates 
legitimate and illegitimate means of opportunity in the pursuit of profit and/
or monetary gain.”62 Consider as an example individuals who maintain suc-
cessful jobs, yet still engage in various types of offending to gain additional 
economic success.

Messner and Rosenfeld’s Institutional Anomie Theory

In Crime and the American Dream, Steven Messner and Richard Rosenfeld 
outlined their version of a strain theory by exploring how structural fac-
tors related to strain/anomie contribute to overall crime rates in a society.63 
According to the authors, our culture promotes the “American dream,” but 
does not promote values that would help to achieve financial success by legit-
imate means to the same degree. Institutional anomie theory suggests 
that individuals are socialized to succeed to any cost, but individuals are not 
provided equal opportunities for success or socialized in how to attain finan-
cial success through legitimate efforts. They suggest that anomie exists at the 
institutional level between the proscription of societal goals and legitimate 
means. This anomie leads to chaotic and illegitimate efforts to “get rich.”

MODE OF 
ADAPTATION

RESPONSE TO 
SOCIETAL GOALS

RESPONSE TO 
SOCIETAL MEANS EXAMPLE

Conformist Accepts Accepts Individual who works hard in 
college and strives for economic 
success

Innovator Accepts Rejects Individual who wants economic 
success but turns to crime for that 
success

Ritualist Rejects Accepts Individual who has no goals 
but does everything he or she is 
expected to do

Retreatist Rejects Rejects Individual who retreats into drugs 
or alcohol for escape

Rebel Rejects/Replaces Rejects/Replaces Individual who has goals 
inconsistent with societal goals 
and uses illegitimate means to 
reach those goals (e.g., terrorists)
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institutional anomie 
theory: The theory that 
structural factors related to 
strain or anomie contribute to 
overall crime rates in a society.


