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handle them. Rarely do people envision white-collar crimes, which affect far more people 
than street or property crime. Edwin Sutherland, in his presidential address to the American 
Sociological Society, first recognized white-collar crime as a serious problem in 1939.20 (The 
name of this organization was later changed to the American Sociological Association to 
avoid the embarrassing acronym.) Sutherland described white-collar crime as a “crime com-
mitted by a person of respectability and high social status in the course of his occupation.”21 
White-collar crime is ill defined, but generally conceived of as lying, cheating, and stealing by 
occupational, corporate, and government professionals using a wide range of frauds. While 
there is no consensus, the following are often considered white-collar crimes:

•• bribery

•• securities fraud

•• Ponzi schemes

•• mortgage fraud

•• misuse of pension funds

•• bank fraud

•• unsafe products

•• violations of public trust

•• medical fraud

•• insider trading

•• price fixing

•• toxic dumping

•• fiduciary fraud

•• religious fraud

White-collar crimes are not victimless crimes. A single fraud or scam can destroy a corpora-
tion, bankrupt families through lost savings and pensions, lead to home foreclosures, introduce 
toxic elements in the environment, and ultimately cost investors and taxpayers billions of dol-
lars. Though rarely thought of, and often given brief mention in criminal justice texts, white-
collar crime affects more people than street and property crime combined. David Friedrichs, 
a distinguished scholar, noted that losses from white-collar crime might be as high as $250 
billion annually, compared with the estimated $4 billion annually attributed to losses involv-
ing robbery and burglary.22 Major corporate scandals like the collapse of Enron have focused 
more attention on white-collar criminals. Enron CEO Kenneth Lay was indicted on 11 counts 
of securities fraud and other charges and later found guilty of 10 of those. Lay was sentenced 
to just over 24 years in prison (but died before he began serving his sentence). Xuyen Thi-Kim 
Nguyen, another white-collar criminal, was convicted of one count of conspiracy, two counts 
of mail fraud, and seven counts of wire fraud in conjunction with mortgage fraud. She disap-
peared in 2005 before sentencing. She is currently a fugitive and is wanted by the FBI.23

Much of the debate over the definition of white-
collar crime exemplifies the slippery slope of distin-
guishing what should be regarded as criminal. An 
academic argument between Sutherland and Paul 
Tappan developed into an important basis for think-
ing about the crime label.24 Sutherland questioned the 
legal definition of criminal behavior. He believed that 
the conviction of a criminal act was an unnecessary 
condition for determining whether a person commit-
ted an offense.25 Tappan argued, however, that socio-
logical constructs such as antisocial behavior, conduct 
norms, and deviance fail to differentiate criminal 
versus noncriminal. In other words, in a much more 
legalistic approach, Tappan believed that only peo-
ple convicted of crimes with specific penalties could 
be considered criminals. While their argument may 
appear to be a matter of semantics, what constitutes 
white-collar crime continues to vary, and unethical 
behavior today may later be labeled as criminal.26

Cybercrime
A relatively new and rapidly growing type of crime 

is cybercrime. Broadly, cybercrime is illegal activity 

Bernie Madoff was responsible for one of the largest financial 

frauds in history and stole over $17 billon from investors. He was 

sentenced to 150 years in prison. At the time Madoff was in his 

70s and was likely to die in prison. How might longer sentences for 

white-collar crime deter other financial fraudsters?
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