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Abstract  

This paper explores the conceptual origins, theoretical underpinnings, typologies, and defining 

characteristics of white-collar crime, which was first defined by Edwin H. Sutherland in 1939 as 

financially motivated, non-violent offenses committed by people of high social standing in professional 

or organizational settings. With a focus on its manifestation in the Indian legal and regulatory context, the 

study draws on both classical and contemporary criminological theory, including Sutherland's differential 

association theory, Merton's strain theory, Gottschalk's convenience theory, and Braithwaite's responsive 

regulation model. The conceptual roots, theoretical foundations, typologies, and distinguishing features of 

white-collar crime are examined in this essay, with a focus on how it appears in the Indian legal and 

regulatory framework. The study investigates the complex causes and structural facilitators of economic 

offenses by drawing on both traditional and modern criminological theory, such as Sutherland's 

differential association theory, Merton's strain theory, rational choice theory, Gottschalk's convenience 

theory, and Braithwaite's responsive regulation model. In the post-2025 landscape, the spread of digital 

technologies, cryptocurrency, and algorithmic finance has greatly increased the scope and sophistication 

of white-collar crime, posing new challenges for legal frameworks and enforcement agencies. The paper 

further analyzes dominant typologies, differentiating between occupational and corporate crime, and 

identifies the hallmark features of white-collar offending: absence of physical violence, exploitation of 

positions of trust and authority, high complexity, diffuse victimization, and low detection rates. The spread 

of digital technology, cryptocurrencies, and algorithmic finance has greatly increased the scope and 

sophistication of white-collar crime in the post-2025 environment, creating new difficulties for regulatory 

frameworks and law enforcement organizations. The analysis ultimately highlights the necessity of 

treating economic offenses as a serious category of criminal conduct commensurate with—or exceeding—

the systemic harm caused by conventional crime. The paper contends that addressing white-collar crime 

necessitates a comprehensive, multidisciplinary approach that integrates strong legal reform, improved 

institutional capacity, and proactive corporate governance mechanisms. In the end, the analysis 

emphasizes how urgent it is to recognize economic offenses as a major category of criminal behavior equal 

to or greater than the systemic harm caused by traditional crime.  
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Literature Review  

The body of scholarly research on white-collar crime is extensive, multidisciplinary, and always changing.  

In order to place the current study within the larger area of criminological investigation, this review 

examines foundational works, significant theoretical contributions, and recent scholarship.  

 

Foundational Scholarship: Sutherland and the Birth of the Concept 

Edwin H. Sutherland's seminal 1939 presidential address to the American Sociological Society, which he 

later expanded upon in his 1949 monograph White Collar Crime, is credited with challenging the then-

dominant assumption that crime was a pathology of the poor. By documenting systematic law-breaking 

among corporate and professional elites, Sutherland fundamentally reoriented criminology towards the 

study of power, privilege, and institutional deviance. His differential association theory, when applied to 

organizational settings, explained how deviant norms become ingrained in corporate cultures (Chambliss, 

Sutherland, Geis & Goff, 1984). Edwin H. Sutherland's seminal 1939 presidential address to the American 

Sociological Society, which he later expanded upon in his 1949 monograph White Collar Crime, is 

credited with challenging the then-dominant assumption that crime was a pathology of the poor. By 

documenting systematic law-breaking among corporate and professional elites, Sutherland fundamentally 

reoriented criminology towards the study of power, privilege, and institutional deviance. His differential 

association theory, when applied to organizational settings, explained how deviant norms become 

ingrained in corporate cultures (Chambliss, Sutherland, Geis & Goff, 1984).  

 

Theoretical Pluralism: From Strain to Convenience 

In the decades that followed, more theoretical frameworks were applied to white-collar crime. For 

example, Robert K. Merton's strain theory—which was first developed to explain conventional deviance—

was modified for the corporate setting to take into account the pressures brought on by competitive market 

structures and performance targets (Menkus, 1993). In order to account for the pressures created by 

performance goals and competitive market structures, Robert K. Merton's strain theory—which was first 

developed to explain traditional deviance—was modified for the corporate setting (Menkus, 1993). People 

and businesses may turn to fraud, deception, or manipulation when they believe that legal measures of 

achieving organizational success are insufficient; this dynamic is particularly relevant in high-pressure 

financial contexts. 

A complementary micro-level viewpoint was provided by rational choice theory, which was linked to 

academics like Derek Cornish and Ronald Clarke. It treated white-collar crime as a deliberate choice in 

which the likelihood and harshness of punishment are balanced against anticipated benefits (Thomas, 

2024). This paradigm emphasized how important deterrence mechanisms are in influencing compliance 

behavior. These mechanisms include strict enforcement, significant penalties, and strong internal controls. 

However, detractors pointed out that the organizational and cultural forces that influence business 

decision-making are overlooked by rational choice theory's exclusively individualist equation.  

In order to provide a thorough explanation of white-collar crime, Petter Gottschalk's convenience theory 

combined elements from several traditions (Sarraf, 2023). The theory identifies three enabling dimensions: 

motive (financial or personal gain), opportunity (structural access and weak controls), and willingness 

(ethical disengagement). This tripartite framework has proven especially useful in analysing large-scale 

financial frauds, where individual agency, organizational culture, and systemic vulnerability intersect. 

Three enabling elements are identified by the theory: willingness (ethical disengagement), opportunity 
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(structural access and inadequate controls), and motive (financial or personal gain). When analysing large-

scale financial frauds, when human agency, organizational culture, and systemic vulnerability converge,  

this tripartite framework has proven especially useful. 

 

Organizational and Institutional Perspectives 

Organizational culture theory, which was developed by scholars in business ethics and criminology, holds 

that the ethical tone of senior leadership and the presence or absence of strong internal controls 

significantly determine the risk of corporate misconduct (Norris, 1989). Where organizations prioritize 

financial performance over ethical conduct and where accountability mechanisms are weak, the conditions 

for systemic fraud are created. A distinct strand of scholarship places white-collar crime within the broader 

context of organizational structure and institutional environment. According to organizational culture 

theory, which was created by academics in criminology and business ethics, the risk of corporate 

misconduct is largely determined by the ethical tone of senior leadership and the existence or lack of 

robust internal controls (Norris, 1989). Systemic fraud is made possible when companies put financial 

performance ahead of moral behavior and have inadequate accountability systems. Organizations 

operating in highly competitive or underregulated environments may adopt deviant practices in response 

to isomorphic pressures; this finding is especially relevant to the Indian corporate sector, which has 

experienced rapid liberalization and globalization over the past three decades. Institutional theory provides 

a macro-level complement, explaining how legal, market, and social pressures can unintentionally 

incentivize illegal behavior (Kelmendi, 2024). This finding is especially pertinent to the Indian corporate 

sector, which has experienced rapid liberalization and globalization over the past three decades. 

Organizations operating in highly competitive or underregulated environments may adopt deviant 

practices in response to isomorphic pressures (Kelmendi, 2024).  

One of the most significant contributions to regulatory theory has been John Braithwaite's responsive 

regulation model (Miller, 2012). His "regulatory pyramid" promotes a tiered enforcement strategy that 

starts with cooperative compliance and persuasion and escalates to punitive consequences only in cases 

when voluntary compliance is unsuccessful. Aspects of India's developing framework for handling 

corporate fraud and financial crime are influenced by this paradigm, which has influenced regulatory 

change in many jurisdictions.  

 

Typologies, Victimization, and the Question of Harm 

The development of strong typologies of white-collar crime has received a lot of attention in the literature. 

Researchers like Kelmendi (2024) have classified offenses according to the locus of benefit (individual 

vs. organizational), the type of act (fraud, embezzlement, money laundering, securities manipulation), and 

the victim's identity (individual investors, financial institutions, the state, or the public at large). The 

diffuse and frequently invisible nature of white-collar victimization—in which harm is distributed among 

numerous parties and may take a long time to manifest (Knight, 2017). The locus of benefit (individual 

vs. organizational), the type of act (fraud, embezzlement, money laundering, securities manipulation), and 

the victim's identity (individual investors, financial institutions, the state, or the general public) have all 

been used by academics like Kelmendi (2024) to classify crimes. A significant obstacle to both legal 

remedy and public awareness has been noted as the diffuse and frequently invisible nature of white-collar 

victimization, in which harm is dispersed across numerous parties and may only become apparent over 

extended periods of time (Knight, 2017). A recurring theme has been the relative seriousness of white-
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collar crime. Nicole Leeper Piquero and others have documented the notable differences in detection, 

prosecution, and sentencing between white-collar and conventional offenders, attributing this in part to 

the social status of defendants, the intricacy of financial evidence, and resource constraints within 

enforcement agencies (Strader & Haugh, 2022). This discrepancy has influenced advocacy for specialized 

white-collar crime units and courts. According to Nicole Leeper Piquero and others, there is a notable 

difference in the detection, prosecution, and sentencing of white-collar and conventional offenders. This 

discrepancy can be attributed to a number of factors, including the social status of the defendants, the 

intricacy of financial evidence, and the lack of resources in law enforcement (Strader & Haugh, 2022). 

This discrepancy has affected support for specialized white-collar crime units and courts as well as 

requests for parity in criminal justice remedies.  

 

Technology, Globalization, and Contemporary Challenges 

Payne and Pitman (2022) have documented the emergence of cyber-enabled financial fraud as a major 

category of economic offence, pointing out that digital banking platforms, cryptocurrency ecosystems, 

and algorithmic trading systems have created new vectors for manipulation and misappropriation. The 

cross-jurisdictional nature of many cyber-financial crimes poses acute challenges for domestic 

enforcement frameworks and necessitates international regulatory cooperation. Recent scholarship has 

focused more and more on how technology has transformed white-collar crime. Digital banking platforms, 

cryptocurrency ecosystems, and algorithmic trading systems have produced new avenues for manipulation 

and theft, according to Payne and Pitman's (2022) documentation of the rise of cyber-enabled financial 

fraud as a significant category of economic offense. Many cyber-financial crimes are cross-jurisdictional, 

which presents significant difficulties for national enforcement systems and calls for international 

regulatory collaboration. 

The vulnerabilities of state-owned financial institutions and the shortcomings of the current legal and 

investigative infrastructure have been brought to light by high-profile cases of bank fraud and corporate 

misconduct (Limbong, Dalimunthe & Sahlan, 2023). Scholarly analysis has highlighted the need for 

institutional reform, improved forensic capacity, and greater coordination among enforcement agencies 

such as the Enforcement Directorate, the Central Bureau of Investigation, and the Securities and Exchange 

Board of India. The vulnerability of state-owned financial institutions and the shortcomings of the current 

legal and investigative infrastructure have come to light due to high-profile examples of corporate 

malfeasance and bank fraud (Limbong, Dalimunthe & Sahlan, 2023). The need for institutional reform, 

improved forensic capabilities, and increased cooperation between enforcement organizations like the 

Enforcement Directorate, the Central Bureau of Investigation, and the Securities and Exchange Board of 

India has been brought to light by academic studies.  

 

The Indian Context: Emerging Scholarship and Policy Debates 

Sarraf's (2023) thorough survey, White Collar Crime: Unravelled, offers an authoritative overview of the 

Indian legal landscape, documenting the legislative architecture that governs economic offenses, from the 

Prevention of Corruption Act and the Companies Act to the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code. This 

literature consistently identifies enforcement gaps, definitional ambiguities, and institutional capacity 

constraints as the primary obstacles to effective control. In recent decades, domestic scholarship on white-

collar crime in India has grown significantly. Sarraf's (2023) thorough analysis, White Collar Crime: 

Unravelled, offers a reliable summary of the Indian legal system, outlining the legislative framework that 
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controls economic offenses, including the Companies Act, the Prevention of Corruption Act, and the 

Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code. The main barriers to effective control, according to this literature, are 

institutional capacity limitations, definitional difficulties, and enforcement gaps. As artificial intelligence 

and decentralized finance technologies produce new types of fraud that surpass current regulatory 

categories, the post-2025 era has added complexity. Indian academics and policymakers are increasingly 

debating how domestic law should change to address digital financial crime, algorithmic insider trading, 

and data misuse in financial markets. These discussions highlight the dynamic relationship between 

conceptual frameworks and legal practice, as well as the significance of ongoing academic engagement 

with the changing landscape of white-collar crime. The problems of how domestic legislation should 

change to combat algorithmic insider trading, digital financial crime, and data misuse in financial markets 

are becoming more and more important to Indian academics and policymakers. These discussions 

highlight the dynamic interplay between legal practice and conceptual frameworks as well as the 

significance of ongoing scholarly involvement with the changing field of white-collar crime.  

 

Summary and Gaps in the Literature 

White-collar crime is a serious and systematically underenforced category of criminal conduct; its causes 

are multifactorial, involving individual, organizational, and structural variables; effective responses 

require holistic strategies combining legal reform, regulatory innovation, and institutional capacity-

building; and the Indian context presents both general patterns and specific challenges that merit sustained 

scholarly attention, according to the reviewed literature. Despite these developments, there are still a lot 

of holes. Due in part to underreporting and poor data availability, there is little empirical study on the true 

prevalence and economic effects of white-collar crime in India. There is a lack of development in the 

comparative examination of enforcement results across jurisdictions. The relationship between caste, 

class, and gender and victimization and white-collar crime is mostly ignored. Additionally, there is an 

urgent need for scholarly attention to the consequences of future technologies for current legal categories, 

specifically blockchain-based financial crime and AI-enabled fraud. By offering a methodical conceptual 

and theoretical analysis based on both foreign scholarship and the Indian legal context, the current study 

aims to add to these ongoing discussions.  

 

INTRODUCTION  

The conceptual foundation of white-collar crime can be traced back to the seminal work of Edwin H. 

Sutherland, who, in 1939, fundamentally altered the trajectory of criminological thought by introducing 

the term “white-collar crime.” Sutherland defined it as “a crime committed by a person of respectability 

and high social status in the course of his occupation.” This definition marked a radical departure from 

traditional criminological paradigms that primarily focused on street crime and deviance among lower 

socio-economic classes. By shifting the focus to crimes committed by elites within professional and 

organizational settings, Sutherland exposed the systemic bias inherent in criminal law enforcement and 

highlighted the underreporting and under-prosecution of such offences. His work laid the groundwork for 

subsequent theoretical developments and continues to influence contemporary discourse on economic 

offences.1 

 
1 Brian K. Payne & Lora Pitman, “Technology, White-Collar Cybercrime, and White-Collar Crime: An Analysis of Utah’s 

White-Collar Crime Registry Data,” Journal of White Collar and Corporate Crime (2022).  
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Sutherland’s conceptualization was rooted in the broader framework of differential association theory, 

which posits that criminal behavior is learned through social interactions within specific environments. 

Applied to white-collar crime, this theory suggests that individuals within corporate or professional 

settings may adopt unethical or illegal practices through exposure to deviant norms and practices. This 

insight is particularly relevant in understanding how organizational cultures can normalize misconduct, 

thereby facilitating large-scale financial frauds and corporate crimes. Over time, however, scholars have 

critiqued Sutherland’s definition for being overly restrictive, particularly in its emphasis on the social 

status of the offender. Modern interpretations have shifted towards a more inclusive approach that focuses 

on the nature of the offence rather than the identity of the offender, thereby encompassing corporate 

entities and institutional actors. 

 

Conceptual Origins And Evolution Of White-Collar Crime  

The evolution of the concept of white-collar crime has been marked by significant theoretical 

diversification. Early critiques, particularly by scholars such as Gilbert Geis, emphasized the need to 

broaden the scope of the definition to include organizational crime and systemic misconduct. Geis argued 

that limiting the concept to individual offenders overlooks the role of corporate structures in facilitating 

and concealing illegal activities. This perspective led to the emergence of the concept of “corporate crime,” 

which focuses on offences committed by or on behalf of corporations, often involving complex financial 

transactions and regulatory violations. The distinction between white-collar crime and corporate crime, 

while analytically useful, is often blurred in practice, as many offences involve both individual and 

organizational culpability.2 

Another significant development in the conceptual framework is the recognition of “occupational crime” 

as a distinct category within white-collar crime. Occupational crime refers to offences committed by 

individuals for personal gain in the course of their employment, without necessarily benefiting the 

organization. This contrasts with corporate crime, where the organization itself is the primary beneficiary 

of the illegal activity. The differentiation between these categories is important for understanding the 

motivations, mechanisms, and implications of various forms of economic offences. For instance, 

embezzlement by an employee would fall under occupational crime, whereas fraudulent financial 

reporting by a corporation would constitute corporate crime. This typological distinction has important 

implications for legal liability and enforcement strategies.3 

The conceptual evolution of white-collar crime has also been influenced by broader socio-economic 

changes, including globalization, technological advancement, & increasing complexity of financial 

systems. In the post-2025 era, these factors have given rise to new forms of economic offences that 

transcend traditional boundaries. Digital banking, cryptocurrencies, and algorithmic trading have created 

opportunities for sophisticated frauds that are difficult to detect and regulate. As a result, the definition of 

white-collar crime has expanded to include cyber-enabled financial crimes, data manipulation, and other 

technologically driven offences. This expansion reflects the dynamic nature of the concept and 

underscores the need for continuous adaptation in legal and theoretical frameworks.  

Theoretical models of white-collar crime have also evolved to incorporate insights from various 

disciplines, including sociology, economics, psychology, and organizational behavior. One prominent 

 
2 Ike Pratiwi Br Limbong, Sarmila Dalimunthe & Sahlan Sahlan, “White Collar Crime,” 4(1) PUSTAKA: Jurnal Bahasa dan 

Pendidikan 171 (2023).  
3 Id.  
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approach is the “rational choice theory,” which views white-collar crime as a calculated decision based on 

a cost-benefit analysis. According to this theory, individuals engage in criminal behavior when the 

perceived benefits outweigh the potential risks and consequences. This perspective highlights the 

importance of deterrence mechanisms, such as stringent penalties and effective enforcement, in preventing 

economic offences. However, critics argue that this approach may oversimplify the complex motivations 

underlying white-collar crime, particularly in cases involving organizational pressures and cultural 

factors.4  

In response to these limitations, scholars such as John Braithwaite have proposed alternative frameworks, 

such as “responsive regulation,” which emphasizes the role of regulatory institutions in shaping corporate 

behavior. Braithwaite’s model advocates a balanced approach that combines punitive measures with 

incentives for compliance, thereby encouraging organizations to adopt ethical practices while retaining 

the capacity for strict enforcement. This approach has influenced modern regulatory strategies, including 

those implemented in India, where agencies seek to promote corporate governance and compliance 

alongside enforcement.  

Another influential theoretical perspective is the “convenience theory” proposed by Petter Gottschalk, 

which explains white-collar crime as a function of convenience in terms of motive, opportunity, and 

willingness. According to this theory, individuals are more likely to engage in economic offences when 

they perceive it as convenient in their organizational context, particularly when internal controls are weak 

& risk of detection is low. This framework is particularly relevant in understanding large-scale bank frauds 

and corporate scandals, where systemic failures and organizational culture play a significant role.  

The distinction between white-collar crime and conventional crime remains a central theme in the 

conceptual framework. Unlike traditional crimes, which often involve physical violence and immediate 

harm, white-collar crimes are typically non-violent and involve financial or economic harm. However, the 

impact of such crimes can be far more extensive, affecting not only individual victims but also entire 

economies and societies. Financial frauds can lead to loss of savings, collapse of institutions, and erosion 

of public trust, thereby highlighting the need for a more nuanced understanding of harm and victimization. 

This has led to calls for reclassifying white-collar crime as a serious category of criminal conduct 

deserving of equal, if not greater, attention from law enforcement and policymakers.  

In the Indian context, the conceptual framework of white-collar crime has been shaped by both domestic 

and international influences. The rapid growth of the Indian economy, coupled with the expansion of the 

corporate sector and financial markets, has created new opportunities for economic offences. High-profile 

cases involving bank frauds and corporate misconduct have brought increased attention to the issue, 

prompting legislative and institutional reforms. The integration of global financial systems has also 

exposed India to transnational economic crimes, necessitating greater cooperation with international 

agencies and adherence to global standards.  

Furthermore, the conceptual understanding of white-collar crime in India is closely linked to issues of 

governance, regulation, and institutional capacity. The effectiveness of legal frameworks depends not only 

on the clarity of definitions but also on the ability of enforcement agencies to detect, investigate, and 

prosecute offences. This underscores the importance of a holistic approach that integrates legal, 

institutional, and socio-economic perspectives in addressing white-collar crime.5 

 
4 W. Robert Thomas, “Decoding White-Collar Crime,” Criminal Justice Ethics 1 (2024).  
5 “White-Collar Crime Bibliography,” 3(8) Computer Fraud & Security Bulletin 18 (1981).  
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The conceptual and theoretical framework of white-collar crime has evolved significantly since its 

inception, reflecting changes in economic structures, technological advancements, and societal values. 

From Sutherland’s initial definition to contemporary multidisciplinary approaches, the concept has 

expanded to encompass a wide range of offences and actors. Understanding this evolution is essential for 

developing effective legal and policy responses to economic offences, particularly in the complex and 

dynamic post-2025 landscape.   

 

Theoretical Perspectives On White-Collar Crime   

The focused analysis of white-collar crime has benefited from the recent evolution of several  

multidisciplinary theories. These theories shed light on different, equally pertinent aspects of white-collar 

crime, including cause, mechanism, and importance. Traditional, so-called street crime, has distinct 

theories available at its disposal, including those that focus on the socio-economic standing of the inner-

city community & social organization (or disorganization) that exist, & crime's biological predispositions. 

White collar crime is much more complex.  

A more holistic approach is required. The crimes that comprise white-collar crime are not obvious and are 

executed, mainly, by people acting within the bounds of the law. They inhabit (legitimate) positions of 

power and authority and use their position to exploit the administrative and legal ironies and slight 

deviations (systemic loopholes) rather than engage in deviant activities or behavior. Thus, researchers 

have utilized several of social science's biggest pillars(criminology, law, psychology, social work, etc.) 

and have developed multiple theories that explain the white-collar crime phenomena.6 

Edwin Sutherland's Differential Association Theory is among the most notable theories to have been 

developed. In the realm of white crime, he proposed that crime is a learned behavior and is perpetrated 

among a distinct, intimate social cluster. In a white-collar crime context, this is to say that particularly 

those who find themselves in corporate or industrial professions are susceptible to the gospel of deviance 

and may, potentially, steep, imbibe, or embrace unethical actions.  

As an illustration, if the corporation has a culture of promoting deviant behavior in the form of fraudulent 

activities, like financial misrepresentation or insider trading, the newly inducted employee/worker is, 

probably, going to adopt those actions and/or participate as part of their 

company/organization/enterprise/firm's role. The primary reason (foundation) of the act of white-collar 

crime is the cause of socialization that is distinct within the organization or bureaucracy of the institution.  

Assuming this background, strain theory is another perspective that can help explain white-collar crime. 

As originally formulated by Robert K. Merton, strain theory suggests that people will commit crimes when 

there is a gap between socially defined goals & means to achieve those goals. In the business setting, this 

kind of strain can come from the overwhelming demands to achieve performance goals, profit 

maximization, or personal advancement. These pressures can justify the use of illegal means by 

individuals and companies, particularly when there are perceived to be legitimate means that are not 

adequate or are ineffective. This is particularly true in financially competitive environments where success 

is determined by transparent and quantifiable metrics. These pressures in the post 2025 era of rapid 

technological advancement and increased competition will further strain people to commit socially 

unacceptable acts.7 

 
6 Bruce W. Norris, “White Collar Crime Survey,” 11(9) Computer Fraud & Security Bulletin 9 (1989). 
7 Belden Menkus, “White Collar Crime Uncovered,” Computer Fraud & Security Bulletin 3 (1993).  

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260378624 Volume 8, Issue 3, May-June 2026 9 

 

Rational choice theory approaches white-collar crime from an individual perspective and emphasizes its 

analytical nature, wherein an individual makes a judgment within a defined set of parameters. Within this 

framework, personal gains from a crime outweigh the risks associated with being caught and penalized. 

Due to the intricate nature of financial crimes, the absence of immediate victims, & relatively minor 

punishments that have historically been associated with white-collar crimes, many social perceptions 

categorize these offenses as low-risk and high-reward.  

Such perceptions induce individuals to commit fraud, particularly when organizational internal controls 

and external enforcement are ineffective. Under this framework, white collar crimes should only be 

addressed with the presence of deterrent controls. Such controls include stronger enforcement mechanisms 

& improvement of organizational internal policies. Although this theory emphasizes the importance of 

deterrent mechanisms, the absence of organizational and socio-legal aspects due to the individual focus of 

the theory have been cited as criticisms of the rational choice framework.8 

On the other hand, organizational approaches have considered white-collar crime from more complex 

structures, relationships, and systems that are a direct outcome of the crime under consideration. One 

example of this perspective is the organizational culture theory, which explains white-collar crime as a 

consequence of corporate culture. Within this theory, the corporate culture of the organization, coupled 

with an incessant focus on the bottom line, creates an environment that is inherently hostile to ethical 

behavior, particularly when the organization maintains a level of silence over the acceptance of the illegal 

behavior. Ultimately this theory suggests that crime is a systemic issue, and therefore can only be properly 

addressed through changes at the level of leadership and systemic organizational structures as opposed to 

individually-focused responses.9 

Petter Gottschalk's 'convenience theory' is an original justification for integrating crime choices, 

opportunity, crime motivation, and crime willingness in white-collar crime. The crime motivation aspect 

is linked to the expectation of making money or getting some personal rewards. The opportunity aspect 

explains the existence of certain resources, & willingness aspect is associated with the individual’s morals 

or ethics. Convenience theory is an amalgam of concepts from numerous other theories, thus providing a 

thorough description of the connections among individual, organizational, and environmental variables. 

Convenience theory is particularly effective in the analysis of complicated financial fraud, which involves 

many people and structural weaknesses. 

The “neutralization” theory by Sykes & Matza explains the white-collar crime mentality by outlining the 

rationalizations employed by individuals for their misdeeds. These rationalizations can include: claiming 

one is not at fault, asserting that actions taken caused no real harm, or shifting the blame to a third party. 

When crimes perpetrated by employees for the benefit of the organization are taken into consideration, 

one can anticipate that such kinds of rationalizations will be employed (e.g., \\"Everyone does it!”). Once 

a rationalization is accepted, individuals can proceed to commit notorious violations without feelings of 

remorse, guilt or cognitive dissonance. Such psychological mechanisms will be a consideration in 

designing compliance and ethics training in corporations. 

Regulatory theories offer the most complete and sophisticated understanding of the state’s role in 

controlling white-collar crime, particularly the “responsive regulation” model as developed by the 

Australian writer, John Braithwaite. Whether a state’s control anticipates the use of formal (legal) 

mechanisms or not, Braithwaite advocates a combination of the two with control that could be fully 

 
8 Id.  
9 Artidjo Alkostar, “White Collar Crime dan Corporate Crime,” 1(2) Jurnal Hukum IUS QUIA IUSTUM 3 (1994).  
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punitive with one that is completely non-punitive and may have no punitive consequence at all. The so-

called “regulatory pyramid” illustrates that control can begin at the most lenient response to non-

compliance (e.g., persuasive arguments or informal requests to comply) and escalate to the most severely 

punitive forms of control in the case of continued non-compliance. Most businesses and organizations, in 

their practice, prefer to comply with the law than face legal consequences; therefore, a regulatory control 

system based on persuasion rather than punishment in most instances is more effective than one based 

solely on punitive measures. Responsive regulation has had a positive impact on more recent regulatory 

approaches, particularly those which have been used by the Indian authorities to manage corporate fraud 

and financial crimes.10  

The “institutional theory” focus on macro-level phenomena explains another key perspective. Institutional 

theory explains how various organizational actions and behaviors are influenced by social, economic, or 

political environments. Organizations driven by various pressures, such as legal, market, or social/cultural, 

must adopt or formulate certain policies. These pressures can occasionally drive business practices and 

decision-making toward illegality or immorality. For example, to meet the pressures associated with 

standing in the market or competing on a global level, businesses may engage in criminal or deviant 

conduct. As a result, the institutional theory perspective on white-collar crime suggests the need for 

substantial systemic changes to regulations and a need for coordination among systems to prevent white-

collar criminal activities. 

The distinction between white-collar crime and conventional crime is further illuminated by these 

theoretical perspectives. While conventional crimes are often driven by immediate needs or impulses, 

white-collar crimes are typically characterized by planning, sophistication, & exploitation of systemic 

vulnerabilities. The absence of physical violence & indirect nature of harm often result in lower public 

visibility and weaker enforcement. However, as these theories demonstrate, the impact of white-collar 

crime can be far more extensive, affecting economic stability, social trust, and institutional integrity.11 

In the Indian context, these theoretical frameworks provide valuable tools for analyzing the causes and 

dynamics of white-collar crime. The interplay between organizational culture, regulatory frameworks, and 

individual behavior is particularly evident in cases involving bank frauds and corporate misconduct. For 

example, weak internal controls, lack of accountability, and regulatory gaps have been identified as key 

factors contributing to major financial scandals. Applying these theories can help policymakers and 

practitioners develop more effective strategies for prevention, detection, and enforcement. 

The theoretical perspectives on white-collar crime offer a comprehensive and multifaceted understanding 

of the phenomenon, integrating insights from various disciplines and levels of analysis. From Sutherland’s 

differential association theory to contemporary models such as convenience theory and responsive 

regulation, these frameworks highlight the complex interplay between individual, organizational, and 

systemic factors. Understanding these theories is essential for developing effective legal and policy 

responses to white-collar crime, particularly in the rapidly evolving post-2025 economic landscape.12 

 

Typologies And Characteristics Of White-Collar Crime    

White-collar crime, as a conceptual category, encompasses a wide spectrum of offences that vary signi-        

 
10 A. Miller, “White Coats and White-Collar Crime,” 185(1) Canadian Medical Association Journal E19 (2012).  
11 Dave Knight, “Policing White Collar Crime: Characteristics of White Collar Criminals,” 19(6) Police Practice and Research 

617 (2017).  
12 Sanjay Sarraf, White Collar Crime: Unraveled (2023).  

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260378624 Volume 8, Issue 3, May-June 2026 11 

 

ficantly in form, scale, and impact. The development of typologies has been essential in organizing this 

diversity and providing analytical clarity to an otherwise complex field. Scholars have long emphasized 

that a singular definition of white-collar crime is insufficient to capture its multifaceted nature, thereby 

necessitating classification based on factors such as the identity of the offender, the nature of the offence, 

the victim, & institutional context. These typologies not only aid in theoretical understanding but also 

have practical implications for legal classification, enforcement strategies, and policy formulation.13 

One of the most widely accepted classifications distinguishes between occupational crime and corporate 

crime. Occupational crime refers to illegal acts committed by individuals in the course of their employment 

for personal gain, without necessarily benefiting the organization. Examples include embezzlement, 

insider trading, and tax evasion carried out by employees or professionals. In contrast, corporate crime 

involves offences committed by or on behalf of a corporation, often with the intent of benefiting the 

organization. These may include fraudulent financial reporting, environmental violations, antitrust 

offences, and large-scale bank frauds. Scholars such as Gilbert Geis have argued that this distinction is 

crucial in understanding the locus of responsibility & mechanisms through which such crimes are 

executed. While occupational crime focuses on individual deviance, corporate crime highlights systemic 

and organizational misconduct. 

Another important typology is based on the nature of the offence, particularly in the financial sector. This 

includes categories such as bank frauds, securities frauds, insurance frauds, and cyber-enabled financial 

crimes. Bank frauds, for instance, involve the misuse of banking systems to obtain funds through deceit, 

often involving complex financial instruments and cross-border transactions. Securities frauds include 

insider trading, market manipulation, and misrepresentation of financial information to investors. The rise 

of digital technologies has also led to the emergence of cyber frauds, which involve unauthorized access 

to financial systems, identity theft, and online scams. These typologies reflect the evolving nature of white-

collar crime in response to technological and economic changes, particularly in the post-2025 landscape.14 

White-collar crime can also be classified based on the victims affected. Unlike conventional crimes, where 

victims are often individuals, white-collar crimes frequently involve diffuse and collective victimization. 

Victims may include shareholders, consumers, financial institutions, and even entire economies. For 

instance, corporate fraud can lead to significant losses for investors, while large-scale bank frauds can 

destabilize financial systems and erode public trust. This diffuse nature of victimization often makes it 

difficult to identify and quantify harm, thereby complicating enforcement and redressal mechanisms. 

Scholars have emphasized that the indirect and long-term impact of white-collar crime necessitates a 

broader understanding of harm that goes beyond immediate financial loss. 

The characteristics of white-collar crime further distinguish it from conventional criminal behavior. One 

of the defining features is the absence of physical violence, which often leads to the perception that such 

crimes are less serious. However, this perception is misleading, as the economic and social consequences 

of white-collar crime can be far more severe. Financial losses, institutional collapse, unemployment, and 

erosion of public confidence are some of the far-reaching effects associated with such offences. The non-

violent nature of white-collar crime also contributes to its lower visibility, making detection and 

enforcement more challenging. 

 
13 Id.  
14 Magbule Kelmendi, “White Collar Crime as Organized Institutional Crime,” 12(21–22) International Journal of Legal 

Sciences – Justicia 100 (2024).  
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Another key characteristic is the element of trust and authority inherent in white-collar crime. Offenders 

typically occupy positions of power and responsibility, such as corporate executives, bankers, auditors, or 

public officials. They exploit this trust to commit offences, often using their knowledge and access to 

manipulate systems and conceal their actions. This breach of trust not only facilitates the commission of 

crime but also exacerbates its impact by undermining institutional integrity. The role of trust is particularly 

significant in financial systems, where transactions are based on confidence and reliability.15  

Complexity is another hallmark of white-collar crime. These offences often involve intricate financial 

transactions, legal structures, and technological tools, making them difficult to detect, investigate, and 

prosecute. The use of shell companies, offshore accounts, and layered transactions is common in large-

scale frauds, enabling offenders to obscure the trail of illicit funds. This complexity requires specialized 

expertise in fields such as forensic accounting, cybersecurity, and financial analysis, posing challenges for 

enforcement agencies. It also contributes to delays in investigation and prosecution, further reducing the 

effectiveness of deterrence.16 

White-collar crime is also characterized by its adaptability and evolution. As regulatory frameworks and 

enforcement mechanisms become more sophisticated, offenders continuously develop new methods to 

circumvent controls. This dynamic nature is particularly evident in the post-2025 era, where technological 

advancements such as artificial intelligence, blockchain, and digital currencies have created new 

opportunities for economic offences. For instance, cyber-enabled frauds can be executed across 

jurisdictions in real time, making traditional enforcement approaches inadequate. This adaptability 

underscores the need for continuous innovation in regulatory and enforcement strategies. 

Another important characteristic is the relatively low rate of detection and conviction associated with 

white-collar crime. Several factors contribute to this, including the complexity of offences, lack of 

resources and expertise among enforcement agencies, and procedural challenges in gathering evidence. 

Additionally, the high social status of offenders may influence enforcement priorities and judicial 

outcomes, leading to perceptions of inequality in the criminal justice system. This disparity has been a 

subject of criticism in criminological literature, with scholars such as Nicole Leeper Piquero arguing for 

greater parity in the treatment of white-collar and conventional crimes.17 

The role of organizational culture and governance is also a defining feature of white-collar crime. 

Organizations that lack strong ethical frameworks and internal controls are more susceptible to 

misconduct. Conversely, robust corporate governance mechanisms, including independent oversight, 

transparency, and accountability, can significantly reduce the risk of such offences. This highlights the 

importance of preventive measures alongside enforcement, emphasizing the need for a holistic approach 

to addressing white-collar crime.  

 

Conclusion  

In the Indian context, these typologies and characteristics are particularly relevant given the rapid growth 

of the corporate and financial sectors. The increasing incidence of bank frauds and corporate scandals has 

brought attention to systemic vulnerabilities & need for stronger regulatory frameworks. The integration 

of global financial systems has further exposed India to transnational economic crimes, necessitating 

 
15 William J. Chambliss, Edwin H. Sutherland, Gilbert Geis & Colin Goff, “White Collar Crime and Criminology,” 13(2) 

Contemporary Sociology 160 (1984).  
16 Id.  
17 Kelly Strader & Todd Haugh, “Introduction to White Collar Crime,” SSRN Electronic Journal (2022).  
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coordinated efforts between domestic and international agencies. Understanding the typologies and 

characteristics of white-collar crime is therefore essential for developing effective legal and policy 

responses. 

The typologies and characteristics of white-collar crime provide a comprehensive framework for 

understanding its diverse manifestations and underlying dynamics. By categorizing offences based on 

various criteria and identifying their defining features, scholars and practitioners can better analyse the 

causes, consequences, and responses to economic offences. This understanding is crucial in the post-2025 

era, where the complexity and scale of white-collar crime continue to expand, posing significant 

challenges for legal systems and regulatory institutions.  
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