
Corporate Crime, Law, and Social Control

Why do corporations obey the law? When companies violate the law, what
kinds of interventions are most apt to correct their behavior and return
them to compliant status? In this book Sally Simpson examines whether
the shift toward the use of criminal law, with its emphasis on punishment
and stigmatization, is an effective strategy for controlling illegal corporate
behavior.

Simpson assesses the strengths and weaknesses of the criminalization of
corporate misconduct and compares it with other approaches, such as civil
and administrative legal interventions and cooperative crime control meth-
ods. She evaluates several theoretical assumptions about why criminalization
should work and explains why it often does not. In reality, organizational
actors pose challenges to deterrence; in light of the empirical record, the
rational-actor assumptions underlying much crime control theory fall short
of explaining illegal corporate behavior across the board.

Simpson concludes that strict criminalization models that rely on pun-
ishments will not yield sufficiently high levels of compliance. Empirical data
suggest that in most cases cooperative models work best with most corporate
offenders. Because some corporate managers, however, respond primarily
to instrumental concerns, Simpson argues that compliance should also be
buttressed by punitive strategies. Simpson’s review and application of the rel-
evant empirical literature on corporate crime and compliance, combined
with her judicious examination of theory and approaches, make a valuable
new contribution to the literature on white-collar crime and deterrence and
criminal behavior more generally.

Sally S. Simpson is Associate Professor of Criminology and Criminal Justice
at the University of Maryland.
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Preface

Corporate crime control is a deceptively complex topic. In spite of the many
suggestions for how it might be accomplished (many of which are based
on ideological preferences), few strategies have been explored empirically
or systematically. This book began as a critical examination of the deter-
rence doctrine as it applied to corporations and their managers. Consistent
with the “get tough on crime” philosophy of the 1970s and 1980s, many
politicians, corporate crime scholars, and policy mavens determined that
corporate violators would be (or at least should be) particularly suscepti-
ble to greater punishment threats – especially those found in criminal law.
Given the rather unimpressive evidence regarding deterrence and tradi-
tional crime, I was curious as to whether the evidence was more convinc-
ing in the white-collar crime area. Further, I was attracted by the idea that
corporations, as exceptionally powerful and often oblivious societal actors,
require substantial curbs on that power for the common good. Criminal law
seemed like a reasonable tool to achieve that rather modest goal. Lastly, as
a student of corporate crime for fifteen years, it was comforting to know
that my thoughts about corporate crime control were shared by many well-
respected peers. The community of scholars who study in this area, at least
those who are more critically oriented, are skeptical about the good inten-
tions of corporate officers and challenge whether the companies they head
are committed to socially responsible goals. While it was uncomfortable to
jump on the punishment bandwagon, at least in this case, punitiveness made
some sense.

I was thus surprised by the woeful lack of research on corporate deter-
rence, especially from a criminological perspective. Although the literature

ix
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x PREFACE

is replete with debates about “efficient” regulation, including econometric
models of such, criminologists generally have had remarkably little to say
about corporate deterrence. Even fewer have attempted to assess empiri-
cally the deterrence model as it applies to companies or corporate decision
makers; of the few studies that do exist, evidence is far from unequivocal.

My purview of the relevant literature did, however, uncover the seminal
work of Albert Reiss Jr. and John Braithwaite. Through their work came the
idea of comparing and contrasting two models of corporate crime control –
one based in deterrence and the other based in compliance. My thinking
was also influenced by a question put to me by Amitai Etzioni, the noted
George Washington University sociologist. He wondered why most studies of
corporate offending focus primarily on deviant cases (often of a sensational
nature) and not on law-abiding companies. He suggested that much could
be learned about corporate crime by studying firms that obey the law.

Given the paucity of systematic research in this area, it was also important
that my evaluations of these models be empirically grounded. Thus, in 1993
and 1998 I undertook two vignette studies that were administered to MBA
and executive education students at four universities and a small group of
managers at a Fortune 500 company. The results of these studies are used
to assess the merits and deficiencies of both crime control strategies.

This work has taken almost a decade to come to fruition. Consequently, I
am indebted to many who have helped the project along. Perhaps most im-
portant, I have had the benefit of extremely smart and resourceful research
assistants and student collaborators. Lori Elis helped put together the vig-
nettes (using a randomized design) and painstakingly made them legible in
their questionnaire format. She also helped with some of the survey admin-
istration and preliminary data analysis for the first study. Her M.A. thesis
was the first published work out of this data set. Nicole Leeper Piquero read
over one of the first drafts of this book and made helpful comments. Laura
Hickman, along with Nicky, learned random effects models and worked to
translate the data from an SPSS format to LIMDEP and SAS. Most recently,
Jennifer Castro reran all of the random-effects models, produced the tables
for Chapter 7, and most of the appendices. She meticulously read the draft
and prompted me to reconsider my conclusions. Finally, M. Lynn Exum
worked closely with me to prepare and administer the second vignette sur-
vey. Although some of the items that he included in the survey did not
perform as he would have liked, his commitment to the project never wa-
vered. I thank all of these students (and former students) for their able
assistance, good humor, and critical observations.
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PREFACE xi

Numerous colleagues, at Maryland and other schools, contributed sig-
nificantly to both my thinking about corporate crime control and the
execution of the research. Many thanks to Craig Smith, Jeff Sonnenfeld,
Diane Vaughan, Nikos Passas, David Weisburd, and Gil Geis for all their help
in this endeavor. Also, I am grateful to Laureen Snider and Frank Pearce for
providing challenging and provocative arguments that run counter to the
conclusions I draw from these studies. Their research (and that of Diane
Vaughan) has made me think much more carefully about the implications
of my work.

I am indebted to Ray Paternoster for his statistical assistance and counsel,
theoretical expertise, and wit. Lawrence W. Sherman, as chair of the Depart-
ment of Criminology and Criminal Justice at Maryland, agreed to absorb the
cost of the survey construction and administration. He even helped stuff en-
velopes one afternoon when the electrical power was out in the office. That,
indeed, was assistance far beyond the call of duty.

Thanks go as well to David Farrington and Al Blumstein who, as editors of
the Cambridge Studies in Criminology series, had helpful and encouraging
comments on the first and second drafts of the original manuscript. Mary
Child, the sociology editor at Cambridge, has guided the project with an
accomplished hand and has been a source of calm when I was not.

Finally, my family has sacrificed and put up with me as I struggled to
complete this project. Much love and sincere gratitude to Stas and Gabrys.
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