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This research assesses the empirical validity of the classic anomie the-
ory articulated by Robert Merton and the important contemporary
extension of his work encompassed in Messner and Rosenfeld’s institu-
tional anomie theory. Using a unique aggregate-level data set, our
empirical investigation reveals that, consistent with theoretical expecta-
tions, instrumental crime rates are significantly higher in areas where
both a strong commitment to monetary success goals and a weak com-
mitment to legitimate means exist. The tendency for this “goals/means”
value complex to translate into higher rates of instrumental crime is
reduced in the context of higher levels of welfare assistance and more
frequent socializing among families. We also find that low levels of
educational and economic attainment and high levels of inequality
enhance the degree to which commitment to monetary success trans-
lates into instrumental crime. Overall, the findings are supportive of
some claims by classic and contemporary anomie theories, but also
they point to the need for further refinement of these perspectives and
additional assessments of their empirical validity.

Do social collectivities in which there is an especially strong commit-
ment to monetary success goals and a weak commitment to legitimate
means for pursing such goals exhibit the highest prevalence of money-gen-
erating crime? Is this particularly apt to be true in places where legitimate
opportunities for pursuing monetary success goals are insufficient and
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where levels of economic attainment are low and unequally distributed?
These questions were at the heart of the puzzle that Robert Merton
addressed in his seminal essay, “Social structure and anomie” (1938).
Merton presented persuasive arguments in the affirmative to these ques-
tions in that essay and in subsequent contributions that expanded on and
clarified his position (Merton, 1949, 1957, 1964, 1968).

The theory of deviance Merton articulated in this work has been highly
influential in sociology and other disciplines (Cole, 1975; Garfield, 2006;
Orru, 1987): It solidified anomie as a distinctly sociological concept rele-
vant to explaining various forms of deviance, and it stimulated several the-
oretical elaborations and extensions of his arguments (e.g., Agnew, 1992;
Cloward and Ohlin, 1960; Cohen, 1955; Messner and Rosenfeld, 1994).
Yet, despite the importance of Merton’s anomie theory in the social sci-
ences, we still know very little about the empirical validity of its core
claims. Scores of studies over the past several decades have evaluated the
empirical connection between goal blockage and deviance among individ-
uals (for reviews, see Agnew, Cullen, and Burton, 1996; Bernard, 1984;
Burton and Cullen, 1992; Burton et al., 1994; Cole, 1975; Farnworth and
Leiber, 1989; Kornhauser, 1978; Liska, 1971). These studies have produced
valuable knowledge about propositions implied in Merton’s anomie the-
ory, but none directly addresses his arguments about the link between
social organization and social deviance (see also Bernard, 1987; Messner,
1988; Messner and Rosenfeld, 2001). Nearly 70 years have passed since the
publication of “Social structure and anomie” (Merton, 1938), and yet we
still do not know whether places with a high level of commitment to mone-
tary success goals and a low level of commitment to legitimate means for
pursing monetary success goals exhibit higher levels of crime and whether
this is especially likely to be the case when legitimate opportunities for
pursuing monetary success goals are insufficient.

During the past two decades, a significant revival of interest in and
attention to Merton’s work has occurred, mostly because of the important
extension of his work by Messner and Rosenfeld (1994, 2007) in what has
been labeled “institutional anomie theory” (IAT). Messner and Rosenfeld
(2007) elaborate significantly on Merton’s discussion of the sources of cul-
tural disjuncture that are central to his explanation of deviance, and more
importantly, they redirect his social structural focus on the stratification
system to other key dimensions, namely noneconomic social institutions.
Messner and Rosenfeld’s IAT has reinvigorated the anomie perspective as
a major sociological explanation of crime and deviance, and it has stimu-
lated a flurry of macrolevel research during the past decade (Chamlin and
Cochran, 1995; Maume and Lee, 2003; Messner and Rosenfeld, 1997;
Piquero and Piquero, 1998; Pratt and Godsey, 2003; Savolainen, 2000;
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Stucky, 2003; for reviews, see Messner and Rosenfeld, 2006; Pratt and Cul-
len, 2005). Again, however, although these studies have generated impor-
tant empirical insights about macrolevel variation in crime rates, they do
not directly evaluate the most central propositions of IAT. In particular, it
remains unknown whether the instrumental crime-generating tendencies
of a high commitment to monetary success goals and a low commitment to
legitimate means for pursing such goals are lessened where a high commit-
ment to and involvement in noneconomic social institutions exists.

The primary objective of the current study is to go beyond previous
work in this area by evaluating the empirical validity of some core predic-
tions contained in the anomie theories presented by Merton (1938, 1949,
1957, 1964, 1968) and Messner and Rosenfeld (1994, 2007) as they apply to
cultural and social structural arrangements relevant to the pursuit of mon-
etary success goals and variation in rates of instrumental crime across
social collectivities. Our analysis is based on a macrolevel data set that
combines survey data from the General Social Survey (GSS) on levels of
commitment to monetary success goals and on levels of commitment to
institutionalized means with data from a variety of sources regarding the
availability of legitimate economic opportunities, levels of economic
attainment and inequality, participation in and commitment to
noneconomic social institutions, and levels of instrumental crime.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Given the uncertainty that exists about the precise causal linkages
implied in the classic and contemporary perspectives examined in the cur-
rent study (Agnew, 1987; Bernard, 1987; Chamlin and Cochran, 1995;
Maume and Lee, 2003), we begin by describing in some detail our inter-
pretation of the types of concepts that should be measured and the rela-
tionships that should be evaluated in a comprehensive assessment of their
empirical validity. To aid in this effort, we translate our interpretation of
the two theories into causal models, which we display in figure 1. We first
discuss Merton’s anomie theory (displayed in panel A) and then explicate
Messner and Rosenfeld’s IAT (displayed in panel B).

MERTON’S ANOMIE THEORY

Disagreement on basic theoretical and methodological issues exists with
respect to the theoretical model of deviance outlined by Merton, including
the most relevant units of analysis; the distinct concepts that are repre-
sented; how those concepts are linked; and the types of measures and
model specifications required to evaluate adequately the core predictions
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Figure 1. Models of Instrumental Crime Implied in Classic
and Contemporary Anomie Theories
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(Messner, 1988). Pinning down Merton precisely on how or why the fea-
tures of social organization upon which he focused translate into differ-
ences in rates of instrumental crime across social collectivities is a
challenge, but such efforts are critical for specifying appropriate tests of
the empirical validity of his theoretical account, for assessing the relevance
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of the extant empirical literature, and more generally for building a knowl-
edge base on the perspective that is theoretically and empirically reflec-
tive. In that spirit, we present in panel A of figure 1 a causal model that
conveys in precise terms our interpretation of the theoretical account by
Merton of differences across social collectivities in levels of instrumental
crime.!

As others have noted, Merton’s theory emphasizes the potential devi-
ance-generating role of two dimensions of cultural structure and one
dimension of social structure (Messner, 1988). With respect to cultural
structure, Merton highlights as particularly important both the degree of
emphasis placed on monetary success and the degree of emphasis placed
on pursuing monetary success through legitimate means (X; and X, in fig-
ure 1, panel A). With regard to social structure, Merton emphasizes the
potential importance of the degree to which available legitimate opportu-
nities (or means) are insufficient to permit most members of the popula-
tion to pursue monetary success goals (Xs). Merton’s writings suggest that
the primary role of the cultural structure is to shape the value commit-
ments of the populations exposed to them, which are expressed as X;—X;
and X,—X, in the figure; the corresponding estimates for the paths con-
necting these variables would reflect a socialization process, in particular
the degree to which cultural values have been assimilated. Somewhat simi-
larly, Merton’s discussion of the opportunity structure suggests that it is
integral mainly for shaping the degree to which all, or at least most, mem-
bers of the population are able to employ legitimate means to pursue mon-
etary success goals, or at least perceive that this is a viable option (i.e.,
X5%X6).

Given this interpretation, differences in instrumental crime across social
collectivities in Merton’s theoretical model are primarily a function of the
degree to which populations across different areas are committed to pur-
suing monetary success goals (X;), are weakly committed to doing so
through legitimate means (X,), and are confronted by limited access to,
and low levels of, attainment in the legitimate opportunity structure (Xs
and Xy).2 Importantly, Merton’s argument suggests that higher values on

1. Here we focus on only the core elements of Merton’s theoretical model for
explaining variation in instrumental crime across social collectivities. See Baumer
(2007) for a more detailed discussion of issues underlying the translation of
Merton’s discursive formulation into a formal causal model, including a descrip-
tion of several implied links excluded from figure 1 that are not central to the
current investigation.

2. We use the terms “social collectivities,” “societies,” and “communities” inter-
changeably throughout this article. Although Merton and Messner and Rosen-
feld highlight America as a good example of a social collectivity that scores at the
extreme on the key cultural and social structural variables they emphasize, in our

”



\\server05\productn\C\CRY\45-3\CRY306.txt unknown Seq: 6 31-AUG-07 10:00

622 BAUMER & GUSTAFSON

any one of these key variables alone would not yield significantly higher
levels of instrumental crime. This suggestion implies that none of these
variables is expected to have a significant main effect on instrumental
crime and that if they do, then such effects should be relatively weak. But,
as several other scholars have noted (e.g., Bernard, 1987; Cullen, 1984;
Messner, 1988), Merton suggested that these variables should exhibit rela-
tively strong multiplicative effects. He emphasized two interaction effects,
in particular.

First, as highlighted in Merton’s discussion of the “modes of adapta-
tion,” the pressure toward innovative behaviors, such as instrumental
crime, stems from a discrepancy between the degree to which community
members are committed to pursuing monetary success goals and the
degree to which they are committed to pursuing these goals through legiti-
mate means, which is an imbalance that is indicative of high levels of ano-
mie (e.g., Featherstone and Deflem, 2003; Messner and Rosenfeld, 2007;
Orru, 1987). This component of Merton’s argument is represented as a
multiplicative effect in panel A of figure 1 by way of sawtoothed arrows
emanating from the two indicators of value commitments in order to form
the specified two-way interaction effect on instrumental crime (X;X,; —
Y).3 A literal reading of Merton’s discussion of the possible modes of
adaptation to the prevailing cultural structure reveals that this two-way
interaction effect is necessary for explaining community differences in
instrumental crime, but it may not be sufficient. Merton suggests the
effects of the two-way interaction should be amplified when considered in
the context of other relevant contingency or moderator variables.

Particularly important in this regard, and implicated in the second key
multiplicative relationship developed in Merton’s theoretical model, is the
distribution of legitimate means that can facilitate the pursuit of monetary
success goals. Merton’s (1938: 678-81) conceptualization of “legitimate
opportunities” in this regard is open to multiple interpretations, but his
elaborated discussions of insufficient and unequal “access” to legitimate
means/opportunities seem to emphasize not only the degree to which the

view their theoretical arguments are not limited to explaining “American excep-
tionalism” in crime and deviance or variation in deviance across a particular type
of social collectivity.

3. Given the centrality of higher order interactions in the theoretical models out-
lined by Merton (1938) and by Messner and Rosenfeld (2001), we adopt the
method of using sawtoothed arrows to represent key two-way interactions as dis-
tinct variables, such as X;X, in figure 1 (see Bollen, 1998; Bollen and Paxton,
1998). To convey how other factors moderate this two-way interaction effect, as
implied in the two theoretical models (i.e., to form the implied three-way interac-
tions), we then use the more common approach of drawing an arrow from the
specified moderator to the causal path that represents the two-way interaction
effect.
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social structure provides a sufficient stock of opportunities suitable for
members of the population to pursue monetary success goals (e.g., the
sheer number of jobs available) but also the degree to which available
opportunities actually yield, or are at least perceived to provide the possi-
bility of yielding, the achievement of monetary success (e.g., the level and
equality of educational and economic attainment) for all or most members
of a given social collectivity (Rosenfeld, 1989). These two dimensions of
the social structure parallel at the macrolevel what some social scientists
refer to as equality of opportunities and equality of outcomes, respectively
(see, e.g., Breen and Jonsson, 2005).

In essence, Merton suggests that an insufficient supply of legitimate
opportunities constrains the range of options people have, in theory, for
pursuing valued monetary success goals and also reduces the likelihood
that using legitimate opportunities, in practice, will enable them to satisfy
culturally valued goals. All else equal, this insufficiency increases the pos-
sibility that people will turn to illegitimate means to attempt to achieve the
culturally extolled goal of accumulating money and monetary success (see
also Bernburg, 2002; Maume and Lee, 2003). The logic of Merton’s theory
is that when people are strongly encouraged and committed to pursue
monetary success goals but weakly encouraged and committed to pursue
them via institutionalized norms, the tendency to use illegitimate means
(e.g., instrumental crime) to attempt to satisfy monetary goals, will be
greater in the context of particular structural realities. Specifically, this
tendency will be heightened where fewer legitimate opportunities exist
that can facilitate the accumulation of money and wealth (e.g., places
where jobs are relatively scarce and access to higher education is relatively
limited), where the social structure does not yield a high level of economic
attainment for most people (e.g., places with high levels of poverty and
unemployment, low levels of educational attainment, and relatively few
people in high earning jobs), and where high levels of economic and edu-
cational inequality ensue. According to Merton, this is likely to be the case
because illegitimate means are perceived as more expedient under such
circumstances or because people in such situations experience stress or
become frustrated (e.g., Agnew, 1987; Bernard, 1987; Messner, 1988).4 In

4.  The validity of the proposed moderating role of “legitimate opportunities” may
depend on the reasons behind the evident failings of the social structure, some-
thing Merton does not appear to address systematically. Although Merton
referred in his writings to the potential downside of relatively large segments of a
population being “denied effective opportunities” or experiencing “blocked
opportunities” or “differential access to the approved opportunities,” he did not
discuss at length the various and complex ways in which these conditions can
arise (see Rosenfeld, 1989). For instance, variation across places in the degree to
which people are able to pursue monetary success goals through legitimate
means could arise because of variation across places in the number of legitimate
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either case, our view of Merton’s discussion of the role of opportunity
structure in constraining the ways in which individuals can legitimately sat-
isfy monetary success goals translates into three-way statistical interactions
involving, on the one hand, variables that reflect differences across social
collectivities in value commitments (i.e., a relatively high level of commit-
ment to pursuing monetary success goals and a relatively weak commit-
ment to legitimate means of pursuing monetary success) and, on the other
hand, variables that capture differences in access to and success in pursu-
ing legitimate opportunities. We express this in figure 1 with moderating
effects of the degree to which an insufficient stock of legitimate opportuni-
ties (X;s) exists and the degree to which levels of attainment are relatively
low and unequally distributed (Xs) on the causal path that represents the
multiplicative effect on instrumental crime of a strong commitment to
monetary success goals and a weak commitment to institutionalized means
(X5X,). Statistically, this amounts to the following three-way interaction
effects on instrumental crime (X;X,Xs — Y and X;X,X¢s — Y).

MESSNER AND ROSENFELD’S INSTITUTIONAL ANOMIE
THEORY

In Crime and the American Dream, Messner and Rosenfeld (1994, 2007)
provide an account of American exceptionalism in levels of criminal vio-
lence, especially instrumental violence, that draws heavily from Merton’s
anomie theory. Although Messner and Rosenfeld did not set out to pro-
pose a formal theory or to critique Merton’s theory causal-path by causal-
path, the model that we extract from their work is compatible in many
ways with the central focus of Merton’s theory. Messner and Rosenfeld
(2007) also incorporate into their theoretical model, however, insights
from the sociological literature on social control and on the nature and
functioning of noneconomic social institutions, which are issues that
Merton alludes to in his writings but does not fully develop in his theoreti-
cal explanation. In panel B of figure 1, we illustrate our interpretation of
the causal model implicit in Messner and Rosenfeld’s explanation of dif-
ferences in instrumental crime across social collectivities, which is now
widely referred to in the literature as IAT.5

As the figure shows, the anomic cultural arrangement that is central to

opportunities available; the suitability of available opportunities; the motivation,
skills, and ability of persons eligible to consider available opportunities; the ways
in which opportunities are allocated; or some combination of these elements.
Presumably, some of these contributing factors to insufficient opportunities, low
attainment, and/or high inequality might be more “frustrating” than others or be
more apt to make illegitimate opportunities look particularly expedient.

5. As in our description of Merton’s theoretical model, here we focus on only the
elements of IAT that are central to the issues investigated in the current study.
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Merton’s anomie theory—a strong cultural emphasis on monetary success
goals and a weak cultural emphasis on pursuing monetary success goals
through institutionalized or legitimate means—also is prominent in Mess-
ner and Rosenfeld’s explanation. Although not shown in the figure, Mess-
ner and Rosenfeld go much further than Merton by specifying the
distinctive value complex upon which this cultural imbalance rests and by
offering a vivid description of the historical and contemporary forces that
gave rise to and continue to sustain it (see also Bernburg, 2002). More
central to the issues addressed in our research, however, the underlying
logic of their description of how this cultural imbalance translates into rel-
atively high levels of instrumental violence seems identical to the logic in
Merton’s description. That is, Messner and Rosenfeld imply a process
wherein the cultural values of a society are transmitted to individuals who
then pursue actions that make sense given the value commitments they
have internalized, conditional on other factors that moderate this process.
As noted, the implication of this argument is that the key proximate pre-
dictor of spatial variation in instrumental crime rates is the interaction
between the extent to which populations across different areas are com-
mitted to pursuing monetary success goals and the extent to which they
are weakly committed to doing so through legitimate means, as displayed
in panel B of figure 1 (i.e., X;X; — Y). Like Merton, Messner and Rosen-
feld (1994, 2007) argue that this association is likely to be a highly condi-
tional one, moderated by several elements of the social structure.

Significant overlap exists between Messner and Rosenfeld’s IAT and
Merton’s theoretical model, but these perspectives differ in the way that
they conceptualize social structure. In many ways, Messner and Rosenfeld
provide a much more detailed explication of the social structure than
Merton, but they also largely omit from early articulations of their argu-
ments a discussion of the dimension of social structure that is central to
Merton’s thesis: the stratification system. As Bernburg (2002: 738) aptly
points out, “Messner and Rosenfeld ignore Merton’s insight on the role of
the unequal distribution of people’s objective conditions in translating the
anomic ethic into crime and deviant behavior.” Messner and Rosenfeld
(2006, 2007) have recently acknowledged this omission, and they suggest
that integrating it into their model would provide a more complete expla-
nation of geographic differences in levels of instrumental crime.

Despite the limited attention they give to the legitimate opportunity

See Messner and Rosenfeld (2007) for a more detailed treatment of other perti-
nent casual links, including those that reference the sources of variation in cul-
tural arrangements, the degree to which the economy dominates institutional
structures, and the factors associated with levels of participation and investment
in noneconomic institutions.
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structure, Messner and Rosenfeld (1994, 2007) greatly expand the concep-
tualization of social structure found in Merton’s work by highlighting the
potential importance of several key social institutions. Specifically, they
emphasize the relative strength of economic, political, educational, and
familial institutions in the United States and suggest that the balance of
power between these institutions is both a consequence of and a contribu-
tor to the prevailing cultural structure. Messner and Rosenfeld’s explana-
tion for the exceptional levels of instrumental violence in the United
States highlights the dominance of the economy and an associated weak-
ness of familial, educational, and political institutions. According to their
argument, this is an institutional imbalance that, coupled with existing cul-
tural arrangements, has produced a population that is more likely than
other populations to pursue monetary success goals “by any means
necessary.”

Messner and Rosenfeld (1994, 2007) do not provide explicit guidance
about the causal mechanisms that link the institutional balance of power
to variation in instrumental crime, but as we show in the bottom half of
figure 1, they seem to suggest a process whereby the dominance of the
economy in the institutional structure (Xs) reinforces the cultural empha-
sis on monetarily defined success (i.e., X;) and dampens the cultural
emphasis on using only legitimate means to pursue monetary success goals
(i.e., X;), which in turn increases the degree to which people are highly
committed to pursing monetary success goals and weakly committed to
pursing such goals through legitimate means (i.e., X5X,). Furthermore, the
dominance of the economy in the institutional structure and the joint
occurrence of a high degree of commitment to monetary success goals and
a high degree of weak commitment to legitimate means (i.e., X5 and X3X;)
diminish participation and investment in key noneconomic social institu-
tions, namely familial, educational, and political institutions, which are
designated as X, X7, and Xg, respectively, in panel B of figure 1.6

Messner and Rosenfeld suggest that the devaluation of noneconomic
social institutions enhances the likelihood that members of the population
will prioritize the pursuit of monetary success goals at the expense of other
goals. More central to the current research, they argue that weakened

6. It is unclear whether Messner and Rosenfeld meant for the concepts we label as
“degree to which economy dominates institutional structure” and the “degree of
commitment to and participation in education, family, and political institutions”
to be distinct. We treat them as such in our presentation given that the former
might refer to the public’s perceived value of different institutional roles and
various government policies and programs that advantage particular institutions
in broad terms (e.g., deregulation of the economy or limits on family leave),
whereas the latter might capture potential outcomes of such valuations and poli-
cies (e.g., time spent with family or various profamily employment benefits).
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commitment to and investment in noneconomic social institutions also
increase the likelihood of illegitimate responses to culturally induced pres-
sures for achieving monetary success (e.g., instrumental crime) indirectly
by disrupting the transmission of prosocial norms about the virtues of pur-
suing monetary success goals only through legitimate means and more
directly by reducing exposure to external social controls and social support
(Messner and Rosenfeld, 2007). Although the precise meaning of these
links is open to debate (Maume and Lee, 2003), based on our reading, the
primary causal role of noneconomic social institutions in IAT is a moder-
ating one. Specifically, the capacity of noneconomic social institutions to
temper the ways in which people pursue monetary success goals in the
context of weakened commitment to legitimate means is compromised
when participation in and commitment to such institutional arrangements
is low (for a similar interpretation, see Chamlin and Cochran, 1995;
Piquero and Piquero, 1998; Savolainen, 2000).7 We capture this process in
figure 1 with an arrow drawn from commitment to and participation in
educational, familial, and political institutions (i.e., X4, X;, and Xj) to the
causal path that reflects the interactive effect on instrumental crime of
strong commitments to culturally valued monetary success goals and weak
commitments to legitimate means of pursuing those goals (i.e., X;X;, = Y).
Thus, our interpretation is that the key arguments contained in Messner
and Rosenfeld’s theory are captured by a series of three-way interaction
effects (e.g., XsXuXs = Y, X;XuX; = Y, and X;X, X5 — Y).

THE CURRENT STUDY

A complete evaluation of the numerous research puzzles displayed in
the two panels of figure 1 would require multiple waves of data on social
collectivities (potentially defined in various ways, ranging from neighbor-
hoods to nation-states) that exhibit variation in levels of instrumental
crime and in the explanatory variables emphasized in the two perspectives.
A full test also would require direct indicators of global cultural features

7. Maume and Lee (2003) interpret Messner and Rosenfeld’s (1994, 2007) theoreti-
cal discussion as also implying that noneconomic social institutions also mediate
the effects of anomic conditions on levels of instrumental crime. In our view this
specification is inconsistent with the underlying logic of IAT, which implies that
the social control and social support functions of noneconomic social institutions
would not be necessary for regulating levels of instrumental crime unless a strong
commitment to monetary success goals and a weakened commitment to legiti-
mate means existed. This logic implies moderation rather than mediation. Never-
theless, Maume and Lee’s interpretation yields an interesting empirical
prediction to which our data can partially speak, so we return to this issue in the
results section.
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(i.e., the degree of cultural emphasis on monetary success goals and legiti-
mate means of pursuing such goals) and of structural arrangements (e.g.,
the structure of the economic system and indicators of institutional func-
tioning) reflected across a reasonably large sample of places. Because
these societal features are emergent properties of social systems (see
Lazarsfeld and Menzel, 1965; Liska, 1990)—not merely aggregations of
individual relationships, attitudes, and behaviors—they would need to be
measured through an assessment of government policies and the customs,
rituals, manners, and practices in specified communities, as reflected in
“cultural artifacts” such as books, newspapers, magazines, film, speeches,
and other such sources (Messner and Rosenfeld, 2006). Finally, a complete
test would require data on the extent to which the populations of the
social collectivities under study have assimilated cultural values, have
access (or perceive that they have access) to opportunities to pursue mon-
etary success goals through legitimate means, are committed to or value
noneconomic social institutions, and are involved in instrumental criminal
activities.

A comprehensive empirical test of the anomie theories under review is
well beyond the reach of existing sources. However, the data used for our
study allow us to assess some relationships that are central to these theo-
retical arguments and that have not received a great deal of previous
empirical scrutiny. The empirical predictions we evaluate are summarized
in figure 2, which integrates insights from Merton’s anomie theory and
Messner and Rosenfeld’s IAT on the proximate predictors of instrumental
crime.

As illustrated, we examine whether geographic differences in levels of
instrumental crime are a function of the interaction between the degree of
commitment among citizens to pursue monetary success goals and the
degree of weak commitment among citizens to pursue monetary success
goals via legitimate means (X;X, — Y). Furthermore, we examine whether
any observed multiplicative effect of these conditions is moderated by dif-
ferences across places in 1) the degree to which legitimate opportunities
for pursing monetary goals are limited (X;) and the degree to which edu-
cational and economic attainment is limited or unequally distributed (X,),
as emphasized by Merton (i.e., X;X,X; = Y and X;X,X, — Y); and 2) the
degree of commitment to and participation in noneconomic social institu-
tions (X5, Xy), as emphasized by Messner and Rosenfeld (i.e., X;X,Xs —
Y, XiXoXe =2 Y, XiXoX; = Y, XiXoXs — Y, and X;XpXy — Y). With
respect to the latter, we consider the potential moderating role of indica-
tors of commitment to and investment in each of the institutions high-
lighted by Messner and Rosenfeld (familial, educational, and political
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Figure 2. Integrated Anomie Causal Model
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institutions) along with indicators of community social capital and relig-
ious institutional strength, both of which have been featured in recent the-
oretical discussions and empirical research on aggregate crime rates (e.g.,
Messner, Baumer, and Rosenfeld, 2004; Putnam, 2000).

Although well short of a full test of IAT or Merton’s anomie theory, our
study goes significantly beyond previous efforts to assess the empirical
validity of these perspectives. Most studies examine important implica-
tions of these theories rather than directly assess the implied causal links
(Chamlin and Cochran, 1995; Hannon and DeFronzo, 1998; Krahn,
Hartnagel, and Gartrell, 1986; Maume and Lee, 2003; Messner, 1983;
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Messner and Rosenfeld, 1997; Piquero and Piquero, 1998; Pratt and God-
sey, 2003; Savolainen, 2000). These studies contribute much to our under-
standing of spatial variation in crime and deviance, but they do not speak
directly to the core questions of whether instrumental crime rates are
higher in places where a stronger commitment to monetary success goals
and a weaker commitment to legitimate means exist and of whether any
observed effect of this goals/means imbalance is moderated by adverse
economic conditions or levels of participation in and commitment to
noneconomic social institutions.

Three recent studies have examined more directly some cultural argu-
ments contained in classic and contemporary anomie theories (Cao, 2004;
Cullen, Parboteeah, and Hoegl, 2004; Jensen, 2002). Cao (2004) and Jen-
sen (2002) evaluate whether America exhibits the type of exceptional cul-
tural features emphasized by Merton and by Messner and Rosenfeld.
Using the World Values Survey (WVS), the results of these studies chal-
lenge claims that Americans are exceptional in their commitment to mon-
etary success or in their willingness to justify deviant means of pursuing
such success. However, these studies do not fully consider the main causal
processes implied by Merton or by Messner and Rosenfeld, and a recent
critique of their findings reveals that conclusions drawn from the WVS on
these issues are highly sensitive to the specific items used to measure the
core concepts (Messner and Rosenfeld, 2006).

Cullen, Parboteeah, and Hoegl (2004) use individual- and aggregate-
level data from the WVS for 3,450 managers from 28 nations to assess the
main effects of several dimensions of national culture that Messner and
Rosenfeld (2007) identify as foundations of the American dream (e.g.,
achievement, individualism, universalism, and pecuniary materialism) and
of several indicators of the strength of social institutions on the degree to
which managers report that it is justifiable to engage in various deviant
business practices. Although they do not examine the interactive effects
that are central to Messner and Rosenfeld’s theory (i.e., interactions
between the indicators of culture and the indicators of institutional
strength) nor do they consider actual involvement in instrumental crime,
their analysis reveals evidence consistent with some basic tenets of
Merton’s theory and IAT. In particular, Cullen, Parboteeah, and Hoegl
(2004) find that exposure to the cultural values of universalism and pecu-
niary materialism increases the degree to which managers are willing to
justify deviant business practices. Overall, however, their results provide
mixed support for predictions derived from IAT.

In sum, previous research rarely has considered key variables in classic
and contemporary anomie theoretical models, such as the extent to which
members of different populations are strongly committed to monetary suc-
cess goals and weakly committed to legitimate means. Thus, past research
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has not addressed whether these variables exert main effects on crime
rates, interact with one another, or interact with other variables, including
the distribution of educational and economic opportunities and attain-
ments as well as the strength of noneconomic institutions, in such a way as
to affect crime rates as specified theoretically. Our analyses are directed at
answering these key theoretical questions.

DATA AND METHODS
DATA

We evaluate the links shown in figure 2 with data on instrumental crime
rates from the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR); indicators of the level of
commitment to pursuing monetary success goals, the level of commitment
to using legitimate means to pursue monetary success goals, and other
conditions from an aggregate-level version of the GSS; measures of socio-
economic and demographic conditions from the U.S. Census Bureau; and
other relevant variables drawn from a variety of additional sources for 77
geographic areas in the United States for the mid-to-late 1970s. The crime
and census data used in the analysis are standard for most aggregate-level
crime studies (see, e.g., Kposowa, Breault, and Harrison, 1995; Land,
MccCall, and Cohen, 1990), but the aggregated GSS data and the units of
analysis employed are less common and therefore warrant some
elaboration.

Although the GSS has been used extensively for individual-level analy-
ses of various topics, a distinctive feature of the GSS data used for our
research is that they contain geographic codes that identify the primary
sampling units (PSUs)—metropolitan areas and non-metropolitan coun-
ties—from which respondents were selected. The GSS sampling units are
chosen with the purpose of generating a nationally representative sample
of households in the continental United States. They therefore reflect a
broad selection of geographic areas across the nation, and samples drawn
within these units are “self-representing” so that aggregated individual
responses are representative of the area from which they are drawn (for a
more detailed discussion of GSS sampling methods, see Davis and Smith,
1998: Appendix A). Previous studies have used the geocoded GSS to link
aggregate-level data from external sources to the household respondents
(e.g., Baumer, Messner, and Rosenfeld, 2003; Taylor, 1998) and to aggre-
gate survey household-level data from the GSS to describe levels of social
capital, gun prevalence, and other attributes of the geographic areas sam-
pled in the survey (e.g., Kleck, 2004; Moody and Marvell, 2005; Rosenfeld,
Messner, and Baumer, 2001). We use the procedure applied in the latter
studies for the purposes of our research and aggregate GSS individual
responses within sample units to construct aggregate-level measures of
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concepts that are central to evaluating the empirical validity of the predic-
tions derived above from Merton’s theory and IAT.

Relying on the GSS for key measures means that our analysis is based
on a somewhat novel sample, at least compared with most conventional
aggregate-level samples, and that we must employ data from the 1970s, the
only period for which the relevant GSS measures are available. The units
of analysis for our study represent 77 of the 87 geographic units that com-
posed the sampling frame for the GSS during the 1970s; 52 of the units
included represent metropolitan areas, and the other 25 represent individ-
ual non-metropolitan counties.8 Past research on crime and social control
has shown that the GSS sample of counties and metro areas generates
findings that are very similar to analyses based on more conventional sam-
ples of cities, counties, and metropolitan areas (e.g., Rosenfeld, Messner,
and Baumer, 2001; Stults and Baumer, 2007). With respect to the time
frame covered in our study, to preserve the implied temporal order as best
we can, we assess the effects of measures from the GSS and other sources
estimated approximately for 1975-1976 on levels of instrumental crime
rates estimated for 1977. Although it is usually preferable to evaluate
research issues with more recent, and ideally the most recent data availa-
ble, a strong theoretical rationale does not seem to exist against using data
from the 1970s to evaluate the predictions outlined in the theories devel-
oped by Merton and by Messner and Rosenfeld, nor have we found argu-
ments suggesting that the predictions found in these theories have changed
over time so that they would be more or less relevant within a given histor-
ical era. Furthermore, using data from the 1970s allows us to go beyond
most previous studies, which have been restricted to standard census-
derived explanatory variables that may have limited relevance for the the-
oretical frameworks under review.

MEASURES
DEPENDENT VARIABLE

As noted, we limit our attention to the implications of Merton’s and
Messner and Rosenfeld’s arguments for explaining community differences
in instrumental crime rates. Accordingly, we focus our empirical analysis
on a composite dependent variable that captures differences across places
in the relative frequency of crime geared primarily toward the acquisition
of money or goods that could be converted to cash. Specifically, using
county-level data from the UCR program (U.S. Department of Justice,

8. We exclude 10 of the original 87 GSS sample units (5 metropolitan areas and 5
non-metropolitan counties) because of insufficient data for several key variables
included in the analysis. The biggest source of missing data that led to exclusion
was incomplete or nonexistent data on levels of instrumental crime.
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1998), we construct a measure of instrumental crime that reflects the num-
ber of robberies, burglaries, larcenies, and auto thefts per 100,000
residents in our sample units for 1977.9

KeEy EXPLANATORY VARIABLES

Two of our key explanatory variables are 1) the degree of commitment
to pursuing monetary success and 2) the degree of commitment to legiti-
mate means of pursuing monetary success goals among members of the
communities in our study. We combined GSS data from 1973 to 1976 and
aggregated survey responses within our sample units to construct esti-
mates of the prevalence of these value commitments.1© The degree of
commitment to monetary success goals is measured with an item from the
GSS that taps whether residents of the sample communities agreed with
the statement that “next to health, money is the most important thing.”
The measure used in our study represents the percentage of community
respondents who indicated that they agree with that statement. We inter-
pret higher values on this variable to reflect a stronger commitment by
community members to pursue activities directed at maximizing monetary
success.

The degree of weak commitment to legitimate means for pursuing mone-
tary success goals is measured by aggregating, within sample units,
responses to a GSS item that assesses whether respondents agree with the
statement that “there are no right or wrong ways to make money, only
hard and easy ways.” The measure used in our analysis reflects the per-
centage of persons who agree with this statement, and we interpret higher
scores on this measure as being reflective of a weaker commitment by
community members to pursue monetary success through legitimate
means.

As noted, Merton emphasizes as potential moderator variables not only
the degree to which the social structure provides a sufficient stock of
opportunities suitable for members of the population to pursue monetary
success goals but also the degree to which available opportunities actually
yield or are at least perceived to yield the achievement of monetary suc-
cess for all. This broad conceptualization of “limited legitimate opportuni-
ties” calls for analyzing indicators of the relative number of economic
opportunities available in a given area, along with indicators of the level of

9.  For this measure and several others used in our study, to obtain estimates for the
metropolitan areas represented in our study, we then aggregated the county-level
data.

10.  We pool data across multiple years of GSS data to maximize sample sizes within
sample units. Sample sizes range from 75 to 350 across the 77 units included in
the study.
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economic attainment and inequality (see also Rosenfeld, 1989). We
include measures of each in our analysis.

We gauge the extent of legitimate employment opportunities in 1976
with a ratio of the total number of persons aged 16 years and older in our
sample units who were employed or who were seeking employment (i.e.,
the labor or work force) to the number of jobs available within the labor
market areas that encompass our sample units, a ratio we label as limited
job availability. The size of the labor force in 1976 was estimated by inter-
polating from 1970 and 1980 county census estimates. Estimates of the
number of existing jobs in 1976 in the labor market areas that cover our
sample units are based on annual county-level information obtained from
the Regional Economic Information System (REIS) maintained by the
Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA), which we aggregated to character-
ize labor market areas. This source provides the most reliable estimates of
the number of jobs in a given area and is preferred over other sources such
as the decennial census, which counts people (employed and unemployed)
rather than the number of jobs (see Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2007,
Scorsone and Zimmerman, 2003). As constructed, higher scores on the
ratio used in our study indicate a surplus of current and would-be workers
relative to the number of jobs for our sample units or, alternatively, a scar-
city of job opportunities available relative to the number of persons who
are working or looking for such opportunities.!!

We use two measures to capture variation across places in the degree to
which available opportunities yield outcomes that are indicative of a social
structure that yields insufficient and unequal chances of achieving mone-
tary success and accumulating wealth. On their face, these measures are
conceptually distinct from the measure of legitimate opportunities just
described and may be particularly germane to shaping perceptions about
whether achieving monetary success goals through legitimate means is
realistic for all individuals, independent of the available stock of legitimate
opportunities.

The first measure, which we label as low educational and economic
attainment, combines six items that indicate differences across our sample

11.  For the metropolitan areas in our sample we simply used the sum of jobs within
the geographic boundaries covered by these areas as the equivalent labor market
area. For single county units in our sample, the labor market areas reflect eco-
nomically defined commuting zones (using 1980 definitions), which are designed
to reflect the full geographic area in which county residents might work or seek
jobs, irrespective of county population size (Tolbert and Sizer, 1996). In supple-
mentary analyses, we experimented with an alternatively defined measure that
captures people not currently in the labor market, the ratio of all persons aged
16-64 years to the number of jobs. The findings for this measure were very simi-
lar to those reported below.
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units in absolute attainment levels (alpha = .86). Specifically, we standard-
ized and summed the following six items to construct a scale capturing
differences across areas in low levels of attainment: 1) the percentage of
persons aged 16 to 19 years who are not high-school graduates or currently
in school (i.e., school dropouts), 2) the percentage of persons aged 25
years and older who did not finish high school, 3) the percentage of per-
sons in the civilian labor force who are unemployed, 4) the percentage of
persons in the labor force who are employed in nonmanagement and non-
professional jobs, 5) the percentage of families with incomes below the
poverty line, and 6) the community average self-reported social class
standing. The first five items were estimated for 1976 by interpolating
from 1970 and 1980 county census data and aggregating to the GSS PSUs,
and the last item was created from the GSS by aggregating within PSUs
data from 1973 to 1976 on a question that asks respondents to self-report
their social class (i.e., 4 = lower class. . .1 = upper class).

Our second measure of economic attainment captures variation across
places in the distributional equality of outcomes for legitimate economic
and educational pursuits. Specifically, we constructed a multi-item scale
that combines the Gini index of income inequality and the Gini index of
educational inequality, both of which have been linked to crime in previ-
ous macrolevel studies (e.g., Galea and Ahern, 2005; Maume and Lee,
2003). We first estimated the two indices of inequality for 1976 by interpo-
lating from decennial census data for 1970 and 1980, and then we stan-
dardized the measures and summed them to create a scale that we label
educational and income inequality (alpha = .92).

To assess claims relevant to Messner and Rosenfeld’s IAT, we include
several indicators of the degree of commitment to or value placed on
noneconomic social institutions. The measures developed are constrained
somewhat by the available data and the time period under review, but
each seems to have sufficient face validity to assess in a preliminary way
the mechanisms emphasized by Messner and Rosenfeld (2007). The per-
centage of government expenditures on education in 1976 and the number
of pupils per teacher in the schools in our sample communities during the
1975/1976 academic year serve as indicators of the commitment to educa-
tional institutions. The former was created by interpolating from estimates
of government spending on education and other functions in 1972 and
1977 taken from County and City Data Books (U.S. Department of Com-
merce, 1999, 2000). The latter was obtained from the Elementary and Sec-
ondary General Information System (ELSEGIS) data (U.S. Department
of Education, 2001). We also use two measures to gauge levels of commit-
ment to family. The first measure reflects differences across places in the
amount of time people spend socializing with family members (time spent
with family). This variable was constructed by aggregating responses to
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three items from the 1974-1977 GSS to measure the percentage of persons
who socialized several times a month with siblings, parents, and other rela-
tives, respectively, and summing standardized values for these items
(alpha = .79). The second indicator of family institutional strength captures
community differences in commitment to marriage. This index combines
two items that were constructed by aggregating responses to GSS ques-
tions from 1974 to 1977 about current marital status and views on divorce
laws: the percentage of respondents currently married and the percentage
who indicated support for laws making it more difficult to divorce (alpha =
.62). Consistent with previous research (e.g., Maume and Lee, 2003), we
use data on voting and welfare assistance as indicators of the degree to
which the polity is organized in ways that might regulate how people
respond to culturally induced pressures to pursue economic success goals.
Specifically, we include an index of voter participation (alpha = .90), which
combines the percentage of persons aged 18 years and older registered to
vote in 1976 and the percentage of registered voters who voted in the 1976
Presidential election (Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social
Research (ICPSR), 1991, 1995), as well as an index of welfare assistance
(alpha = .64) that combines the percentage of poor families receiving wel-
fare and the average monthly welfare payment per poor person, adjusted
for local cost of living (see Hannon and DeFronzo, 1998). The two welfare
items used in this index were estimated for 1976 by interpolating county
census data from 1970 and 1980.

Finally, we incorporate measures of the strength of two additional insti-
tutional spheres not emphasized in IAT but highlighted in several recent
empirical investigations (e.g., Maume and Lee, 2003; Messner, Baumer,
and Rosenfeld, 2004; Rosenfeld, Messner, and Baumer, 2001). Specifically,
we use data from the 1970 and 1980 Census of Churches to interpolate the
1976 civically engaged church adherence rate for our sample units
(Glenmary Research Center, 1973, 1981). And, consistent with past
research, we measure levels of social capital for our sample units by com-
bining indicators of community participation with indicators of social trust
(Messner, Baumer, and Rosenfeld, 2004; Paxton, 1999; Putnam, 2000;
Rosenfeld, Messner, and Baumer, 2001). We combined four measures
from the GSS for the period covering 1973-1977 and aggregated them
within sample units to construct an index of social capital that combines
the percentage of respondents who indicate that most people can be
trusted, the percentage who say that most people try to be fair, the per-
centage who say that most people try to be helpful, and the per capita
number of groups and associations to which respondents belong (alpha =
.84).
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CoNTROL VARIABLES

We also consider several other potentially important variables in our
analysis. Although we could not find any statements in the original articu-
lations of Merton’s theory or IAT that claim that the causal processes
implied are net of other factors, these anomie perspectives obviously
should be tested against plausible alternative models; therefore the models
we estimate incorporate measures directed at capturing key concepts that
are emphasized in some of the most prominent alternative aggregate-level
theoretical perspectives (e.g., routine activities theory and social disorgani-
zation theory) as well as other known correlates of crime (e.g., Kposowa,
Breault, and Harrison, 1995; Land, McCall, and Cohen, 1990). The con-
trols include the mean number of hours that residents spend watching tele-
vision in a typical day, population structure (an index that combines
logged population size and logged population density), the number of
police officers per 100,000 residents, structural disadvantage (an index that
combines the percentage of residents who are black and the percentage of
families with children headed by a female), the percentage of individuals
aged 16 to 34 years, and a dummy variable that distinguishes sample units
located in the south from those located elsewhere. The inclusion of these
variables provides a conservative test of the hypothesized links outlined in
figure 2.12

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY

We use ordinary least squares to examine the effects of the explanatory
and control variables on instrumental crime rates. Our analysis proceeds
in the following manner. We begin by briefly describing descriptive statis-
tics and bivariate correlations for the sample and measures employed in
the study. We then estimate a series of regression models that examine the
empirical predictions outlined in figure 2. As the figure illustrates, the key
empirical predictions of interest in the regression models are multiplica-
tive relationships, specifically two-way and three-way statistical interac-
tions. To minimize concerns about multicollinearity and to enhance the
interpretability of the interactions estimated in our regression models,
each predictor variable hypothesized to form multiplicative relationships
was mean centered (Aiken and West, 1991; Jaccard and Turrisi, 2003). Our
initial focus in the multivariate analysis is on testing for the hypothesized
two-way interaction between the level of commitment to monetary goals

12.  The measure of television viewing was created by aggregating GSS data for
1975-1977 within sample units, and the indicator of police strength was con-
structed by aggregating agency-level data from the 1975 Census of Law Enforce-
ment Agencies. The other control variables (save for region) were estimated for
1976 by interpolating from 1970 and 1980 decennial census data.
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and the level of weak commitment to using legitimate means for pursuing
monetary success. The empirical expectation here is for a statistically sig-
nificant positive coefficient for the interaction term, which signifies that
the effect of each component of the interaction is enhanced given higher
levels of the other. Subsequent models are directed at testing for the
three-way interactions specified in figure 2. Specifically, we evaluate
whether factors such as limited access to legitimate opportunities, indica-
tors of low and unequal levels of educational and economic attainment,
and measures of noneconomic institutional strength condition the poten-
tial crime-elevating interactive effects of a high degree of commitment to
monetary goals and a weak commitment to using legitimate means to do
so. Based on our interpretation of the classic and contemporary anomie
theories under review, we expect significant positive coefficients for the
three-way interactions involving the availability of legitimate opportuni-
ties and the indicators of low achievement and high inequality, as well as
significant negative coefficients for three-way interactions involving the
indicators of noneconomic institutional strength.

RESULTS

Before turning to the regression results, it is instructive to consider the
descriptive statistics for the key variables represented in our hypotheses,
which are presented here in table 1.13 The average rate of instrumental
crime (robberies, burglaries, larcenies, and auto thefts) for the 77 areas
represented in our sample is 5,348 per 100,000 residents, which is very sim-
ilar to the national rate for this period (U.S. Department of Justice, 1978).
Considerable geographic variation exists in instrumental crime rates, how-
ever, with some areas experiencing just over 200 instrumental crimes per
100,000 and others more than 9,500 per 100,000. The geographic areas in
our sample also exhibit variation on key explanatory variables examined
in the study. For instance, more than a quarter (29.6 percent) of persons
across these areas agreed that “next to health, money is the most impor-
tant thing,” which we use as an indicator of relative commitment to mone-
tary success, but this sentiment varied across places from about 15 percent
to 49 percent. Similarly, in the average area, nearly one quarter (23.3 per-
cent) of persons expressed a weak commitment to using legitimate means
to pursue monetary success as indicated by their agreement that “there are
no right or wrong ways to make money, only hard and easy ways,” but
agreement with this statement ranged from under 5 percent to more than
41 percent across our sample areas. The indicators of the availability of

13.  To conserve space, we do not present results for the control variables in any of
the tables (results available on request).



10:00

31-AUG-07

Seq: 23

unknown

\\server05\productn\C\CRY\45-3\CRY306.txt

639

VALIDITY OF ANOMIE THEORIES

80°9¢ €CSl 0es 00°1¢ Ioyoe9) 1od spidng
€8°CL 6l'LE oL'L S 0S UOT)BONPI UO SOIMIPUadXo JUOWUIIAOT 9%,
jpuonvonpiyy
suonMNSU] [BI20G IWOUOIIUON] JO P3udI)S
€ 1 €0 ST uIr) uoneonpyg
Ly 0¢ €0 ¢ TUIL) QWIOdU]
STL 60°¢— 081 00 LArenbour owoour pue [euoneonpy
86'C S1'C 48 ST (ssepo 1oddn = T ‘sse[o 10MO[ = §) SSB[D [BI00S Pa110daI-J[os UL
9L’ ey 209 €19 0T ¢l our] A)1oa0d oY) MO[oq SOWIOOUT YIIM SOI[IWIR] JO %,
98°68 9¢€°¢€9 cLY S6'9L sqol [euorssojorduoujuowoFeuewuou ur pasojduo o,
0071 90°¢ L0°C €L'S pokordwoun 9510J I10qe[ UBI[IALD JO 9
98'89 1€v¢C 88°6 TL°6€ [ooyos Y3y woij 9jenpeis jou pip oym o,
8C°6¢ LL'Y 9% 98¢ 9jenpelsd [ooyss-ysIiy e 10 [00YDS Ul Jou ][9] suosiad Jo 9,
88°¢l 6L'8— €Y 00 SJUQUIUTR))R OIWIOUOID PUB [BUOIIBINPI MO
LET 99’ or 96° onel sqol 03 9010] JIop
Lumqeyreae qof pajyrury
SaNIEdY [eININIS
0¢' TP Sy €8’L €e€e Kouow oyew 03 sAem Fuoim 10 JYSLI OU Ik 21y} Furoide 9,
SUBOW 9)JBWINITO] 0] JUAWIIWUWOD JBIA
78'8p 449! $0'8 09°6¢ juejzodwr jsow s1 Aouowr ‘Yifeay 03 1xou jey) Jurodide o
$5900NSs AIR1OUOW 0} JUAWIIWIIO))
SHUIUNIWWO)) IN[EA
so[qerep Arojeue[dxyy
67656 18°60C ISTL0T  ¥8LYE'S (000°00T 1od) 918y PWIL) [RIUSWNLSU]
Jqene Judpuada(q
WINWIXBJA WINWIUIA] as UBIIA

(LL = N) sd1qeuep Arojeuedxyy pue

J[qereA judpudda(q 10§ sansne)§ ARdLRSI(Q T dqRL



10:00

31-AUG-07

Seq: 24

unknown

\\server05\productn\C\CRY\45-3\CRY306.txt

BAUMER & GUSTAFSON

640

“J1 MOJoq A[3O2JIp P2ISI| SIOJBIIPUI JY) SAUIQUIOD JBY) 2[BIS QANIPPE PIZIPIEpuUL)s WI-NNA,

6T €01 8¢” 98T sdiysroquiowr dnoi3 jo requnu paj1odoI-J[os UBAA
0€eL 9S'¥C T1€0T 96'¢S mydioy oq 03 A1) ojdoad jsowr Aes oym 9,
68°88 69°C¢ LLOT €079 1reJ oq 03 An odoad jsouwr Kes oym o,
+¥9'69 81T 8¢ TT [S1X5% paisn1y oq ued ojdoad 1sowr Aes oym o
y1'L 6¢8~ 0ce 00 .Je1des [enog
Anunwwoy)
98 009 16 6161 9)BI 90UQISYPE YoINyYd pPage3ua A[[edIAl)
§1013112y]
09961 8796 ¥81C OLET uosiaod 100d 1od juowAed orejjom Ajuowr oFerIoAy
10°6T YCe LY'C 089 QIej[om FUIATEOAI sarfwe] 100d jo o
S9°¢ L9T- €L'T 00 AOURISISSE JIBJ[OM
S9°LL €C6¢ S6'8 L9°€S UONOJ[ [BIIUIPISAIJ 9/G] Ul PAIOA OYM SIOJOA PIIdISIZAI JO 9
10°66 6L°¢C 907l 80°0L 910A 0] PaId1ISIZal I9P[O puR QT 9,
1754 175 06'T 00’ Juonedonied 19107
[voniod
00°CL L9°9C L 0T S6'SY 90IO0AIp 0} JMOLJIP 210w J1 Furjew smef j1oddns oym o
LY'68 6L°1S Y06 8089 paruew APULIIND 9,
¥9'v 69°¢— oL'T 00° 98BLLIBW 0] JUSUIWWO))
0008 cr've 96 0¢'SS SOAIIR[OI IOUIO )M [JUOUI B STUIUSAD [BIOAJS puads oym 9o
00°SL 00 €TST ST'vE S3uIqQIs YIIM JIUOW B SFUIUSAD [BIOAIS puads oym o
00°00T 00 6v'CC LY’ LY sjuared Ym Yruow e STUIUOAD [BISASS puads oym 9
€69 86— (44 00 LAruey qim juads owy,
[pynuvy
WINWIXEIA WINWIUIIA] as UBIIA

(u0d) 1 d[qEL,



\\server05\productn\C\CRY\45-3\CRY306.txt unknown Seq: 25 31-AUG-07 10:00

VALIDITY OF ANOMIE THEORIES 641

employment opportunities, economic attainment and inequality, and com-
mitment to and participation in noneconomic institutions exhibit substan-
tial variability across places as well. It remains to be seen, however,
whether these factors affect instrumental crime in the manner posited by
Merton and by Messner and Rosenfeld.

The bivariate correlations displayed in table 2 indicate a significant posi-
tive, albeit relatively weak, linear relationship between levels of commit-
ment to monetary success and weak commitment to legitimate means (r =
279, p < .05). Neither of these variables exhibits a significant bivariate
linear association with instrumental crime rates, which is perhaps not sur-
prising in light of the strong theoretical emphasis on their presumed inter-
active effects. The indicator of job availability, which has not been used in
past crime research as far as we know, is not related significantly to levels
of instrumental crime or the other economic indicators, low economic
attainment and economic inequality. The latter measures are strongly cor-
related as expected, and they yield significant inverse relationships with
instrumental crime rates, presumably because such conditions reflect lim-
ited opportunities for instrumental crime.!4 An additional noteworthy fea-
ture of the bivariate associations shown in table 2 is that many indicators
of noneconomic institutional strength yield significant negative relation-
ships with instrumental crime rates. Below, we examine whether these
indicators also condition any observed interactive effect of commitment to
monetary success and weak commitment to legitimate means, as implied
by Messner and Rosenfeld (2007).

Tables 3 and 4 present the multivariate regression results that are most
central to the theoretical predictions examined in our research. Table 3
displays nonstandardized coefficients and standard errors for five regres-
sion models relevant to Merton’s anomie theory. Model 1 presents results
for the main effects of the explanatory variables, whereas the other models
test for the significant interaction effects implied in Merton’s theory,
beginning with the two-way interaction between commitment to monetary
success goals and weak commitment to legitimate means (model 2), fol-
lowed by models that evaluate hypothesized three-way interaction effects
between value commitments and the three indicators of economic condi-
tions highlighted in his work (models 3-5).

Model 1 reveals two noteworthy findings.!5 First, several explanatory

14.  Kposowa, Breault, and Harrison (1995) report similar findings for property crime
in their comprehensive analysis of county-level crime correlates. We find the
more typical positive relationships between these indicators and crime when we
substitute homicide rates for instrumental crime rates (results not shown).

15.  We tested for homogeneity of error variance using the Breusch—Pagan test (e.g.,
Greene, 1993); no significant heteroskedasticity was observed. Visual inspection
of model residuals showed no indications of significant non-normality. Some
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variables—some of which have not been considered in previous
macrolevel crime research—exert significant main effects. Net of other
factors, instrumental crime rates were lower in the late 1970s in geographic
areas where education comprised a larger share of overall spending, fami-
lies spent more time together, there was a stronger commitment to mar-
riage, and the rate of adherence to civically engaged religious
denominations was higher. Second, and more important for the focus of
our research, neither levels of commitment to monetary success nor weak
commitment to legitimate means exerts a significant main effect on instru-
mental crime rates. This finding is not unexpected because, as noted,
neither Merton’s theory nor IAT predicts main effects for these variables.
But they do predict that these variables interact to generate higher levels
of instrumental crime, an issue to which we now turn.

We tested for the hypothesized interaction between commitment to pur-
sue monetary success and weak commitment to legitimate means by
adding a variable that represents the product of these measures. As model
2 shows, this estimation reveals a statistically significant interaction effect
(b =17.92, p < .05) that is in the theoretically expected direction, net of a
comprehensive set of other variables.

To illustrate the nature and magnitude of this interaction effect, we used
the coefficients in model 2 to compute the relevant simple slopes implied
by the interaction (see, e.g., Aiken and West, 1991). Since the theories
under review here do not favor either of the two explanatory variables
involved in the interaction as a focus or moderator variable, we first com-
puted the simple slopes for the regression of instrumental crime on com-
mitment to monetary success goals at different levels of weak commitment
to legitimate means (ranging 1 standard deviation above and below the
mean), and then we repeated these steps for computing simple slopes for
the regression of instrumental crime on weak commitment to legitimate
means at different levels of commitment to monetary success goals. The
resulting regression lines are displayed in panels A and B of figure 3. As
figure 3 reveals, the effect of each variable on instrumental crime rates is
greater at higher levels of the other and, in fact, only the slopes reflected

independent variables included in our regression models yield moderate-to-
strong correlations, particularly associations between some indicators of eco-
nomic conditions (e.g., levels of low attainment, high inequality, and the welfare
index) and some control variables (e.g., population density and structural disad-
vantage). An assessment of model variance inflation factors (VIFs) and condi-
tioning indices suggested that these variables could be a significant source of
multicollinearity. However, the estimation of several alternative specifications
revealed that the conclusions drawn about the effects of the explanatory vari-
ables, and most importantly about the two-way and three-way interactions con-
sidered in the study, are not at all sensitive to the simultaneous inclusion of these
variables.
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Figure 3. Predicted Instrumental Crime Rates at Different
Levels of Commitment to Monetary Success
and Commitment to Legitimate Means

A. Effect of Commitment to Monetary Success on Instrumental Crime
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in the top lines in each figure (when the moderator is set to 1 standard
deviation above the mean, which is denoted with the solid black lines) are
statistically significant. This interaction indicates that instrumental crime
rates were highest in the late 1970s in areas where there was both a strong



\\server05\productn\C\CRY\45-3\CRY306.txt unknown Seq: 31 31-AUG-07 10:00

VALIDITY OF ANOMIE THEORIES 647

commitment to monetary success and a weak commitment to legitimate
means, which is consistent with theoretical expectations derived from the
classic and contemporary anomie theories considered in this study.16

The results presented in the remainder of table 3 (models 3-5) address
the question of whether the observed interaction between commitment to
monetary success and weak commitment to legitimate means is condi-
tioned by the elements of social structure emphasized by Merton. Empiri-
cally, these models test for possible three-way interactions among
commitment to monetary success, weak commitment to legitimate means,
and the indicators of job availability (model 3), levels of attainment
(model 4), and inequality (model 5). As the results show, we find no sup-
port for the idea that the instrumental crime pressures emanating from a
strong commitment to monetary success and a weak commitment to legiti-
mate means are amplified in the contexts of limited job availability, low
levels of educational and economic attainment, and high levels of inequal-
ity, as suggested by Merton’s anomie theory. It is noteworthy, however,
that we find statistically significant two-way interactions involving the indi-
cator of commitment to monetary success goals and both the measure of
low levels of educational and economic attainment (model 4, b = 16.33, p <
.05) and the measure of economic inequality (model 5, b = 26.67, p < .05).
We find similar results after dropping the nonsignificant three-way interac-
tion terms in these models. These results suggest that the effect on instru-
mental crime of strong commitments to monetary success goals is
amplified when accompanied by particularly low levels of economic attain-
ment and conditions of high economic inequality. Although not consistent
with the predictions we derived above from Merton’s writings, as we elab-
orate in the discussion these findings are on par with other explications of
his theory and they affirm some of Merton’s comments about the condi-
tional link between crime and adverse economic conditions.!?

16. It is also interesting to note that the estimated effect of this interaction effect
without the indicators of noneconomic institutional strength (not shown in tabu-
lar form) is 17 percent larger than shown in model 3 (b = 9.59), which includes
these indicators. This is consistent with Maume and Lee’s (2003) suggestion that
stronger noneconomic social institutions mediate a nontrivial portion of the
effect of anomic conditions on levels of instrumental crime.

17.  Merton (1938) also implies that factors such as perceptions of formal punishment
risk and the level of subjective financial satisfaction also may serve as moderators
of the degree to which a commitment to monetary success goals in a context of
weakened commitment to institutionalized means is translated into instrumental
crime. In supplementary analyses (not shown), we used police force size and the
arrest-to-crime ratio as indicators of the degree of objective risk of detection
(e.g., Yu and Liska, 1993) and an indicator of the percentage who claim to be
satisfied with their financial circumstances and tested whether these factors mod-
erated the two-way interaction effect central to Merton’s theory. These analyses
do not support the three-way interactions implied by Merton, but they do reveal
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We now turn to an assessment of whether indicators of commitment to
and participation in various noneconomic social institutions lessen the
criminogenic pressures associated with a strong commitment to monetary
success and a weak commitment to legitimate means, as suggested by
Messner and Rosenfeld’s IAT. To explore this issue, we estimated regres-
sion models that test for three-way interaction effects involving the two
indicators of value commitments and each of the eight indicators of
noneconomic institutional strength outlined earlier. To conserve space, we
limit our tabular presentation to the key parameters of interest and sum-
marize the results for these estimations in table 4, which includes for each
model the main effects of the two value commitment variables, the two-
way interaction term that represents the product of these two variables,
and the relevant three-way interaction term (the estimations summarized
in the table also included the relevant lower order two-way interaction
terms and the main effects for all explanatory and control variables).

Table 4 shows that although all but one of the indicators of
noneconomic institutional strength yield the expected pattern (i.e., a nega-
tive coefficient for the three-way interaction term), only two emerge as
statistically significant moderators in our analysis: welfare assistance and
time spent socializing with family members. In both cases, the results are
consistent with Messner and Rosenfeld’s (2007) theoretical arguments for
how relatively strong noneconomic institutions can temper the degree to
which the combination of high levels of commitment to pursue monetary
success and low levels of commitment to legitimate means translate into
higher levels of instrumental crime.!8

To illustrate more concretely the nature of these findings, we computed
the theoretically relevant simple slopes generated by the three-way inter-
actions involving the indicators of time spent with family (model 3) and
levels of welfare assistance (model 6). Given the logic of IAT we focus on
demonstrating how these two measures of noneconomic institutional
strength condition the slopes of the indicators of commitment to monetary
success goals and weak commitment to legitimate means when the latter
are relatively high (i.e., +1 and +2 standard deviations above their means)
or, in other words, under conditions that are most conducive to high
instrumental crime rates according to the results presented above (e.g.,
figure 3). The estimated simple slopes are displayed in two panels in table
5. Panel A presents the simple slopes for the effects of commitment to
monetary success at different levels of weak commitment to legitimate

that police force size reduces the degree to which higher levels of commitment to
monetary success translate into higher instrumental crime rates, which is consis-
tent with the spirit of Merton’s arguments.

18.  None of the two-way interactions involving the indicators of commitment to
noneconomic institutions was statistically significant.
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means and welfare assistance, and the effects of weak commitment to
legitimate means at different levels of commitment to monetary success
goals and welfare assistance. Panel B is structured similarly but with the
indicator of time spent socializing with family as the higher order modera-
tor variable.

Table 5. Simple Slopes for Three-Way Interaction Among
Commitment to Monetary Success Goals, Weak
Commitment to Legitimate Means, and Selected
Indicators of Noneconomic Strength (N = 77)

A. Simple Slopes for Three-Way Interaction Among Commitment to Monetary
Success Goals, Weak Commitment to Legitimate Means, and Welfare Assistance

Effect of Commitment to Monetary Success Goals on Instrumental Crime

Weak Commitment to Welfare Assistance
Legitimate Means -2 SD -1SD Mean +1SD +2SD
+1 SD 186.64* 138.24* 89.83* 4143  -6.97
+2 SD 394.44%* 277.41% 160.37* 4334 -73.70

Effect of Weak Commitment to Legitimate Means on Instrumental Crime

Commitment to Welfare Assistance
Monetary Success -2 SD -1SD Mean +1SD +2SD
+1 SD 209.61%* 159.31* 109.01* 58.71 8.41
+2 SD 423.15% 302.32% 181.50* 60.67 -60.16

B. Simple Slopes for Three-Way Interaction Among Commitment to Monetary
Success Goals, Weak Commitment to Legitimate Means, and Time Socializing with
Family

Effect of Commitment to Monetary Success Goals on Instrumental Crime

Weak Commitment Time Spent with Family
to Legitimate Means -2 SD -1SD Mean +1SD +2 SD
+1 SD 187.30* 147.72% 108.14* 68.57  28.99
+2 SD 409.28* 306.15* 203.03* 99.90 -3.22
Effect of Weak Commitment to Legitimate Means on Instrumental Crime
Commitment to Time Spent with Family
Monetary Success -2 SD -1SD Mean +1SD +2SD
+1 SD 226.77* 185.43* 144.10* 102.76  61.43
+2 SD 454.88* 348.24* 241.60* 13496 28322

*p < .05, two-tailed test.

The two panels in table 5 tell a consistent story. The effects of commit-
ment to monetary success goals when weak commitment to legitimate
means is prevalent (1 and 2 standard deviations above its mean), and the
effects of weak commitment to legitimate means when commitment to
monetary success goals is strong (1 and 2 standard deviations above its
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mean), dampen significantly as the two higher order moderators (welfare
assistance and time spent with family) take on larger values.!9 In other
words, higher levels of welfare assistance and more time socializing with
family significantly reduce the crime-generating tendencies of a high level
of commitment to monetary success and a low level of commitment to
legitimate means, which are findings that are consistent with the predic-
tions derived from Messner and Rosenfeld’s IAT. In fact, the results
reveal that, collectively, a high level of commitment to monetary success
goals and a particularly weak commitment to legitimate means (denoted in
the table with higher values on the “weak commitment” variable) signifi-
cantly increase instrumental crime when the indicators of welfare assis-
tance and time with family are average or relatively low, but they have no
significant effect on crime when these indicators are above average.

DISCUSSION

We derived and examined several empirical predictions about spatial
variation in instrumental crime rates contained in the anomie theories
presented by Merton (1938, 1949, 1957, 1964, 1968) and Messner and
Rosenfeld (1994, 2007). Our interpretation of these perspectives high-
lighted the crime-generating effect of a high level of commitment to mone-
tary success goals combined with a low level of commitment to legitimate
means for pursuing such goals, and we outlined various factors that have
been theorized to condition this effect. Using a unique aggregate-level
dataset, our analyses revealed empirical support for a central prediction of
classic and contemporary anomie perspectives: Instrumental crime rates
are significantly higher when both a relatively high level of commitment to
monetary success and a low level of commitment to legitimate means
exists. This two-way interaction effect persisted after considering simulta-
neously several other explanatory variables and controls, and its effect was
nontrivial in magnitude. The evidence was mixed regarding whether this
effect is moderated by features of the social structure. As predicted, the
data indicated that higher levels of welfare assistance and more frequent
socializing among families reduce the tendency for this “goals/means”
value complex to translate into higher rates of instrumental crime. But
several other factors widely believed to play a similar moderating role did
not do so as tested in this work.

The key dimensions of social structure emphasized by Merton—limited

19.  We compared the simple slopes for high and low values (e.g., +1 and -1 standard
deviation from the mean) of the higher order moderators shown in table 5 using
a significance test of slope differences for three-way interactions (Dawson and
Richter, 2006). In each case, the resulting ¢ test indicated that the estimated sim-
ple slopes were significantly different (p < .05).
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and unequally distributed legitimate opportunities—were not found to
exhibit the significant moderating role we anticipated from a careful read-
ing of his theoretical writings, at least as measured by limited job availabil-
ity, low levels of educational and economic attainment, and high levels of
educational and economic inequality. For reasons noted above, we
expected these indicators of economic conditions to amplify the degree to
which a high level of commitment to pursue monetary success goals and a
weakened commitment to legitimate means translate into higher levels of
instrumental crime. We found no support for this implied three-way statis-
tical interaction, instead we found that low levels of educational and eco-
nomic attainment and high levels economic inequality amplify the degree
to which commitment to monetary success goals translates into instrumen-
tal crime, regardless of the degree to which members of the population
exhibit a weakened commitment to legitimate means.

The discrepancy between our empirical findings and our interpretation
of Merton’s theoretical argument could be a function of several factors,
including the general difficulties in detecting higher order statistical inter-
actions and specific aspects of our study design that add to this challenge
(e.g., the relatively small sample size or measurement error). But it is also
possible that either Merton overestimated the necessity or importance of
weakened commitment to legitimate means under conditions of economic
insufficiency or that we overestimated the importance he attributed to this
element. As others have noted (Messner, 1988), Merton does at times sug-
gest that instrumental crime will likely be particularly high where there is a
strong commitment to pursue monetary success goals and insufficient
legitimate opportunities to do so effectively, irrespective of the level of
commitment the population may have in using only legitimate means. This
position is perhaps best reflected in the initial statement of the theory,
where Merton states that, “It is only when a system of cultural values
extols, virtually above all else, certain common symbols of success for the
population at large while its social structure rigorously restricts or com-
pletely eliminates access to approved modes of acquiring these symbols for
a considerable part of the same population, that antisocial behavior ensues
on a considerable scale” (1938: 680). Merton (1968: 203) later qualifies
such statements by explicitly stating that the potential deviance-generating
effect of a discrepancy between commitment to monetary success goals
and blocked access to legitimate means presupposes that individuals have
imperfectly assimilated institutionalized means, and as we noted, the basic
logic of his modes of adaptation signals a significant and necessary causal
role for commitment to legitimate means (our emphasis). Whatever his
intentions, though, our empirical findings are consistent with the idea that
certain objective economic conditions amplify the “pressures” toward
instrumental crime created by a strong commitment to pursue monetary
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success goals. Furthermore, the economic conditions that seem to matter
most are actual (absolute and relative) levels of attainment rather than the
mere availability of employment opportunities, although perhaps a finer
measure of the latter, such as the availability of jobs for low-skilled work-
ers, which could not be constructed from available data, would yield a
different pattern.

The significant two-way interactions we observed between the indicator
of high levels of commitment to monetary success goals and the measures
of low levels of attainment and high levels of inequality, respectively, also
have relevance for Merton’s specific comments on the expected associa-
tion among crime rates, poverty, and other indicators of economic disad-
vantage. There is a long tradition of research on the link between
economic disadvantage and crime rates, and the findings have been some-
what inconsistent. There are a variety of potential reasons for this incon-
sistency, including estimation issues (e.g., Land, McCall, and Cohen,
1990), but one possibility foretold by Merton (1938) long ago is that the
effects on crime of poverty and other indicators of limited opportunity,
such as inequality, may be conditioned by the value commitments of a
population. In particular, writing shortly after the Great Depression,
Merton (1938: 681) noted that “Poverty as such, and consequent limitation
of opportunity, are not sufficient to induce a conspicuously high rate of
criminal behavior. Even the often mentioned ‘poverty in the midst of
plenty’ will not necessarily lead to this result.” Rather, Merton goes on to
argue that the conditions of economic disadvantage yield higher levels of
crime mainly when they are accompanied by a high level of commitment
to monetary success goals. The two-way interaction effects revealed in
models 4 and 5 of table 3 are consistent with this prediction. This finding is
relevant for our understanding of the role of economic disadvantage in
generating higher levels of crime, and it also suggests a possible reason
why the effects of economic disadvantage on crime may be contingent on
the sample or era in which they are estimated.

Our findings for the moderating role of some noneconomic social insti-
tutions are in-line with empirical expectations derived from institutional
anomie theory. Drawing on the insights of Esping-Andersen (1990), Mess-
ner and Rosenfeld (1997) suggest that more generous social welfare pro-
grams limit total dependence on the market for material well-being and
tend to provide some insulation from criminogenic pressures generated by
cultural prescriptions to pursue monetary success by any means necessary.
Presumably this result is because welfare assistance represents a legal
mechanism through which to satisfy culturally valued goals of acquiring
money, which may lessen the need to pursue illegal avenues to do so
(Hannon and Defronzo, 1998). Although our research cannot evaluate
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precisely why greater levels of welfare assistance play the observed moder-
ating role, the results do add to a growing body of evidence that more
generous welfare policies can mitigate the potentially criminogenic conse-
quences of heightened economic pressures (e.g., Hannon and Defronzo,
1998; Maume and Lee, 2003; Messner and Rosenfeld, 1997; Savolainen,
2000). This pattern of findings presents an intriguing policy dilemma given
recent research showing that escalations in the prevailing crime-reduction
strategy in the United States—imprisonment—are associated with reduc-
tions in the nation’s social welfare program (Beckett and Western, 2001;
Stucky, Heimer, and Lang, 2005). The evidence is mounting that both of
these public policy strategies may yield crime reduction, but given the
growing appreciation for the collateral costs of mass imprisonment, per-
haps it is time to reconsider the current policy balance, particularly in light
of contemporary trends of escalating imprisonment rates (Harrison and
Beck, 2005) and declining welfare benefit rates (Somers and Block, 2005).

Our findings for the moderating role of more frequent socializing with
family members also are consistent with the central arguments of IAT.
Messner and Rosenfeld (2006: 86-87) suggest that a strong commitment
to, or high value placed on, noneconomic social institutions such as the
family reduces the likelihood of illegitimate responses to culturally
induced pressures for achieving monetary success by promoting the trans-
mission of prosocial norms about the virtues of pursuing monetary success
goals only through legitimate means and by increasing exposure to exter-
nal social controls and social support (see also Cullen and Wright, 1997,
LaFree, 1998). The results presented here are supportive of this reasoning,
although we cannot rule out plausible alternative interpretations. Specifi-
cally, from a routine activities/opportunity theoretical perspective, more
frequent socialization with family members is likely to increase guardian-
ship of potential residential crime targets and to reduce personal exposure
to situations conducive to property crimes such as robbery and larceny
(e.g., Cohen and Felson, 1979). It is also possible that more frequent
socializing with family members in an area impedes the development of
subcultures organized to support illegitimate enterprises (e.g., Cloward
and Ohlin, 1960). Whatever the process implied, one implication of our
results is that efforts to facilitate more frequent contact between families
that are increasingly separated geographically and by the day-to-day
demands of a complex society may help to reduce levels of instrumental
crime significantly. Messner and Rosenfeld (2006: 112) advocate a sub-
stantial expansion of family-friendly policies and benefits (e.g., paid family
leave, flexible work schedules, or employer-provided child care) that
reduce the degree to which the family is subjugated by the economy and
that provide “opportunities to devote more time and energy to exclusively
family concerns.” The results of our research support the idea that such
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policies would contribute significantly to a comprehensive crime control
policy.

None of the other indicators of noneconomic institutional strength con-
sidered (i.e., educational spending, pupils per teacher, commitment to
marriage, voter participation, civically engaged church adherence, and
social capital) was found to perform the hypothesized moderating role
outlined by Messner and Rosenfeld. Again, this result could be a function
of the data used for our study, and we caution against drawing definitive
conclusions until additional research weighs in. But it is plausible that
these other institutions may not be as important for regulating culturally
induced pressures to engage in illegitimate activity as IAT suggests.
Whereas higher levels of welfare support provide a direct means to bolster
one’s efforts to accumulate financial resources and the family is a particu-
larly vital social institution that is well suited to provide the kinds of inter-
nal and external social control and social support needed to regulate
behavior, the other institutions highlighted by Messner and Rosenfeld pro-
vide more temporary attachments for individuals, are arguably less central
to their day-to-day lives, and are probably far less influential in shaping
how people respond to culturally induced pressures.

It would be useful for future research to address in more detail these
and other intricacies of classic and contemporary anomie theories. Several
basic questions remain unanswered about concepts, measurements, and
implied causal linkages in these perspectives that might be resolved by
additional efforts to explicate the models in precise terms and by discus-
sions about how best to evaluate the models. The meaning of some con-
cepts, for example, seems to be taken for granted when, in actuality, their
meaning is fairly elusive (e.g., What does “access” to legitimate opportuni-
ties really mean?). And although almost everybody in the field probably
would be able to recite the basic stories of Merton’s anomie theory and
IAT, there seems to be little by way of formal efforts in the literature to
translate these stories into precise causal models that can be digested,
modified, and agreed on in theory so that we will know when a given study
design is appropriate and how to assess the relevance of empirical results.
More clarification of the complex arguments and additional work on trans-
lating the largely discursive statements into precise and testable causal
models would be useful. So would additional empirical work that evalu-
ates some of the other research puzzles contained in Merton’s and Mess-
ner and Rosenfeld’s anomie theories, which could not be explored with
the data used for our study (e.g., the factors that shape the assimilation of
cultural values and how this process varies by key demographic attrib-
utes), as well as research that reconsiders the linkages examined in our
study with alternative measures, data sources, and samples. Although we
feel that the aggregate data used here were suitable for a preliminary
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assessment of some core predictions contained in Merton’s theory and
IAT, the key data source (the aggregate-level version of the GSS) was not
specifically designed for this purpose, the units of analysis are relatively
large and heterogeneous, and the relevant data were available only for the
mid-to-late 1970s. Thus, efforts to replicate our results with alternative
data sources that contain multiple measures of key concepts would be
highly useful for advancing our understanding of how social organization
is linked to crime rates.

Overall, our study provides support for some aspects of the macrolevel
anomie theories developed by Merton and Messner and Rosenfeld, but it
also points to the need for refinements to these perspectives. In particular,
given our interpretations of the two theoretical models and our findings, it
seems that a fuller integration of these models would be profitable. Mess-
ner and Rosenfeld (2007) make a significant contribution to the theoreti-
cal literature by broadening Merton’s conceptualization of social structure
to include relevant noneconomic social institutions, and our findings hint
that these additions are meaningful empirically. But our results also affirm
the importance of bringing back in the stratification system in a meaning-
ful way if we are to fully understand the anomic tendencies of our society
that make the vitality of noneconomic institutions so important. A model
that integrates insights from Merton and Messner and Rosenfeld would
better capture the motivational element of anomie theories by incorporat-
ing economic circumstances that amplify the degree to which culturally
assimilated values are more apt to translate into criminal behavior, while
also attending to the many social forces that can regulate these motiva-
tional pushes. A model that integrated these two anomie perspectives
would therefore be more “sociologically” complete than either one is
alone.
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