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Introduction
 Cressey’s [1] fraud triangle examined the motivation 

for crime. McMahon et al. [2] suggest there is a need to move 
beyond the traditional fraud triangle to fight white-collar crime. 
In this article, we suggest a white-crime triangle which includes 
financial motive, organizational opportunity and deviant 
behavior. The suggested white-collar crime triangle is based 
on convenience theory [3], where white-collar crime can be 
explained by financial desires, organizational concealment and 
rationalization of criminal behavior. Convenience is a relative 
concept, where an illegal path may be more convenient than 
a legal path when considering potential benefits and costs. 
Potential benefits may be avoidance of pain and suffering, while 
potential costs may be detection and conviction. In this article, 
we suggest a research model to predict the extent of financial 
crime based on the white-collar crime triangle. We ask the 
following research question: What determines the tendency 
towards white-collar crime depending on financial motive, 
organizational opportunity and acceptable behavior?

Convenience Theory
As suggested by, white-collar crime can be a convenient 

option to avoid threats and exploit possibilities [4]. Convenience 
orientation is conceptualized as the value that individuals and 
organizations place on actions with inherent characteristics  

 
of saving time and effort. Convenience orientation can be 
considered a value-like construct that influences behavior and 
decision-making. Mai and Olsen (2016) measured convenience 
orientation in terms of a desire to spend as little time and effort 
possible to complete a task. The key components of convenience 
theory are similar to [5] problem triangle analysis in routine 
activity theory. Routine activity theory suggests three conditions 
for crime to occur: a motivated offender, an opportunity in 
terms of a suitable target, and the absence of a capable or 
moral guardian. The existence or absence of a likely guardian 
represents an inhibitor or facilitator for crime.

Another traditional theory is worthwhile to compare to 
convenience theory. Fraud theory with the fraud triangle 
suggests three conditions for fraud [1]

a)	 Incentives and pressures, 

b)	 Opportunities, and 

c)	 Attitudes and rationalization. Incentives and pressures 
belong in the economical dimension; 

Opportunities belong in the organizational dimension; 
while attitudes and rationalization belong in the behavioral 
dimension. As such, the fraud triangle covers all dimensions of 
convenience theory. However, at the core of convenience theory 
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is convenience in all three dimensions as well as opportunity 
found in the organizational setting based on professional role and 
trust by others. Furthermore, convenience theory emphasizes 
the relative importance of convenience, where offenders have 
alternative legitimate actions available to respond to incentives 
and pressures, but they choose illegitimate actions since these 
actions are considered more convenient.

Financial Motive
The motive for white-collar crime is simply financial gain. 

The motive for financial gain, however, can vary. Crime might 
be a response to both possibilities and threats, and it might be 
a response to both strengths and weaknesses. An offense can 
enable exploration and exploitation of a business or a personal 
possibility that seem otherwise unobtainable. An offense can 
enable avoidance of business threats or personal threats. An 
offense can make the business or the personal situation even 
stronger, and it can reduce and compensate for business or 
personal weaknesses. Financial gain as motive for white-collar 
crime can either benefit the individual or the organization. 
If illegal financial gain benefits the individual, it is labeled 
occupational crime. The individual benefits personally from 
illegal economical gain in a setting where his or her occupation 
enables white-collar crime. The motive for personal financial 
gain can vary in terms of possibilities and threats, and strengths 
and weaknesses. Examples of possibilities include increased 
personal wealth to enjoy as well as enjoyment by providing 
others - such as relatives and friends - with gifts and benefits. 
Examples of avoidance of threats include avoidance of personal 
bankruptcy and avoidance of falling from a high status position 
based on being rich. Examples of strengths include strengthened 
role in the local community and increased admiration at work. 
Examples of compensation for weaknesses include buying 
friends and compensating for lack of popularity by paying for 
others. 

When financial gain as a motive for white-collar crime 
benefits the organization, it can again be explained by 
possibilities, threats, strengths and weaknesses. Possibilities 
include achieving a new contract and establishing a subsidiary in 
a corrupt country. Threats include avoidance of bankruptcy for 
the business, where tax evasion and bank fraud can be relevant 
forms of white-collar crime. Strengths can be improved in terms 
of higher share prices and better corporate reputation. Examples 
of weaknesses that can be compensated by illegal financial gain 
include avoidance of loss of key personnel, continuation of risky 
business practices, and growth rather than consolidation in 
the firm. As discussed so far, there are all kinds of motives and 
motivations for white-collar crime. A motive is something that 
causes someone to act in a certain way and do certain things. 
Similarly, motivation is a theoretical construct used to explain 
behavior. Motivation represents the reasons for people’s actions, 
desires, and needs. Motivation involves personality and cultural 
factors that induce individuals to act in ways that neutralize the 

strong ethical controls of society. Specific cultural factors that 
lead to crime and criminal behavior include the desire to make a 
fast buck and the fear of losing what has already been made [6].

Motivation is different from, but at the same time linked to 
opportunity [7]. Motivation is distinct from opportunity, but the 
two often intertwine, as when opportunity enhances temptation. 
As in legitimate enterprise, being able tends to make one more 
willing, just as being willing increases the prospects of being 
able. The American dream suggests that everyone in America has 
the possibility of becoming monetary successful. A high white-
collar crime rate can be attributed to the commitment to the 
goal of material success as experienced in the American dream. 
It is caused by an overemphasis on success in exposed assets [8], 
and it is not matched by a concurrent emphasis on what means 
are legitimate for reaching desired goals [9]. When fewer people 
experience that they are unable to live the American dream by 
mean of law-abiding behavior, then more people will explore 
alternative avenues to live the American dream. 

A white-collar criminal wrote in his autobiography about 
his American dream [10]. I had lived a version of the American 
dream: a high school dropout who with ambition, hard work, 
and a lot of good luck rose to the cusp of one of the highest 
positions in the land. The American dream emphasizes 
economic success, while at the same time society is perceived 
to be restricting individuals’ access to legitimate opportunities 
for upward socioeconomic mobility, which, in turn, can result in 
high levels of criminogenic anomie in society [9]. The opposite 
of the American dream theory is the fear of falling theory. While 
the dream is about climbing in the pyramid, the fear is about 
falling down from the pyramid. Fear of falling theory suggests 
that people in leading positions are afraid of consequences from 
failure and therefore try to survive in their positions by applying 
various means [11]. They are afraid of falling off the financial 
cliff and losing their wealth and status. Therefore, they work 
constantly to remain successful, preferably more successful 
than others, while not having the time to relax and enjoy wealth 
because of their fear of failure. It is this struggle for financial 
success and maintenance of that success which are important to 
them. The fear of falling leads to solutions to problems such as 
acute illiquidity in terms of financial crime as the only way out of 
the crises. Profit-driven crime is thus not only an issue of making 
even more money. Rather, it is an issue of survival, and it may be 
about rescuing a sinking ship. 

Organizational Opportunity
The organizational dimension sets white-collar criminals 

apart from other financial criminals. Abusing social security 
benefits, committing tax evasion or committing Internet fraud on 
a personal level is not considered white-collar crime. White-collar 
crime is defined as financial crime committed in a professional 
capability in an organizational context. While possibilities in the 
economical dimension are concerned with convenient abilities 
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for achievement of goals (avoid threats and gain benefits such 
as real estate and foreign establishment), opportunities in 
the organizational dimension revolves on how crime can be 
committed conveniently. The economical dimension answers 
the why question, while the organizational dimension answers 
the how question of white-collar crime. We distinguish between 
economic ability to realize wishes, meet needs and fulfill desires, 
and professional opportunity to implement white-collar crime 
in connection with regular business activities. Corruption, bank 
fraud and embezzlement are typical examples of financial crime 
in professional settings. 

An organization is a system of coordinated actions among 
individuals and groups with boundaries and goals [12]. An 
organization can be a hierarchy, a matrix, or a network or any 
other kind of relationships between people in a professional work 
environment [13]. Ahrne et al. [14] argue that an organization is 
characterized by membership, hierarchy, monitor and sanctions. 
Organizations decide about membership, about who will be 
allowed to join the organization as employees. Membership 
brings a certain identity with it, an identity that differs from 
that of non-members. Organizations include a hierarchy, a duty 
to oblige others to comply with decisions. Hierarchy entails a 
form of organized power. Organizations can issue commands, 
and can also decide upon rules that its members are expected to 
follow in their actions. An organization has the right to monitor 
compliance with its commands and rules. Organizations have the 
right to decide about sanctions, both positive and negative. They 
can decide to change a member’s status by using promotions, 
grading systems, awards, diplomas and medals. 

Organizational members have different roles that lead to 
different extent of power and influence. Some organizational 
members have to do and also do what they are told. Other 
members decide what should be done. Power and influence is 
associated with level in the organizational hierarchy, tasks to be 
performed, as well as individual freedom. Some members enjoy 
substantial individual freedom although they can be found at 
lower levels of the organization. 

The organizational anchoring may cause some revealed 
white-collar criminals to avoid investigation, prosecution and 
conviction. The business may be too powerful or important to 
collapse (such as banks), and the criminals may be too powerful 
to jail. After the downturn in the US economy in 2008, many 
expected bank executives to be prosecuted, but they were not 
[15] explain why it did not happen:

From a criminological standpoint, the current financial 
meltdown points to the need to unpack the concept of status 
when examining white-collar and corporate offenses. The high 
standing of those involved in the current scandal has acted as 
a significant shield to accusations of criminal wrongdoing in at 
least three ways. First, the legal resources that offenders can 
bring to bear on any case made against them are significant. This 

would give pause to any prosecutor, regardless of the evidence 
that exists. Second, their place in the organization assures that 
the many below them will be held more directly responsible 
for the more readily detected offenses. The downward focus 
on white-collar and corporate crimes is partly a function of 
the visibility of the offense and the ease with which it can be 
officially pursued. Third, the political power of large financial 
institutions allow for effective lobbying that both distances 
them from the criminal law and prevents the government from 
restricting them from receiving taxpayer money when they get 
into trouble. Similar lack of prosecution and punishment can be 
found in private fraud investigations. For example, [16] identified 
executive misconduct as the reason for the bankruptcy at 
Lehman Brothers, but the investigation nevertheless concluded 
that executives were legally not to blame. Therefore, they were 
never prosecuted. 

The organizational setting focuses on profession and 
position associated with a business or other kind of entity that 
makes it possible to carry out criminal acts. A profession is an 
occupation where a person is eligible by virtue of education 
and experience. In a narrow sense, a profession is a group of 
professionals with the exclusive right to perform certain work 
because they have completed a special education. Examples are 
medical doctors and attorneys. This definition is too narrow in 
our context. Profession is here broadly defined as a qualified 
occupational practice based on knowledge and experience. [17] 
Argues that organizational culture makes it possible to adopt 
organizational purposes and objectives, which are basically 
deviant in comparison with social norms yet in line with the 
competition. Deviant purposes can be chosen when business 
corporations are trapped by doubtful, immoral or disloyal means 
that are used by competitors. They could also be trapped by the 
business milieu as a social institution. Furthermore, they could 
be trapped by their own sector-based morality, which is oriented 
towards profit maximization. 

Deviant Behavior
Most theories of white-collar crime can be found along 

the behavioral dimension. Numerous suggestions have been 
presented by researchers to explain famous people who have 
committed financial crime. In this chapter, some of the most 
prominent theories are presented: differential association 
theory, theory of self-control and desire-for-control, slippery 
slope theory, and neutralization theory. Crime is not committed 
by systems, routines, or organizations. Crime is committed by 
individuals. White-collar criminals practice a deviant behavior 
to carry out their offenses. White-collar crime is committed by 
members of the privileged socioeconomic class who are using 
their power and influence. Offenders are typically charismatic, 
have a need-to-control, have a tendency to bully subordinates, 
fear losing their status and position, exhibit narcissistic 
tendencies, lack integrity and social conscience, have no guilt 
feelings, and do not perceive themselves as criminals.
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Convenience theory argues that white-collar crime is most 
common among people in their forties, an age when one is most 
ambitious and opportunities often are the greatest. Ambitions 
can be significant both on behalf of oneself and on behalf of the 
organization. At this age, many have taken on positions that 
enable and make it relatively convenient to carry out financial 
crime. The maximum extent of criminogenity is normally 
reached in a time frame where ambitions and opportunities 
are at a peak. White-collar criminals are often effortlessly both 
before and after they have committed financial crime. They 
feel no discomfort at their crime, and they may live well with 
their crime. This lack of guilt feeling and lack of bad conscience 
can be explained by a number of behavioral theories, such as 
neutralization theory and self-control theory. Neutralization 
techniques help remove potential guilt feeling both before and 
after an offense, while a lack of self-control causes the threshold 
for committing an offense to decline. 

Many theories applied to white-collar crime and criminals 
are developed along the behavioral dimension. By behavior 
is meant human movement patterns, actions and reactions. A 
person’s behavior is the sum of his or her responses to external 
and internal stimuli. For example, criminals are often more 
innovative than most people [18]. Researchers have introduced 
numerous explanations for the behavior of known white-
collar offenders such as Maddoff, Rajaratman and Schilling 
in the United States. Typical explanations include differential 
association theory [19], self-control theory [20], slippery slope 
theory [21], and neutralization theory [22]. Deterrence theory 
[23], obedience theory [24], and negative life events theory [25] 
are other relevant theories.

The theories help illustrate how financial crime may be 
the most convenient action from a behavioral perspective to 
exploit an opportunity for profit. It is convenient for offenders 
to abuse their positions, resources and power to inflict losses 
on others, while at the same time enrich themselves or their 
organization [26]. Research by Ragatz et al. [27] is an example 
of work that explores psychological traits among white-collar 
offenders. Their research results suggest that white-collar 
offenders have lower scores on lifestyle criminality, but higher 
score on some measures of psychopathology and psychopathic 
traits compared to non-white-collar offenders. Similarly, McKay 
et al. [28] examined the psychopathology of the white-collar 
criminal acting as a corporate leader. They looked at the impact 
of a leader’s behavior on other employees and the organizational 
culture developed during his or her reign. They found narcissism, 
and narcissistic behavior is suggested often to be observed 
among white-collar offenders [29-32].

Narcissists exhibit an unusually high level of self-love, 
believing that they are uniquely special and entitled to praise 
and admiration. [33] Studied a number of well-known white-
collar offenders in the United States and found that many of 
them identified themselves so strongly with the organization 

that they regarded themselves as the core of the business. This 
phenomenon can be called narcissistic identification with the 
organization. Such a strong identification with the organization 
can in itself lead to a higher level of white-collar crime. When 
the organization is perceived as him or her, he or she may argue 
that he or she is entitled to enrichment at the expense of the 
organization. 

Research Model
The extent of white-collar crime can be explained by desire 

in the economical dimension, opportunity in the organizational 
dimension, and willingness in the behavioral dimension, as 
illustrated by the research model in (Figure 1). The research 
model is expected to predict the extent of white-collar crime 
based on convenience theory.

Figure 1: Research model to predict the extent of white-collar 
crime.

The research model in Figure 1 stimulates the following 
research hypotheses.

a)	 Hypothesis I: A stronger desire for more profits will 
lead to a greater tendency to commit white-collar out of 
convenience. The economical dimension of convenience 
theory suggests that the desire for profits is caused by 
perceived needs. It is convenient to satisfy desires by white-
collar crime.

b)	 Hypothesis II: A greater organizational opportunity 
to commit crime will lead to a greater tendency to commit 
white-collar crime out of convenience. The organizational 
dimension of convenience theory suggests that the 
profession and privileged position of the potential offender 
provides an opportunity to commit crime and makes crime a 
convenient action.

c)	 Hypothesis III: A stronger willingness to commit crime 
will lead to a greater tendency to commit white-collar 
crime out of convenience. The behavioral dimension of 
convenience theory suggests that member of the elite are 
willing to commit white-collar crime. 
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We Operationalize Economics as Desire for More 
Profits in the Following Statements (disagree-agree):

i.	 Top executives are very concerned about profitability.

ii.	 Top executives choose convenient solutions to achieve 
ambitious financial goals.

iii.	 Top executives choose convenient solutions to satisfy 
their own financial greed.

iv.	 Top executives choose convenient solutions when they 
are exposed to financial stress.

We Operationalize Organization as Opportunity for 
Crime in the Following Statements (disagree-agree):

I.	 Top executives have ample opportunities to commit 
financial crime related to their positions.

II.	 It is convenient for top executives to commit financial 
crime in their positions.

III.	 It is convenient for top executives to express that 
apparently illegal financial actions are legitimate.

IV.	 It is convenient for top executives to conceal illegal 
financial actions among legal actions.

We Operationalize Behavior as Willingness to Commit 
Crime in the Following Statements (disagree-agree):

a)	 Top executives are willing to commit financial crime at 
work.

b)	 Top executives perceive that financial crime is 
convenient because they do not look at themselves as 
criminals.

c)	 Top executives perceive that financial crime is 

convenient because they lack self-control.

d)	 Top executives perceive that financial crime is 
convenient because they think the end justifies the means.

We Operationalize Criminogenity - The Tendency to 
Commit Crime - As Extent Of White-Collar Crime in the 
Following Statements (disagree-agree):

i.	 Top executives often commit financial crime by virtue 
of their positions.

ii.	 Financial crime is accepted among top executives.

iii.	 Top executives often solve challenges by committing 
financial crime by virtue of their positions.

iv.	 Top executives have a great tendency to commit 
financial crime by virtue of their positions.

The research model was applied empirically by these 
statements in a questionnaire distributed to students in a class 
on policing financial crime. All thirty-two students filled in the 
questionnaire in the spring term 2017.

Research Results
First, each of the four multiple item scales had to be 

studied in terms of reliability. The Cronbach’s alpha turned 
out to be .619, .809, .617 and .768 respectively for economics, 
organization, behavior, and crime. While two of them are below 
the acceptable threshold of p<.7, the scales were still applied 
in this research because of the limited number of respondents. 
(Table 1) indicates that the three independent variables can 
predict variation in the dependent variable to a large extent. 
More than half of the variation in crime tendency is predicted by 
motive, organization and behavior as indicated by an adjusted R 
square of .565 (Table 2).

Table 1: Variation in criminogenity explained by three predictors.

Model Summary

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate

1 ,779a ,607 ,565 ,84766

a. Predictors: (Constant), Atferd, Økonomi, Org

Table 2: Variation in criminogenity explained by three predictors.

ANOVAa

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

1

Regression 31,124 3 10,375 14,439 ,000b

Residual 20,119 28 ,719

Total 51,242 31

a. Dependent Variable: Krim

b. Predictors: (Constant), Atferd, Økonomi, Org

The above Table indicates that the regression model is indeed significant with a high F-value of 14.439.
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Table 3: Significance of predictor variables for white-collar crime.

Coefficientsa

Model
Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig.

B Std. Error Beta

1 (Constant) -1,403 1,082 -1,297 ,205

Økonomi ,206 ,182 ,139 1,129 ,269

Org ,144 ,142 ,132 1,011 ,321

Atferd ,896 ,171 ,677 5,255 ,000

a. Dependent Variable: Krim

Table 3 shows that only one of the predictors is by itself 
significant. While neither financial desire nor organizational 
opportunity is significant predictor of the tendency to commit 
white-collar crime, behavior is indeed a very significant 
predictor. With a steep slope of .677 in the relationship, and a 
significant relationship at .000, willingness to get involved in 
deviant behavior is the main explanation for white-collar crime.

Discussion
In their classical article on theory building and theory 

testing, [33] conceptualize theory building as the introduction 
of constructs and relationships. Work on convenience theory 
represents theory building as we introduce the construct 
of convenience and define relationships between desire 
for profits, opportunity in the organizational context, and 
willingness for deviant behavior. The introduction of the new 
construct of convenience creates a departure from existing 
work by generating a number of new research directions that 
can shape future thinking [33]. Conceptualize theory testing 
as the application of theory in an empirical study as a means 
of grounding a specific set of a priori hypotheses. Testing of 
convenience theory require delving into underlying processes 
that explain relationships, touching on neighboring concepts 
or broader social phenomena, and describing convincing and 
logically interconnected arguments. Tests described so far do 
not necessarily satisfy all these requirements.

However, [33] define different levels of theory testing. Their 
third point on the theory-testing axes seems to fit our testing so far, 
where predictions are grounded in past conceptual arguments. 
We explain why a given relationship should exist by asking a 
population of students to agree or disagree with each statement. 
Describing the causal logic behind a given prediction and then 
gaining support for this description supplies a critical ingredient 
to theory testing. Furthermore, [33] identified five distinct types 
of research outcomes concerning theories: reporters, testers, 
qualifiers, builders, and expanders. Our approach seems to fit 
the description of builders that are relatively high in theory 
building but relatively low in theory testing. Builders include 
inductive studies that focus on new constructs, relationships, or 

processes [33-42]. 

Conclusion
Those who believe that top executives often commit 

financial crime by virtue of their positions, that financial crime 
is accepted among top executives, that top executives often 
solve challenges by committing financial crime by virtue of 
their positions, and that top executives have a great tendency to 
commit financial crime by virtue of their positions, also believe 
that top executives have a strong financial desire, organizational 
opportunity for crime, and willingness to commit crime. In 
particular, criminogenity is influenced by top executives’ willing 
to commit financial crime at work, top executives perception 
that financial crime is convenient because they do not look at 
themselves as criminals, top executives perception that financial 
crime is convenient because they lack self-control, and top 
executives perception that financial crime is convenient because 
they think the end justifies the means.
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