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Robert Merton’s “Strain Theory” also gives us insight into why people commit crimes.  Merton states that there are certain goals which are strongly emphasized by society (such as owning a nice home, buying a new car, sending your kids to university, etc.). Society emphasizes certain ways people can reach those goals (such as getting a good education, working hard, etc.). 

However, not everyone has equal access to legitimate ways of attaining those goals.  Some are born into families that are able to give them opportunities (i.e. health, wealth and education), while others are not.  The gap between what people want and the means they have to achieve those goals causes adaptation. 

	Merton used the USA as an example to illustrate his theory. American society developed the idea of the ‘American Dream’. The philosophy behind the ‘American Dream’ is that anyone, regardless of one’s social background, can achieve financial success. The normal way to achieve material success is through hard work, education, determination and ambition.

Unfortunately, the reality is that not everyone is able to succeed. There are ‘winners’ and ‘losers’. Merton’s argument is that the pressure from society to achieve financial success actively pushes individuals (the ‘losers’) to commit crimes and therefore society itself is the cause of deviant behaviour. As Merton says, “the social and cultural structure generates pressure for socially deviant behaviour upon people variously located in that structure”.

In other words, American society generates a desire for material possessions, especially as success is measured by the attainment of such possessions. In this materialistic society, those who cannot succeed by legitimate means will resort to devious means to do so.




Merton presents five modes of adapting to the strain caused by the limited access to socially approved goals and means. He did not mean that everyone who is denied access to society's goals commit crimes, rather the response (or modes of adaptation) depend on the individual's attitudes toward cultural goals and the means they have to attain them. 

Conformity is the most common mode of adaptation.  Individuals accept both the goals as well as the prescribed means for achieving those goals. Conformists will accept, though not always achieve, the goals of society and the means approved for achieving them.  

This would be the response of the majority. Most law-abiding citizens would try to achieve success by conventional, non-criminal means.
Individuals who adapt through innovation accept societal goals but have few legitimate means to achieve those goals, thus they innovate (or design) their own means to get ahead. The means to get ahead may be through robbery, embezzlement or other such criminal acts. 

Here there is a rejection of the normal means of achieving success. Individuals resort to crime to gain wealth. Merton believed that those who valued wealth, but did not have the educational qualifications or job opportunities for advancement to achieve that wealth, would experience greater pressure on them to deviate and turn to crime.
In ritualism, the third adaptation, individuals abandon the goals they once believed to be within their reach and dedicate themselves to their current lifestyle. They play by the rules and have a daily safe routine.  For example, a worker who cares little for wealth but still continues to climb the socioeconomic ladder through traditional means and hard work.
Retreatism is the adaptation of those who give up not only the goals but also the means established by society. They often retreat into the world of alcoholism and drug addiction. They escape into a non-productive, non-striving lifestyle. 

The final adaptation, rebellion, occurs when the cultural goals and the legitimate means are rejected. Individuals create their own goals and their own means, by protest or revolutionary activity.

	Modes
	Cultural Goals


	Means

	Conformity
	+ 

(own a nice home)
	+ 

(get a good job) 

	Innovation
	+

(own a nice home)
	-

(commit robbery) 

	Ritualism
	-

(give up on owning home)
	+

(follow the accepted path)

	Retreatism
	-

(give up on owning home)
	-

(don’t follow accepted path)

	Rebellion 
	+/-

(reject owning a home)
	+/-

(reject the accepted path)


