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ABSTRACT
The field of regulation and governance has strong roots in criminological research. Foundational ideas about regulatory enforce-
ment styles, root causes of compliance, and nongovernmental approaches to regulation and its enforcement have originated in 
criminological research. Over the last decades, however, criminology has been less explicitly present in the study of regulatory 
governance. This article, as an introduction to a special issue on the topic, discusses key theories, findings, and developments in 
criminological work's relevance to regulatory studies. It discusses how the criminological theory of capable guardianship offers 
a vital opportunity approach to understand and address regulatory violations. It shows the importance of longitudinal research 
in regulatory studies, highlighting how offending changes along the regulated business life cycle. Furthermore, it showcases how 
criminological research offers a new perspective on the organizational analysis of offending behaviors and the vitality of meso-
level analysis within a broader macro context. And finally, it provides new avenues for enforcement and compliance research, 
including the study of defensive compliance practices and a compliance management approach to tackle police abuse.

1   |   Introduction

Regulation and governance (R&G) clearly has criminological 
roots. Core ideas on regulatory strategies and design, compli-
ance motivations and variation, and regulatory enforcement 
styles and effectiveness derive from criminological (Crim) 
scholarship. Criminologists and social scientists with a direct 
influence of criminology have played a major role in founda-
tional research in the field of R&G. Just consider how the crucial 
regulatory theory of responsive regulation was developed by 
criminologist John Braithwaite (Ayres and Braithwaite 1992). 
Or think of how the original ideas on regulatory enforce-
ment styles and strategies were developed by scholars with 
criminological roots (Hawkins 1983; Hawkins 1984a, 1984b; 
Grabosky and Braithwaite 1986; Hutter 1989). Similarly, some 
of the foundational work on the role of non-governmental ac-
tors as regulators was done by scholars with a strong affinity 
with criminology (Hutter  2006; Hutter and O'Mahony  2004; 
Grabosky 1995; Gunningham et al. 1998, 2004; Gunningham 
and Sinclair 1999).

The two disciplines start from divergent perspectives, with crim-
inology focused on understanding criminal and deviant behav-
ior with a focus on the state's role in its legal responses to such 
conduct, and regulatory governance focusing on risky behavior 
in markets and the role state and nonstate actors can play in regu-
lating such risk. However, they ask common questions. They both 
ask what behaviors should be addressed, either by questioning the 
R&G or criminalization (Crim). They both seek to understand the 
root causes of risky or illegal behavior, whether as compliance mo-
tivations (R&G) or as the precursors of organizational offending 
(Crim). They both study the role enforcement can play here, with 
a shared interest in the deterrent effect of sanctions, as well as 
the study of street level bureaucrats and their enforcement styles 
and strategies in regulatory agencies. And to some extent, both 
are interested in understanding the organizational dimension of 
regulation, with attention for organizational culture (R&G), crim-
inogenic features (Crim), and normalization of deviancy (both).

The last two decades the two fields seem to have moved apart 
(Almond and van Erp  2020). The development of specialist 

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License, which permits use and distribution in any 
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, the use is non-commercial and no modifications or adaptations are made.

© 2026 The Author(s). Regulation & Governance published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.

https://doi.org/10.1111/rego.70171
https://doi.org/10.1111/rego.70171
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2680-9281
mailto:
mailto:b.vanrooij@uva.nl
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Frego.70171&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-05-31


2 Regulation & Governance, 2026

journals such as Regulation & Governance for regulatory schol-
ars, and journals such as Crime, Law, and Social Change and the 
Journal of White Collar and Corporate Crime, coupled with the 
specialization of academic networks, has resulted in less cross-
fertilization between both disciplines. In their review of the 
similarities and differences between both fields, Almond and 
Van Erp (2020) note that it is unfortunate that criminology and 
regulation have moved apart and argue for a renewed bridging 
of the disciplines of regulatory governance and white collar and 
corporate criminology.

The present special issue seeks to renew the bridge between 
the two fields. It does so through showcasing the relevance of 
state-of-the-art corporate crime criminological scholarship and 
its relevance for R&G. Corporate crime is a subfield of white-
collar criminology that highlights illegal acts by companies 
and/or their officials, proscribed by law (criminal, regulatory, 
and civil), that are undertaken mainly to benefit the company 
(Braithwaite 1984). Reflecting this focus, the contributions offer 
organizational-level analyses that showcase current scholarship 
with direct relevance to the study of regulatory governance. The 
papers1 were selected from submissions in response to an open 
call for papers, which was distributed widely through relevant 
academic networks and also through personal communication 
with leading and up-and-coming scholars. The result is a special 
issue that represents a mixture of senior and emerging scholars, 
criminological methods, applications of classical criminological 
theories to the settings of R&G as well as new and emerging ap-
proaches in criminology that are of direct relevance to R&G.

This introduction outlines several broader themes within the 
special issue. The first theme applies contemporary crimino-
logical theories (such as rational choice, strain, or opportunity) 
within the context of R&G. The second theme concerns the char-
acteristics of offenders and lessons this has about understanding 
risk among regulated actors. A related third theme concerns the 
business life cycle perspective and longitudinal analysis of cor-
porate offending and what this dynamic view means for regula-
tory scholarship, both conceptually and methodologically. The 
fourth theme emphasizes the organizational and system-wide 
levels of analysis and their implications for understanding the 
organizational processes and underlying broader macros influ-
ences involved in rule breaking behaviors and the architecture 
of offending. The fifth theme finally concerns new approaches 
to study law enforcement and compliance, both what we can 
learn from prosecutorial and regulatory enforcement data about 
defensive compliance management and what a compliance ap-
proach may mean to abusive policing enforcement practices. 
The conclusion of this introduction considers what a joined 
regulatory and criminological research agenda could look like 
moving forward.

2   |   Contemporary General Criminological 
Theories in White Collar and Corporate Contexts

Criminology has developed different theoretical schools of thought 
focused around developing and testing broad theories about crime, 
deviance, criminalization, and victimization as well as policies 
and interventions tied to these different approaches. White col-
lar and corporate criminology have followed suit in that they also 

have directly drawn on and contributed to broad theories that can 
explain individual and organizational offending and guide inter-
ventions to address it. One example is rational choice approaches 
to white collar and corporate offending, which have expanded 
decision making models of illegal conduct (i.e., Paternoster and 
Simpson  1993, 1996; Shover and Hochstetler  2005), and have 
also led to a well-developed body of work on deterrence of white 
collar and corporate crime (Schell-Busey et  al.  2016). Another 
example is scholars assessing how classic and general strain the-
ory (Agnew 1992, 2006; Vaughan 1983) can explain white collar 
and corporate crime, analyzing how blocked opportunities, mar-
ket pressure, and exposure to stressors can produce strains that 
push companies (and individuals within them) to illegal conduct 
(Simpson  1986; Langton and Piquero  2007; Agnew et  al.  2009; 
Wang and Holtfreter 2012).

This special issue contains one article, by Gibbs et al. (2025) that 
draws on one of the major general criminological theories to allow 
R&G scholars an alternative view on regulatory compliance and 
violation. They turn to criminological opportunity theories (Van 
Rooij and Fine  2021; Benson et  al.  2009) and routine activities 
theory (Cohen and Felson 1979), specifically to the notion of ca-
pable guardianship (Gibbs et al. 2013; Chan and Gibbs 2022). Such 
guardians can help to reduce opportunities for illegal and harmful 
behavior by guarding valuable targets against motivated offend-
ers. The paper theorizes the notion of such guardianship within 
the confines of regulatory governance. Here, it draws on the work 
of Talias (2020) on collaborative regulation, to outline how state, 
business, and non-state entities play different guardianship roles 
when doing regulatory work and contribute to compliance. The ar-
ticle shows that regulatory governance is an interplay between dif-
ferent types of guardians who contribute to compliance through a 
range of active and passive guardianship roles including enhanc-
ing risk perceptions through their mere presence, through their 
informal social control, by increasing costs of noncompliance, and 
by providing information and activating new guardians (such as 
consumers). In a landscape of decentered and pluralist regula-
tion (Gunningham and Sinclair 1999; Van Rooij et al. 2016) there 
will be a complex interplay of different regulatory guardians. The 
article argues it is vital to understand what capabilities for being 
effective guardians different state, business, and nonstate actors 
have, drawing on guardianship in action to look at the availability 
and willingness to act as guardians in active and passive roles as 
fitting the needs of the particular regulatory problem at hand. It 
also looks closely at what factors shape the willingness of regula-
tory guardians to play a regulatory role by discussing several fac-
tors, including the expected costs and risks, the pro-sociality of the 
guardian, self-perception of capabilities, and social ties that may 
affect responsibility for the victim. And finally, to complete their 
model of regulatory guardianship, the paper discusses the broader 
political, social and economic contexts as they shape guardianship 
roles. Here they discuss examples such as deregulatory policies, 
developmental economies, rapid changes in the financial sector, 
and power differentials in organizational contexts. The article 
concludes with a figure that outlines the regulatory guardianship 
framework and a research agenda to further develop our empirical 
understanding of this.

This article, along with others described below, shows how 
criminological theory can contribute to R&G scholarship. It 
provides new conceptual perspectives to core processes of 
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regulatory governance. By seeing root processes of regulatory 
violations and interventions as involving guardianship we gain 
a more comprehensive perspective on regulatory ideas such as 
responses to enforcement, enforcement styles, shaming, regu-
latory intermediaries, and the design of regulatory schemes in a 
context of decentered and pluralistic regulation.

3   |   Corporate Offender Characteristics, 
Longitudinal Analysis, and Life-Cycle Approaches

A significant part of criminological inquiry developed to un-
derstand how offenders were distinct from non-offenders. 
Typically, this exercise relied on crime statistics and focused 
on conventional offender demographics and relational factors 
(such as the role of peers, family, or employment ties) to identify 
who was most “at risk” for criminal participation, what types 
of crimes they commit, and the legal and social consequences 
they face. Edwin Sutherland challenged conceptions of who 
was deemed most at risk by emphasizing that professionals and 
business leaders also commit illegal acts in the course of their 
occupations (Sutherland 1940, 1949). These offenders, however, 
typically do not end up in the criminal crime statistics because 
they are able “to influence the administration of justice in their 
own favor” and create laws which “apply exclusively to business 
and the professions (Edwin Sutherland  1949, 8).” Sutherland 
was among the first criminologists empirically to document 
company characteristics and corporate offending. Following a 
sample of 70 of the largest US manufacturing, mining, and mer-
cantile companies over their life careers, he linked firms with 
adverse decisions by the courts and various law enforcement 
agencies (1949), showing that violations were common among 
firms and that some offended often enough to be considered 
“habitual” offenders.

Sutherland's bold assertion that corporate crime was best cap-
tured by combining criminal with civil and regulatory enforce-
ment outcomes is an important (albeit controversial) legacy of 
his work. This approach has influenced how other corporate 
criminologists have conceptualized and measured offending. 
Marshall Clinard and Yeager  (1980), for instance, examined 
federal administrative, civil, and criminal actions by 25 agen-
cies against 477 of the largest publicly owned manufacturing 
companies between 1975 and 1976. Although their time frame 
was much narrower than Sutherland's, Clinard and Yeager also 
found high levels of recidivism, reporting that large companies 
were the primary violators and that certain industries (oil, autos, 
and pharmaceuticals) were more criminogenic than others in 
their sample. Empirical findings like these collectively pinpoint 
important patterns and characteristics that regulatory scholars 
can draw on, especially how best to intervene, when and where 
to reduce risks. Several papers in this special issue offer new 
perspectives on corporate offending that have the potential to 
guide more targeted prevention and enforcement efforts based 
on analyses of offender characteristics.

Hunter (2025) digs into the strengths and weaknesses of “risk-
based” approaches to environmental regulation with a par-
ticular focus on history-dependent strategies. He empirically 
assesses whether companies with no prior history of offending 
look different compared to companies that offend occasionally 

or multiple times. Analyzing longitudinal data from the United 
Kingdom's Environmental Agency (2010–2021), Hunter demon-
strates that compliant firms diverge from offenders across 
several commonly measured financial indicators. Although 
the article provides a comprehensive understanding of non-
compliant companies (Almond and van Erp 2020), it also tells 
a story about environmentally compliant firms and their char-
acteristics. With an eye toward scarce resources and mitigating 
prospective harm, Hunter raises a potential challenge to history-
dependent regulatory approaches that focus on noncompliant 
firms by asking whether regulatory attention should be directed 
toward compliant firms prior to when they first offend, assum-
ing that transgressions can be identified before that event occurs 
(a crime prevention tactic).

The article by Karstedt et al. (2026) deepens our understanding 
of offender characteristics by analyzing corporate involvement 
in atrocity crimes. Corporations can become complicit in such 
atrocity crimes both as buyers and suppliers of products used 
to commit or that are produced through atrocity criminality. 
The paper analyzes empirical data drawn from 205 corporate 
atrocity crime cases from 36 countries over multiple decades. 
Drawing from and extending state-corporate crime perspectives 
(see also the article in this volume by van Wingerde et al. 2026), 
Karstedt and her collaborators show that most atrocity cases 
reveal complicity between companies and state/government 
bodies. However, in approximately ¼ of the cases, nonstate ac-
tors were involved. Their latent class analysis develops six “risk 
profiles” that are demarcated by variables such as the type of 
industry, crime partnerships, and the types of involvement in 
and contribution to the atrocity crimes. The article concludes 
by identifying how a lack of and/or selective guardianship and 
socio-legal controls facilitate atrocity crimes. The authors pro-
pose that distinct risk profiles can be used to inform regulatory 
strategies.

Kluin et  al.  (2026) examine corporate offender characteristics 
through the lens of the criminal career paradigm, focusing on 
career dimensions of participation, frequency of crime, crime 
mix, and criminal duration. Conducting a systematic narra-
tive review of 33 longitudinal studies from the United States, 
Australia, and Europe, the authors assess what can and cannot 
be determined about the corporate criminal career from stud-
ies that generally do not focus on criminal career dimensions. 
Notable findings include that offending participation is common 
across most studies (as measured by civil, criminal, and/or ad-
ministrative enforcement actions); a small number of offenders 
appear to be responsible for a disproportionate number of de-
tected violations; specialization is difficult to ascertain because 
most studies do not examine more than one type of offending 
(see, however, the article by Kluin et  al.  2025 in this volume 
discussed below); and trajectory analyses reported in some 
studies show patterns of both stability and change in corporate 
offending over time. These results suggest that the career du-
ration may not be the sole product of offender characteristics, 
but that societal events may lead some companies to desist while 
others continue to offend over time (Sampson and Laub 1993). 
The article emphasizes the importance of longitudinal research 
to track corporate offending patterns and changes over time 
while also identifying methodological challenges that require 
further consideration. Fruitful linkages between the corporate 
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criminal career and organizational development theories (spe-
cifically life-cycle approaches) are considered along with how 
this approach can inform crime prevention and control efforts 
(including regulatory).

Life-cycle perspectives, drawn from the business management 
literature, are analogous to life-course theories in criminol-
ogy except the former focuses on the life histories of business 
organizations while life-course theories concentrate on indi-
vidual criminal careers over a lifetime (from early childhood, 
into adolescence and adulthood). Life-course criminology the-
orizes how life events and social relationships impact initia-
tion into crime (onset), persistence, and desistence from crime 
(Paternoster  1989; Laub and Sampson  2003), recognizing that 
some careers are short while others are long with enduring pat-
terns of chronic offending. Life-course theory taps into biolog-
ical, psychological, and sociological factors that are associated 
with the different stages of the criminal career and examines 
whether there is continuity or change in offending patterns as 
circumstances change (Moffit  1993; Sampson and Laub  1993; 
Paternoster and Bushway 2009)2 whereas life-cycle approaches 
conceptualize businesses developing through different phases 
where the organization grows, evolves, and adapts to environ-
mental opportunities and challenges (both inside and outside 
of the company). Businesses are born, they grow and mature, 
and as they become middle-aged, they start to decline. Not all 
businesses move through the specific phases; many fail to thrive 
and do not survive beyond the initial start-up. However, corpo-
rate death is not inevitable either. Decline is reversible. Lastly, 
the process is not necessarily linear. Some firms move back and 
forth between phases.

Corporate criminologists have drawn from the different orga-
nizational life-cycle theories to identify specific phases (and 
opportunities and challenges within them) as potentially crimi-
nogenic (Simpson et al. 2025; Blokland et al. 2021; Hunter 2021; 
Simpson 2019; Wu et al. 2024). The final paper in this section 
by Kluin et al. (2025) also draws from the criminal career para-
digm with the aim of developing a longitudinal theoretical and 
empirical understanding of the life course of corporate crime. 
They do so by drilling down on the crime mix dimension. Do 
companies that engage in crime tend to be specialists or gen-
eralists? In other words, do companies that violate the law do 
so within relatively narrow offending parameters (similar kinds 
of offenses) or are they diverse in their offending patterns? 
Different assumptions about the causes of noncompliance and 
how best to respond to it are analytically constructed and tied 
to observed patterns. The authors provide a detailed discussion 
of different criminological theories that either favor general or 
specialist patterns for individuals (propensity, preference, op-
portunity/routine activity, cultural deviance, learning theories) 
and then adapt these approaches to corporations (economic 
motivation, opportunity, ethical culture/climate, corporate ex-
perience, regulation complexity). The paper is built around an 
empirical examination of regulatory violations in Dutch Seveso 
corporations between 2007 and 2021. Using inspection data and 
two different measures of offense diversity (a diversity index 
and latent class analysis), the analysis reveals little evidence of 
specialization. Returning to the different criminological per-
spectives introduced in the beginning of the paper, the results 
are compared to specific hypotheses derived from the theories. 

Although recognizing the need for replication and incorporat-
ing different longitudinal techniques better able to capture cor-
porate life-cycle phases, the study findings are consistent with 
general theoretical explanations tied to corporate experiences of 
control and cultural positions regarding safety and regulations.

4   |   Organizational and Systemic Patterns of 
Corporate Offending

Criminology has traditionally attended to the organizational 
attributes of white collar and corporate offending. Here it has 
moved beyond the field's traditional focus on the individual of-
fender to try and understand the organizational processes and 
root causes of the offenses. One approach has been case study 
analysis of major cases of white collar and corporate crime (i.e., 
Van De Bunt 2010; Williams 2008; Pontell and Calavita 1993). 
Another approach has been to use larger enforcement and 
business data sets to analyze organizational patterns of offend-
ing behavior, for instance looking at how corporate forms of 
strain may increase corporate crime (Clinard and Yeager 1980; 
Simpson 1986; Langton and Piquero 2007; Agnew et al. 2009; 
Wang and Holtfreter 2012). There has also been criminological 
work on the criminogenic nature of particular market structures 
that make companies more prone to engage in illegal behavior 
(i.e., Farberman 1975; Denzin 1977; Apel and Paternoster 2009; 
Needleman and Needleman  1979). Criminologists have also 
looked at the deeper systemic forces that give rise to corpo-
rate offending, in particular those in the economic system (i.e., 
Lynch and Long  2022; Barnett  1981; Ezeonu  2018) and state 
crime involvement in harmful business activities (Friedrichs 
and Rothe 2014; Rothe 2020). The current special issue contains 
two papers that further our understanding of the organizational 
and underlying systemic processes of corporate offending, the 
broader systemic forces that give rise to them, and the implica-
tions this has for regulatory interventions.

The first is an article by Lord and Levi  (2025b) on the organi-
zational perspective of white-collar crime offending. Their ar-
ticle focuses on the crucial, and often overlooked, question of 
how and why white collar and corporate crime is organized 
the way it is and what this means for regulatory strategies 
to address such crime. The article draws directly on the au-
thors' recent book Organizing White Collar Crimes (Lord and 
Levi  2025a). It shows that white collar crime requires organi-
zation to succeed. They develop an analytical approach that 
integrates concrete and abstract aspects of the organization of 
white collar and corporate offending by combining data from 
actual events with the mechanisms and structures that give rise 
to such events. As such, their approach is multi-level and abduc-
tive, combining deductive and inductive reasoning and analysis 
(cf. Timmermans and Tavory 2012; Rinehart 2021; Tavory and 
Timmermans  2022). Doing so, they argue that research must 
combine case study analysis with quantitative approaches to 
evidence associations and patterns across larger sets of cases. 
The article showcases its approach through an analysis of the 
FTX-Alameda Research fraud case. It assesses both the events 
of the case as well as its underlying structures and mechanisms 
to highlight how an abductive analysis helps to gain deeper in-
sight into its organizational and systemic root causes. The article 
showcases how broader structures such as the development of 
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venture capitalism, the rise of cryptocurrencies as investments, 
and the development of digital economies led to organizational 
mechanisms that gave rise to crime opportunities, to which indi-
vidual offenders responded through their human, social, mate-
rial, and cultural capacities. The paper analyses the interplay of 
these structures, mechanisms, and capacities through mapping 
out the essential and contingent causal processes that in this 
case gave rise to the diversity of fraudulent and non-fraudulent 
outcomes. Based on its approach, the article argues for a realist 
regulatory approach that focuses on the real problems at hand 
and not social constructions. Here, the regulatory approach to 
reduce fraud should take into account the empirical reality of 
the structures and mechanisms that gave rise to such offending 
and devise interventions that address these.

The second paper by van Wingerde et  al.  (2026) presents a 
historical analysis of two highly polluting industries in the 
Netherlands: the Hoogovens (later Tata Steel) steel factory and 
the DuPont (later Nemours/Chemours) fluorochemical produc-
tion plant. Utilizing a harm-based approach to corporate mis-
conduct and drawing on extensive archival records, corporate 
records, and media reports, the article covers six decades. This 
article does not just look at the organizational processes that gave 
rise to isolated “moments of rupture” (Tombs 2012; Whyte 2014) 
resulting in structural violations and pollution, but focuses on 
how interactions between regulators and the two companies 
stimulated the emergence, normalization, and persistence of 
the pollution. Here the paper draws on state-corporate criminol-
ogy that sees the origin of harmful behavior as the joint prod-
uct of the interaction between economic and political powers 
(Friedrichs and Rothe 2014; Rothe 2020). The paper's analysis 
delves into the developments at both organizations and the gov-
ernmental regulators, drawing a triple timeline to sketch major 
events in each of these organizations over four broadly distinct 
phases. Through this, the article traces the pollution-inducing 
and sustaining interactions between the two enterprises and 
regulatory authorities and finds five interdependent and recur-
ring patterns, including knowledge asymmetries between regu-
lators and regulated, regulatory codesign, economic dependence 
on polluting industry, regulatory fragmentation, and regulatory 
juridification.

These two papers present a clear call for case-study research 
and inductive and longitudinal analysis of how regulated ac-
tors come to cause harm and the organizational and broader 
economic and governmental contexts this occurs in. They both 
point to the importance of combining inductive and deductive 
analysis, of including meso- and macrolevel analyses, and of un-
derstanding patterns of long-term change not just over years but 
decades.

5   |   New Avenues in the Study of Law Enforcement 
and Compliance

Criminal enforcement, and especially policing, is a major topic 
in the field of criminology, including white collar and corporate 
criminology. Much attention has concentrated on the deterrent 
effect of corporate crime enforcement (Schell-Busey et al. 2016; 
Simpson et al. 2014), the capacity for corporate crime enforce-
ment (Pontell et  al.  1994), and prosecution and sentencing 

decision-making in white-collar and corporate crime cases 
(Galvin and Simpson  2019; McGrath and Healy  2021). Here, 
criminologists have had clear overlap in interest with legal 
scholars, who have, for instance, focused on the limited en-
forcement action against corporate offenders (i.e., Garrett 2014; 
Steinzor 2014) and regulatory scholars who have focused on regu-
latory enforcement styles (May and Winter 2000; Gormley 1998; 
Hutter 1989; Liu et al. 2018; Lo et al. 2009, 2014; McAllister 2010) 
and on street level bureaucratic enforcement decision making 
(de Boer 2019; Winter and May 2015; Nielsen 2015; de Boer 2021; 
Mascini and Wijk  2009). Overall, regulatory enforcement has 
been a very well researched field where there is a natural ex-
change and symbiosis between criminology, regulatory scholar-
ship and legal research. Criminologists can push the research 
agenda further here as shown by two articles that present new 
perspectives for enforcement research and link it in original 
new ways to compliance.

The first is an article by Huang (2026), analyzing whether firms 
that adopt effective compliance management systems actu-
ally get the lenient treatment that the US Federal Sentencing 
Guidelines stipulates they should get. Where most regulatory 
enforcement and compliance research looks at whether en-
forcement and compliance practices help to prevent risk, harm, 
and illegal behavior, this article uniquely asks what the effect 
of prosecutorial policy incentives is on the liabilities that firms 
face. This is a crucial question as these policies seem to have 
played a key role in the development of compliance manage-
ment systems, and it is assumed that corporations opt to adopt 
such programs because they offer them lenient prosecutorial 
treatment in case they are caught breaking the law (Chen and 
Soltes  2018; Chen  2022). Companies that adopt compliance 
programs for reduced liability practice, what Li calls a form of 
“defensive compliance,” where the compliance management 
structure serves to reduce liability, similar to the idea of de-
fensive medicine where doctors engage in medical procedures 
to reduce liability (Tancredi and Barondess  1978; Sekhar and 
Vyas 2013; Studdert et al. 2005). The study assesses 2011–2023 
US Sentencing Commission offender data to see whether the ex-
istence of a compliance management program mitigates crimi-
nal liability. It finds modest evidence that defensive compliance 
is effective in that firms with compliance programs receive le-
nient treatment, with fewer convictions and shorter probation 
terms. However, the effect of the existence of compliance man-
agement programs is also contextually dependent. For instance, 
the fines companies must pay vary by political administration: 
higher fines for those with such a program under Obama, no ef-
fect under Trump, and leniency with lower fines only during the 
Biden administration. Moreover, public company status does not 
moderate the relationship between compliance programs and 
outcomes, challenging the “too big to jail” thesis in sentenced 
organizations. There is thus no uniform defensive compliance 
effect. Overall, the paper concludes that the effect of compliance 
management systems on criminal enforcement leniency is dy-
namic and context-specific. Defensive compliance, as a strategy 
to reduce liability, is thus not as clear-cut as the original incen-
tives in the US federal corporate prosecution policies may have 
expressed.

The second article concerning law enforcement focuses on 
what a compliance management perspective might contribute 
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to improve law enforcement practices in another organiza-
tional context—police departments. The article, written by 
Holtfreter et  al.  (2025), seeks to draw from the literature on 
corporate compliance and apply it to policing. Here it argues 
that the original criminological literature on policing focuses 
predominantly on negative policing outcomes and abuse, while 
a compliance perspective would allow an understanding of 
how to improve good behavior and make police act more in line 
with public expectations and improve their legitimacy. The ar-
ticle contrasts a deterrence perspective on policing, where mis-
conduct and abuse can only be addressed through discipline 
and sanctions, with an organizational justice approach, which 
has a long history in corporate contexts, where better behavior 
is achieved through organizationally fair leadership. The arti-
cle argues that better policing outcomes can be achieved when 
there is more attention for internal police organizational jus-
tice, which includes a focus on internal ethics and compliance. 
Here it focuses on a preventative and proactive approach that 
fosters a culture of compliance, rather than relying only on dis-
ciplinary reactions (deterrence) after abuse occurs. It outlines 
that such an approach includes proper recruitment, training, 
and education. Moreover, it includes improving performance 
evaluations, inclusive decision-making procedures for inter-
nal procedures, equitable distribution of internal resources, 
improving internal feedback and employee voice and empow-
erment, and enhanced ethical training. The article provides a 
reform and research agenda where it draws inspiration from 
ideas about corporate compliance to be tested and evaluated 
in police departments and builds on organizational justice as a 
basis for better police conduct.

Both papers show how the bridge between criminology and reg-
ulatory studies may lead to new perspectives on enforcement 
and compliance. Through the study of prosecutorial leniency 
practices we get a fully new idea about defensive compliance 
and empirical data to assess its existence in a US context. And 
through drawing on the corporate compliance literature, we get 
a new approach to address police conduct. In both instances, 
we see clear evidence regarding how fruitful cross-fertilization 
can be between both fields and how much more research can be 
done to deepen and expand it in the future.

6   |   Conclusion

Although criminological research on white-collar and corporate 
offending has been and continues to be marginalized within the 
discipline of criminology (Lord and Levi 2025a; Simpson 2025), 
as the papers in this special issue reveal, there are numerous 
opportunities for productive engagement between criminology 
and regulatory governance.

Criminological theories provide new ways to consider the multi-
level conditions and factors that give rise to noncompliance and 
the complex interplay between corporate actors, the state, and 
nonstate actors that affect regulatory policies and enforcement 
strategies. Similarly, criminological strategies for structuring 
and organizing knowledge about corporate offenders and their 
offending patterns over time can identify when firms are at 
greatest risk for noncompliance and when risk assessment and 
harm reduction interventions may be most successful.

Methodologically, the articles in the special issue are diverse—
adopting qualitative, quantitative, and often multimethod 
approaches to examine the question at hand. We advocate for 
such variety as there is a great need for inductive theorizing and 
deductive theory testing in this area. Criminological and reg-
ulatory governance research would benefit further from more 
longitudinal (dynamic) studies and evaluation research of differ-
ent compliance strategies.

While most articles in the volume begin with a criminological 
focus and then discuss the implications for regulatory gover-
nance, several papers take the opposite approach by applying 
insights from regulatory compliance about compliance strate-
gies to other kinds of organizational misconduct or by assessing 
the impact of compliance management systems on corporate 
sentencing outcomes. Ultimately there is a large overlap in the 
topical interests, the mixed methods approaches, and the under-
lying normative ideas and linkages to design of legal rules and 
governance systems that bind the two fields together. We hope 
that this new collection of papers jumpstarts further cross fertil-
ization in Crim and R&G, moving from drawing on each other's 
theories, concepts, and methodological approaches to true cross 
disciplinary collaboration.

The special issue concludes with a reflection paper authored by 
Braithwaite and Braithwaite  (2026) in which they weave their 
thoughts about the specific articles in the volume with their re-
flections on the contribution criminological work has had on 
some of the most important issues of our times, including climate 
change and the rise of AI. Their article highlights how the micro 
and meso-approaches to understanding real life organizational 
processes through criminological perspectives are vital for reg-
ulatory scholarship. Here, they ask our field to look beyond the 
rational choice of economics and the deterrence approaches and 
their focus on legal institutions. Their summary reflects a deep 
vision both on the past and future of criminology and regulatory 
scholarship that will hopefully inspire scholars in both disci-
plines to draw on the knowledge in this special issue to address 
the pressing problems we are facing today and tomorrow.
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Endnotes

	1	All accepted papers underwent standard R&G review processes.

	2	Most life-course theory and research focuses on conventional of-
fenders, however, over the past 20 years, criminologists have ap-
plied the ideas and concepts to white-collar offenders (Benson and 
Kerley 2000; Piquero and Benson 2004; Piquero and Weisburd 2009; 
Onna et al. 2014, Van Onna 2018).
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