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it is included in this chapter and is typically 
classified as belonging to the category of strain 
theories that includes the earlier, more macro-
level-oriented theories. Additionally, recent stud-
ies and revisions of the theory have attempted 
to examine the validity of general strain theory 
propositions at the macro, structural level.42

Since general strain theory was first proposed 
in the mid-1980s, there has been a vast amount 
of research examining various aspects of the 
theory.43 For the most part, studies have gen-
erally supported the model. Specifically, most 
studies find a link between the three categories 
of strain and higher rates of criminality as well 
as a link between the sources of strain and feel-
ings of anger or other negative emotions (e.g., 
anxiety, depression).44 However, there have 
been criticisms of the theory, and especially of 
the way the theory has been tested.

For example, similar to the problems with 
using objective indicators to measure percep-
tions of deterrence (as discussed in previous 
chapters), it is important for strain research to 
measure subjects’ perceptions and feelings of 
frustration, not simply the occurrence of certain 
events themselves. Unfortunately, some studies 
have looked only at the latter, and the validity 
of such findings is questionable.45 Fortunately, 
a number of other studies have directly mea-
sured subjective perceptions of frustration as 
well as personal feelings of anger.46

Such studies have found mixed support for the hypothesis that certain events lead to 
anger47 but less support for the prediction that anger leads to criminality, and this link is 
particularly weak for nonviolent offending.48 On the other hand, the most recent stud-
ies have found support for the links between strain and anger as well as between anger 
and criminal behavior, particularly when coping variables are considered.49 Still, many 
of the studies that do examine the effects of anger incorporate indicators of anger using 
time-stable “trait” measures, as opposed to incident-specific “state” measures that would 
be more consistent with the situation-specific emphasis of general strain theory.50 This 
is similar to the methodological criticism, discussed in other chapters in this text, that 
has been leveled against studies of self-conscious emotions, particularly shame and guilt; 
namely, when it comes to measuring emotions such as anger and shame, criminologists 
should choose their measures carefully and make sure the instruments are consistent with 
the theory they are testing. Thus, future research on general strain theory should employ 
more effective, subjective measures of straining events and situational states of anger.

Regardless of the criticisms of general strain theory, it is hard to deny its face validity. 
After all, virtually everyone can relate to the tendency to react differently to similar situ-
ations based on what type of day they are having. For example, we all have days when 
everything seems to be going great—it is Friday, you receive accolades at work, and 
you are looking forward to a nice weekend with your friends or family. If someone says 
something derogatory to you or cuts you off in traffic on such a day, you will probably 

1. According to Agnew, which of the following is NOT one
of the key reasons why individuals become strained or
frustrated?

a. Failure to acquire goals/expectations

b. Dealing with negative stimuli

c. Loss of positive stimuli

d. Low self-control

2. Which type of adaptation to strain did Cohen NOT label/
identify in his theory?

a. Corner boy

b. Drug boy

c. College boy

d. Delinquent boy

3. Which of the following types of gangs did Cloward and
Ohlin NOT label/identify in their theory of gangs?

a. Ritualistic gangs

b. Conflict gangs

c. Criminal gangs

d. Retreatist gangs
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