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Summary of Strain Theories

The common assumption found across all variations of strain theory is that crime is far 
more common among individuals who are under a great degree of stress and frustration, 
especially those who can’t cope with or handle such stress in a positive way. The origin 
of most variations of strain theory can be traced to Durkheim’s and Merton’s concepts 
of anomie, which essentially means a state of chaos or normlessness in society due to a 
breakdown in the ability of societal institutions to regulate human desires, thereby result-
ing in feelings of strain.

Although different types of strain theories were proposed and gained popularity at 
various points throughout the 20th century, they all became accepted during eras that 
were politically and culturally conducive to such perspectives, especially regarding the 
differences across the strain models. For example, Merton’s formulation of strain, which 
emphasized the importance of the economic institution, was developed and became 
popular during the Great Depression. Then, in the late 1950s, two strain theories that 
focused on gang formation were developed by Cohen and by Cloward and Ohlin; they 
became popular among politicians and society due to the focus on official statistics sug-
gesting that most crime at that time was being committed by lower-class, inner-city male 
youths, many of whom were gang members. Finally, Agnew developed his general strain 
model in the mid- to late 1980s, during a period when a number of general theories of 
crime were being developed (e.g., Gottfredson and Hirschi’s low self-control theory and 
Sampson and Laub’s developmental theory); thus, such models were popular at that time, 
particularly those that emphasized personality traits (such as anger) and experiences of 
individuals. So all the variations of strain, like all the theories discussed in this book, were 
manifestations of the periods in which they were developed and became widely accepted 
by academics, politicians, and society.

Policy Implications of Strain Theory

Although this chapter deals with a wide range of theories regarding social structure, 
the most applicable policy implications are those suggested by the most recent theo-
retical models of this genre. Thus, we will focus on policies that are most relevant in 
contemporary times and are key factors in the most modern versions of this perspective. 

Phoenix valley. The man, Cristian 
Alfredo Urquijo, discussed in the 
case study at the beginning of this 
chapter, told authorities that he did 
it to survive and that “desperation 
was a great motivator.”

Urquijo’s case is reflective of some 
of the various theories discussed 
in this chapter, especially those 
regarding strain theory. After all, we 
are talking about a man who, up to 
that time, appeared to have a clean 

record. However, when he was 
suddenly unemployed, he innovated 
a new way to obtain the money 
he needed to survive. In addition, 
according to general strain theory, 
when positive stimuli are removed 
(such as a stable job), individuals 
are more likely to engage in crimi-
nal offending, especially when such 
illegal acts are attempts to replace 
the lost positive stimuli (in this case, 
income from work).

THINK ABOUT IT:

1. How do peak times of bank rob-
beries differ from that of other
robberies? Can you provide a
reason or reasons for this?

2. Why do you think “takeover”
bank robberies are far rarer
than “oral command” or “pass-
ing note to the teller” bank
robberies?
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