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later shown by self-reports to be exaggerated.40 Due to the realization that most of the 
earlier models of strain were not empirically valid for most criminal activity, strain theory 
became unpopular for several decades. But during the 1980s, another version of strain 
was devised by Robert Agnew, who rejuvenated the interest in strain theory by devising 
a theory that made the theory more general and applicable to a larger variety of crimes 
and forms of deviance.

General Strain Theory

In the 1980s, Robert Agnew proposed general strain theory, which includes a much larger 
range of behavior due to not concentrating on simply the lower class and provides a more 
applicable model for the frustrations that all individuals feel in everyday life.41 Unlike 
other strain theories, which all assumed the internalization of the American Dream and 
the resulting frustration when it was revealed as a false promise to those of the lower 
classes, general strain theory does not necessarily rely on this assumption. Rather, this 
theoretical framework assumes that people of all social classes and economic positions 
deal with frustrations in routine daily life, which virtually everyone can relate to.

Specifically, previous strain theories, such as the models proposed by Merton, Cohen, 
and Cloward and Ohlin, focused on individuals’ failure to achieve positively valued goals 
that they had been socialized to work toward. Like these previous models, general strain 
theory also focuses on this source of strain; however, general strain theory emphasizes 
two additional categories of strain: presentation of noxious stimuli and removal of posi-
tively valued stimuli (see Figure 8.2). In addition to the failure to achieve one’s goals, 
Agnew claimed that the presentation of noxious stimuli (i.e., bad things) in one’s life 
could cause major stress and frustration. Examples of noxious stimuli would include an 
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