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At the time when Cohen developed his theory, 
official statistics showed that virtually all gang
violence—and most violence, for that matter—
was concentrated among lower-class male
youths. However, with the development of
self-report studies in the 1960s, his theory was
shown to be somewhat overstated in the sense 
that middle-class youths were well represented in 
committing delinquent acts.33 Other studies have 
also been critical of Cohen’s theory, particularly
the portions that deal with his proposition that 
crime rates will increase after youths drop out of 
school and join a gang. Although the findings are
mixed, many studies have found that delinquency
is often higher before the youths drop out of 
school and may actually decline once they drop 
out and become employed.34 Some critics have 
pointed out that such findings discredit Cohen’s
theory, but this is not necessarily true. 

raising their self-esteem by earning a wage and 

Still,
problems in school and that school 
ity.35 Furthermore,

 studies have clearly shown that lower-class 

negativistic, and nonutilitarian activity. For example, what do individuals have to gain 
from destroying mailboxes or tagging walls? This is an act that will never gain much in 
the lines of money or any other form of payoff aside from peer respect. So, ultimately, it 
appears that there is some face validity to what Cohen proposed, in the sense that some 
youths engage in behavior that has no other value than earning peer respect, even though 
that behavior is negativistic and nonutilitarian according to the values of conventional 
society. Regardless of some criticisms of Cohen’s model, he provided an important struc-
tural strain theory of the development of gangs and lower-class delinquency.

Cloward and Ohlin’s Theory of Differential Opportunity
Five years after Cohen published his theory, Richard A. Cloward and Lloyd E. Ohlin 
presented yet another structural strain theory of gang formation and behavior.36 Similar 
to Merton and Cohen, Cloward and Ohlin assumed that all youths, including those in the 
lower class, are socialized to believe in the American Dream and that when they realize 
they are blocked from conventional opportunities, they become frustrated and strained.
What distinguishes Cloward and Ohlin’s theory from the previous strain theories is that 
they emphasized three different types of gangs that form based on the characteristics of 
the social structure in the neighborhood. To clarify, the nature of gangs varies according 
to the availability of illegal opportunities in the social structure. So whereas previous 
strain theories focused only on lack of legal opportunities, Cloward and Ohlin’s model 
emphasized both legal and illegal opportunities, and the availability (or lack) of these 
opportunities largely determined what type of gang would form in that neighborhood—
hence the name differential opportunity theory. Furthermore, the authors acknowledged 
Edwin Sutherland’s (see Chapter 10) influence on their theory, and this influence is evi-
dent in their focus on the neighborhood associations that largely determine what type of 
gang will form. According to differential opportunity theory, the three types of gangs are 
criminal gangs, conflict gangs, and retreatist gangs.

Organized crime 
syndicates are typically 
found in neighborhoods 
with more structured 
criminal organizations, 
which mentor youth in 
these neighborhoods and 
result in a prevalence of 
criminal gangs.

©
 iS

to
ck

ph
ot

o.
co

m
/P

oi
nt

Im
ag

e


