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abusive parent, a teacher who always picks on one student, or 
a boss who puts undue strain on one employee. These are just 
some of the many negative factors that can exist in one’s life,
and the examples of this category of strain are endless.

The other strain category Agnew identified was the removal 
of positive stimuli (i.e., good things), which is likely the largest 
cause of frustration. Examples of removal of positively valued 
stimuli include the loss of a good job, loss of the use of a car 
for a period of time, or loss of a loved one. Like the other 
two sources of strain, examples of removal of positive aspects 
are infinite, and these may have varying degrees of influence 
depending on the individual. To clarify, one person may not 
feel much frustration from losing a job or divorcing his or her 
spouse, whereas another person may experience severe anxiety
or depression from such events.

Ultimately, general strain theory proposes that these three 
categories of strain (failure to achieve goals, noxious stimuli,
and removal of positive stimuli) will lead to stress and a pro-
pensity to feel anger. Anger can be seen as a primary mediating 
factor in the causal model of the gender strain framework. In 
other words, it is predicted that to the extent that the three 
sources of strain cause feelings of anger in an individual, that 
individual will be predisposed to commit crime and deviance. 
However, Agnew was clear in stating that if an individual can 
somehow cope with this anger in a positive way, then such feel-
ings do not necessarily have to result in criminal activity. These
coping mechanisms vary widely across individuals, with cer-
tain strategies working better for some people than for others.
For example, some people destress by working out or running,
whereas others do so by watching television or a movie. One 
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be far more likely to commit crime. Obviously, the goal is to reduce the use of antisocial 
and negative coping with strain, such as drug usage, aggression, and so forth, which are 
either criminal in themselves or increase the likelihood of offending.

Evidence and Criticisms of General Strain Theory
Fortunately, recent research and theoretical development have more fully examined vari-
ous coping mechanisms and their effectiveness in reducing anger and, thus, preventing 
criminal activity. Obviously, in focusing on individuals’ perceptions of stress and anger as 
well as their personal abilities to cope with such feelings, general strain theory places more
emphasis on the micro level of analysis. Still, due to its origins in structural strain theory, 

Individuals experience 
stressors every day, 
and general strain 
theory emphasizes 
the importance of 
stress and anger in 
increasing the likelihood 
of engaging in criminal 
behavior, especially 
when individuals have 
not developed healthy 
coping mechanisms.
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