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This study tests Agnew’s general strain theory (GST) for African Ameri-
cans, a population neglected in GST research. Specifically, we examined
(a) the differential effects of inner- and outer-directed negative emotions on
withdrawing behavior and (b) the conditioning effects of social support on
the understudied, deviant coping behavior. OLS regression analyses of data
from a national survey of African American adults provide empirical evi-
dence that depression and anxiety have larger effects on withdrawing
behavior than anger. Findings also provide some support for the hypothesis
that social support tends to weaken or buffer the effects of nonangry emo-
tions on withdrawing behavior.
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Agnew’s (1992) general strain theory (GST) has rejuvenated
criminological research on the etiological significance of strain
since its introduction. The theory generally receives empirical sup-
port (Agnew, 2001); however, previous tests are based on data col-
lected largely from White Americans (Jang & Johnson, 2003). In
addition, the current literature shows limited or mixed results on
several issues. First, as GST posits, anger is found to increase the
likelihood of criminal and delinquent acts, especially violent or
aggressive behavior. However, the effects of anger on noncriminal
deviant acts, such as withdrawing behavior, have rarely been stud-
ied. Second, the effects of nonangry emotions such as depression
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and anxiety on criminal or deviant acts have been understudied,
while a limited number of studies report mixed findings (e.g.,
Aseltine, Gore, & Gordon, 2000; Broidy, 2001; Jang & Johnson,
2003). Finally, Agnew (1992) proposed social support as one of the
conditioning factors that help avoid adopting deviant coping strate-
gies in reaction to strain or negative emotions; however, this propo-
sition has received little empirical support (Capowich, Mazerolle,
& Piquero, 2001; Paternoster & Mazerolle, 1994).

To address these issues, we employed ordinary least squares
regression to analyze data from the 1980 National Survey of Black
Americans (Jackson, 1991) . This data set provides a unique oppor-
tunity to examine the generalizability of GST in age and race and/or
ethnicity given that prior research on GST is mostly based on data
collected from adolescents or young adults such as college students
who are predominately or exclusively White (Jang & Johnson,
2003).

THEORETICAL OVERVIEW

In GST, Agnew (1992) defined strain as “negative relationships
with others . . . in which the individual is not treated as he or she
wants to be treated” (p. 48) and proposed three ideal types of strain:
the failure to achieve positively valued goals, the removal of posi-
tively valued stimuli, and the presentation of negative stimuli.
Agnew then posited that strain generates negative affect, which
is, in turn, likely to lead a strained individual to engage in deviant
coping behavior in an attempt to alleviate strain and its resultant
emotions. Thus, according to GST, the effects of strain on deviant
coping behavior should be largely mediated by negative emotions.
Otherwise, the direct effects of strain on deviant behavior could be
interpreted in terms of other theories than GST (Agnew, 1995;
Agnew & White, 1992).

For Agnew (1992), anger was the key emotion explaining crime
and deviance, especially violent or aggressive behavior. However,
he emphasized not only the “outer-directed” emotion (i.e., anger)
but also “inner-directed”” emotions, such as depression and anxiety
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(Agnew, 1992, p. 60). Agnew made the same conceptual distinc-
tion for deviant behaviors, distinguishing between outer-directed
(e.g., interpersonal violence) and inner-directed behavior (e.g.,
drug use or suicide). He then suggested that outer-directed emo-
tions are likely to have stronger effects on outer-than inner-directed
behavior, whereas inner-directed emotions are to have larger
effects on inner- than outer-directed behavior. This conceptual dis-
tinction provides an important clue to explain why strain results in
different types of deviant acts.

To elaborate traditional strain models (Cloward & Ohlin, 1960;
Cohen, 1955; Merton, 1938) Agnew not only redefined the strain
concept and specified strain-generated negative emotions as the
source of deviant motivation but also incorporated conditioning
factors into his theory to explain why not all strained individuals
commit deviant acts in reaction to strain. Agnew proposed that an
individual’s internal (e.g., self-esteem) and external factors (e.g.,
social control) condition the effects of strain on coping behavior,
affecting the person’s choice between conventional and deviant
coping strategies. Furthermore, Agnew implied that a test involv-
ing conditioning factor should focus on the effects of negative emo-
tions on coping behavior and those of strain on negative emotions
and coping behavior (Jang & Johnson, 2003).

In GST, Agnew (1992) presented social support—specifically,
support from conventional others, such as family—as a condition-
ing factor that leads individuals to choose conventional over devi-
ant coping strategy. In addition, he proposed the indirect effects of
social support on deviant coping via negative emotions (see also
Cullen, 1994); that is, social support decreases negative emotional
responses to strain and thus reduces deviant coping. Social support
and strain are expected to have negative relationships with each
other (Colvin, Cullen, & Vander Ven, 2002).

In the current study, social support was conceptualized as the
potential and perceived or actual support that one may use in deal-
ing with strain (Aneshensel, 1992; Cullen, 1994; Mirowsky &
Ross, 1989; Pearlin, 1989). Specifically, social support refers to an
individual’s receiving or anticipating instrumental and/or expres-
sive provisions supplied by others. It also means having intimate,
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personal relationships through social networks made up of other
people with whom he or she interacts. These other people all have
the potential to aid the individual with some form of social sup-
port (Vaux, 1988), and the sense of having someone who loves and
understands may, in and of itself, reduce stress, whether the person
provides practical help and protection (Thoits, 1982).

PRIOR RESEARCH

Previous studies generally show that strain increases negative
emotions, which in turn lead to deviant coping behavior including
crime and delinquency (Agnew & White, 1992; Aseltine et al.,
2000; Brezina, 1998; Broidy, 2001; Capowich et al., 2001; Jang &
Johnson, 2003; Mazerolle, Burton, Cullen, Evans, & Payne, 2000;
Mazerolle & Piquero, 1998; Piquero & Sealock, 2000). Thus, they
tend to support Agnew’s (1992, 1995) proposition that the effects
of strain on deviance and crime are largely mediated by negative
emotions.

Specifically, outer-directed emotion, anger, is found to have
positive effects on different types of crime and deviance, espe-
cially outer-directed behavior such as interpersonal aggression or
violence. Previous researchers, however, have not often studied
whether anger also has significant effects on inner-directed behav-
ior such as drug use (Jang & Johnson, 2003). In addition, the
hypothesized effects of inner-directed, nonangry emotions, such
as depression and anxiety, on deviance, whether inner- or outer
directed, tend to receive less empirical support than those of outer-
directed, angry emotion (e.g., Aseltine et al., 2000; Piquero &
Sealock, 2000). When significant effects of inner-directed emo-
tions on deviant coping are observed, they are either the exception
or counter to the expected findings (e.g., Broidy, 2001; Capowich
et al., 2001; but see Jang & Johnson, 2003).

Previous studies also report mixed results on GST’s condi-
tioning factors (Agnew, Brezina, Wright, & Cullen, 2002). For
example, Agnew and White (1992) found strain-aggravating
effects of delinquent friends on delinquency and drug use, and
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strain-ameliorating effects of self-efficacy on delinquency, but not
on drug use. Similarly, Mazerolle et al. (2000) reported that devi-
ant peer affiliations increase the effects of strain on violent delin-
quency and drug use, whereas a composite measure of Hirschi’s
(1969) social bonds decreases the effects of strain on drug use but
not on violent delinquency (see also Mazerolle & Maahs, 2000).
Although finding significant interactions involving strain and delin-
quent peers and family attachment, Aseltine et al. (2000) reported
that one half of the significant conditioning effects involving self-
esteem are opposite to what was predicted. Finally, Piquero and
Sealock (2000) and Jang and Johnson (2003) found that a spiritual
or religious factor tends to buffer the effects of negative emotions
on deviant coping.

Unlike stress and health researchers, criminologists had paid
little attention until Cullen (1994) argued that social support is an
important concept capable of organizing diverse theories and re-
search traditions in criminology. Perhaps partly because of the lack
of interest, only two studies have been conducted to examine social
support in testing GST. First, Paternoster and Mazerolle (1994)
constructed a 9-item index measuring the degree of support the
adolescents believe they would receive from their mother, father,
and friends if they got into trouble at school, with police, and in the
neighborhood; however, they found neither moderating nor direct
effects of social support on delinquency. This null finding might be
because of, partly, their limited measure of social support. Specifi-
cally, it is unclear whether support from friends (whose influence
on adolescents tends to be greater than parents’) should be consid-
ered as “conventional” given the generally positive association
between delinquency and relations with friends even if the friends
were not specified as delinquent peers (Akers, 1997). Their mea-
sure is also potentially problematic given a previous suggestion
that social support should be measured without reference to, or
independently from specific outcomes (Thoits, 1982).

Second, using comprehensive measures of social support,
Capowich et al. (2001) found limited evidence of the direct effects
of social support on intentions for deviant coping behavior, con-
trolling for negative emotions. They also examined conditioning

Downloaded from http://jbs.sagepub.com at BAYLOR LIBRARY on December 19, 2008



256 JOURNAL OF BLACK STUDIES / NOVEMBER 2006

effects of social support by comparing low and high support groups
(constructed by using three quartiles) in the effects of strain on
the measures of behavioral intentions. None of group differences in
the effects, however, was found significant at the level of .05 (i.e.,
z=-.55 for intention to fight, z=—1.47 for intention to shoplift, and
7z =-.12 for intention to drive drunk), when we tested using a for-
mula proposed by Paternoster and associates (Paternoster, Brame,
Mazerolle, & Piquero, 1998). Thus Capowich et al.’s study shows
no significant strain-buffering effects of social support.

In sum, prior research on GST provides empirical evidence of
outer-directed emotions, that is, anger mediating the effects of
strain on deviant coping behavior; however, overall findings tend to
be inconclusive about the theoretical significance of inner-directed
emotions (e.g., depression or anxiety) and inner-directed deviant
coping (e.g., drug use) in GST. In addition, previous findings about
the differential effects of inner- and outer-directed emotions on
different types of deviant coping behavior (i.e., inner- and outer-
directed behavior) are limited and, at best, mixed. Finally, the
conditioning effect of social support predicted by GST has been
understudied.

AFRICAN AMERICANS, GST, AND
SOCIAL SUPPORT

GST is a general theory for all ethnic groups but is of special
relevance to African Americans who experience higher levels of
strain because of racism, economic disadvantage, criminal victim-
ization, and poor health and thus are more distressed than other
groups, especially Whites (Hagan & Peterson, 1995; Mirowsky &
Ross, 1989). However, our literature search showed that only one
study testing GST based on African American data has been pub-
lished since Agnew (1992) introduced the theory (Jang & Johnson,
2003). Jang and Johnson’s research provides empirical evidence
that GST applied to African Americans as well as Whites. Spe-
cifically, they found that strain generates inner- and outer-directed
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negative emotions, which in turn lead to interpersonal aggression
and drug use.

Furthermore, Jang and Johnson (2003) developed a hypothesis
unique to African Americans by synthesizing two propositions.
First, GST posits that (a) strained individuals are more likely to
experience outer- than inner-directed emotions when they external-
ize strain by blaming others for their adversity' and (b) individuals
externalizing strain are more likely to engage in outer- than inner-
directed deviant coping behavior. Second, it has been suggested
that African Americans are more likely than other ethnic groups to
externalize their adversity because of their relatively well devel-
oped racial consciousness® based on the history of involuntary
immigration and slavery as well as racial prejudice and discrim-
ination (Hagan & Peterson, 1995; Neighbors, Jackson, Broman, &
Thompson, 1996; Ogbu, 1990). As aresult, African Americans are
more likely to experience outer- (anger) than inner-directed emo-
tions (depression or anxiety) in reaction to strain, and thus overall
negative emotions (which tend to be outer-rather than inner
directed) are more likely to result in outer- (e.g., interpersonal
aggression) than inner-directed deviant coping (e.g., drug use).
This was exactly what Jang and Johnson (2003) found.

On the other hand, social support has been a reoccurring theme
in the study of stress and health among African Americans, and
previous research confirms that social support reduces distress and
buffers the effects of strain on mental and physical health among
African Americans. For example, Johnson and Jennison (1994)
found that social support attenuates or buffers the effects of nega-
tive life stressors on drinking and, thus, could be used in preven-
tion and treatment programs for the African American problem
drinker. Similarly, according to Romano, Bloom, and Syme
(1991), although strain increases smoking, social support de-
creases the unhealthy behavior among African American women.
In addition, Kang and Bloom (1993) reported that social support
reduces a person’s health risk by increasing the use of cancer
screening such as mammography among African Americans
age 55 years or older. Other researchers show that religious in-
volvement is a major source of social support among African
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Americans, while the support comes from family and friends as
well as from other coreligionists (Chatters, 2000; Ellison, 1995;
Ellison & Levin, 1998).

THE CURRENT STUDY

The current study was intended to build on previous research on
GST and social support among African Americans by extending
Jang and Johnson’s (2003) model of GST to examine (a) the differ-
ential effects of inner- and outer-directed emotions on withdrawing
behavior, which is an understudied form of noncriminal deviant
coping behavior® and (b) the conditioning effects of social support
on deviant coping, for which previous research finds little empiri-
cal support. Not only to address these two key issues but also exam-
ine the applicability of GST to African Americans, we tested the
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Strain is positively related to negative emotions.

Hypothesis 2: Social supportis negatively related to negative emotions.

Hypothesis 3: Negative emotions are positively related to withdrawing
behavior with inner-directed emotions being more strongly related
to the behavior than outer-directed emotions.

Hypothesis 4: Any direct effects of strain and social support on with-
drawing behavior decrease when negative emotions are controlled
for.

Hypothesis 5: Social support weakens the positive relationships (a)
between strain and negative emotions, (b) between strain and with-
drawing behavior, and (c) between negative emotions and with-
drawing behavior.

METHOD

DATA

The data to test our hypotheses came from the National Survey
of Black Americans (NSBA), precisely, the NSBA Cross-Section
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Study, which was the first of the six national studies conducted by
the Program for Research on Black Americans (Jackson, 1991).
The NSBA Cross-Section Study, a nationally representative survey
of the adult African Americans, was completed in 1980 for a sam-
ple of 2,107 respondents. This multistage, probability sample was
based on the national distribution of African Americans indicated
in the 1970 Census. The sample was self-weighting, and every
African American household in the continental United States had
the same probability of being selected. Among eligible respon-
dents (age 18 years or older, self-identified Black, and U.S. citi-
zens) of each selected household, one person was randomly chosen
for face-to-face interview. To complete the interviews, an average
of 3.4 call backs were made with a range of 1 to 22 per household,
generating the overall response rate of 67%. This rate reflects that
the Black population is disproportionately distributed within urban
areas, where typically response rates have been low.

This national sample is fairly representative of the Black popula-
tion as reported by the 1980 Census (Jackson, 1991), while it some-
what overrepresents women (62%, n = 1,310).* Overrepresentation
of female respondents is common for household interview survey
because women are more likely to answer survey questions than
men living in the same household (Mirowsky & Ross, 1995). This
is especially true of the African American population that shows
relatively high rates of female-headed households (U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce, 1981).

MEASUREMENT

In the NSBA, each respondent was asked about “personal prob-
lem(s)” that came up not only in a respondent’s life but also in his or
her significant others’ lives,” which could not be handled by himself
or herself. More than one half of the total sample (61%, n=1,281)
answered the question affirmatively by reporting a wide variety of
personal problems that cover Agnew’s three ideal types of strain
(see appendix). On the other hand, about one third of the sample
(36%, n=763) mentioned no such problem, whereas about 3% (n =
63) was treated as missing data (e.g., “don’t know”). The index of
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personal problems or strain has the value of 1 or 2 because each
respondent mentioned only up to two problems. A total of 1,266
respondents provided data on the relevant categories of personal
problems and thus are included in the subsequent analysis.®

Respondents who mentioned personal problem(s) were asked a
set of follow-up questions about “how they felt” during the time
that they were having trouble with the problem(s) and how often
they felt that way. Specifically, they were asked about nine items of
emotional reactions to the problem, including feeling “lonely,”
being “depressed,” and losing one’s “temper.” The temper item was
used as the measure of outer-directed, angry emotions, whereas all
the other items measuring depression and anxiety are combined
into an index of inner-directed, nonangry emotions. These eight
items’ factor loadings, ranging from .51 to .76, and the inter-item
reliability (alpha = .84) are high.

The respondents were also asked how they acted during the time
of trouble and how often they acted that way, including whether
they “did not want to see or talk with anyone.” We used this as our
measure of inner-directed deviant coping behavior, withdrawing
behavior.

Based on our conceptualization of social support, two measures
were constructed to tap an individual’s potential (i.e., having inti-
mate, personal relationships through social networks) and actual or
perceived social support (i.e., receiving or anticipating to receive
instrumental and/or expressive provisions supplied by others). To
construct the former, potential support, we combined each respon-
dent’s standardized scores on two items asking about (a) how close
his or her family members are in their feelings to each other (1 =not
close atall, 2 =not too close, 3 =fairly close, 4 = very close) and (b)
how many friends, not including relatives, he or she feels free to
talk with about his or her problems (1 = none, 2 = a few, 3 = some,
4 =many). Thus a high score on this measure indicates a relatively
high level of social support potentially present in family and friend
networks.

On the other hand, a second measure of social support was con-
structed based on the items of family and religious support net-
works. For the family network, it was first asked how often each
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respondent perceives people in his or her family to help him or her
out. If a respondent reported that they do, regardless of the fre-
quency of help, it was asked again how much help they are to him or
her (1 = only a little help, 2 = a lot of help, 3 = a great deal of help).
If, however, a respondent reported that he or she was “never”
helped or “never needed help,” it was then asked whether they
would help him or her if help were needed. We coded negative (no)
and positive answer (yes) to this question as “no help at all” (0) and
“a lot of help” (2), respectively; so that these two follow-up ques-
tions may be combined into a single variable measuring perceived
family support. We constructed perceived support from the reli-
gious network in the same way, although the wording of response
categories is slightly different (see appendix). These two variables
were then standardized and summed for our measure of perceived
support.

Finally, we included sociodemographic variables in the current
analysis to control for the sources of spurious relationships: age,
gender (0 =female, 1 =male), social class (the sum of standardized
scores on education and family income, see appendix), marital sta-
tus (0 =not or never married, 1 = married), and region (0 = the non-
South, 1 = the South).

RESULTS

We applied ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis to
test our hypotheses, using the method of listwise deletion of miss-
ing cases, which generated the final sample of 1,211 respondents.
For statistical significance (alpha = .05), we conducted one-tailed
test for the hypothesized relationships and two-tailed test for
nonhypothesized ones including any relationship whose direction
is opposite to our expectation.

Table 1 summarizes results from estimating eight regression
models for the two measures of negative emotions, angry and non-
angry emotions. As hypothesized, strain (Hypothesis 1) and
potential support (Hypothesis 2) have significant direct effects on
angry and nonangry emotions in the expected direction, whether
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controlling for each other; however, coefficients associated with
perceived support provide no empirical support for Hypothesis 2
(see Models 2 to 4 for angry emotions and Models 6 to 8 for
nonangry emotions). Similarly, empirical support for the hypothe-
sis about the buffering effects of social support (Hypothesis 5a) is
provided by potential support, but not perceived support (see Mod-
els 4 and 8). The conditioning effects of perceived support
remained nonsignificant when we included one interaction term at
a time in the model, (results not shown in table).

Table 2 shows the effects of strain, social support, and negative
emotions on withdrawing behavior. First, Model 7 documents sig-
nificant effects of angry and nonangry emotions on withdrawing
behavior, which is consistent with Hypothesis 3. This hypothesis
also receives empirical support from the model that shows inner-
directed, nonangry emotions have larger effects on inner-directed,
withdrawing behavior than outer-directed, angry emotions (.37 vs.
.14 in standardized coefficient).

Second, comparison of the effects of strain and social support on
withdrawing behavior before and after controlling for negative
emotions (Models 3 vs. 7) indicates some support for the hypothe-
sis that negative emotions mediate the effects of strain and social
support on withdrawing behavior (Hypothesis 4). Specifically, the
effects of potential support on the dependent variable (-.08 in
Model 3) decrease in size when negative emotions are added to the
model (-.05 in Model 7) and then further decrease slightly when
interaction terms involving negative emotions are added to the
model (—.04 in Model 8). However, neither of the reduction was
found statistically significant with z =—.78 and —.95, respectively
(Paternoster et al., 1998). In addition, this change in the coefficient
of potential support is attributable equally to angry and nonangry
emotions, each of which reduces the effects of potential support on
withdrawing behavior from —.08 to —.06 when included in the
model (see Models 5 and 6).

On the other hand, the effects of perceived support and strain
remain nonsignificant across models (Models 3 to 8) even when the
strain and social support variables were included in the model alter-
nately (Models 1 and 2). However, given that strain has significant
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effects on negative emotions (see Table 1) and negative emotions
have significant effects on withdrawing behavior, our findings still
indicate that the effects of strain on withdrawing behavior are indi-
rect via negative emotions.

Next, we found that neither perceived or potential social support
has significant strain-buffering effects (-.07 and —.06, respec-
tively, in Model 4), failing, therefore, to find empirical support for
Hypothesis 5b. However, we observed some evidence of social
support conditioning the effects of negative emotions, specifically,
nonangry emotions as hypothesized (Hypothesis 5¢); that is, poten-
tial support weakens or buffers the effects of nonangry emotions on
withdrawing behavior (—.08 in Model 8). Although only one of the
four interactions involving social support and negative emotions
was found significant, this finding together with the significant
interaction effects presented in Table 1 seem to suggest that the
conditioning effect of social support predicted by GST is more
likely to be observed when it is measured in terms of social support
potentially available in an individual’s personal networks rather
than his or her perceptual evaluation of actual social support from
others (Thoits, 1982; Vaux, 1988).

Finally, our model of negative emotions (see Table 1) tends to
account for nonangry emotions slightly better (R*=.11) than angry
emotions (R* = .07) with social support adding little to what was
already explained by strain (Models 1 vs. 3 and Models 5 vs. 7),
which indicates the importance of strain relative to social support in
explaining withdrawing behavior. This finding is inconsistent with
previous studies that report relatively weak or nonsignificant asso-
ciation between strain and nonangry emotions such as depression
(e.g., Broidy, 2001) and any speculation that nonangry emotions
are not as central to GST as anger. On the other hand, our theoreti-
cal model shows the importance of negative emotions, especially
nonangry emotions, in accounting for inner-directed withdrawing
behavior intended to cope with strain (see Table 2).
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SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

The current study was intended to examine two understud-
ied relationships hypothesized within the framework of Agnew’s
(1992) general strain theory (GST) by analyzing national survey
data collected from African Americans. The first relationship
focuses on inner-directed, nonangry emotions produced by strain,
whose significance in GST has not been empirically established.
A second relationship concerns a research question that has not
received enough satisfying answers yet: Does having helpful others
and perceived support from them reduce the chance that an individ-
ual chooses deviant over conventional coping when faced with
strain and negative emotions that result from the strain?

According to GST, strain generates not only anger but also other
types of negative emotions, such as depression or anxiety, within the
individual. Those emotions then motivate him or her to cope with
strain and its resultant negative emotions by adopting deviant or
nondeviant coping strategies. While Agnew (1992) proposed anger as
“the most critical emotional reaction for the purposes of the general
strain theory” (p. 59), a relatively small number of studies included
nonangry emotions in testing the theory with most of them reporting
limited evidence for the relevance of such emotions to GST. Analyz-
ing data from a national survey of African American adults of diverse
sociodemographic backgrounds, we found that African Americans
experience not only anger but also depression and anxiety in response
to problems in their significant others’ lives as well as their own. We
also found that the effects of strain on withdrawing behavior are indi-
rect via nonangry and angry emotions, as GST predicted.

In addition, the current study provides evidence for systematic rela-
tionships between negative emotions and deviant coping behavior in
terms of directedness, as Agnew (1992) suggested. Examining rarely
studied inner-directed behavior (i.e., withdrawing behavior), we
found that African Americans are more likely to withdraw from other
people when they feel depressed and anxious than when they are
angry. This finding complements the study conducted by Jang and
Johnson (2003) who found that inner-directed emotions (depression
and anxiety) have larger effects on inner-directed deviant coping (drug
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use) than outer-directed emotions (anger), and outer-directed emo-
tions have larger effects on outer-directed deviant coping behavior
(interpersonal aggression) than inner-directed emotions.

Next, we found some evidence that the effects of social support
(i.e., potential support) on withdrawing behavior are indirect via
negative emotions. Future research needs to further examine the
effects of social support on deviant behavior not only by improving
the measurement of the concept but also including positive emo-
tions that social support is likely to generate, which in turn is likely
to reduce deviant coping behavior (Colvin et al., 2002). The current
study also provides some evidence of the conditioning effects of
social support; that is, African Americans, who have useful help
available from the family and religious networks and maintain
close relationships with family members and friends, are less likely
to have their negative emotions, especially inner-directed ones that
lead them to withdraw from other people, than those who do not.
Significant buffering of social support was found for the effects of
negative emotions on withdrawing behavior, but not for the effects
of strain on negative emotions or withdrawing behavior (Jang &
Johnson, 2003). This finding implies that those who have social
support from other people are less likely to feel pressured to turn to
undesirable, noninstrumental coping strategies than those who lack
such support, although the former are not necessarily protected
from life’s strain relative to the latter.

Finally, although we included the respondent’s sex in our analysis
as statistical control, it is worthwhile to briefly discuss the current
study’s implications for GST research on gender (Broidy & Agnew,
1997). The current study based on national survey data from African
Americans shows that men report lower levels of negative emotions
in reaction to personal problems than women, as Mirowsky and Ross
(1995) found in a national sample of mostly White Americans. In
addition, our observation that the sex differences in inner-directed
emotions of depression and anxiety tend to be larger than in outer-
directed anger (see Models 1 through 4 vs. Models 5 through 8 in
Table 1) is also consistent with what Broidy and Angew (1997) sug-
gested regarding gendered pattern of emotional responses to strain:
“Although both males and females are likely to respond to strain with
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anger, the anger of females is more likely to be accompanied by emo-
tions such as depression, guilt, anxiety, and shame” (p. 297).

Furthermore, our findings, together with Jang and Johnson’s
(2003), about differential relationships between negative emotions
and coping behaviors can be applied to explain gender differences
in crime. Specifically, as Broidy and Agnew (1997) proposed,
males and females tend to engage in different behavioral coping
partly because they experience “distinct emotional responses to
strain” (p. 297). Specifically, women are more likely than men to
respond to strain with inner-directed emotions, such as depression
and anxiety, and thus more likely to engage in inner-directed, self-
destructive forms of deviance, such as drug use and eating dis-
orders rather than outer-directed crime, such as violence. Recent
research tends to provide empirical support for this proposition
(Jang & Johnson, 2005; Piquero & Sealock, 2004).

Our findings need to be interpreted with caution given that we ana-
lyzed cross-sectional data to test causal hypotheses. However, the data
were collected based on what Broidy (2001) called a “diary type of
approach” (p. 31), which allows causal interpretation of estimated
relationships among the key variables of GST because respondents
were asked to first report their personal problems and then emotional
and behavioral reactions to the reported strain. We agree with Jang and
Johnson (2003) that use of cross-sectional data collected based on the
diary type of approach provides a better test of GST than longitudinal
data with long intervals between waves (e.g., Agnew & White, 1992;
Aseltine et al., 2000; Paternoster & Mazerolle, 1994). However, future
research needs to be conducted based on prospective longitudinal data
with a relatively short lag between waves, although such data are not
often available for criminological research.

In conclusion, we believe that the current study contributes to the
literatures not only on GST and social support but also African
American studies by examining understudied relationships pro-
posed in the theory based on data collected from a national survey of
African Americans, an ethnic group neglected in GST research. Our
findings generally confirm that Agnew’s GST is an important theory
that helps understand emotional and behavioral responses to strain
among African Americans.
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NOTES

1. Larger effects of strain externalization on other- than self-directed emotions are
expected given that other blaming “increases the individual’s level of felt injury, creates a
desire for retaliation/revenge, energizes the individual for action, and lowers inhibitions, in
part because individuals believe that other will feel their aggression is justified” (Agnew,
1992, p. 60).

2. Gurin and Hatchett (cited in Neighbors, Jackson, Broman, & Thompson, 1996)
defined racial consciousness as “a set of beliefs about the relative position of African Ameri-
cans in society. Specifically, consciousness is a collective interpretation of personal experi-
ence that includes power grievances about a group’s relative disadvantaged status, which
influences blacks to keep stress external rather than allowing it to become internalized”
(p. 171).

3. We treat this behavior as “deviant” in a sense that it is noninstrumental and thus
socially undesirable coping behavior, though not necessarily illegal or immoral.

4. The 1980 Census shows 53% females in the total Black resident population (U.S.
Department of Commerce, 1981).

5. Including significant others as well as the respondent’s life problems in our measure of
strain is important given that an individual experiences “subjective strain” when adversity
takes place not only to himself or herself but also his or her significant others, whether family
members, relatives, or friends (Agnew, 2001).

6. While this certainly raises a legitimate concern about missing data, it is also important
to recognize that such loss of cases should be expected when negative emotions are measured
in terms of a respondent’s emotional reactions to strain that actually happened to him or her.
This is the so-called situational emotion, which Agnew’s (1992) GST focused on. For exam-
ple, when aresearcher intends to measure situational anger in a survey, he or she will first ask
respondents whether they experienced any strain during a specified period of time and then
ask only those who answered affirmatively to report whether they reacted to the strain with
anger. In such studies, those who reported no strain for whatever reason will have missing
data on situational anger. This is the case with the current data.
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