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Abstract. This paper compares classical and contemporary perspectives on 
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cognitive, emotional and socio-psychological mechanisms are distinguished 

and systematized. Social frustration is differentiated from academic frustration, 

and the limits of the theoretical analysis are specified. 
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Introduction 

The higher education environment requires students to adjust to academic 

activities, acquire new social roles and make independent decisions. Obstacles 

encountered in pursuing personally meaningful goals may be accompanied by 

emotional tension, dissatisfaction or other experiences of frustration. Rather 

than equating this state with failure alone, it is important to consider the 

relationship between a social situation and its subjective appraisal. 

The purpose of this paper is to compare classical and contemporary 

accounts of frustration and to systematize, at a theoretical level, the principal 

psychological mechanisms that may help explain social frustration among 
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university students. Its methods consist of comparative analysis of scientific 

literature, conceptual differentiation and synthesis. 

Main discussion 

S. Rosenzweig interpreted frustration in the context of obstacles to 

significant needs and goals [1]. The frustration–aggression hypothesis of J. 

Dollard and colleagues placed particular emphasis on aggressive responses to 

blocked goals [5]. L. Berkowitz, however, argued that frustration does not 

inevitably cause aggression and emphasized the relevance of negative affect 

and situational conditions [2]. An important difference between these positions 

is that earlier models focused primarily on the obstacle–response relationship, 

whereas later approaches paid greater attention to the interpretation of 

situations and individual resources. 

F. E. Vasilyuk’s account of psychological experiencing is relevant to 

understanding how people live through difficult situations [3]. This perspective 

may help explain, at a theoretical level, why students respond differently to 

similar academic challenges. For instance, one student may regard a demanding 

assignment as an invitation to investigate further, while another may see it as 

an insurmountable obstacle. This is a hypothetical illustration of a conceptual 

distinction, not an empirical finding. 

Although closely related to frustration in general, social frustration is 

specifically concerned with dissatisfaction in domains of social life that are 

meaningful to the individual. In L. I. Wasserman’s approach, the construct 

encompasses education, relationships and other important social domains [4]. 

Accordingly, academic frustration (obstacles to educational goals), basic 

psychological need frustration (active thwarting of autonomy, competence and 

relatedness) and social frustration should not be used as interchangeable 

concepts. 
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The comparative analysis allows four interconnected dimensions to be 

distinguished: motivational (goals and needs), cognitive (appraisal of 

obstacles), emotional (subjective experiences and tension), and socio-

psychological (academic and interpersonal environments). This differentiation 

is a theoretical synthesis of the literature, not a newly developed and 

empirically validated model. 

For conceptual clarity, a frustrating condition, or frustrator, must be 

distinguished from the state of frustration. A frustrator refers to a circumstance, 

condition or obstacle that makes goal attainment difficult; frustration denotes 

the psychological experience related to that condition. For example, uncertainty 

about assessment procedures is an external circumstance, while interpreting it 

as unfairness or an insurmountable barrier may intensify distress. Thus, the 

transition from an external situation to a psychological state is neither 

automatic nor uniform. Ignoring this distinction risks confusing possible 

antecedents of frustration with its manifestations. 

The motivational dimension concerns the relationship between needs, 

goals and expected outcomes. A student’s desire for social recognition, self-

realization or achievement gives meaning to academic and social activities. If 

perceived opportunities differ markedly from expected outcomes, possible 

responses include revising a goal, persevering or withdrawing. From this 

standpoint, frustration cannot simply be equated with dissatisfaction: the 

personal significance of a situation and the appraisal of one’s ability to 

overcome an obstacle should also be considered. 

The cognitive dimension centers on the meaning attributed to a situation. 

A student may interpret a difficult assignment as an opportunity to develop 

knowledge or, alternatively, as evidence of personal inadequacy. These 

interpretations do not create identical conditions for subsequent action. In 

theoretical terms, beliefs about control, prior experience and judgments 
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concerning the possibility of solving a problem may help explain variation in 

the intensity of frustrating experiences. Research questions should therefore 

attend not only to what happened but also to how students interpreted it. 

The emotional dimension includes tension, hurt, discontent, anxiety or 

hopelessness that may accompany frustration. Even in response to comparable 

events, these experiences can take different forms. Restricting frustration to 

aggression would be an unduly narrow interpretation; Berkowitz’s 

reformulation supports considering emotional reactions in relation to individual 

characteristics and the meaning of the situation [2]. Distinguishing a temporary 

experience of frustration from prolonged dissatisfaction with social 

circumstances is likewise important for conceptual precision. 

The socio-psychological dimension includes students’ relationships with 

classmates, teachers, relatives and the university itself. Interpersonal conflict, 

barriers to communication, insufficient social support or difficulties feeling 

included in a group may complicate the satisfaction of socially significant 

needs. The social environment, however, is not exclusively a source of risk: 

clear expectations, constructive feedback and supportive relationships may also 

provide opportunities to appraise difficulties differently. These statements are 

theoretical interpretations of existing perspectives, not demonstrations of 

empirical causal relationships. 

Social frustration, academic frustration and basic psychological need 

frustration are conceptually related but not identical. Academic frustration 

focuses on obstacles to specific learning goals, while basic need frustration 

describes the active thwarting of autonomy, competence and relatedness. Social 

frustration encompasses dissatisfaction in multiple valued domains of life. 

Maintaining these distinctions helps prevent all negative student experiences 

from being grouped under one psychological construct and clarifies the scope 
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of subsequent research. The distinction between low need satisfaction and 

active need thwarting is emphasized in self-determination theory [6]. 

Theoretical comparison suggests a possible logical sequence across the 

four dimensions: an individual pursues a goal; an incompatible condition arises 

in the environment; that condition is appraised; and an emotional or behavioral 

response may follow. Social relationships can be relevant at each stage. This 

sequence should not be presented as an invariant law or tested causal model. It 

is more appropriately understood as a conceptual framework for organizing 

scientific perspectives on frustration in the university context. 

Table 1. Comparative overview of theoretical approaches to 

frustration 

Approach Central explanatory emphasis 

Rosenzweig 
Blocked needs and goal-

directed activity 

Dollard et al. 
Frustration and the hypothesis 

of aggressive responses 

Berkowitz 
Negative affect and context-

dependent reactions 

Vasilyuk / Levitov 
Psychological experiencing and 

subjective appraisal of obstacles 

Wasserman 
Dissatisfaction across 

personally significant social domains 

Figure 1. Four interrelated dimensions of social frustration (conceptual 

synthesis; not empirically validated). 
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MOTIVATIONAL 

MECHANISM 

Needs and meaningful goals 

COGNITIVE 

MECHANISM 

Appraisal of obstacles and 

resources 

EMOTIONAL 

MECHANISM 

Tension, dissatisfaction and 

affect 

SOCIO-

PSYCHOLOGICAL 

MECHANISM 

Academic and interpersonal 

context 

INTERRELATED DIMENSIONS OF SOCIAL 

FRUSTRATION 

Theoretical synthesis — not an empirically validated model 

Note. The framework is illustrative and makes no causal claim. 

Conclusion 

Frustration is not determined by an external obstacle alone: personal goals, 

subjective interpretation and social context are also relevant. Social frustration 

extends beyond academic failure and concerns students’ relationships with 

important domains of social life. A comprehensive account should therefore 

consider motivational, cognitive, emotional and socio-psychological 

dimensions together. These conclusions are theoretical in nature and should not 

be construed as evidence of causal or statistical associations. 
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