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Abstract: This article examines the major theoretical approaches and scientific-methodological
foundations for studying deviant behavior among adolescents. The study analyzes classical and
contemporary sociological, psychological, and ecological theories that explain the nature, causes, and
mechanisms of deviant behavior formation in young people. The article provides a comprehensive
review of strain theory, social learning theory, social control theory, ecological systems theory, and
general strain theory, evaluating their applicability to understanding adolescent deviance in modern
contexts. The methodological framework for researching deviant behavior is discussed, including
quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods approaches. The findings suggest that an integrative,
multidisciplinary perspective is essential for a thorough understanding of adolescent deviant
behavior.
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Introduction

Deviant behavior among adolescents represents one of the most pressing social problems in
contemporary society. The concept of deviance, broadly defined as conduct that violates established
social norms and expectations, has been a subject of scholarly inquiry across multiple disciplines for
over a century. Understanding the theoretical underpinnings and methodological frameworks for
studying adolescent deviance is essential for developing effective prevention and intervention
strategies.

The scientific study of deviant behavior can be traced back to the foundational works of Emile
Durkheim, who introduced the concept of anomie to explain how the breakdown of social norms
leads to deviant conduct'. Since then, numerous theoretical perspectives have emerged, each offering
distinct explanations for why adolescents engage in behavior that departs from socially accepted
standards. These range from sociological macro-level theories that emphasize structural factors to
psychological micro-level approaches that focus on individual cognition and learning processes.

The purpose of this article is to provide a systematic analysis of the major theoretical approaches
to studying deviant behavior in adolescents and to evaluate the scientific-methodological foundations
that underpin contemporary research in this field. By synthesizing classical and modern perspectives,
the study aims to identify an integrative framework that can guide future research and practical
interventions.

Research Methodology

This study employs a systematic literature review methodology, drawing upon classical and
contemporary scholarly works in sociology, psychology, criminology, and education. The theoretical
analysis encompasses both Western and post-Soviet academic traditions, allowing for a
comprehensive evaluation of diverse perspectives on adolescent deviant behavior. The
methodological assessment considers quantitative survey-based approaches, qualitative ethnographic
and case study methods, and mixed-methods designs that combine both paradigms. Primary sources
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include seminal theoretical works, empirical studies published in peer-reviewed journals, and
methodological handbooks in the social sciences.

Results and Discussion

The analysis revealed five major theoretical frameworks that have significantly shaped the
study of adolescent deviant behavior. The first and perhaps most influential is Robert K. Merton’s
strain theory, which posits that deviance arises from the disjunction between culturally defined goals
and the institutionally available means to achieve them?. According to Merton, when adolescents
perceive that legitimate pathways to success are blocked, they may resort to deviant adaptations such
as innovation, ritualism, retreatism, or rebellion. This framework is particularly relevant for
understanding deviant behavior among disadvantaged youth who face structural barriers to social
mobility.

The second major approach is Albert Bandura’s social learning theory, which emphasizes the
role of observational learning, modeling, and reinforcement in the acquisition of deviant behavior?.
Bandura argued that adolescents learn deviant conduct by observing and imitating the behavior of
significant others - peers, family members, and media figures. The theory highlights the importance
of vicarious reinforcement, whereby individuals are more likely to adopt behaviors they have seen
rewarded in others. In the context of adolescent deviance, social learning theory explains how peer
groups serve as powerful socialization agents that can normalize and reinforce antisocial behavior.
The proliferation of digital media and social networks has expanded the scope of observational
learning, making this theory increasingly relevant in the twenty-first century.

Travis Hirschi’s social control theory offers a fundamentally different perspective by asking
not why individuals deviate, but why they conform*. Hirschi proposed that deviant behavior occurs
when an individual’s bonds to society are weak or broken. These bonds consist of four elements:
attachment to significant others, commitment to conventional activities, involvement in prosocial
pursuits, and belief in the moral validity of social rules. For adolescents, strong bonds to family,
school, and community serve as protective factors against deviance, while the weakening of these
bonds increases vulnerability to antisocial behavior.

The fourth theoretical framework is Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which
conceptualizes human development as occurring within a nested set of environmental systems®. The
microsystem encompasses immediate settings such as family and school; the mesosystem involves
interactions between these settings; the exosystem includes indirect influences such as parental
workplace conditions; and the macrosystem reflects broader cultural values and social policies. This
ecological perspective is particularly valuable for understanding adolescent deviance because it
recognizes that behavior is shaped by multiple, interacting environmental contexts rather than any
single causal factor.

Robert Agnew’s general strain theory represents the fifth significant theoretical contribution,
extending Merton’s original framework by identifying additional sources of strain beyond blocked
economic opportunities®. Agnew proposed three categories of strain that may lead to deviance: the
failure to achieve positively valued goals, the removal of positively valued stimuli, and the
presentation of negatively valued stimuli. For adolescents, these strains may manifest as academic
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failure, family conflict, peer rejection, or victimization. The theory further specifies that negative
emotional states - particularly anger and frustration - serve as mediating mechanisms between strain
and deviant behavior.

From a methodological standpoint, contemporary research employs self-report surveys,
longitudinal panel studies, and mixed-methods designs. The integration of multiple theoretical
perspectives represents the most promising direction, as no single theory can fully account for the
complexity of deviant behavior shaped by biological, psychological, social, and cultural factors.

Conclusions and Recommendations

This review yields several important conclusions. The evolution of theoretical thought from
Durkheim’s anomie concept through contemporary integrative models reflects an increasing
recognition of the multidimensional nature of adolescent deviance. Each theoretical perspective
illuminates different facets of the phenomenon and contributes essential insights to our overall
understanding. Future research should prioritize integrative theoretical models synthesizing insights
from multiple disciplines, accounting for the dynamic interplay between individual, family, peer, and
sociocultural factors. Methodological innovations, including digital data sources and participatory
research designs, hold considerable promise for deepening understanding of deviance in the digital
age.
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