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Theory of Anomie for Juveniles 

 

The theory of anomie, originally proposed by sociologist Emile Durkheim and later developed by Robert 

Merton, provides insights into the social causes of deviance and criminal behavior, including among juveniles. 

The theory examines the relationship between societal norms, goals, and the means available to individuals to 

achieve those goals. Here is an overview of the theory of anomie as it applies to juveniles: 

Anomie and Social Norms: Anomie refers to a state of normlessness or a breakdown in social norms. According 

to the theory, juveniles may experience anomie when they face a disconnection between their aspirations and 

the opportunities available to them to achieve those aspirations. Societal norms and values play a crucial role 

in regulating behavior, and when there is a lack of clear guidelines, it can lead to deviant or criminal behavior. 

Strain and Goals: The theory suggests that individuals, including juveniles, are socialized to have goals and 

aspirations that are shaped by societal norms and values. These goals often include material success, wealth, 

and social status. However, not all individuals have equal access to legitimate means to achieve these goals. 

Juveniles who face limited opportunities for education, employment, or social mobility may experience strain 

or frustration. 

Strain and Deviance: The theory posits that when individuals experience strain between their aspirations and 

the means available to achieve them, they may turn to deviant or criminal behavior as an alternative means to 

attain their goals. Juveniles may engage in delinquency as a response to the societal pressure to achieve success 

and material wealth without legitimate avenues to do so. 

Modes of Adaptation: Merton identified five modes of adaptation to strain in his formulation of the theory. 

These modes are conformity, innovation, ritualism, retreatism, and rebellion. Juveniles may adopt different 

modes of adaptation based on their responses to societal pressures and the opportunities available to them. 

Structural Factors: The theory recognizes that structural factors, such as socioeconomic inequality, lack of 

resources, and limited access to education and employment opportunities, contribute to the strain experienced 

by juveniles. These structural factors create an environment where achieving societal goals through legitimate 

means becomes challenging, leading to an increased likelihood of deviant behavior. 

Implications for Intervention: Understanding the theory of anomie has implications for interventions aimed at 

addressing juvenile delinquency. It highlights the importance of providing equal opportunities and resources 

to juveniles, including access to quality education, employment opportunities, and social support networks. By 
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addressing the structural factors that contribute to strain, society can help reduce the likelihood of juveniles 

resorting to deviant behavior. 

It is important to note that the theory of anomie does not excuse or justify criminal behavior. Rather, it offers 

a framework for understanding the social factors that contribute to juvenile delinquency. By addressing the 

underlying societal conditions and providing avenues for legitimate means of achieving goals, interventions 

can help alleviate the strain experienced by juveniles and reduce the likelihood of their engagement in deviant 

or criminal behavior. 

 


