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Introduction 
In modern societies, social problems such as crime and deviance cannot be explained solely 
in terms of individual maladjustment or personal choices. Sociological approaches to crime 
and deviance seek to analyze these phenomena by linking them to social structure, 
opportunities for social mobility, economic inequalities and various organizational 
networks. At the same time, phenomena such as social change, migration and urbanization 
can lead to the rapid transformation of certain norms and values that facilitate individuals’ 
adaptation to society, and may give rise to various areas of tension. For this reason, social 
problems such as crime and deviance are assessed not merely as behavior resulting from 
individual choices, but as a consequence of the social conditions in which individuals live. 
In particular, the neoliberal capitalist modernization processes that have been influential in 
many countries since the 1980s are associated with creating significant transformations in 
income distribution, employment and social welfare mechanisms, while legitimizing 
individual success and consumption-oriented cultural goals. 

 
ABSTRACT 
The aim of this study is to assess the relationship between the neoliberal 
economic policies implemented in Türkiye in the post-1980 period and 
crime, as well as certain social problems associated with crime, within the 
framework of Robert K. Merton’s Strain Theory. The study examines the 
economic, political and cultural dimensions of the neoliberal transformation 
process that became institutionalized following the 12 September military 
coup; it discusses how the social changes experienced during this process 
can be interpreted from the perspective of the Strain Theory. The study 
evaluates phenomena such as the structuralization of income inequalities, 
the transformation of welfare state practices, the rise of self-centered 
individualism, and the proliferation of competition- and consumption-
oriented values, alongside crime and social problems considered to be 
linked to crime. In this context, Merton’s Strain Theory is examined as a 
theoretical framework suggesting that the mismatch between culturally 
encouraged goals of success and the legitimate means of achieving them can 
be linked to crime and deviant behavior. However, this study does not aim 
to test this relationship empirically. In this vein, Türkiye’s experience of 
neoliberal transformation is examined through a critical interpretative 
approach, drawing on the existing literature, relevant documents, official 
statistics and various institutional reports. 
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The complex nature of social problems such as crime and deviance has paved the way 
for the development of various theoretical approaches within the social sciences. Among 
the leading theories explaining the relationship between crime, deviance and social 
problems are Emile Durkheim’s (2002; 2023) “Anomie” approach and Robert K. Merton’s 
(1938) “Strain Theory”. These two theorists directly link crime to social structure. Merton’s 
theory, in particular, provides an extremely important framework in this regard. The Strain 
Theory posits that in societies where the structural balance between cultural goals 
encouraged by society and the legitimate means available to individuals to achieve these 
goals is disrupted, tensions may arise. Merton highlights that such a mismatch can lead 
individuals toward crime and deviance and may cause social problems. Inequalities in 
access to goals can also bring different adaptation strategies to the fore. In this context, it is 
considered that the Theory of Strain provides an important perspective for examining the 
structural relationships and tensions between economic inequalities, cultural and social 
transformations, and social problems such as crime and deviance. Accordingly, by centering 
Merton’s approach, a critical perspective is adopted toward neoliberalism, and while 
interpreting social problems and tensions such as crime and deviance, efforts are made to 
problematize their structural origins. 

Türkiye occupies a notable position among the examples of neoliberal restructuring 
experienced in many countries following the 1980s. It is argued that the neoliberal 
restructuring policies in Türkiye, which began with the 24 January Decisions and became 
institutionalized following the 12 September Military Coup, brought about not only changes 
in the economic system but also political and cultural transformations. 

In this context, Türkiye occupies a significant position as a model, particularly for the 
post-1980 period. It can be argued that the neoliberal transformation process initiated by the 
24 January Decisions in Türkiye, and the changes and transformations that emerged 
following the 12 September Military Coup in the subsequent period, reshaped not only the 
political and economic spheres but also the social structure and the system of values and 
norms. It is thought that these historical ruptures have largely shaped contemporary 
Türkiye. Various studies highlight the notion that, while the influence of market 
mechanisms on social life has increased during this process, the protective and regulatory 
functions of the welfare state have been eroded. This situation may lead to increased income 
inequality and precarious employment, while also narrowing educational opportunities 
and channels for social mobility. 

There are studies that analyze the economic, political, cultural and social consequences 
of the neoliberal transformation in Türkiye and discuss social problems. However, it is 
evident that there are few studies which adopt a holistic perspective by linking this 
transformation to social problems such as crime and deviance—drawing on Merton’s 
work—and which take a critical approach to neoliberalism1. Against this backdrop, this 
study aims to contribute to the existing literature. The study addresses sub-themes such as 
divorce, low income, migration, urbanization and education—which are claimed to 
underpin the emergence of crime, particularly in contemporary Türkiye—and 
problematizes the relationship between social issues and the structural tensions arising 
alongside the neoliberal transformation. In this vein, the study focuses on Türkiye’s 
experience following the 1980s, drawing on Strain Theory. However, the study does not aim 
to analyze direct causal relationships. Instead, it seeks to interpret, in a relational manner, 

 
1 In relation to this topic, see also: Can (2025, 2025a). 
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the social problems—particularly crime—that are accepted as contributing to crime, in the 
context of the neoliberal transformation experienced in Türkiye. 

The study is designed as a qualitative research project based on a review of the relevant 
literature and documents. It draws upon academic literature, reports, official statistics, data 
published by civil society organizations, and relevant news and content featured in the 
digital press. 

The study consists of three chapters. The first chapter presents the conceptual and 
theoretical framework regarding crime, deviance, the Strain Theory, and neoliberal political 
economy. The second chapter examines the process of neoliberal transformation in Türkiye 
following the 1980s. The third chapter discusses the relationship between data illustrating 
social problems in Türkiye and structural tensions. Finally, the findings are interpreted. 

Conceptual and theoretical framework 

This section lays the conceptual and theoretical groundwork for the analysis that follows. It 
first distinguishes crime from the broader sociological category of deviance and situates 
both within a structural, rather than purely individual, frame of explanation. It then turns 
to Strain Theory, tracing its foundations in Durkheim’s concept of anomie through to Robert 
K. Merton’s account of the mismatch between culturally prescribed goals and the legitimate 
means of achieving them, together with the five modes of individual adaptation this 
mismatch can produce. Finally, the section outlines neoliberal political economy as a body 
of thought and policy, setting out its core principles and its place within the broader critical 
literature, in order to establish the theoretical lens through which Türkiye’s post-1980 
transformation is examined in the sections that follow. 

Crime and deviance 

Certain norms and rules have been developed to regulate human behavior in order to 
sustain communal life and maintain social order. In modern societies, the concept of crime 
is defined through the legal system. A crime is defined as behavior for which a penalty is 
prescribed. In other words, in legal terminology, a crime is conceptualized as behavior that 
violates criminal law and for which a penalty is prescribed by law. Crime consists of actions 
that are expressed in laws and for which the penalty is clearly defined. An individual who 
violates the law is termed a criminal. However, crime extends beyond being merely a legal 
category. Behaviors deemed criminal are also directly linked to a country’s social structure, 
values and norms. From a philosophical perspective, crime has been viewed as a state that 
conflicts with, or even betrays, the human condition—a state that has been exalted 
throughout human history—in terms of both intent and consequences. Although the 
phenomenon of crime is largely regarded as a fundamental subject within the legal sphere, 
it also falls within the scope of various disciplines such as sociology, criminology, 
anthropology, psychology and biology. The different approaches of these disciplines to the 
subject diversify the debates regarding what crime is and why it arises (Güçlü & Akbaş, 
2023, p. 2; Gündüz, 2017, p. 259). 

Similarly, there are differing views regarding the definition of the phenomenon of 
deviance. Giddens defines deviance as: “deviance can be defined as a failure to conform to 
a specific set of norms accepted by a significant number of people within a community or 
society” (2012, p. 842). However, according to Giddens, no society is divided into those who 
conform to norms and those who do not. While living in society, most of us may, in certain 
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situations, fail to adhere to generally accepted rules of behavior; in other words, we deviate 
from the norm. In this respect, although the concept of deviance may correspond to the 
concept of crime in many instances, crime and deviance are not the same. Deviance has a 
much broader meaning, and many of its forms fall outside the legal scope of crime. Many 
forms of deviant behavior are not restricted by law, and deviance can manifest itself both in 
individual behavior and in the activities of various groups (2012, p. 842). 

Generally speaking, deviance has been regarded either as a tendency to commit crime 
or as an inherent human characteristic, such as a similar type of behavior or mental illness. 
However, sociological research suggests that, contrary to the notion of linking deviance to 
a particular personality type, it corresponds more to a formal characteristic of society. There 
is no agreed-upon explanation as to why we engage in deviant behavior. The emphasis on 
the social context of crime also applies to the phenomenon of deviance. Consequently, 
sociologists studying deviance seek to understand why certain behaviors are labeled as 
deviant and how reactions vary depending on who engages in deviant behavior. This 
situation, as with crime, draws attention to the influence of class relations and social power 
in the determination of social norms, values and legal systems regarding deviance 
(Marshall, 2005, p. 639; Giddens, 2012).  

Today, it is frequently observed that the definitions of crime and deviance are used 
interchangeably or confused with one another. Murder or theft is both a crime and a form 
of deviance. Laziness or behaving disrespectfully toward one’s parents, however, is an 
example of deviance and is not considered a crime. While the law defines crime, from a 
sociological perspective, almost all crimes are assessed as deviance. Crime is generally a 
deviant behavior. The definition of deviance is rooted in social values and norms. On the 
other hand, laws are also founded on values, norms and needs. It can therefore be said that 
the underlying references for the phenomena of crime and deviance largely overlap (Güçlü 
& Akbaş, 2023, p. 7; Burkay, 2016, p. 291). 

Sociological studies that analyze social problems such as crime and deviance in relation 
to social structure have contributed to the diversification of perspectives aimed at 
explaining these phenomena (Slattery, 2014). In particular, approaches that link crime and 
deviance to various forms of inequality, problems of access to opportunities, rapid social 
change and transformation, as well as social structure and social institutions, have yielded 
significant advances. Among the most influential theorists who discuss social problems 
such as crime and deviance in relation to social structure are E. Durkheim and R. Merton. 
The following section will examine the concept of Anomie and the Theory of Strain 
developed by these theorists. 

Strain Theory  

Structural/functionalist theories focus on structural stresses and ethical regulations within 
society when analyzing crime and deviance. From this perspective, crime and deviance 
occur directly as a result of certain shortcomings in the social structure. The inadequacy or 
absence of norms, rules and ethical regulations within society, and the resulting structural 
tensions, are seen as the fundamental causes of crime. If the resources available to society 
are insufficient to meet the desires of the individuals, classes, and groups that compose it, a 
state of disharmony may arise. This state of incongruence can lead some members of society 
toward crime and deviance. At this point, Durkheim’s (2023; 2002) concept of “Anomie” is 
of great importance. Durkheim first employed this concept to explain the breakdown of 
traditional norms and structures in modern societies. According to him, anomie arises when 
there are no standards to guide human behavior in a specific sphere of social life. Under 
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such conditions, people may find themselves in a state of bewilderment and anxiety. 
Modern societies are highly conducive to such situations (Giddens & Sutton, 2019, pp. 892–
893). 

This is because in small traditional societies, where relationships are personal and 
organized according to a limited division of labor, it can be relatively easy to achieve a 
general consensus on specific values, norms, rights, or privileges. In such structures, 
particularly when supported by the moral authority and sanctions of religion, people’s 
opportunities to change their current positions or statuses—driven by great aspirations—
can be virtually non-existent. In modern society, however, similar control over individuals 
is extremely limited, and breakdowns are possible. Periods of social upheaval or major 
transformation are particularly conducive to anomie. During such times, social controls 
weaken, political or moral constraints largely disappear, and people may become 
dissatisfied and restless. People feel a need for new norms and values regarding the 
meaning of their lives or what they should expect from life. Rapid urbanization, 
industrialization, and capitalism’s consumer culture steer people toward ever-expanding 
desires and expectations that existing social norms are increasingly unable to regulate, 
deepening the very conditions of anomie described above. 

Durkheim’s approach was developed by R. Merton (Merton, 1938). Here, Merton makes 
a significant contribution to functionalism through his analyses of anomie and social 
structure. Merton focuses on the tensions arising from the predicament faced by individuals 
in modern society, who find themselves caught between culturally constructed high-
achievement goals and the structural barriers preventing them from realizing these goals 
(Swingewood, 2014, p. 261). According to Merton, all societies present their members with 
certain goals (such as earning money, building a career, buying one’s own home and car, 
and ensuring easy access to consumer goods) and encourage them to pursue these. Society 
presents education and hard work as legitimate means to this end (Browne, 2014, p. 265; 
Kaya, 2026, p. 113). 

However, in some societies, while the cultural value system places certain shared 
symbols of success above almost everything else, the social structure fails to keep approved 
pathways open for a significant portion of the population, or the paths to success have been 
entirely eliminated. On the other hand, the cultural system indirectly rejects the existence of 
groups or individuals who do not compete for financial success, thereby excluding them. 
This situation gives rise to a lust for material success, exaggerated anxieties, hostilities and 
anti-social behavior (Merton, 1938, p. 680). In other words, culture provides individuals 
with motivation to achieve certain successes; the social structure offers them legitimate 
means to fulfill these aspirations, yet these means fail to perform the function expected of 
them. In this situation, the vast majority of society cannot succeed in achieving the goals 
and aspirations idealized by culture. It is precisely at this point, when a sharp divide 
emerges between cultural norms and goals and the socially determined opportunities for 
individuals or group members to act in accordance with them, that anomie may arise 
(Swingewood, 2014, p. 261). 

This situation leads people to experience uncertainty regarding what constitutes valid 
social norms, as these norms no longer assist people in coping with current conditions. For 
example, the chances of a low-income, working-class family or various disadvantaged 
groups achieving the accepted successes offered by society through legitimate means are 
extremely limited. This is because these individuals, families or groups are deprived of 
various opportunities. For instance, they face disadvantages in accessing quality education 
services, or they are unemployed, or they work in low-status, low-paid jobs with no 
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prospects for career advancement. Consequently, individuals, families and groups in this 
situation may be forced to live under constant pressure. Like other members of society, they 
too wish to achieve the success goals set by the culture, but they lack the means to do so 
through the customary legitimate channels. In this situation, people may abandon 
questioning the legitimacy of their actions and turn to behaviors they perceive as technically 
capable of achieving success in order to cope with the pressure of cultural success. As this 
process continues, social cohesion weakens and anomie emerges (Merton, 1938, p. 674). 

At this point, Merton suggests that people who face difficulties in achieving the goals 
society offers may exhibit tendencies toward criminality or deviant behavior, and may 
respond by violating existing laws (Browne, 2014, p. 266). He argues that in this state of 
anomie, people will engage in different behaviors, and on this basis, he identifies five types 
of behavioral models: Conformity, Innovation, Ritualism, Retreatism and Rebellion 
(Merton, 1938, p. 676). 

Conformity refers to the state in which people accept both the cultural goals of the 
society in which they live and the institutionalized means by which they can achieve those 
goals. This is regarded as the most common pattern of behavior and response found in all 
societies. 

 Innovation arises in situations where society legitimizes certain goals as the ideal state 
of success that its members must achieve, yet fails to ensure equality of access to the means 
that would enable them to reach these goals. Innovators embrace their society’s objectives 
but do not accept the socially approved paths that would lead to these goals. For example, 
while some people aiming to become wealthy by earning a great deal of money may opt for 
socially approved means such as working hard, being thrifty, saving, and investing, others 
may turn to various illegal means such as theft, bribery, fraud, and drug dealing rather than 
legitimate channels. As a result, in societies that fail to ensure fairness in the distribution of 
the means to achieve these goals, the pressure leading to crime and deviance intensifies 
among the lower classes, and the number of those rejecting legitimate means may increase 
(cited in Bozkurt, 2009, p. 183). 

Ritualism may emerge when certain individuals realize that they will never be able to 
achieve the success goals driven by the society in which they live. In this situation, the desire 
of some members of society to achieve the goals to which they are culturally driven may 
weaken or disappear entirely. However, they continue to believe in and respect the cultural 
values of the society that present success as a goal (Bozkurt, 2009, p. 183). For example, 
workers may continue to work in jobs where there is little prospect of improving their 
current living conditions or advancing their status, showing minimal interest and 
dedication, and following specific instructions without any career goals (Browne, 2014, p. 
267). 

Retreatism is defined as a behavioral pattern in which cultural goals such as success 
and wealth, and the means seen as legitimate ways of achieving these goals, are entirely 
rejected. In other words, the aims idealized by society and all the means accepted as leading 
to these aims are abandoned. For example, some people may turn to a reclusive lifestyle, 
alcohol or drug use, or severing ties with society (cited in Bozkurt, 2009, p. 183). 

Rebellion emerges as a reactive behavior in which the goals of the existing society and 
the legitimate means of achieving them are entirely rejected, and instead aims to reconstruct 
the social order on the basis of new norms, values, goals and means (Browne, 2014). Here, 
some individuals may seek to transform the existing social order or establish entirely 
different political, economic, cultural and social systems in its place. Revolutionaries can be 
considered examples of this behavioral model (Bozkurt, 2009). 
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As can be seen, the Strain Theory seeks to analyze social phenomena such as crime and 
deviance not merely through individual characteristics but by directly linking them to the 
social structure. It demonstrates that this relationship can become even stronger, 
particularly when issues of opportunity inequality and income distribution are 
institutionalized within a society. It also focuses on the effects of transformations brought 
about by rapid social change. In this respect, the theory provides an important framework 
for analyzing the increasing social problems in societies undergoing rapid social 
transformation. It is accepted that virtually every society that has experienced the neoliberal 
restructuring process faces similar social problems, albeit within their own specific 
conditions. Türkiye, in its own context, stands as a significant example among countries that 
have undergone a neoliberal restructuring experience. Consequently, the relationship 
between the neoliberal transformation process experienced in Türkiye after 1980 and the 
phenomenon of crime can also be interpreted from this perspective. However, the following 
section will first focus on what neoliberalism is and what kind of social order it envisions. 

Neoliberal political economy 
Neoliberalism is regarded as a revised model of classical liberalism, particularly of classical 
liberal political economy. At the heart of neoliberalism lies the claim that the economy 
functions best when left to its own devices, free from state intervention, in line with the 
principles of “core individualism” and the “free market economy”. In other words, 
neoliberalism represents an approach that argues that unregulated market capitalism has a 
greater capacity to generate efficiency, growth and widespread prosperity. According to 
neoliberal political economy, state intervention can limit entrepreneurship and the 
efficiency of markets. Neoliberal philosophy is frequently associated with the fundamental 
argument that the interventionist state is bad and the market is good. In turn, neoliberal 
political economy advocates policies such as the privatization of public goods, the reduction 
of public spending—particularly the lowering of direct taxes on companies—the state 
refraining from intervening in the functioning of the market, the reduction of budgets 
allocated to social services, the weakening of trade union organization, and the removal of 
barriers to the free movement of capital (Heywood, 2019, p. 136; Harvey, 2015, p. 73). 

The history of the capitalist world system has been shaped by various economic and 
political crises. Following one of these, the “Great Depression of 1929”, the importance of 
Keynesian policies increased. State intervention in response to market crises thus gained 
significance. Following the Second World War, the welfare state became widespread. 
During this period, the rise of the socialist model also led to market-centered approaches 
taking a back seat. The “Mont Pelerin Movement,” regarded as a significant turning point 
in the development of neoliberal thought, aimed to develop an alternative approach to the 
interventionist welfare state and the socialist model. The foundations of the movement were 
laid at a meeting held in the Swiss village of Mont Pelerin in 1947, led by Friedrich A. Hayek. 
This group, which included figures such as Ludwig von Mises, Karl Popper, Frank H. 
Knight and Milton Friedman, gradually evolved into an influential intellectual community 
on an international scale. Particularly following the economic crises of the 1970s, neoliberal 
policies gained increasing acceptance and, from the 1980s onwards, became one of the key 
pillars of economic reform programs in many countries (Şaylan, 2020, pp. 72-74). However, 
there are strong arguments suggesting that neoliberal transformation processes were 
implemented not only through mechanisms of persuasion and consent but, in some cases, 
also through political and institutional interventions (Saad-Filho & Johnston, 2014, p. 16). 
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In the critical literature, this neoliberal development model—allegedly aimed at 
sustaining the interests and privileges of capital—is also assessed as possessing a cultural 
content that regulates the ethics of personal material gain, as well as a framework governing 
the relationships between the individual, society and the state. Relatedly, there are also 
critical assessments suggesting that cultural values and norms which legitimize competition 
and marginalize solidarity and sharing are produced by a central authority. Consequently, 
as an economic doctrine, the model is frequently associated with selfish individualism 
centered solely on pleasure, the erosion of solidarity, welfare and social services, social 
disintegration, various social problems emerging in fundamental areas such as education, 
health and security, and increasing inequality of all kinds. The neoliberal model is assessed 
by many leading critics, such as Robert Cox, Naomi Klein, and Joseph Stiglitz, as a model 
that gives rise to various contradictions, ranging from poverty to wars, financial crises, 
environmental disasters and crises of democracy (Heywood, 2019, pp. 139-140). 

Today, various crises and social problems are generally addressed by linking them to 
neoliberal economic policies. As a result, there is significant evidence to suggest that the 
living standards of a small minority have been steadily rising as a result of these policies. 
However, it seems highly unlikely that the same progress can be said to apply to the 
remaining majority. Rising unemployment rates, underemployment and income inequality 
are linked to the neoliberal model (Saad-Filho & Johnston, 2014, p. 21). 

When these debates regarding neoliberal economic policy are carefully interpreted 
from the perspective of Strain Theory, they take on additional significance. In such a model, 
serious structural barriers may arise that prevent the establishment of equality in access to 
the institutional tools enabling individuals and social groups to achieve social goals. This 
may lead to the emergence of structural tensions linked to the deepening mismatch between 
cultural goals and the legitimate means of achieving them. Consequently, neoliberal 
political economy is analyzed not merely as an economic system but as a framework that 
embodies its own cultural values while simultaneously generating tensions regarding 
integration and equality of opportunity. In the case of Türkiye, social issues such as the 
inequalities experienced in income distribution, low-wage problems, rising levels of 
violence and crime, problems with equal access to education and healthcare, and the rise of 
a self-centered, individualistic culture are frequently discussed in the context of their 
relationship with the neoliberal restructuring process. The following section will examine 
this neoliberal transformation process as experienced in Türkiye. 

Neoliberal economic policy in Türkiye  

The process of capital accumulation under capitalism in Türkiye can be broadly divided 
into two main periods: pre-1980 and post-1980. The post-1980 period marks a new era for 
Türkiye in politics, culture and the economy, although it is possible to further subdivide 
both periods into distinct sub-periods2 (Sönmez, 2004, p. 13). The second period in Türkiye 
began with the implementation of a new economic plan known as the “24 January 1980 
Decisions”. The transformation initiated by these decisions was fundamentally aimed at 

 
2 The process of capitalist accumulation in Türkiye can be divided into periods such as the Founding Years of 
the Republic, the State-Led Economy Period, the War Years, the Transition to Liberalism, the Transition to a 
Multi-Party System and Growth / 1950s, the First Phase of Import-Substitution Growth / 1960s, the Second 
Phase of Import-Substitution Growth / 1970s, The First Phase of the Period of Opening Up / 1980s, From 
Growth to Crisis: From the 1990s to the 2000s (Sönmez, 2004, p. 13). 
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abolishing the “import substitution” model that had largely shaped the Turkish economy 
up to that point. In the period that followed, reforms were initiated in line with the aim of 
establishing the infrastructure of the new model, which was import-oriented, liberalized 
capital, and open to foreign markets. This situation signified a structural transformation in 
the Turkish economy. The government rapidly devalued the Turkish lira, introduced 
measures to weaken the state’s control over the economy, liberalized trade, encouraged 
foreign capital, lifted restrictions on imports, and reduced customs duties.  There are 
assessments suggesting that the necessary legitimacy to implement these market-oriented 
decisions was secured through the military coup of 12 September 1980 (Eğilmez, 2018, p. 
147; Kepenek & Yentürk, 2001, p. 193). 

The instability and economic contraction triggered by the oil shock and the increasing 
frequency of crises within the capitalist system in the 1970s were addressed in the West 
through neoliberal policies aimed at scaling back the welfare state. In Türkiye too, the 
neoliberal economic policies proposed as a solution to the economic crisis that emerged in 
the late 1970s included stability and structural adjustment programs supported by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) under the 24 January 
Decisions.  This policy-driven approach also envisaged transformations that would ensure 
the alignment of all areas of social life with neoliberal economic policies. In this regard, it 
aimed for a comprehensive transformation spanning from healthcare to education, from 
social policy to social services, and extending to the privatization of public services. 

While prices in the broader markets for goods, money, services, and foreign exchange 
were increasingly left to market forces, the price of labor continued to be tightly controlled. 
Through this adjustment program, Türkiye was making rapid progress toward integration 
with world markets. The import substitution model was being rapidly abandoned, and the 
neoliberal model was being institutionalized to encompass the entirety of economic activity, 
primarily through the exclusion of public investment. The 1961 Constitution obliged the 
Turkish state to protect the physical and mental health of its citizens. In this vein, it adopted 
a social state philosophy that envisaged the adoption of preventive measures. Following 
1980, this approach was curtailed, and a regulatory state paradigm began to be 
institutionalized (Independent Social Scientists [BSB], 2008, pp. 62, 221-223).  

The 24 January Decisions and the subsequent transformation process aimed to reshape 
the state in line with new objectives. Efforts were made to reduce the state’s influence over 
economic policies to serve neoliberal objectives and the interests of capital. However, during 
this process, there are assessments suggesting that the industrialization process regressed 
due to the neglect of Public Economic Enterprises (KİT) and the failure of private capital to 
make sufficient industrial investments. Ongoing privatizations, the reduction of public 
investment, and policies pursued through the marketization of fundamental sectors such as 
education and healthcare are criticized for being linked to an increase in regional 
inequalities and the problem of the unfair distribution of income. It is argued that the 
transition from a state-centered to a market-centered economy has increased 
unemployment and income inequality. The failure to allocate sufficient resources to 
essential sectors such as education and healthcare due to inflation is criticized in connection 
with Türkiye’s neoliberal transformation (Sönmez, 2004, p. 196; Kaya, 2014, p. 116; Ahmad, 
2007, p. 168). 

In Türkiye, the neoliberal model has also been criticized for serving as a vehicle for the 
construction of a self-serving, opportunistic human type -one that prioritizes consumption 
and, when necessary, does not hesitate to step outside legal boundaries- in place of the type 
of person who, from the early years of the Republic, prioritized social solidarity, public 
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ownership and production, based on a kind of “popularized liberal ideology”. Furthermore, 
this period is also regarded as one in which radical identity politics -policies aimed at 
dividing people along ethnic and religious-sectarian lines and casting the practices of the 
secular state into doubt- gained momentum, in line with neoliberal policies. It is argued that 
these transformations in Türkiye lack the philosophical, economic or legal foundations 
necessary to enhance social welfare, advance democracy, or prevent poverty, crime, 
violence and inequality (Kazgan, 2006, pp. 123-124). 

The 1980s also correspond to a period when the balance between the rural and urban 
populations in Türkiye was achieved. At this point, the rapid growth of the urban 
population is associated with other social problems it will bring in its wake. Along with the 
increase in the urban population, the family structure has also begun to change. The 
extended family is giving way to the nuclear family. This situation, on the one hand, reveals 
the dissolution of rural mechanisms that helped keep poverty under control, while on the 
other hand, it may lead to a significant change in the nature of personal relationships. It is 
thought that the increase in news reports regarding slum formation brought about by 
intense migration, rising urban poverty, economically motivated murders, suicides and 
various crimes is linked to these rapid changes. However, in the 1980s, speaking of poverty 
was considered taboo. Unlike in the 1950s or 1960s, there were negative reactions to the 
discussion and reporting of the causes of poverty during the neoliberal era. Moreover, 
during this period, the consequences of migration and privatizations on employment and 
social issues had not yet become fully apparent (Buğra, 2008, pp. 203-205).  

Türkiye continued its structural transformation in the 1990s in line with the objectives 
of integration into global markets and the downsizing of the state. During this period, 
Türkiye signed a Customs Union Agreement with the European Union (EU), abandoned 
controls on foreign exchange and prices, liberalized capital and financial movements, and 
discontinued policies aimed at fair income distribution. It also abandoned policies 
prioritizing the balance of development between regions within the country. Investment 
sectors considered vital for development were left to capital groups. The corporatization of 
the media was added to the sectors opened up to various capital groups. Türkiye failed to 
make a positive transition into the 2000s from the 1990s, neither in fundamental areas such 
as the economy, politics and culture, nor in terms of developing social relations. The policies 
of dismantling or rolling back the welfare state—which began in 1980 and have continued 
to the present day—are associated, as in all countries where they have been implemented, 
with the deepening of social problems and a rapid rise in crime rates in Türkiye (Kazgan, 
2006; Şaylan, 2008, p. 421). 

In Türkiye, policies prioritizing integration into the global economy have continued 
since 2002, privatizations have persisted, and high levels of foreign direct investment have 
been realized. While various economic indicators improved, particularly during the first 
decade, rising inflation, unemployment, exchange rate fluctuations and increases in the cost 
of living from the 2010s onwards have made economic issues a central concern for Turkish 
society. The outcomes of the economic policies implemented during this period continue to 
be major topics of academic and political debate (Eğilmez, 2018, pp. 151–167; Kaya, 2014; 
Atila & Çelikkaya, 2020; Yaşar, 2022). 

This process of neoliberal transformation taking place in Türkiye is associated with the 
transformation not only of the economic structure but also of the system of social values. 
While values such as competition, consumption and individual success—which are 
considered to be in line with the philosophy of neoliberal political economy—are 
legitimized, there are criticisms that values such as the public good and social solidarity are 
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being undermined. As a result, people may increasingly come to equate respectability with 
material success. However, it may not always be possible for the vast majority of society to 
achieve this.  In this context, expectations such as material success and the pressure to 
consume can create significant areas of tension, particularly in societies where entrenched 
economic inequalities exist. In Türkiye, in particular, there have been intense criticisms of 
“social disintegration” regarding the recent increase in the number of people who prioritize 
“individual interest” over “the common good.” When assessed from the perspective of 
Merton’s approach, the mismatch between these culturally encouraged goals of success and 
the legitimate means available to individuals to achieve them can become a significant 
mechanism fueling crime and deviant behavior. In the following section of this study, 
income inequality, disparities in education and healthcare, migration, changes in family 
structure, child labor and poverty will be examined within the framework of their 
relationship to crime and assessed as examples of the structural tensions defined by Merton 
in the Turkish context. 

The consequences of neoliberal policies in Türkiye: Structural tensions and social 
problems 

The process of economic restructuring initiated in Türkiye by the 24 January Decisions has 
significantly transformed not only the economic system but also social relations and 
everyday life. This transformation, which took place within the framework of neoliberal 
economic policies, appears to have led to various changes in areas such as income 
distribution, the implementation of social policies and equitable access to public services.  
When assessed from the perspective of Strain Theory, these transformations give rise to a 
structural situation that we might discuss as “structural tensions”. In determining the sub-
themes addressed in this chapter, priority was accordingly given to social phenomena that 
we considered could be linked to the perspective of Strain Theory.  Subsequently, attention 
was paid to ensuring that regular, reliable and accessible data was available for these social 
phenomena. Another important point in this regard is that the sub-headings included in 
this chapter feature among the variables frequently cited in the literature when interpreting 
crime and related social problems3.  In this context, social issues such as income distribution, 
poverty, education, migration, changes in family structure, child poverty and child labor, 
and crime are examined as indicators that could contribute to the discussion of the 
neoliberal transformation process in Türkiye. However, rather than seeking to establish a 
causal relationship between these indicators and crime in Türkiye, this study attempts to 
critically interpret possible structural relationships from the perspective of Strain Theory. 

Inequality in income distribution and poverty 

According to data from the Turkish Statistical Institute (TÜİK, 2025a), the wealthiest 20% of 
the population in Türkiye account for 48% of national income, while the share received by 
the poorest 20% remains at 6.4% (see Table 1). Similarly, half of Türkiye’s workers earn the 
minimum wage or an income close to the minimum wage. According to data from the 
Confederation of Revolutionary Trade Unions of Turkey Research Center (DİSK-AR, 2025), 
53.2% of private sector employees earn between the minimum wage and 10% above the 
minimum wage, while 49.6% of workers receive wages at or below 5% above the minimum 

 
3 On this subject, see: Koşaroğlu, Ş. M. (2022); Sezgin Kıroğlu, B., & Sezgin, Ş. (2023); Taş, N., Doğan, A., & 
Önder, E. (2014); Atila, M., & Çelikkaya, S. (2020); Yıldırım, A. (2014); Marufoğlu, M., & Görür, Ç. (2024); 
Gültekin, H., & Oğuzhan, A. (2021). 
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wage. These indicators reveal a significant imbalance in income distribution in Türkiye 
(Kaya, 2025). 

Compared to EU countries, Türkiye has the lowest minimum wage and the highest 
proportion of workers earning the minimum wage. Furthermore, in Türkiye, 57% of 
workers earn either 10% more than the minimum wage or less than the minimum wage. 
This situation indicates that the proportion of workers in Türkiye earning the minimum 
wage or around it is approximately six times the EU average, and that the majority of 
workers are sustaining their livelihoods on an income at the minimum wage level (Çelik, 
2022, p. 297; DİSKAR, 2021). 

As of January 2026, the net minimum wage in Türkiye has been set at 28,075.05 TL. In 
contrast, according to data from the Confederation of Turkish Trade Unions (Türk-İş, 2026), 
the poverty line for a family of four was calculated at 32,365.44 TL and the poverty threshold 
at 105,425 TL in February 2026. During the same period, food inflation stood at 3.65% 
monthly, while the annual average inflation rate was 39.43% (Türk-İş, 2026). 
Table 1. Share of national income received by the wealthiest and poorest population 
quintiles in Türkiye, 2015–2024 

Survey 
Year 

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

Income 
Reference 
Year 

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 

Total 
  

100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 

Bottom 
20% 
(Lowest) 

6,2 6,3 6,1 6,2 5,9 6,1 6,0 6,1 6,3 6,4 

Second 
20% 

10,6 10,7 10,6 10,9 10,6 10,8 10,4 10,2 10,4 10,4 

Third 
20% 

15,0 14,8 14,8 15,2 14,9 15,1 14,7 14,3 14,6 14,6 

Fourth 
20% 

21,1 20,9 20,9 21,4 21,1 21,3 20,9 20,6 20,7 20,7 

Top 20% 
(Highest) 

47,2 47,4 47,6 46,3 47,5 46,7 48,0 48,7 48,1 48,0 

Source: TÜİK (2025a). Note: Figures may not sum to 100% due to rounding. The distribution over the 
years of the shares of national income received by the wealthiest 20% and the poorest 20% of the 
population in Türkiye can be interpreted as an indicator of entrenched income inequality. 

These figures serve as important structural indicators regarding the living conditions 
and poverty of broad sections of society in Türkiye. On the other hand, poverty is not merely 
regarded as an economic issue, meaning simply having a lower income than those in the 
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middle-income group or living in worse conditions. Poverty has far-reaching4 individual 
and societal effects5.  

Poverty is often associated with various conditions such as malnutrition, housing 
problems, substandard housing, susceptibility to emotional or behavioral disorders, 
susceptibility to various addictions such as alcoholism, a tendency toward and exposure to 
crime, and a shortened life expectancy. People on low incomes often face difficulties in 
achieving success in social, economic and academic spheres. Poverty can frequently lead to 
troubled marriages, domestic violence, divorce, and high rates of infant and child mortality. 
Furthermore, it is associated with being deprived of enjoyable activities such as eating out, 
going to the cinema, taking holidays, attending concerts and participating in sporting 
activities. The rates at which the poor access health and education services, and the quality 
of those services, are low; conversely, rates of dropping out of school, involvement in crime, 
being investigated, arrested and imprisoned may be high. Issues such as a lack of hope for 
a better future, low self-esteem, and impairments in social, physical, emotional, and mental 
development may be linked to poverty (Zastrow, 2015, pp. 164-165). 

Inequalities in income distribution and the associated poverty play a significant role in 
Strain Theory. As is well known, modern societies direct individuals toward culturally 
exalted goals such as success, status and wealth. Structural income inequalities and the 
associated poverty can stand in the way of achieving these goals. In this context, poverty 
can serve as a structural source of social problems. When we assess this situation from 
Merton’s perspective, inequalities in income distribution in Türkiye can widen the gap 
between individuals and the legitimate means of achieving goals such as material success, 
a good life and luxury consumption, which are culturally encouraged. Consequently, 
structural pressure may build up on individuals and tension may increase. 

Inequalities in access to healthcare and education 

The quality of healthcare and education services, and the equality of access to them, are 
regarded as fundamental indicators of welfare, equal opportunities and upward social 
mobility in modern societies. In Türkiye, significant changes have taken place in these areas 
in recent years, particularly in the healthcare system, which has undergone a marked 
neoliberal transformation since the 1980s (Dayıoğlu, 2022; Konuralp & Biçer, 2021; Konuralp 
& Dayıoğlu, 2022). In particular, the growing expansion of the private sector’s role in both 
these key areas, alongside comments regarding a decline in the quality of public services, 
have brought discussions on equal opportunities and access to these services to the fore. 

There are indicators suggesting an increase in the private sector’s share of healthcare in 
Türkiye. While the number of private hospitals accounted for 23.4% of the total number of 
hospitals in 2002, this proportion rose to 29.6% in 2008, 36.5% in 2012, and 37.6% in 20186.  
Although there were certain declines in the following years, it is observed that the share of 

 
4 Poverty is no longer explained solely by income being insufficient compared to other individuals or groups. 
Alongside this, factors such as education, health, and access to basic human needs -what we might call quality 
of life- are considered in conjunction with poverty. Consequently, being deprived of all these opportunities, 
akin to being disadvantaged, is of a nature that may leave individuals vulnerable to criminal behavior. An 
individual may either commit a crime directly or become a victim of a crime (Özer & Çolak, 2015, p. 488). 
5 According to a study conducted in a women’s shelter, it is evident that women exposed to violence and 
discrimination face the issue of poverty. This situation not only impoverishes women economically but also 
leads to their impoverishment in terms of health, education and social well-being (Özer & Çolak, 2015, p. 489). 
6 For a critical analysis of the effects of neoliberal transformation on the healthcare system in Türkiye, see 
(Konuralp & Biçer, 2021). 
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private hospitals within the overall system has remained at approximately 37 per cent 
(Boyacı, 2024, p. 1023). This situation indicates that the healthcare system is becoming 
increasingly commercialized. 

It can be said that a similar transformation has taken place in the education sector. While 
the number of private schools stood at 246 in the 2002-2003 academic year, it has now 
reached 14,700 in the 2024-2025 academic year. While the proportion of private schools 
within the total school population was 2% in the 2002-2003 academic year, this figure has 
risen to 19.85% in the 2024-2025 academic year (Eğitim-İş, 2025). According to data from the 
Republic of Türkiye Ministry of National Education (MEB, 2025), a total of 17,956,523 pupils 
received education at pre-school, primary and secondary levels within the formal education 
system across Türkiye during the 2024-2025 academic year. Of these students, 15,366,143 
attended state schools, 1,539,579 attended private schools, and 1,050,801 received education 
through open learning institutions. 

Education is recognized as one of the institutional tools that fulfills fundamental 
functions regarding individual and social progress, as well as crime prevention, by enabling 
individuals to participate in social mobility within modern societies. In modern societies, as 
the level and quality of education received increases, so do individuals’ chances of self-
development, finding good employment, starting a family and achieving social status. 
Furthermore, education can also enhance the chances of being respected, earning a good 
income and living in prosperity. The capacity of individuals who have acquired social 
capital through education, and of a society with a high level of education, to cope with crime 
and crime-related problems can also improve. International literature and crime research 
indicate that quality and accessible education has a protective function, particularly for 
disadvantaged groups. Strengthening educational opportunities can reduce the risks of both 
children and young people being drawn into crime and becoming victims of crime 
(Sergender et al., 2022).  

A study conducted in Erzurum shows that 83.3% of children involved in crime have 
not completed their education. According to the study, 5.6% of children had not attended 
secondary school, meaning they had only completed the second stage of primary education 
(Avcı, 2010, p. 65). Another study indicates that as the level of education attained by parents 
increases, the rate at which their children become involved in crime decreases (Akduman et 
al., 2007, p. 159). 

However, discussions regarding the problems of education in Türkiye are not limited 
to these issues alone. Among the most debated and criticized topics are those based on the 
principle of pitting students against one another. In Türkiye, the organization of university 
admissions through competition, the unplanned increase in the number of universities, the 
difficulties graduates face in finding employment, the decline in income levels for those 
holding a bachelor’s degree, and issues regarding job security are associated with a gradual 
decline in expectations of university education and a diminishing value of the university 
itself. As a result, university admission may cease to be seen as an achievement, and 
universities may become ordinary institutions. This situation can contribute to young 
people drifting away from vital life goals such as achieving success and attaining a status 
within society. The increasing prevalence of a stratification model not based on merit can 
lead to feelings of apathy and irresponsibility among young people, and ultimately to the 
normalization of crime and violence (Kaya, 2025). 

The decline in education’s capacity to foster upward social mobility and achieve 
cultural objectives may signify the hardening of structural barriers to accessing social goals, 
particularly for the younger generation. In this respect, education can be interpreted as one 
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of the key factors generating structural tension, drawing on Strain Theory. The weakening 
of education’s capacity to generate upward social mobility and its loss of legitimacy may 
lead to a decline in individuals’ confidence in legal means of achieving culturally 
encouraged goals of success. In such circumstances, individuals may turn to other means of 
achieving success and a life of luxury. Consequently, the likelihood of crime and deviance 
occurring may increase.   

Migration and urbanization 

Migration and urbanization are regarded as key factors in the rise in crime rates and social 
problems in Türkiye. Internal migration, which accelerated particularly after 1980, is 
thought to have had significant effects on social relations, social control mechanisms and 
urban life. This is because, during this period, migration took place at an extremely rapid 
and irregular pace. The economic and social integration problems that have arisen in cities 
have made it more difficult for individuals to access opportunities that are socially 
recognized as legitimate and have led to a deepening of structural tensions. In particular, 
Türkiye’s major cities, such as Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir, have experienced intense 
migration, resulting in the emergence of numerous “shanty town” neighborhoods in these 
cities that lack adequate infrastructure and social amenities and are not sufficiently 
regulated. Today, rising crime rates in these cities are largely discussed in relation to the 
people living in these neighborhoods.  

According to TÜİK (2026), by 2025 the proportion of the population living in provincial 
and district centers had reached 93.6 per cent, while the proportion living in towns and 
villages had fallen to 6.4 per cent. By contrast, these figures stood at approximately 50% in 
1980. These data demonstrate the rapid social transformation and urbanization experience 
Türkiye has undergone in a short period, driven by massive migration. While this 
transformation creates significant opportunities, it is also associated with a situation that 
could be interpreted as a form of re-traditionalization. Urbanization can weaken social 
control mechanisms -such as kinship ties, neighborly relations and village-neighborhood 
solidarity- which are of critical importance in the cohesion of traditional societies, as well as 
rural structures. With advancing technology, mass media may replace socialization agents 
such as the family and school in urban settings. During periods of rapid change, where a 
new social order has not yet become institutionalized, power relations may be attempted to 
be maintained through traditional methods. In such processes, gangs can easily persuade 
young people to accept violence as a way of life (Kaya, 2025). 

Some studies conducted in Türkiye suggest that there may be indirect links between 
migration and crime. A study conducted by Avcı (2010, p. 61) in Erzurum shows that 44.5% 
of children involved in crime had families who had migrated7.  Another study carried out 
in Antalya reveals that 41 per cent of children brought to the Antalya Police Department on 
criminal charges had families who had migrated (Öter, 2018, p. 740). The same study shows 
that 35 per cent of the people within these children’s families and extended families had 
committed crimes. A similar pattern has been documented in Istanbul’s Üsküdar district 
(Aldemir, 2010). 

It is known that the vast majority of migrant families settle in areas lacking basic and 
infrastructure facilities. This situation can limit the opportunities for healthy socialization 

 
7 According to a study conducted with 60 individuals aged 18–30 under supervision at the Istanbul Anatolia 
Probation Directorate, 58 out of the 60 stated that their families had migrated. Furthermore, according to this 
study, participants involved in criminal activity come from low-income, large families (Şentürk Dızman & 
Oktik, 2022). 
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among these families’ children and may increase tendencies toward crime and violence. 
Furthermore, patterns of luxury consumption or living standards witnessed in the city or 
made visible by communication technologies can raise individuals’ expectations (Avcı, 
2010, p. 61). The contradictions between the conditions in which these people live and the 
living standards they witness may increase the likelihood of tensions arising—particularly 
in situations where access to those standards through legitimate means is structurally 
limited. 

A study conducted with 165 children involved in crime in Ankara also reached similar 
conclusions. The study analyzes various factors, including the demographic characteristics 
of the families of children involved in crime, their criminal record status, the types of 
offenses the children were involved in, and the protective and supportive measures ordered 
for the children. The study’s data indicates that 33.3 per cent of these children’s mothers, 
47.3 per cent of their fathers, and 34.5 per cent of their siblings had previously been involved 
in crime at least once; furthermore, 92.7 per cent of these children had previously been 
involved in crime and had committed repeat offenses. It is observed that children from 
families with a history of criminal behavior may model their own families after such 
examples. The study also indicates that these children are raised in families with irregular 
sources of income, work as child laborers, work at their families’ request, live in rented 
accommodation, and grow up in overcrowded household environments (Karataş et al., 
2020, pp. 137–154). 

Other studies link rapid urbanization, irregular migration and economic inequalities to 
integration problems, transformations in social relations and rising crime rates (Yıldırım, 
2014, pp. 6-7). When migration occurs in an irregular and intense manner without adequate 
and necessary measures being taken, it can lead to the emergence of various economic, 
demographic, cultural and social problems (Tunca, 2019, p. 2783). 

In this context, it can be argued that intense migration and rapid urbanization are 
among the key components of the social transformation taking place in Türkiye. In 
particular, it can be argued that they constitute a significant component of structural 
problems, especially when interpreted through the lens of the transformation of social 
control mechanisms and economic inequalities. The normative uncertainty arising from this 
new situation not only weakens social control mechanisms but may also lead to the 
dissolution of various forms of solidarity. While this state of anomie undermines social 
cohesion on the one hand, on the other it may create a climate conducive to an increase in 
crime and deviance.  

Juvenile delinquency 

One of the social issues currently attracting attention in Türkiye is the rise in cases where 
children are either perpetrators or victims of crime. Given the scale of the issue, the Grand 
National Assembly of Türkiye has established an investigative committee and is preparing 
a draft report on the reasons why children are drawn into crime and the measures that could 
be taken (TBMM, 2026). The findings reflected in this report link crime to a wide range of 
factors, from family structure to the education system, and from socio-economic status to 
the influence of the media.  

When juvenile delinquency in Türkiye is assessed from the perspective of the Strain 
Theory  -in line with the neoliberal economic-political conception of success- a significant 
proportion of children and young people adopt the goals of success, status and consumption 
culturally promoted by society; however, they may face significant problems in gaining 
equal access to the education, income and opportunities required to achieve these goals. 
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This situation can trigger, in some children and young people, the behavior Merton defined 
as the “innovative form of adaptation” (innovation), whereby they turn to illegitimate 
means to achieve these goals while maintaining the social objectives themselves. For this 
reason, juvenile delinquency in particular can be regarded as a consequence of structural 
economic inequalities and a lack of opportunities. 

Research and various published data link the situations where children are drawn into 
crime or become victims of crime to similar structural mechanisms. The number of incidents 
involving children who were brought to or arrived at law enforcement agencies rose by 
9.8% in 2024 compared to 2023, reaching 612,651. Of these incidents, 279,620 children were 
brought to law enforcement agencies as victims, while 202,785 were brought due to being 
drawn into crime. It is observed that 40.4% of these children involved in criminal activities 
were charged with assault, 16.6% with theft, 8.2% with the use, sale or purchase of narcotic 
or psychotropic substances, 4.6% with threats, 4.2% with offenses posing a general danger, 
and 26% with other offenses not falling under these categories. Of the 279,620 children who 
came to the security authorities as victims, 86.1% were victims of crime, while 13.8% were 
victims of incidents requiring follow-up. According to TÜİK (2025) data, of the 240,872 
children who came forward as victims of crime, 55.3% were victims of assault, 10.8% of 
sexual offenses, 9.5% of human trafficking, 8% of offenses against the family unit, and 16.5% 
of other causes. 

It can be argued that there are strong structural reasons underlying the high rates at 
which children are both perpetrators and victims of crime. Interpreting this situation as a 
result of individual choices or exceptional circumstances appears extremely difficult in the 
case of Türkiye. Numerous factors -such as poverty, lack of access to education, the 
proliferation of domestic problems, integration issues, migration, rapid urbanization, 
negative socialization processes, and inadequate institutional support- not only increase the 
risk of encountering crime but may also lead to the intergenerational transmission of crime. 
When viewed from the perspective of Strain Theory, it can be argued that these tensions 
possess structural characteristics, a conclusion consistent with a broader body of Turkish 
panel-data research linking unemployment, income, population dynamics and economic 
growth to regional crime rates (Akdeniz & Üzümcü, 2013; Gültekin & Oğuzhan, 2021; 
Koşaroğlu, 2022; Marufoğlu & Görür, 2024; Sezgin Kıroğlu & Sezgin, 2023; Taş et al., 2014). 

The targeting of children by criminal organizations is also among the notable 
developments of recent years. In particular, it is evident that criminal organizations have 
found it extremely easy to reach children via social media. It is apparent that criminal 
organizations directly target the young population through activities such as promising a 
luxurious lifestyle, weapons and money, as well as encouraging betting, online gambling, 
and the use of alcohol and drugs. The statements reflected in the indictments following trials 
indicate that children caught up in family problems, economic deprivation and a lack of 
supervision are being used as tools in crimes that threaten public safety, and that this 
process is being carried out through a conscious, planned and sustained gang structure. 

Some experts state that in Türkiye, the age at which children are first exposed to and 
experiment with drugs has fallen to 10-11 years old, while the age of addiction has dropped 
to 13-15. In cases of juvenile crime, the family structure8,  children’s deprivation of adequate 
parental care, difficulties in the development of a sense of belonging, a lack of trust and love, 

 
8 According to a study, the presence of criminal individuals within the family environment can lead a child to 
commit crimes by emulating the criminal. Of the 60 participants in the study, 21 stated that their sibling had 
also committed a crime (Şentürk Dızman & Oktik, 2022). 
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the negative effects of various violent TV series and films, growing up in an environment 
where anger, stress and violence are widespread, exposure to migration and its associated 
negative consequences, the inadequacy or absence of preventive state policies, and a lack of 
protective activities such as education and sport are all key factors (Anadolu Agency [AA], 
2026). This situation highlights the importance of a healthy family structure while also 
revealing the protective significance of the fair distribution of income, education and social 
policy. 

The rise in crime rates is also supported by data on the number of detainees and 
prisoners in correctional institutions. According to data from the Republic of Türkiye 
Ministry of Justice (AB, 2025, 2025a), the number of people in correctional institutions stood 
at 136,638 on 31 December 2012, rising to 413,798 as of 1 August 2025. On 31 December 2024, 
the number of registered individuals in correctional institutions had risen by 31.4 per cent 
compared to the same period the previous year, reaching 383,663. A significant proportion 
of those serving sentences in correctional institutions are convicted of theft (24.6%), trespass 
(8.7%), drug offenses (7.2%), intentional assault (6.8%) and fraud (6.6%). 

Similarly, the increase in the number of incidents involving children in Türkiye is also 
noteworthy. Data from the last decade indicates a significant increase in the number of 
incidents involving children. Table 2 illustrates the rise in the number of incidents involving 
children who have been brought to or have come to law enforcement agencies as either 
perpetrators or victims for various reasons. These figures are significant as they demonstrate 
that children are increasingly exposed to criminal and victimization processes. 
Table 2. Number of children brought to or coming to law enforcement units in Türkiye, by 
year 

Year 2015 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 
Number/ Thousand 303 451 499 602 538 613 

Source: TÜİK (2016, 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024, 2025). 

Transformation in the family structure 
Given the emphasis experts place on the family institution in crime prevention, changes in 
family structure are also becoming increasingly significant. In Türkiye, the number of 
divorces rose from 91,994 in 2001 to 193,773 in 2025. During the same period, the age of 
marriage has risen, marriage rates have fallen, and 191,371 children were affected by 
divorces occurring in the last year alone (TÜİK, 2026a). While there are numerous factors 
triggering this transformation in family structure, this situation can primarily be linked to 
financial difficulties caused by an unequal distribution of income. Insufficient income, 
coupled with rising basic living costs, can lead to an increase in disputes within the family. 
On the other hand, individuals who are unable to earn sufficient income to meet their basic 
living needs may face obstacles in meeting social expectations such as getting married, 
starting a family and having children. When considered alongside other factors, this 
situation can have structural implications.  

Due to rising divorce rates, a large number of children are exposed to the problems 
arising from divorce. A study conducted in Ankara reveals that a significant proportion of 
adolescents involved in crime come from broken families. Experiencing a family breakdown 
due to death or divorce can negatively affect children’s socialization process (Akduman et 
al., 2007, p. 159). Family breakdowns can weaken social and emotional bonds between 
individuals, increasing stress and conflict. This situation can trigger violent crimes. In turn, 
rising divorce rates may act as a significant structural factor contributing to increased 
tendencies toward violence and crime at a societal level (Işık, 2024, p. 602). Related research 
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on family structure and crime — including studies of individuals raised in single-parent 
households (Can, 2025, 2025a) and qualitative work on youth under probationary 
supervision (Şentürk Dızman & Oktik, 2022) — points to similar structural dynamics within 
the family unit. For these reasons, divorce can be interpreted as one of the structural factors 
that heightens the likelihood of negative socialization, particularly among children. The 
breakdown of the family institution and rising divorce rates can lead individuals to become 
detached from mechanisms of social control and support. This situation can exacerbate the 
impact of social tensions. 

Child poverty and child labor 

In Türkiye, the adverse effects of social issues such as structural inequalities, poverty and 
divorce are most visibly felt by children. In this context, the issues at hand relate to child 
poverty9 and child labor. According to data from the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), Türkiye ranks as the second country with the highest rate of child poverty, at 
33.8 per cent, among the 39 countries examined between 2019 and 2021. Furthermore, 
Türkiye stands out as the country with the highest rates of child poverty and social exclusion 
(AROPE) among European nations. According to data from a study conducted by the 
Turkish Statistical Institute (TÜİK) and published in 2024, the distribution of AROPE rates 
across age groups in Türkiye is 38.9% for those aged 0-17, 26.3% for those aged 18-64, and 
23.3% for those aged 65 and over (cited in Eğitim-İş, 2025a). These figures indicate that 
children constitute the most vulnerable group in terms of the risk of poverty and social 
exclusion. In particular, increased risks regarding access to essential services such as healthy 
socialization, adequate nutrition, healthcare and education during childhood can lead to 
adverse effects on individuals’ development. 

Another significant issue related to child poverty is that of child labor. According to 
data from the Turkish Statistical Institute (TÜİK), the year in which child labor reached its 
highest level in Türkiye between 2015 and 2024 was 2024, with a rate of 22.3 per cent. The 
institute only publishes data for the 15-17 age group. Taking these figures into account, it 
can be seen that child labor rates have risen every year since 2020. The most common 
response given by children when asked about their reasons for working is “to help with the 
household’s economic activities” (cited in Eğitim-İş, 2025a). This situation indicates that the 
issue of child labor in Türkiye is significantly linked to insufficient income. 

It appears possible to establish structural links between income inequality, child 
poverty and child labor, children’s disengagement from education, and juvenile 
delinquency in Türkiye. These structural barriers can prevent poor children, in particular, 
from participating in upward social mobility. It can be argued that this situation also carries 
the risk of negatively affecting future generations in a cyclical manner. Consequently, the 
explanations offered by Strain Theory are illuminating in this regard as well.  

 
9 A study conducted with 63 individuals at Kars Closed Prison examined the relationship between criminal 
behavior and economic circumstances. Ten per cent of participants stated that they had not experienced 
financial difficulties during childhood, while 71.4 per cent reported having faced financial difficulties. Seven 
out of eight prisoners convicted of theft stated that they had never been able to meet their financial needs. 
Among the 33 prisoners convicted of murder, 24, as well as all prisoners convicted of sexual assault, abduction 
and drug offenses, stated that they had been unable to meet their financial needs (Akdeniz & Üzümcü, 2013, 
p. 136). Another study found that 72.7% (184) of the 253 children involved in crime came from economically 
disadvantaged families, 17% (43) from families of moderate means, and 10.3% (26) from families with a good 
economic situation (Aldemir, 2010, p. 99). 
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Evaluation of the findings within the framework of Strain Theory 

The data presented in this study provide an opportunity to discuss behaviors relating 
directly to conformity and innovation. For this reason, in the section evaluating the findings 
within the framework of Strain Theory, particular emphasis has been placed on these two 
forms of conformity; as no direct data were available regarding other forms of conformity, 
comments on these have been avoided. 

The findings examined within this framework -relating to income inequality, inequality 
of opportunity in education and healthcare, migration and urbanization, juvenile 
delinquency, changes in family structure, child poverty and child labor- when assessed 
within the framework of the Strain Theory, demonstrate that the incompatibility between 
culturally encouraged goals of success and the legitimate means of achieving these goals 
has exacerbated the aforementioned problems in Türkiye. 

 It is evident that during the neoliberalization process experienced in Türkiye following 
1980, while individual success, a consumption-oriented lifestyle and material wealth were 
culturally glorified, the failure to provide equal access to the educational, employment and 
income opportunities necessary to achieve these goals across all sections of society has 
exacerbated structural tensions. Even so, a significant section of Turkish society continues 
to strive for success through legitimate means such as education, work and acquiring a 
profession. Education continues to be viewed as a means to success by a significant section 
of Turkish society. Legitimate means have not yet been abandoned. This situation 
corresponds to Merton’s concept of “conformity.”  

However, adult, child or youth crime, drug trafficking, theft, fraud, organized crime 
activities and various forms of illicit income generation can largely be linked to the pursuit 
of material success goals that have been culturally glorified in line with neoliberal policies. 
This situation can be interpreted as an “Innovation” form of conformity, which emerges 
when the goals of success are maintained but the legitimate means of achieving them prove 
insufficient. In Türkiye, there are widespread and entrenched issues of income inequality, 
limited access to quality education and healthcare, and a decline in expectations regarding 
education. Furthermore, the increasing commodification of these services, coupled with 
rising poverty, is viewed as a significant problem. Issues related to irregular and intense 
migration, the proliferation of gangs, drug trafficking and use, juvenile delinquency, and 
transformations in family structures are also key findings. In this context, the obstruction of 
access to legitimate means for a significant section of society may lead some individuals to 
turn to illicit means. In particular, “innovative” forms of adaptation may emerge in 
neoliberal societies where the pursuit of wealth and luxury consumption is elevated as the 
paramount value.  

Consequently, the findings examined in this study demonstrate that the intensified 
pressure for material success following neoliberal transformation in Türkiye, coupled with 
the unequal distribution of legitimate opportunities, has given rise to this “innovative” form 
of adaptation in particular. This highlights that the Strain Theory provides an important 
framework for explaining crime and related social problems in Türkiye. 

Conclusion  

This study aims to examine the effects of the neoliberal transformation experienced in 
Türkiye in the post-1980 period on the social structure within the framework of Robert 
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Merton’s Theory of Strain. The data and literature analyzed in this study demonstrate that 
the neoliberal restructuring, which began with the 24 January Decisions and became 
institutionalized in the period stretching from 12 September to the present day, has had 
significant effects not only in the economic sphere but also on social relations, the system of 
values and norms, and forms of social integration. 

The relevant literature and data accessed within the scope of the research reveal issues 
such as inequalities in income distribution, the weakness of employment security, the 
decline in the education system’s capacity to generate social mobility, inequalities in access 
to health and education services, and problems such as child poverty and child labor. The 
study also demonstrates the relationship between these data and the neoliberal 
transformation taking place in Türkiye. When assessed from the perspective provided by 
Strain Theory, this situation suggests that the incompatibility between socially encouraged 
success goals and the legitimate means used to achieve them may create a fertile ground for 
the emergence of social problems such as crime and deviance. 

Taken together, the crime rates, incidents involving children, the increase in the number 
of detainees and prisoners in penal institutions, divorce rates, and data on child poverty and 
child labor examined in the study demonstrate that the transformations occurring in the 
social structure do not merely produce economic outcomes. Furthermore, processes of social 
integration may also be negatively affected by this situation. However, the aim of this study 
is not to claim that neoliberalism is the sole cause of these social problems. This study seeks 
to open up a discussion on the relationship between the structural conditions created by 
neoliberal restructuring in Türkiye and social problems from the perspective of Strain 
Theory, and to draw attention to structural factors. 

Another finding of the research concerns the importance of preventive, solidarity-based 
social policies. Ensuring fairness in income distribution, and strengthening education, 
health, employment and family policies appear to be important for supporting social 
integration and resolving social problems. However, as this study is limited to theoretical 
literature, historical analysis and secondary data from various studies, more comprehensive 
empirical research is required to analyze the causal relationship between neoliberal policies 
and crime and social problems in Türkiye. Nevertheless, within its own limitations, the 
study is able to establish relational links between neoliberal policies and social problems 
within the framework of the Strain Theory. In this context, it can be argued that structural 
tensions associated with the neoliberal economic policies currently in force in Türkiye—
particularly if the current state of income inequality persists—will intensify, leading to 
rising divorce rates and an increase in the incidence of crime, violence, and individuals with 
problematic socialization. 

In conclusion, the study puts forward the claim that the neoliberal transformations 
experienced in Türkiye since the 1980s can be understood through the lens of Merton’s 
Theory of Strain. In this respect, the study may contribute to future research by examining 
the relationships between crime, violence, divorce, child labor and social inequalities at 
national and regional levels using both quantitative and qualitative methods, and by 
addressing the subject in a more comprehensive manner. 
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