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Abstract

This article examines the relationship between social media use and deviant
behavior among youth, with a particular focus on the Uzbek social context. Social
media platforms — including Instagram, TikTok, Telegram, and YouTube — have
fundamentally transformed the social environment in which contemporary youth
develop their identities, values, and behavioral norms. Drawing on social learning
theory, strain theory, and social comparison theory, this study argues that social
media functions as a powerful catalyst for deviant behavior through four primary
mechanisms: normalization of deviant content, intensification of social
comparison and relative deprivation, weakening of traditional social control, and
creation of anonymous spaces for deviant interaction. Empirical data from
Uzbekistan's official statistics and recent sociological research are integrated to
contextualize these global processes within Uzbekistan's specific social
landscape. The article concludes with evidence-based recommendations for
digital literacy education and social media-aware deviance prevention programs.
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Introduction

The emergence of social media as the dominant communication environment
of the 21st century has fundamentally altered the social conditions in which
deviant behavior develops, spreads, and normalizes. In less than two decades,
platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and Telegram have moved from
peripheral novelties to central organizing structures of youth social life —
shaping how young people form identities, evaluate themselves against peers,
consume information, and internalize behavioral norms.

In Uzbekistan, where internet penetration has expanded rapidly and
smartphone ownership among youth has become near-universal, these global
rends manifest with particular intensity. Uzbek youth navigate a social landscap
in which traditional normative frameworks — family, mahalla, religious
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community — compete with algorithmically curated digital environments that
frequently present deviant, transgressive, or normatively ambiguous content as
entertaining, aspirational, or socially rewarding. Understanding the mechanisms
through which this digital environment shapes youth deviant behavior has
become one of the most urgent tasks of contemporary Uzbek sociology.

This article develops a sociological analysis of social media as a catalyst for
deviant behavior among Uzbek youth. It draws on three theoretical frameworks
— Albert Bandura's social learning theory [1], Robert Merton's strain theory [2],
and Leon Festinger's social comparison theory [3] — to identify the specific
mechanisms through which social media exposure translates into deviant
behavioral outcomes. The analysis is grounded in Uzbekistan's empirical social
context, incorporating official statistical data and recent peer-reviewed
sociological research.

Theoretical Framework

Social Learning Theory and Digital Modeling

Albert Bandura's social learning theory (1977) established that human
behavior is acquired not only through direct experience but through observation
and modeling of others' behavior [1]. In the pre-digital era, the individuals
available for behavioral modeling were constrained by physical proximity —
family members, peers, neighbors, and community figures. Social media has
radically expanded the modeling environment, exposing youth to an effectively
unlimited range of behavioral models, including those demonstrating deviant,
illegal, or normatively transgressive behaviors.

On platforms such as TikTok and YouTube, algorithmically driven content
recommendation systems actively direct users toward increasingly engaging —
and frequently transgressive — content. Research demonstrates that social media
algorithms reward content that generates strong emotional reactions, and
deviant content — fights, risky behaviors, rule violations, criminal acts presented
as entertaining — consistently generates higher engagement metrics than
normatively conventional content [4]. This creates a systematic bias in the
modeling environment toward deviant behavioral templates.

For Uzbek youth, this mechanism is particularly significant because
traditional community-based modeling environments — the mahalla, the
extended family, the religious community — have been substantially weakened
by urbanization and labor migration, as documented in recent Uzbek sociological
research [5]. The resulting social vacuum is increasingly filled by digital modelin

environments that are structurally inclined toward deviant content.
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Strain Theory and Social Media-Driven Relative Deprivation

Robert Merton's strain theory (1938) identifies the gap between culturally
valued goals and the legitimate means available to achieve them as the primary
sociological driver of deviant behavior [2]. Social media creates and intensifies
this gap through a mechanism that sociologists call relative deprivation: the
experience of feeling disadvantaged not in absolute terms but in comparison to
visible reference groups.

Social media platforms systematically present idealized, curated
representations of peers' and influencers' lives — material wealth, physical
appearance, social status, travel, consumption. For Uzbek youth facing the
structural realities of unemployment, economic inequality, and limited upward
mobility, this constant exposure to aspirational content generates intensified
strain between desired social positions and available legitimate pathways to
achieve them. Research consistently documents that high social media use
correlates with increased relative deprivation, which in turn correlates with
elevated rates of deviant behavior including theft, fraud, and aggressive
competition for status resources [4].

Social Comparison Theory and Identity Disruption

Leon Festinger's social comparison theory (1954) established that humans
naturally evaluate their abilities and opinions by comparing themselves to others
[3]. Social media transforms this natural psychological process into a systematic,
algorithmically amplified, and quantified practice — followers, likes, views, and
comments provide constant, publicly visible metrics of social comparison. This
quantification of social worth creates specific vulnerabilities to identity
disruption and deviant behavioral responses among youth.

Uzbek youth — particularly young women navigating the intersection of
traditional gender expectations and modernizing social aspirations — face
specific social comparison pressures on social media. Research by Yuldashova
(2026) documents that patriarchal social norms persist as operational
constraints on female social participation in Uzbekistan [6]. Social media
simultaneously exposes young women to global images of female empowerment
and autonomy while subjecting them to traditional community surveillance and
judgment — creating identity conflicts that may manifest as deviant behavioral
responses including online aggression, deceptive self-presentation, and risky

behavior.
Mechanisms of social media-driven deviance
Normalization of deviant content
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One of the most sociologically significant mechanisms through which social
media catalyzes deviant behavior is the normalization of deviant content through
repeated exposure and social validation. When deviant behaviors — substance
use, aggressive confrontation, sexual boundary violation, petty crime — are
presented repeatedly in social media content and receive positive social feedback
in the form of likes, shares, and approving comments, they undergo a process of
normalization: they come to appear ordinary, acceptable, or even desirable rather
than transgressive.

This normalization process is particularly powerful among adolescents, for
whom peer social validation is the primary driver of behavioral norm formation.
Statistical data from Uzbekistan document a consistent increase in administrative
violations among youth aged 18-30: from 184,000 cases in 2021 to 264,000 cases
in 2024 — an increase of 43.5% in three years [7]. While multiple social factors
contribute to this trend, the parallel expansion of social media use among Uzbek
youth during the same period suggests a meaningful correlation.

Weakening of Traditional Social Control

Traditional social control mechanisms — the internalized norms, community
surveillance, and social sanction systems that regulate behavior in face-to-face
social environments — operate through visibility: deviant behavior in physical
community spaces is observable, identifiable, and subject to social sanction. Social
media creates spaces of partial or complete anonymity in which traditional social
control mechanisms are substantially weakened or entirely absent.

In Uzbekistan, the mahalla institution has historically functioned as the
primary mechanism of informal social control, monitoring community members'
behavior and enforcing social norms through reputation management and
collective sanction [5]. Online social spaces exist entirely outside the mahalla's
regulatory reach, creating deviance-permissive environments in which Uzbek
youth can engage in behaviors — aggression, harassment, fraud, extremist
content consumption — that would be subject to immediate social sanction in
physical community settings.

Digital Radicalization and Extremist Content

Social media algorithms' tendency to direct users toward increasingly
extreme content — a phenomenon researchers have termed the 'radicalization
pipeline’ — represents a particularly serious mechanism of social media-driven
deviance in the Uzbek context. Algorithmic recommendation systems that

optimize for engagement time systematically expose users to progressively more
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extreme versions of whatever content they initially engaged with, including
political extremism, religious radicalism, and violent content.

For Uzbek youth experiencing social alienation — disconnected from
community, economically marginalized, and uncertain of their social identity —
extremist online communities offer a sense of belonging, purpose, and identity
that is unavailable through legitimate social channels. This dynamic represents a
direct pathway from social media-driven alienation to the most serious forms of
deviant behavior, including political violence and organized crime [4].

Cyberbullying and Online Aggression

Cyberbullying and online aggression represent forms of deviant behavior
that are uniquely enabled by social media's technical architecture. The
combination of anonymity, geographic reach, permanent record, and audience
amplification creates a deviance environment with no analog in pre-digital social
life. Victims of cyberbullying experience psychosocial harm comparable to or
exceeding that of physical bullying, while perpetrators are shielded from many of
the social sanctions that regulate aggressive behavior in physical settings.

Among female Uzbek youth specifically, cyberbullying and online
harassment intersect with patriarchal gender norms to create specific
vulnerabilities. Research documents that online spaces frequently function as
amplifiers of gender-based harassment, with traditional patriarchal judgments
about female behavior and appearance migrating from physical community
settings to digital platforms where they reach larger audiences and produce more
persistent harm [6].

Social media and deviance in the uzbek context

Uzbekistan's specific social landscape shapes the mechanisms of social
media-driven deviance in distinctive ways. Three contextual factors are
particularly significant.

First, the rapid expansion of social media access in a society where
traditional normative institutions are simultaneously weakening creates a
specific form of normative vacuum. As documented by Qurbonboyeva and
[lhomov (2024), traditional gender stereotypes persist as operational social
norms in Uzbekistan despite significant legislative progress toward gender
equality [8]. When youth encounter social media content that presents alternative
normative frameworks — gender equality, individual autonomy, consumption-

oriented identity — without the institutional support to navigate these
alternatives, deviant behavioral responses frequently emerge as a form of
normative disorientation.
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Second, labor migration — a defining structural feature of Uzbek society,
with 2-3 million citizens working abroad annually — creates large populations of
youth with weakened family-based social control and elevated social media
dependency. Children of labor migrants, lacking parental supervision and
community integration, are particularly vulnerable to the deviance-promoting
mechanisms of social media described above. The correlation between labor
migration patterns and elevated youth deviance rates — documented in official
statistics showing particularly high violation rates in major urban centers [7] —
is consistent with this analysis.

Third, the specific platform ecology of Uzbek youth social media use shapes
deviance patterns. Telegram, which functions in Uzbekistan as a primary news,
entertainment, and community platform, operates with minimal content
moderation compared to Western platforms, creating permissive environments
for the distribution of extremist content, misinformation, and deviance-
normalizing material. TikTok's algorithmically driven short-video format,
optimized for maximum engagement, creates particularly powerful
normalization pathways for deviant content among younger users.

Conclusions and recommendations

This analysis has demonstrated that social media functions as a powerful
catalyst for deviant behavior among youth through four primary mechanisms:
normalization of deviant content through algorithmic amplification and social
validation; intensification of relative deprivation through systematic exposure to
aspirational content; weakening of traditional social control through the creation
of anonymized deviance-permissive spaces; and facilitation of digital
radicalization through engagement-optimized algorithmic recommendation.

In the Uzbek context, these global mechanisms interact with specific social
vulnerabilities — the weakening of traditional institutions, labor migration-
driven family fragmentation, patriarchal gender norm conflicts, and rapid social
media expansion — to create conditions of elevated risk for social media-driven
deviance among youth.

Effective responses require action at multiple levels. At the individual level,
digital literacy education — teaching youth to recognize algorithmic
manipulation, evaluate content critically, and understand the social comparison

dynamics of social media — should be integrated into school curricula from early
adolescence. At the community level, mahalla institutions should develop
capacities to extend their social support and monitoring functions into digital
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spaces, providing guidance and early intervention for youth showing signs of
online radicalization or deviance normalization.

At the policy level, Uzbekistan's national youth policy should incorporate
specific provisions addressing social media-driven deviance, including
cooperation with platform providers on content moderation, development of
national digital literacy standards, and establishment of research infrastructure
to monitor the evolving relationship between social media use and deviant
behavioral outcomes among Uzbek youth. The digital shadow cast by social media
over youth behavioral development is not inevitable — but addressing it requires
deliberate, evidence-based sociological intervention.
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