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Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities

About the Journal
Overview
Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities (JSSH) is the official journal of Universiti Putra Malaysia 
published by UPM Press. It is an open-access online scientific journal which is free of charge. It publishes 
the scientific outputs. It neither accepts nor commissions third party content.

Recognized internationally as the leading peer-reviewed interdisciplinary journal devoted to the 
publication of original papers, it serves as a forum for practical approaches to improving quality in issues 
pertaining to social and behavioural sciences as well as the humanities.  

JSSH is a quarterly (March, June, September and December) periodical that considers for publication 
original articles as per its scope. The journal publishes in English and it is open to authors around the 
world regardless of the nationality.  

The Journal is available world-wide.

Aims and scope
Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities aims to develop as a pioneer journal for the social 
sciences with a focus on emerging issues pertaining to the social and behavioural sciences as well as 
the humanities. 

Areas relevant to the scope of the journal include Social Sciences—Accounting, anthropology, 
Archaeology and history, Architecture and habitat, Consumer and family economics, Economics, 
Education, Finance, Geography, Law, Management studies, Media and communication studies, Political 
sciences and public policy, Population studies, Psychology, Sociology, Technology management, Tourism; 
Humanities—Arts and culture, Dance, Historical and civilisation studies, Language and Linguistics, 
Literature, Music, Philosophy, Religious studies, Sports.

History
Pertanika was founded in 1978. A decision was made in 1992 to streamline Pertanika into three journals 
as Journal of Tropical Agricultural Science, Journal of Science & Technology, and Journal of Social 
Sciences & Humanities to meet the need for specialised journals in areas of study aligned with the 
interdisciplinary strengths of the university. 

After almost 25 years, as an interdisciplinary Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities, the revamped 
journal focuses on research in social and behavioural sciences as well as the humanities, particularly in 
the Asia Pacific region.

Goal of Pertanika
Our goal is to bring the highest quality research to the widest possible audience.

Quality 
We aim for excellence, sustained by a responsible and professional approach to journal publishing.  
Submissions are guaranteed to receive a decision within 14 weeks. The elapsed time from submission 
to publication for the articles averages 5-6 months. 

Abstracting and indexing of Pertanika
Pertanika is almost 40 years old; this accumulated knowledge has resulted in Pertanika JSSH being 
abstracted and indexed in SCOPUS (Elsevier), Thomson (ISI) Web of Knowledge [BIOSIS & CAB Abstracts], 
EBSCO & EBSCOhost, DOAJ, Cabell’s Directories, Google Scholar, MyAIS, ISC & Rubriq (Journal Guide).
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Future vision
We are continuously improving access to our journal archives, content, and research services.  We have 
the drive to realise exciting new horizons that will benefit not only the academic community, but society 
itself. 

Citing journal articles
The abbreviation for Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities is Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. Hum.

Publication policy
Pertanika policy prohibits an author from submitting the same manuscript for concurrent consideration 
by two or more publications.  It prohibits as well publication of any manuscript that has already been 
published either in whole or substantial part elsewhere. It also does not permit publication of manuscript 
that has been published in full in Proceedings. 

Code of Ethics
The Pertanika Journals and Universiti Putra Malaysia takes seriously the responsibility of all of its 
journal publications to reflect the highest in publication ethics. Thus all journals and journal editors are 
expected to abide by the Journal’s codes of ethics. Refer to Pertanika’s Code of Ethics for full details, or 
visit the Journal’s web link at http://www.pertanika.upm.edu.my/code_of_ethics.php

International Standard Serial Number (ISSN)
An ISSN is an 8-digit code used to identify periodicals such as journals of all kinds and on all media–print 
and electronic. All Pertanika journals have ISSN as well as an e-ISSN. 

Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities: ISSN 0128-7702 (Print);  ISSN 2231-8534 (Online).

Lag time 
A decision on acceptance or rejection of a manuscript is reached in 3 to 4 months (average 14 weeks). 
The elapsed time from submission to publication for the articles averages 5-6 months. 

Authorship
Authors are not permitted to add or remove any names from the authorship provided at the time of 
initial submission without the consent of the Journal’s Chief Executive Editor.

Manuscript preparation
Refer to Pertanika’s Instructions to Authors at the back of this journal.

Most scientific papers are prepared according to a format called IMRAD. The term represents the first 
letters of the words Introduction, Materials and Methods, Results, And, Discussion. IMRAD is simply 
a more ‘defined’ version of the “IBC” [Introduction, Body, Conclusion] format used for all academic 
writing. IMRAD indicates a pattern or format rather than a complete list of headings or components of 
research papers; the missing parts of a paper are: Title, Authors, Keywords, Abstract, Conclusions, and 
References. Additionally, some papers include Acknowledgments and Appendices. 

The Introduction explains the scope and objective of the study in the light of current knowledge on the 
subject; the Materials and Methods describes how the study was conducted; the Results section reports 
what was found in the study; and the Discussion section explains meaning and significance of the results 
and provides suggestions for future directions of research. The manuscript must be prepared according 
to the Journal’s Instructions to Authors.

Editorial process
Authors are notified with an acknowledgement containing a Manuscript ID on receipt of a manuscript, 
and upon the editorial decision regarding publication. 
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s Pertanika follows a double-blind peer-review process. Manuscripts deemed suitable for publication 

are usually sent to reviewers.  Authors are encouraged to suggest names of at least three potential 
reviewers at the time of submission of their manuscript to Pertanika, but the editors will make the final 
choice. The editors are not, however, bound by these suggestions. 

Notification of the editorial decision is usually provided within ten to fourteen weeks from the receipt 
of manuscript.  Publication of solicited manuscripts is not guaranteed.  In most cases, manuscripts are 
accepted conditionally, pending an author’s revision of the material.

As articles are double-blind reviewed, material that might identify authorship of the paper should be 
placed only on page 2 as described in the first-4 page format in Pertanika’s Instructions to Authors 
given at the back of this journal. 

The Journal’s peer-review
In the peer-review process, three referees independently evaluate the scientific quality of the submitted 
manuscripts. 

Peer reviewers are experts chosen by journal editors to provide written assessment of the strengths and 
weaknesses of written research, with the aim of improving the reporting of research and identifying the 
most appropriate and highest quality material for the journal.

Operating and review process
What happens to a manuscript once it is submitted to Pertanika?  Typically, there are seven steps to the 
editorial review process:

1.	 The Journal’s chief executive editor and the editorial board examine the paper to determine 
whether it is appropriate for the journal and should be reviewed.  If not appropriate, the 
manuscript is rejected outright and the author is informed. 

2.	 The chief executive editor sends the article-identifying information having been removed, to 
three reviewers.  Typically, one of these is from the Journal’s editorial board.  Others are 
specialists in the subject matter represented by the article.  The chief executive editor asks 
them to complete the review in three weeks.  

Comments to authors are about the appropriateness and adequacy of the theoretical or 
conceptual framework, literature review, method, results and discussion, and conclusions.  
Reviewers often include suggestions for strengthening of the manuscript.  Comments to the 
editor are in the nature of the significance of the work and its potential contribution to the 
literature.

3.	 The chief executive editor, in consultation with the editor-in-chief, examines the reviews and 
decides whether to reject the manuscript, invite the author(s) to revise and resubmit the 
manuscript, or seek additional reviews.  Final acceptance or rejection rests with the Edito-
in-Chief, who reserves the right to refuse any material for publication.  In rare instances, 
the manuscript is accepted with almost no revision.  Almost without exception, reviewers’ 
comments (to the author) are forwarded to the author.  If a revision is indicated, the editor 
provides guidelines for attending to the reviewers’ suggestions and perhaps additional advice 
about revising the manuscript. 

4.	 The authors decide whether and how to address the reviewers’ comments and criticisms and 
the editor’s concerns.  The authors return a revised version of the paper to the chief executive 
editor along with specific information describing how they have answered’ the concerns 
of the reviewers and the editor, usually in a tabular form. The author(s) may also submit 
a rebuttal if there is a need especially when the author disagrees with certain comments 
provided by reviewer(s).
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5.	 The chief executive editor sends the revised paper out for re-review.  Typically, at least one of 
the original reviewers will be asked to examine the article. 

6.	 When the reviewers have completed their work, the chief executive editor in consultation 
with the editorial board and the editor-in-chief examine their comments and decide whether 
the paper is ready to be published, needs another round of revisions, or should be rejected. 

7.	 If the decision is to accept, an acceptance letter is sent to all the author(s), the paper is sent to 
the Press. The article should appear in print in approximately three months. 

The Publisher ensures that the paper adheres to the correct style (in-text citations, the 
reference list, and tables are typical areas of concern, clarity, and grammar).  The authors are 
asked to respond to any minor queries by the Publisher.  Following these corrections, page 
proofs are mailed to the corresponding authors for their final approval.  At this point, only 
essential changes are accepted.  Finally, the article appears in the pages of the Journal and is 
posted on-line. 
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Review Article

The Influence of Religiosity on Safety Behavior of Workers: A 
Proposed Framework

Mahmud, M.* and Yusof, S. M. 
UTM Razak School of Engineering and Advanced Technology, Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, 54100 UTM, 
Jalan Semarak, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia  

ABSTRACT

There has been a growing body of studies on religion and human safety behaviour in recent 
years. However, psychologists seem to be more inclined to pairing religiosity and non-
occupational risky behaviour (such as smoking, substance abuse, drinking and driving) in 
their studies, while safety scientists have hardly explored the influence of religiosity on 
occupational safety behaviour such as taking shortcuts or breaking the rules. To close this 
gap, this paper suggests that empirical studies should be conducted to explore possible 
associations between religiosity and safety behaviour at the workplace. To facilitate such 
studies, a conceptual framework is proposed based on the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
(TPB). This paper explains the rationale of choosing TPB. While TPB postulates that 
both the behavioural intention and perceived behavioural control explain the behaviour, 
it is interesting to examine the effect of religiosity on occupational behaviour. Examining 
religiosity as a new construct in occupational safety behaviour studies can help trigger the 
interest of other religious scholars, psychologists and safety scientists to use religiosity 
as a construct more rigorously in their future studies on safety to address the gap. Such 
studies can also help formulate or enhance safety interventions, since these human-related 
incidents and accidents seem endemic in high-risk industries.   

Keywords: Occupational safety behaviour, religiosity, 

Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB)   

INTRODUCTION

In any high-risk industry, safety is of 
paramount importance. After the Piper 
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Alpha incident in 1988 where 167 offshore 
workers died, researchers conducted many 
studies to understand the causes of industrial 
accidents. Reason (1999) reported that the 
Institute of Nuclear Power Operations in 
the United States of America found that 
accidents were contributed by human 
performance (52%) and design deficiencies 
(33%). As designs are being constantly 
improved and deficiencies supplemented 
using highly sophisticated and safety-based 
technology, most of the design concerns 
are now coming under control. However, 
accidents or disasters continue to happen, 
although the most modern technology 
is used. So, if technology cannot reduce 
accidents, then what can? This question 
has been plaguing safety scientists for 
decades, triggering voluminous studies on 
workplace safety. This has led to studies 
on the behaviour of workers and the 
underpinning factors that might contribute 
to incidents and accidents. Heinrich claimed 
that 88% of workplace accidents were the 
result of unsafe behaviour (Manuele, 2011). 
While this high percentage has been fiercely 
contested by some scholars, the human 
factor in accidents at the workplace is still 
a concern. 

ACCIDENT CAUSATION THEORIES

Even though the high percentage of 
human (unsafe behaviour) contribution to 
accidents can be disputed, it is Heinrich’s 
studies on the “human factor” that has 
resulted in the first scientific approach 
to accident prevention. There are many 

accident causation theories or models 
developed by safety experts to examine 
factors that contribute to accidents. Some 
focus on employees’ actions (behaviour) 
or inaction that causes accidents. Others 
concentrate on the responsibilities (actions 
and inaction) of the management that 
contribute to accidents. It is crucial for 
safety professionals to understand these 
accident causation theories so that accurate 
information about organisational safety 
problems can be used to develop effective 
safety interventions or programmes to 
prevent or reduce accidents in the workplace. 
This paper briefly examines some of the 
most popular accident causation theories 
that focus on safety behaviour.

Heinrich’s Domino Theory

This domino theory developed by Heinrich 
in the late 1920s is considered the first 
accident causation theory ever formulated 
(Friend & Kohn, 2005). Heinrich’s Domino 
Theory outlines five factors about accidents 
that are represented by individual principles 
or ‘dominoes’:

1. 	 Negative character traits leading a 
person to behave in an unsafe manner 
can be inherited or acquired as a result 
of the social environment.

2. 	 Negative character traits are why 
individuals behave in an unsafe manner 
and why hazardous conditions exist.

3. 	 Unsafe acts committed by individuals 
and mechanical or physical hazards are 
the direct cause of accidents.
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4. 	 Falls and the impact of moving objects 
typically cause accidents resulting in 
injury.

5. 	 Typical injuries resulting from accidents 
include lacerations and fractures.

The five factors can be pictured as a series 
of dominoes standing on one edge; when 
one falls, the disturbance causes the next 
piece to fall, and that causes the next to 
fall, thus triggering a chain reaction that 
ends with every piece having fallen. Since 
each factor is dependent on the preceding 
factor, when one factor, such as employees’ 
unsafe behaviour or unsafe conditions 
in the workplace are averted, then the 
chain reaction is stopped, thus preventing 
accidents and injuries (Friend & Kohn, 
2005).

Bird and Loftus’ Domino Theory

Bird and Loftus (1976) developed an 
updated domino theory that includes the 
between workers and the management. This 
theory uses five dominoes to represent the 
five events that are associated in accidents:

1.	 Lack of management control – This 
refers to the functions of a manager 
such as planning, organising, leading 
and controlling.

2.	 Basic cause – This refers to two groups:

a.	 Personal factors such as lack of 
knowledge or skill, improper 
motivation, and/or physical or 
mental problems, and

b.	 Job factors such as inadequate 
work standards, inadequate design 

or maintenance, normal tool or 
equipment wear and tear, and/or 
abnormal tool usage.

3.	 Immediate causes – This refers to unsafe 
acts and unsafe conditions.

4.	 Incident or undesired event

5.	 People-Property-Loss – This refers to 
the adverse results of accidents such 
as property damage and human injury. 
Like Heinrich’s theory, the Bird and 
Loftus Domino Theory also postulates 
that accidents are preventable if unsafe 
behaviour is prevented and unsafe 
conditions are averted. 

Human Factors Theory

The Human Factors Theory postulates that 
accidents are caused by human error, which 
is the result of three factors:

1)	 Overload, which represents excessive 
burdens or responsibilities placed on  a 
worker,

2)	 Inappropriate activities, which refer to 
activities that are new or unfamiliar  to 
the worker, and

3)	 Inappropriate response, which occurs 
when a worker does not take corrective 
action when he sees a hazard or when a 
worker removes a protective system in 
order to increase productivity (Friend & 
Kohn, 2005).

Swiss Cheese Model

Unlike Heinrich’s Domino Theory, which 
is considered the traditional approach to 
accident causation, the Swiss Cheese Model, 
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developed by Reason (1999), is classified 
under the modern approach of accident 
causation. According to this theory, the 
factors causing accidents can be visualised 
as slices of cheese, having many holes; 
however, unlike in cheese, the ‘holes’ in 
accidents i.e. the factors causing accidents 
are continuously shifting their position. 
The holes represent the faults or failures 
and their presence in any of the slices does 
not normally cause accidents. Accidents 
happen when all the slices of cheese line up 
to allow a trajectory path for the hazards to 
pass through so that they come in contact 
with the victims. The holes (faults) in the 
slices are caused by two elements, namely 
active failures and latent conditions. Active 
failures are the unsafe behaviour of people 
who are in direct contact with the system 
of work and are in the form of slips, lapses, 
fumbles, mistakes and procedural violations 
(Reason, 1999), while latent conditions 
refer to the inevitable “resident pathogens” 
that lie dormant within the system (Reason, 
1999). They will lie dormant until some 
enabling conditions such as error or the 
unsafe behaviour of workers triggers it 
(Woods, Johannesen, Cook, & Sarter, 1994). 

These accident causation theories 
emphasise that safety behaviour of workers 
is one of the major contributors to accidents. 
Therefore, to reduce accidents at the 
workplace, the root causes of lack of safety 
behaviour need to be examined in order 
to increase safe behaviour and reduce or 
stop unsafe behaviour. Accident causation 
theories are central in driving study into 
safety and human behaviour. 

OCCUPATIONAL  SAFETY 
BEHAVIOUR  STUDIES

There is a vast body of studies on human 
error, human behaviour, human attitude 
and human personality conducted by 
scientists and psychologists in the attempt 
to understand the human factors that lead 
to accidents. For example, Mearns, Flin, 
Gordon and Flemming (1997) studied 
the organisational and human factors that 
affected safety in onshore and offshore 
installations. A few years later, a study was 
conducted to examine the impact of safety 
climate on safety behaviour of workers in 
organisations (Neal, Griffin, & Hart, 2000). 
Other studies on safety behaviour in the 
literature included safe lifting behaviour 
by Johnson and Hall (2005); safety climate 
prediction of unsafe behaviour by Fogarty 
and Shaw (2010); safety behaviour in 
petrochemical plants by Salleh (2010), 
and; safety motivation impact on safety 
behaviour by Ibrahim (2012).

Despite the volume of safety behaviour 
studies in the literature, not all the issues 
raised by these studies have been settled. 
For example, Cooper and Phillips (2004) 
claimed that researchers struggled over 
the last 25 years searching for empirical 
evidence on safety climate and safety 
performance relationship. In addition, 
Salleh (2010) suggested that while the 
study of human safety behaviour has 
been conducted for decades, the solutions 
remained “scattered and scarce”. In 
addressing these issues, Cooper and Phillips 
(2004) proposed that many more studies 
are needed, and they should use a range 



Religiosity and Safety Behavior Framework

5Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 26 (1): 1 - 20 (2018)

of safety performance outcome variables 
instead of depending mainly on self-report 
instruments. Thus, to look into and further 
understand the complexities of safety 
behaviour, it is proposed that more safety 
behaviour studies should be conducted 
from various perspectives such as religion. 
For example, in a study on Christianity, 
Islam and Traditional African Religion 
groups in Ghana, Gyekye and Haybatollahi 
(2012) measured the influence of religion 
on safety behaviour of the workers in the 
workplace. They found that Christian 
workers indulged in safer behaviour than 
their colleagues from the Islamic and the 
traditional African religious groups. The 
Muslim and Traditionalist workers were also 
found to be more fatalistic in their attitudes 
than the Christian workers. 

Accidents or disasters continue to 
happen in many advanced countries such 
as The United States of America and the 
United Kingdom in spite of the latest 
technology and sophisticated systems used 
in their high-risk industries such as oil and 
gas, nuclear and construction. The use of 
sophisticated engineering is no guarantee 
that accidents will be averted. This finding 
is consistent with that of most studies in 
the literature that human factors contribute 
more to the occurrence of accidents in the 
workplace than do technological factors. 
For example, the Institute of Nuclear Power 
Operations (INPO) in the United States of 
America found that 52% of the significant 
events reported in 1983 and 1984 were 
caused by human performance (Reason, 
1999). This 52% of human contribution 

to accidents in the workplace was broken 
down further into deficient procedures or 
documentation (43%); lack of knowledge or 
training (18%); failure to follow procedures 
(16%); deficient planning or scheduling 
(10%); miscommunication (6%); deficient 
supervision (3%); policy problems (2%) and 
others (2%). The data indicated that most 
root causes came from either maintenance 
activities or bad decisions taken by the 
management.

RELIGIOSITY STUDIES

As seen in Section 3, there is an abundance 
of safety behaviour studies exploring 
factors affecting safety behaviour. However, 
religiosity is hardly studied in the realm of 
safety or safety behaviour. Research into 
religiosity and behaviour is considered 
“worthwhile” (Creel, 2007) as many people 
worldwide are pervasively engaged in the 
practice of religion. For example, in a survey 
by The Religion Monitor, Pickel (2013) 
found the percentage of people who claimed 
to be “very,” “fairly” or “moderately” 
religious is considerably high: Turkey 
(82%), Brazil (74%), India (70%) and the 
USA (67%). 

Mokhlis (2006) defined religiosity (also 
called religious commitment) as “the degree 
to which beliefs in specific religious values 
and ideals are espoused and practiced by 
an individual” (p. ii). On the other hand, 
the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
(1998), firstly defined religion as “belief in 
the existence of a supernatural ruling power, 
the creator and controller of the universe, 
who has given to man a spiritual nature 
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which continues to exist after the death of 
the body” (p. 7). However, WHO (1998) 
did not define religiosity but religiousness 
instead; religiousness refers to the extent to 
which an individual believes in, follows and 
practises a religion. 

There is a plethora of studies in the 
literature that support the growing body 
of studies on religion or religiosity and 
human behaviour. Some aspects of human 
behaviour widely studied by psychologists 
and researchers in relation to religion and 
religiosity are health behaviour (Creel, 2007; 
Kutcher, Bragger, Srednicki, & Masco, 
2010; Dodor, 2012), consumer behaviour 
(Mokhlis, 2006; Lau, Choe, & Tan, 2011), 
business ethical and unethical behaviour 
(Ademir & Egilmez, 2010), sexual risk 
behaviour (Campbell, 2008; Haglund 
& Fehring, 2009), prosocial behaviour 
(compliant, public, anonymous, dire, 
emotional and altruistic) (Hardy & Carlo, 
2005), HIV risky behaviour (Trinitapoli 
& Regnerus, 2006; Sanchez, 2012) and 
risk behaviour such as smoking, drinking, 
speeding and seat-belt use (Cazzell, 2009; 
Sinha, Cnaan, & Gelles, 2007).

Although many studies found that 
religiosity can predict risky behaviour in 
non-occupational settings such as drinking, 
driving and substance abuse, presently there 
is hardly any research into religiosity and 
occupational safety behaviour. For example, 
in an initial review of 27 behaviour-
religiosity studies to date, only one by 
Khan (2007) actually involved religiosity 
and safety behaviour in the workplace. It 
is this gap in knowledge that inspired this 

study, which proposes a framework that 
could be used to fill the gap while at the 
same time giving a better understanding 
of how religiosity among workers affects 
their behaviour with regards to safety in the 
workplace.

According to Khan (2007), there have 
been no studies that examined the influence 
of religiosity on risk factors associated with 
workplace safety. However, many studies 
looked at the influence of religiosity on 
general risk (Chapman & Denholm, 2001; 
Miller, 2000). Since there is a link between 
religiosity and risk in general, it is logical to 
assume that religiosity might also influence 
safety behaviour in the workplace. Due to 
this gap in religiosity and safety behaviour 
knowledge, Khan (2007) conducted a study 
on the influence of religiosity on workers’ 
safety perception and safety behaviour.

BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE MODELS

As explained in Section 2, accident causation 
theories are developed to help safety 
scholars understand factors that contribute 
to accidents. One factor that is mentioned 
consistently in those studies is the unsafe 
act. In order to stop or change any unsafe 
acts or behaviour, the factors contributing 
to unsafe acts need to be understood first. 
Safety scholars have in fact found many 
useful behavioural theories developed by 
behaviour psychologists to help investigate 
factors affecting safety behaviour.

For decades, theoretical models of 
behavioural change, such as Health Belief 
Model (HBM), Social Cognitive Theory 
(SCT), Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA), 
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Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) and 
Transtheoretical model (TTM) have been 
applied in a wide range of behaviour 
studies. This paper briefly reviews four 
of the major theories of behaviour or/and 
behavioural change that may be relevant to 
the development of effective intervention in 
health and safety behaviour from mainstream 
psychology. Based on evidence from the 
literature, the most appropriate model was 
selected for this study.

Health Belief Model (HBM)

The Health Belief Model (HBM), developed 
by Hochbaum in the 1950s, marked the 
start of structured and theory-based studies 
in health behaviour (Creel, 2007). The 
HBM proposes that people will perform 
preventive behaviour if they perceive a 
threat to their health. Such preventive 
behaviour depends on various factors such 
as: perceived susceptibility, perceived 
severity, perceived benefits, perceived 
barriers and cues to action (Rutter & Quine, 
2002). For better understanding of health 
behaviour, Rosenstock, Strecher and Becker 
(1988) suggested that an expanded Health 
Belief Model, which includes perceived 
self-efficacy, be used in related research as 
an additional variable.

Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA)

The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) 
states that a person’s intention to perform a 
behaviour is the best predictor of behaviour 
(Ajzen, 1991). Two factors, attitude towards 

behaviour and subjective norm, in turn 
predict the intention to perform (or not to 
perform) the behaviour. Attitude is defined 
as a product of belief about consequences 
and evaluation of the importance of 
consequences, while subjective norm is 
defined as the person’s normative beliefs 
about perceived social pressure from 
significant others (Rutter & Quine, 2002).

Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB)

One major drawback of TRA is that its 
predictive power is poor when dealing with 
people who perceive that they have little 
control over their behaviour or attitude. 
Due to this drawback, Ajzen (1991) added 
a construct to the Theory of Reasoned 
Action (TRA) and called it the Theory of 
Planned Behaviour (TPB). This construct 
is termed as perceived behavioural control, 
which represents the perception of people 
on the ease or difficulty of performing the 
behaviour (Gielen & Sleet, 2003). In brief, 
the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) 
proposes that a combination of attitude, 
subjective norm and behavioural intention 
could predict one’s behaviour.

Transtheoretical model (TTM)

The outcomes of the three models discussed 
so far i.e. the Health Belief Model (HBM), 
the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) and 
the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), can 
all be considered as lying on a continuum 
(Rutter & Quine, 2002). In these models, to 
change a person’s behaviour up or down the 
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continuum, an act of intervention to change 
the person’s belief about the particular 
behaviour is required. Meanwhile, in the 
Transtheoretical model (TTM), the outcome 
can be categorised into five stages (Rutter 
& Quine, 2002) as proposed in this model:

1)	 Pre-contemplative – Not thinking to 
change

2)	 Contemplative – Aware and thinking to 
change

3)	 Preparation – Preparing to make a 
change

4)	 Action – Making the change and 
maintaining it for a short period

5)	 Maintenance – Maintaining the change 
in behaviour (Gielen & Sleet, 2003).

Taylor, Bury, Campling, Carter, Garfied, 
Newbould and Rennie (2006) claimed 
that TTM is considered a popular health 
behaviour change model, despite the 
complexities of its structure.

There are a plethora of findings on the 
features and applications of each of the 
above four models. For instance, Creel 
(2007) found that many of the behaviour 
models and constructs overlap each other 
and that their predictive powers vary widely, 
while Taylor et al. (2006) found that each 
model had its own unique characteristics. 
For example, the HBM’s “perceived threat” 
construct is different from that of TRA, TPB 
and TTM (Taylor et al., 2006). In another 
finding, Ajzen (1998) concluded that the 
HBM is mostly confined to health behaviour 
investigation, while the application of TRA 
and TPB are mostly for general behaviour. 

These findings form the basis of selecting 
the most appropriate model for this study; 
this is discussed next.

SELECTING THE MODEL FOR THIS 
STUDY, THE THEORY OF PLANNED 
BEHAVIOUR (TPB) 

Overall, all the previously reviewed health 
and safety models are capable of explaining 
the factors affecting a wide range of human 
behaviour. However, of the four models 
examined, the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
(TPB) is considered the most pertinent 
in building a religiosity-safety behaviour 
conceptual framework for this study. 
The preference of the Theory of Planned 
Behaviour (TPB) over other models is due 
to a number of reasons. First, the Theory of 
Planned Behaviour (TPB) is a popular and 
influential model. For instance, in a meta-
analysis of Internet-based intervention, 
Webb, Joseph, Yardley and Michie (2010) 
found that the three most commonly used 
theories were the Social Cognitive Theory 
(SCT), the Trans-Theoretical Model (TTM) 
and the Theory of Reasoned Action/Planned 
Behaviour (TRA/TPB). Apparently, Webb et 
al. (2010) found that, of the three theories, 
the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) 
was the most influential. In another study, 
Rivis and Sheeran (2003) also suggested 
that TPB was the most influential model 
for explaining social and health behaviour. 

Second,  the Theory of  Planned 
Behaviour (TPB) has greater predictive 
strength than most of the other behavioural 
change models. For instance, Taylor et al. 
(2006) concluded in a meta-analysis that 
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the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) and 
the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) 
had superior predictive power compared to 
the HBM.

Third, the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
(TPB) is a widely accepted tool in many 
occupational safety behaviour (safe 
behaviour and unsafe behaviour) studies, 
indicating a consensus of TPB utility. For 
example, in a safe-lifting behaviour study, 
Johnson and Hall (2005) analysed the 
results of the study using structural equation 
modelling and found that the Theory of 
Planned Behaviour was capable of predicting 
safe-lifting behaviour. They further proposed 
that the Theory of Planned Behaviour was 
also applicable in understanding other 
safety-related behaviour. In another study 
that used the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
as the basis of its framework, Salleh (2010) 
showed that safety commitment, safety 
motivation, employees’ conscientiousness 
and employees’ competency positively 
predicted safety behaviour. The viability 
of TPB as a supportive framework for a 
safety behaviour study has been illustrated 
further by a study which posited that safety 
motivation, safety training and safety 
climate are positively and significantly 
related to safety behaviour (Ibrahim, 2012).

Fourth, the religiosity construct of 
this study is more suited to the Theory of 
Planned Behaviour (TPB). It was found 
that religiosity has potential influence on 
intention and behaviour. While there are 
countless studies employing the Theory 
of Planned Behaviour (TPB) in various 
behaviour domains as depicted above, 

there are not many TPB-based studies 
that involve the religiosity variable. In 
one study involving religiosity, Ajzen and 
Klobas (2013) found that TPB was capable 
of explaining factors that could influence 
the decision to have a child. However, the 
study tested religiosity as one of the many 
background factors such as nationality, 
general life values, attitude to childlessness 
and personality characteristics as well as 
demographic variables such as age, parity, 
housing conditions, income and education. 
Despite the background role played by this 
religiosity construct, this study conducted 
by Ajzen and Klobas (2013) serves as 
an empirical support for the utility of 
a behaviour-and-religiosity conceptual 
framework.

In contrast to the role of religiosity in 
the above study, Alam (2012) proved in his 
study on 300 Muslim consumers in Malaysia 
that religiosity could also be used as one of 
the main variables in TPB application. In 
his study, Alam (2012) found that religiosity 
had a significant and positive influence 
on the intention to buy a house using the 
Islamic financing method. Therefore, based 
on this finding, it is proposed in this study 
that religiosity plays a role in behavioural 
safety intention. This proposition led to the 
formulation of the religiosity and safety 
behaviour conceptual framework based on 
TPB.

THE THEORY OF PLANNED 
BEHAVIOUR (TPB)

The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) 
was introduced by Ajzen in 1985 and is 
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now one of the most popular models used 
in predicting human social behaviour. 
Ajzen (2011) claimed that using the Google 
Scholar search engine, it had been found 
that the number of citations of this work 
had increased from 22 in 1985 to 4550 in 
2010. The Theory of Reasoned Action was 
the earlier model developed by Fishbein and 
Ajzen as an intention theory in determining 
volitional behaviour. Due to its limitation, 
Ajzen (1991) included a perceived behaviour 

control to explain the internal and external 
constraints on behaviour, and called it the 
Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB). The 
main components of TPB are attitudes, 
subjective norms, perceived behavioural 
control, intentions and behaviour (Ajzen, 
1991, 2011). The main principle of TPB 
is that an individual’s behaviour is a 
direct function of behaviour intention and 
perceived behavioural control. The main 
constructs are shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991)

Attitude
Ajzen (1991) defined attitude as the degree 
to which a person has a favourable or 
unfavourable evaluation of behaviour. 
According to TPB, attitude denotes 
the positive or negative assessments of 
behaviour and its consequences. For 
example, people would tend to develop 
favourable attitudes towards behaviour 
that they believe would bring favourable 
consequences, while forming unfavourable 
attitudes towards behaviour that they feel 

would produce negative outcomes (Ajzen, 
1991). According to Fazio (2007), attitude 
can form from emotional reactions to an 
object, past behaviour and experiences with 
the object, or some combination of these 
sources. The expectancy-value model of 
attitudes suggests that attitudes develop 
from the beliefs that people hold about the 
object of the attitude. These beliefs that are 
expected to influence attitudes towards the 
behaviour are called behavioural beliefs 
(Ajzen, 1991).
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Subjective Norms

According to TPB, subjective norms refers 
to the perceived social pressure to perform 
or not to perform the behaviour. This social 
predictor relates to how  people important 
to the person view the behaviour. For 
example, the disapproval or approval of 
certain behaviour by family members, 
friends or co-workers may lead to perceived 
social pressure to perform or not to perform 
the behaviour (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005). 
Subjective norms can be measured by 
asking respondents to rate the extent to 
which important others would approve 
or disapprove of their performing a given 
behaviour.

Perceived Behaviour Control

Perceived behaviour control is the third 
determinant of intention and it refers to the 
perceived ease or difficulty of executing a 
certain behaviour. Perceived behavioural 
control is considered a central factor in 
TPB. It differentiates TPB from the Theory 
of Reasoned Action (TRA). Generally, the 
greater the three determinants, the attitude, 
the subjective norm and the perceived 
behavioral control, the stronger the intention 
to execute the behaviour. However, the 
importance of attitude, subjective norm 
and perceived behavioral control may vary 
across different behaviours. In one situation, 
perceived behavioural control and intention 
can effectively predict behaviour. However, 
in another situation, it is not surprising 
if only one of them is required to predict 
behaviour (Ajzen, 1991).

Behavioural Intention

Intention is instrumental in influencing 
behaviour in both TRA and TPB. Intention 
reflects the degree of seriousness and 
willingness of a person to carry out a certain 
behaviour. The stronger the intention to 
execute behaviour, the more likely that the 
behaviour is going to be executed. According 
to the TPB, behaviour to be performed 
depends not only on the motivation or 
intention to perform it but also to a certain 
degree on non-motivational elements such 
as time, money and skill (Ajzen, 1991). For 
example, a person’s intention to purchase 
a sports car would not turn into purchasing 
behaviour if the cost of the car were beyond 
his or her financial capability. The cost of the 
car would be the controlling factor, while 
the decision to buy or not to buy would be 
the motivational factor. If the person had 
enough money or resources and had the 
intention of buying the sports car, then he or 
she would succeed in purchasing it.

Behaviour

TPB provides  a  useful  conceptual 
framework for understanding the diversities 
and complexities of human social behaviour. 
According to TPB, performance of a certain 
behaviour is dependent on intention and 
perceived behavioural control. For accurate 
prediction of behaviour, both intention and 
perceived behavioural control must be 
related to that behaviour. For example, if 
we measured the ‘intention to donate’ or 
‘intention to help the Red Cross’ to predict 
the behaviour of ‘donating money to the 
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Red Cross’, then the prediction would not 
be accurate. The correct measure would be 
‘intention to donate to the Red Cross’ as it 
reflects the desired behaviour. Similarly, 
perceived behavioural control must be 
specific to the behaviour to be predicted 
(Ajzen, 1991).

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS 
OF THE THEORY OF PLANNED 
BEHAVIOUR (TPB)

The main strength of the TPB is that it can 
explain non-volitional (non-voluntary) 
behaviour, which cannot be explained by 
the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA). To 
explain behaviour, be it voluntary or non-
voluntary behaviour, a concept of perceived 
ease or difficulty of executing the behaviour 
is added (Ajzen, 1991). This concept is 
known as perceived behavioural control. In 
voluntary behaviour, behavioural intention 
can reflect the behaviour, whereas in non-
voluntary behaviour, perceived behavioural 
control is considered a stronger factor than 
intention in predicting the behaviour (Ajzen, 
1991). The perceived behavioural control is 
likened to a concept proposed by Bandura 
(1982) called perceived self-efficacy which 
“is concerned with judgments of how well 
one can execute courses of action required 
to deal with prospective situations” (p. 122).

Another strong point of TPB is that it 
has greater predictive strength than most 
other behavioural change models (Taylor 

et al., 2006). Further, it was noted that 
among the 12 health-related behaviour 
models examined, TPB was the only one 
that was validated and had variables which 
covered behaviour motivation, intention and 
enacting (Armitage & Arden, 2002; Hrubes 
et al., 2001; Armitage & Conner, 2001).

Nonetheless, the TPB is not without 
issues or limitation. For example, Bandura 
(1992) argued that self-efficacy does not 
equate to perceived behavioural control 
concept, which Ajzen (1991) claimed are 
both compatible constructs. However, 
McCaul et al. (1993) showed that self-
efficacy does not contribute much to the 
effectiveness of TPB, which actually 
resolved the concern. Johnson and Hall 
(2005) reported that some studies had 
encountered problems when measuring 
beliefs related to TPB, but the problems 
were addressed by excluding them from 
the studies. Despite the few limitations 
mentioned, TPB remains popular with 
researchers. 

PROPOSED FRAMEWORK: THE 
EXTENDED THEORY OF PLANNED 
BEHAVIOUR (TPB)

The proposed framework consisting of 
five TPB constructs and one additional 
religiosity construct are discussed below. 
The diagram of the extended TPB model for 
the religiosity-occupational safety behaviour 
framework is shown in Figure 2.
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Safety Attitude

Safety attitude simply refers to the beliefs 
or perceptions concerning the policies, 
procedures and practices of safety (Neal & 
Griffin, 2004). For example: “I intend to 
encourage fellow workers to work safely next 
week,” is a typical item to measure safety 
attitude. Based on TPB, safety attitude is the 
first determinant of the safety intention of a 
worker to perform safe behaviour. Generally, 
behavioural belief about certain attributes of 
an object combines multiplicatively with 
the evaluation of the attributes such as the 
cost incurred in executing safety behaviour 
to strengthen safety attitude (Ajzen, 1991).

Subjective Norms

‘Subjective norms refer to the overall 
perceived social pressure derived from the 

combined normative beliefs (beliefs that 
others want someone to hold in order to 
execute a certain behaviour) of various social 
referents (Ajzen, 2012). The perception 
of the normal group safety practices in 
a given workplace is an example of a 
subjective norm (Fogarty & Shaw, 2010). 
A typical item such as “Most people who 
are important to me support me in working 
safely,” is used to measure the subjective 
norms for safety behaviour prediction. 
Subjective norms depend on normative 
beliefs, which refer to the likelihood that 
important individuals or groups approve 
or disapprove of performing a certain 
behaviour and the person’s motivation 
to comply with the referent. However, 
Armitage and Conner (2001) showed that 
subjective norms as a whole is a weak 
predictor of behavioural intention.

Figure 2. The extended theory of planned behaviour
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Perceived Behaviour Control

According to Fogarty and Shaw (2010), 
perceived behavioral control refers to the 
inability to perform work according to 
rules and procedures because of forces 
that are beyond the individual’s control. 
Fogarty and Shaw (2010) suggested that 
workplace pressures could be considered 
an example of perceived behaviour control 
in the workplace context. Items such 
as “I am confident that I would follow 
safety procedures during the presence 
of my supervisor,” typifies a perceived 
behaviour control measure. To obtain 
the perceived behaviour control, control 
belief is multiplied by perceived power 
of the control factor to facilitate or inhibit 
performance of the behaviour. Control 
belief may refer to past experience with the 
behaviour or factors that increase or reduce 
the perceived difficulty of performing the 
safety behaviour.

Behavioural Intention

As posited by TPB, behavioural intention is 
central to performing behaviour. Intention 
is defined in TPB by Ajzen (1991) as the 
amount of effort one is willing to exert to 
attain a goal. Therefore, safety intention 
refers to a person’s plan or intention to 
perform safe behaviour. For example, the 
item, “I intend to encourage fellow workers 
to work safely next week,” is used to gauge 
the worker’s safety intention. 

Safety Behaviour

Occupational safety behaviour is defined 
as behaviour required to promote  safety at 
the workplace and behaviour that does not 
affect the worker’s safety directly but helps 
to build conditions that promote safety (Neil 
& Griffin, 2006). For example, the item, “I 
don’t take chances in getting a job done,” 
exemplify the safety behaviour measurement. 
As posited by TPB, the execution of safety 
behaviour is dependent on safety intention 
and perceived behavioural control. However, 
it is possible that any one of them is capable 
of predicting safety behaviour (Ajzen, 
1991). As discussed earlier, safety behaviour 
is one of the prevalent factors in accident 
causation theories. To understand the 
factors influencing safety behaviour, TPB 
is frequently used in  studies. However, the 
influence of religiosity on safety behaviour 
is hardly explored. Thus religiosity as 
a construct is added to TPB to offer a 
conceptual framework for safety scholars 
for collecting more empirical evidence 
on the safety behaviour and religiosity 
relationship. 

Religiosity

Mokhlis (2006) defined religiosity as 
“the degree to which beliefs in specific 
religious values and ideals are espoused 
and practiced by an individual.” Items such 
as “I offer prayer five times daily,” are a 
religiosity measurement. Religion is the 
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most significant identity of a person and it 
governs his behavior and lifestyle. In fact, 
almost every individual is affiliated to a 
certain religion and makes decisions based 
on religious teaching, beliefs or values. 
Depending on the individual’s level of 
religiosity, his or her attitude and behaviour 
are normally shaped by this set of beliefs 
and values (Ghouri et al., 2016). With the 
incredible number of application of 28 times 
in 1985 to 4550 in 2010 (Ajzen, 2011), TPB 
is considered one of the popular theories 
for studying human behaviour. As religion 
influences and dictates one’s daily thoughts 
and behaviour, it is only fitting to study 
religiosity and safety behaviour using TPB. 

A few studies proposed an extended 
model of TPB as their religiosity construct. 
For example, Ho et al. (2008) found 
in a religiosity study using TPB that 
religiosity was positively related to Internet 
engagement in online religious activities. As 
noted earlier, Alam (2012) also found that 
religiosity was significantly and positively 
related to behavioural intention using a 
similar extended framework of TPB, with 
religiosity as an added determinant of 
intention. The above studies by Ho et al. 
(2008) and Alam (2012) on Internet surfing 
behaviour and purchasing behaviour showed 
consistency in incorporating religiosity as 
the determinant of behavioural intention 
in TPB. Therefore, it appears appropriate 
to propose religiosity as the additional 
determinant of safety intention to predict 
safety behaviour in the extended version 
of TPB. In this proposed framework, 
religiosity is added as the fourth determinant 

of behavioural intention, along with safety 
attitude, subjective norm and perceived 
behavioural control. 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK

Given the fact that many proponents of 
TPB have successfully applied in their 
studies all the constructs proposed in this 
study such as religiosity, safety attitude, 
perceived behaviour control and safety 
behavioural intention in predicting various 
testable behaviour on different populations, 
this paper concludes that TPB is the suitable 
framework for this study. 

The main proposition of this study is 
that Muslim workers’ religiosity will have 
a positive relationship with occupational 
safety behaviour. While the researcher plans 
to apply the proposed conceptual framework 
in testing the proposition on the safety 
behaviour of Muslim shipyard workers 
in Malaysia, other researchers elsewhere 
are also encouraged to test it on different 
affiliates. 

With an es t imated 264 mil l ion 
occupational accidents and 350,000 
fatalities occurring yearly around the globe 
(Hamalainen, Takala, & Saarela, 2006), it is 
hard to ignore the pressing need to address 
accidents at the workplace. Apparently, with 
many countries claiming to be religious such 
as Turkey (82%), Brazil (74%), India (70%) 
and the USA (67%), it is hard to ignore the 
possible influence of religiosity on safety 
behaviour (Pickel, 2013). In an effort 
to decrease accidents in the workplace, 
this paper proposed a religiosity-based 
framework that could help researchers in 
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conducting further empirical studies on 
safety behaviour of the workers. The studies 
could help researchers to understand human 
safety behaviour better before intervention 
can be taken to reduce unsafe behaviour. 

Future work involves using this 
conceptual framework to investigate the 
safety behaviour of Muslim shipyard 
workers in Malaysia. In order to investigate 
Muslim religiosity, an Islamic religiosity 
scale will be used. Researchers can use the 
proposed framework on different affiliates 
with related religiosity scales. It is believed 
that this framework could enhance the 
understanding of safety behaviour of 
different religious affiliations throughout 
the world.
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ABSTRACT

The main purpose of the paper is to systematically review the common issues and challenges 
inhibiting breast cancer awareness in Malaysia. Drawing upon journals and database search 
dealing with breast cancer awareness in Malaysia, 38 articles were retrieved and then 
analysed using the content analysis method. Issues related to public health management 
of breast cancer pandemic in Malaysia, its effects and the fundamental principles used 
in developing and designing cancer control programmes, screening management as well 
as challenges faced by authorised agencies in promoting breast cancer awareness were 
studied. Methodology included identification of research streams, and the categorisation of 
reviewed articles into five main pillars, namely (a) thematic issue/problem statement in the 
articles; (b) target population; (c) applied methodologies; (d) measurement of dependent 
variables, and (e) findings that discuss the emerging issue and challenges in promoting 
breast cancer awareness in Malaysia. It is hoped that the knowledge gained will serve as a 
significant foundation in designing public health awareness campaigns to cultivate, instil 
early detection behaviour and ameliorate promotion efforts among public health authorities 
in Malaysia.    

Keywords: Breast cancer awareness, Breast Self-

Examination (BSE), health campaign, Clinical Breast 

Examination (CBE), early detection, mammogram 

screening   



Mohamed Samsudeen Sajahan and Azizah Omar

22 Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 26 (1): 21 - 40 (2018)

INTRODUCTION

Over the years, the pandemic of cancer 
cases around the world has become a 
thought-provoking issue in public health 
management (Youlden, Cramb, Yip, & 
Baade, 2014; Zelle & Baltussen, 2013; 
American Cancer Society, 2010). The 
burden of health expenditure on individual 
as well as public healthcare agencies due to 
cancer-related diseases is forecast to grow 
at an alarming rate worldwide in the future 
(World Cancer Report, 2008), especially 
among lower- and middle-income countries 
(Boyle & Levin, 2008; Sloan & Gelband, 
2007). The number of new cancer cases is 
expected to rise to 16.8 million worldwide 
by 2020 and subsequently to 27 million by 
the year 2030 (Beaulieu, Bloom, Bloom, & 
Stein, 2009). Findings from the American 
Cancer Society (ACS) reported that the total 
economic impact of premature death and 
disability due to cancer worldwide in 2008 
was USD895 billion. The top three types 
of cancer contributing towards the global 
impact are lung cancer (i.e.USD188 billion), 
colon/rectum cancer (i.e.USD99 billion) and 
breast cancer (i.e.USD88 billion) (American 
Cancer Society, 2010). The latest report 
issued by GLOBOCAN (2012) on cancer 
variation between the genders globally 
indicates that lung cancer, prostate cancer, 
colorectal cancer and stomach cancer are the 
most common types of cancer among males, 
while breast cancer, colorectal cancer, lung 
cancer and cervical cancer were identified 
as the common cases of cancer associated 
with women (GLOBOCAN 2012).

Breast cancer is identified as the 
most common cancer associated to a high 
incidence rate of mortality among women 
globally (Maznah, Sofea, & Awang, 2011; 
Jemal et al., 2011; Freedman & Partridge, 
2013). Various existing studies in the 
literature have recognised breast cancer as 
the most prevalent, frequently diagnosed 
cancer and common cause of mortality 
among women worldwide (Pisani et al., 
2002; Zeeb et al., 2002; Parkin et al., 2005; 
Eidson et al., 1994; Jemal et al., 2005; 
Anderson et al., 2006; Groot et al., 2006). 
This has been confirmed by the International 
Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) 
in their latest press release statement 
(December 12, 2013) that breast cancer has 
caused 522,000 deaths worldwide and 1.7 
million women were diagnosed with breast 
cancer in 2012 (WHO, 2013).  

The initiative to combat the global breast 
cancer pandemic worldwide encapsulates 
comprehensive control programmes 
that involve prevention, early detection, 
diagnosis and treatment and rehabilitation 
and palliative care (WHO, 2015). Concisely, 
the fundamental principle in prevention and 
early detection lies in the effort of promoting 
breast cancer awareness that includes 
preventing cancers (eliminating; minimising 
exposure to the risk factor associated to 
cancer) and detecting cases (early detection 
control strategies) to reduce mortality. Apart 
from prevention, the detection control 
strategy comprises mammography, clinical 
breast examination (CBE) and breast self-
examination (BSE). An annual mammogram 
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screening is recommended for woman 
aged 40 and above. CBE practice needs 
to be performed once every three years 
among women in their 20s up to age 39 
and every year for women 40 years old 
and above. On the other hand, the BSE is 
promoted as a crucial and important method 
in improving the breast cancer outcome 
and in fact remains as fundamental breast 
cancer control strategy among nations 
with limited resources such as low- and 
middle-income countries (WHO, 2015; 
Ginsburg, 2013). Early detection via the 
BSE aided by screening can contribute 
towards reducing mortality by providing 
more opportunities for treatment choices 
if breast cancer is found at the early stage 
(Allen, Van Groningen, Barksdale, & 
McCarthy, 2010). Despite the lack of mutual 
consensus on the recommendation for BSE, 
numerous societies and associations such 
as the American Cancer Society, American 
College of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, 
American Medical Association, Susan 
G. Komen Foundation and the National 
Comprehensive Cancer Network still 
recommend the BSE as a tool for detecting 
breast cancer (Allen et al., 2010). It is 
postulated that early diagnosis and success 
of the screening initiative will result in 
substantial improvement in health (Loh & 
Chew, 2011).  

In Malaysia, the incidence of breast 
cancer records a steady increment among 
all races starting from age 30 to the peak 
age of 50 to 59, with the majority of women 
diagnosed with breast cancer at the critical 
level aged between 40 and 60 (Hamudin, 
2014). It is proposed that 50% (1,299) of 

deaths due to breast cancer are avoidable 
with early detection and optimal access 
to treatment (Hamudin, 2014). From the 
overall total number of mortality, 647 cases 
of mortality could be prevented if detected 
at the early stage due to advancement 
of breast cancer treatment and cures. 
However, it was reported that the initiative 
by the National Population and Family 
Development Board (LPPKN) to promote 
early detection of breast cancer screening 
via introduction of a free mammogram 
subsidy programme received poor response 
from Malaysian women. Statistical evidence 
from the Women, Family and Community 
Development Ministry depicts that despite 
huge funding from the government to 
educate the public, in particular, women, 
on breast cancer awareness, the engagement 
from the target population is still relatively 
low. For instance, the free mammogram 
programme, which has been offered since 
2007, received a total of RM54.2 million in 
allocation under the 2013 budget but only 
1.5% out of 14.8 million women in the 
country have participated in the programme 
(Hamudin, 2014). This clearly indicates 
that while the Malaysian government has 
invested a vast amount of money, women 
have been slow to respond. This situation 
should not be neglected as it involves public 
funding, the time and expertise of healthcare 
policy-makers and expenditure, all of which 
are an economic burden to the country.

Motivated by this development, this 
paper aimed to conduct a systematic analysis 
on past journal articles to categorise and 
position the academic scenario, review 
the common issues, challenges and 
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methodological pitfalls as well to identify 
the gaps and provide direction for future 
research into breast cancer awareness 
management in Malaysia. We conducted 
content analysis of 38 articles related 
to breast cancer in Malaysia retrieved 
from EBSCO, Emerald, ProQuest, SAGE, 
Science Direct, Springer and the Taylor & 
Francis database. This paper begins with a 
brief overview of breast cancer incidence 
and screening management in Malaysia 
before providing details on the methodology 
applied and a descriptive discussion on 
the articles. The paper concludes with an 
agendum for future research related to 
the identified issues and challenges facing 
breast cancer awareness in Malaysia.

BREAST CANCER INCIDENCE AND 
SCREENING MANAGEMENT IN 
MALAYSIA

Breast cancer is the most common cancer 
among Malaysian women from all ethnic 
groups (Lim & Halimah, 2008). Data 
retrieved from the International Agency 
for Research on Cancer (IARC) database 
(GLOBOCAN) indicate that Malaysia 
is estimated to have 5400 new cases of 

breast cancer and 2500 cases of mortality 
in 2012. The most common cases of cancer 
among females are breast, cervix uteri and 
colorectum cancer. The highest number 
of deaths among women in Malaysia is 
caused by breast cancer (2500 deaths), lung 
cancer (1300 deaths) and colorectum cancer 
(1000 deaths). Comparison of breast cancer 
incidence and mortality among women 
in Southeast Asia indicated that Malaysia 
is among the top 10 countries listed, with 
high incidence and mortality rates. The 
Age Standardised Ratio (ASR) of breast 
cancer mortality in Malaysia is the highest 
at 38.7 per 100,000 population, while the 
ASR of breast cancer incidence is higher 
than for countries such as Thailand (29.3), 
Myanmar (22.1), Cambodia (19.3) and Laos 
(19) (GLOBOCAN, 2012). It is estimated 
that by 2030 the new cases of breast cancer 
in Malaysia could be as high as 9248 cases 
with 4546 deaths due to breast cancer 
(GLOBOCAN, 2012). Comparatively, 
the number of new breast cancer cases is 
expected to increase to 28% by the year 
2020 and further increase to 76% by the year 
2030 (Table 1).

Table 1 
Prediction of number of new cases and breast cancer deaths in the years 2012, 2020 and 2030 in Malaysia

Year Incidence (Number) Increase (%) Mortality (Number) Increase (%)
2012 5410 - 2572 -
2020 6977 28 3386 31
2030 9248 70 4546 76
Source: Adopted from GLOBOCAN, 2012
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The establishment of breast cancer 
prevention management in Malaysia is 
mainly anchored towards promoting early 
detection of breast cancer and screening 
practice with the aim of reducing the 
number of incidence and deaths (Ministry 
of Health Malaysia, 1995). The rationale 
of substantial nationwide efforts that 
emphasise on early detection of breast 
cancer and screening practice is in line 
with the mission of the Malaysian National 
Cancer Institute to promote breast cancer 
awareness to help the government to curb 
further escalation of breast cancer mortality, 
which in turn would enhance the cost 
effective management of breast cancer. In 
Malaysia, the implementation of screening 
and management of breast cancer through 
BSE, CBE and mammogram screening is 
guided by the Malaysian Health Ministry’s 
“Clinical Practice Guidelines” (CPG: 
Management of Breast Cancer [2nd ed.], 
November 2010). Mammogram screening is 
recommended for women aged 50 years old 
and above, while women aged 40 and above 
are encouraged to pursue CBE annually 
and  women aged 20 to 39 are encouraged 
to perform CBE once every three years. 
Women are encouraged BSE on a monthly 
basis regardless of their age. 

Maznah, Sofea and Awang (2011) 
indicated that screening practice in 
Malaysia provide an opportunity for tests 
and examination to detect disease not only 
in people who have cancer indications 
but also in those who do not have any 
symptoms. Mammogram screening services 
are offered on a voluntary basis at no cost 

(free of charge) at all public hospitals in 
Malaysia (Maznah et al., 2011b) and on a 
subsidised rate (initiated by the Ministry 
of Women, Family and Development in 
2007) at private clinics and hospitals. Until 
the year 2013, the Malaysian government 
through the Ministry of Women, Family 
and Development allocated a total of 
RM54.2 billion for a mammogram subsidy 
programme particularly among citizens 
with a monthly income of below RM5000 
(Hamidun, 2014). Meanwhile, with regards 
to BSE, as stipulated in the Ministry of 
Health’s “Clinical Practice Guidelines 
on Management of Breast Cancer”, the 
practice of BSE is recommended to educate 
and promote self-health responsibility 
(Ministry of Health Malaysia, 2010). 
In Malaysia, breast cancer prevention 
management is anchored by the Ministry of 
Health, non-profit organisations and private 
companies (as a part of their corporate social 
responsibility).

METHODOLOGY

This section describes the method applied 
in the paper. As the first step, a structured 
review of articles dealing with common 
issues and challenges facing breast cancer 
awareness in Malaysia was completed. The 
search and identification of articles related 
to breast cancer awareness were conducted 
through a keyword search that included 
but was not limited to these words and 
phrases: breast cancer campaign, awareness, 
BSE, mammogram, CBE, early detection, 
breast cancer, breast screening, practice 
and barriers in breast cancer screening. 
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A total of 38 articles related to breast 
cancer in Malaysia published in EBSCO, 
Emerald, ProQuest, SAGE, Science Direct, 
Springer and the Taylor & Francis database 
search engines fit the review goal of this 
paper and were selected and analysed. 
In particular, latent content analysis (i.e. 
process of interpretation of content) within 
the qualitative summative content analysis 
approach was utilised in this study to 
describe the findings. The review goal of 
this paper was to synthesise the content of 
journal articles mainly to provide in-depth 
discussion on thematic issues underlying the 
problem statement, sample of respondents, 

applied methodologies, outcome and 
dependent variable measurement and 
determinant of Breast Cancer Awareness in 
Malaysia. Lastly, the findings were used to 
address the gaps in the review, generate a 
research agendum and present avenues for 
further research in addressing issues and 
challenges facing breast cancer awareness 
in Malaysia.

Prior to conducting the content analysis, 
the articles were categorized into four 
different streams of research in order to 
systemise the identified articles that were 
relevant to breast cancer awareness as 
illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Research streams on breast cancer awareness campaign in Malaysia

9	

	

thematic issues underlying the problem statement, sample of respondents, applied 

methodologies, outcome and dependent variable measurement and determinant of 

Breast Cancer Awareness in Malaysia. Lastly, the findings were used to address the 

gaps in the review, generate a research agendum and present avenues for further 

research in addressing issues and challenges facing breast cancer awareness in 

Malaysia. 

Prior to conducting the content analysis, the articles were categorized into four 

different streams of research in order to systemise the identified articles that were 

relevant to breast cancer awareness as illustrated in Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Research streams on breast cancer awareness campaign in Malaysia. 

 

 The research papers on breast cancer awareness consisted of articles related to 

evaluation of breast cancer awareness (Hadi, Hassali, Shafie, & Awaisu, 2010); 

awareness and practise of screening procedure (including BSE and mammography) 

(Kanaga, Nithiya, & Noor Shatirah, 2011; Loh & Chew, 2011; Sami Abdo et al., 2011; 

Abdullah, Abd, Rampal, & Al-Sadat, 2011; Rosmawati, 2010); perception of breast 

cancer (Hadi, Hassali, Shafie, & Awaisu, 2010); knowledge related to risk factors, 

symptoms and practice of BSE (Mehrnoosh, Muhamad, Rosliza, Irmi, & Salmiah, 

2011; Nor Afiah et al., 2011; Norsa’adah, Rusli, Imran, & Winn, 2005; Parisa, 

Mirnalini, Nor Afiah, & Hejar, 2008; Laila, Khaldoon, Zuraidah, & Ahmed, 2011; 

Loh, Packer, Yip, & Passmore, 2009; Pathmawathi, Oranye, Azimah, Nur Aishah, & 

Nora, 2013); patients’ perception of cancer screening and early diagnosis (Maryam et 

al., 2013); practice and barriers towards BSE (Redhwan Ahmed, Dhekra Hamoud, 

Total number of articles on 
Breast Cancer Awareness 

in Malaysia (n=38) 
	

General (n=4) 
	

Mini Review (n=1) 
	

Commentary (n=2) 
	

Research Paper (n=31) 
	

The research papers on breast cancer 
awareness consisted of articles related to 
evaluation of breast cancer awareness (Hadi, 
Hassali, Shafie, & Awaisu, 2010); awareness 
and practise of screening procedure 
(including BSE and mammography) 
(Kanaga, Nithiya, & Noor Shatirah, 2011; 
Loh & Chew, 2011; Sami Abdo et al., 2011; 
Abdullah, Abd, Rampal, & Al-Sadat, 2011; 

Rosmawati, 2010); perception of breast 
cancer (Hadi, Hassali, Shafie, & Awaisu, 
2010); knowledge related to risk factors, 
symptoms and practice of BSE (Mehrnoosh, 
Muhamad, Rosliza, Irmi, & Salmiah, 2011; 
Nor Afiah et al., 2011; Norsa’adah, Rusli, 
Imran, & Winn, 2005; Parisa, Mirnalini, 
Nor Afiah, & Hejar, 2008b; Laila, Khaldoon, 
Zuraidah, & Ahmed, 2011; Loh, Packer, 
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Yip, & Passmore, 2009; Pathmawathi, 
Oranye, Azimah, Nur Aishah, & Nora, 
2013); patients’ perception of cancer 
screening and early diagnosis (Maryam et 
al., 2013); practice and barriers towards 
BSE (Redhwan Ahmed, Dhekra Hamoud, 
Yuri, Chen, & Ali, 2011; Al-Dubai et 
al., 2012); practice and barriers towards 
mammography (Al-Naggar & Bobryshev, 
2012) rural women’s knowledge of breast 
cancer and screening methods (Maznah, 
Eng, Nur, & Nyuk, 2013); magnitude of 
diagnosis delay of breast cancer and its 
associated factors (Norsa’adah, Rampal, 
Rahmah, Naing, & Biswal, 2011); factors 
associated with BSE practice (Redhwan, 
Yuri, & Karim, 2012; Chee, Rashidah, 
Khadijah, & Intan, 2003; Maznah, Ng, 
Sadat, Ismail, & Bulgiba, 2011a); influence 
of sociodemographic factors on breast 
cancer delayed presentation (Sumarni et al., 
2013); predictors of breast cancer screening 
(Maznah, Eng, Nur, Ranjit, & Lim, 2012); 
validation of Champion’s Health Belief 
Model (CHBMS) among Malaysian women 
(Parisa, Mirnalini, Mohd Nasir, Hejar, & 
Nor Afiah, 2008a); experience of Malaysian 
women with breast cancer (Azlina, Imi 
Sairi, Zainal, Zulkifli, & Soon, 2013); 
causes of breast cancer and comparison 
among three races in Malaysia (Shadiya, 
Gogilawani, Akbariah, & Saidatul, 2012); 
and lifestyle and its association with breast 
cancer (Rozanim, Shamsul Azhar, & Noor 
Hidayah, 2006).

The commentary articles focused 
on assessing the implementation and 
implications of breast cancer prevention and 

control programmes in Malaysia (Maznah et 
al., 2011b); and evaluation of early detection 
and breast cancer treatment educational 
outreach programme message acceptance 
(Nur, Yip, Mohamed, Ng, & Farizah, 2007). 
As for the mini review articles, the core 
concern was epidemiology of breast cancer 
in Malaysia (Yip, Nur, & Ibraham, 2006). 

Articles in the general stream were more 
concerned with providing an overview of the 
cancer spectrum in Malaysia Hisham & Yip, 
2003, 2004; Lim, 2002, 2003). The common 
issue highlighted in this stream was the 
seriousness of the breast cancer pandemic 
as one of the leading causes of death among 
Malaysian women. These articles also 
unanimously suggested the importance of 
promoting early detection and screening 
as the fundamental approach in combating 
breast cancer along with the pertinent role 
of cancer treatment (facilities), palliation, 
rehabilitation (Lim, 2002, 2033) training 
and networking between the public and 
the non-governmental sector (Lim, 2002) 
in defining and refining the breast cancer 
strategy in the country. 

CONTENT ANALYSIS FINDINGS

This section highlights and describes 
the contents analysis findings conducted 
on academic articles related to breast 
cancer awareness in Malaysia. The detailed 
information on the descriptive findings 
of these articles includes (1) thematic 
issues underlying the problem statement; 
(2) samples of respondents; (3) applied 
methodology; (4) outcome and dependent 
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variable measurement; and (5) determinants 
of breast cancer awareness in Malaysia.

Thematic Issues Underlying Problem 
Statement

Age standardised ratio (ASR), peak age, 
delayed presentation of breast cancer, 
risk factors and negative socio-cultural 
perception. The content analysis of 38 
articles examined found the higher Age 
Standardised Ratio (ASR) and discussion on 
late peak age of breast cancer presentation 
in Malaysia in comparison to other Asian 
countries to be the main thematic issue 
underlying the problem statement. Data 
from Malaysia’s National Cancer Registry 
(2006) were presented to support the 
evidence that one in every 19 Malaysian 
women have the possibility of developing 
breast cancer in their lifetime. The ASR for 
Malaysian women was at 39.3 per 100,000 
of the population, which was much higher 
than for other Asian countries such as 
Beijing (24.6), Hiroshima (36.6), Chennai 
(23.9) and Seoul (20.8) (Lim & Halimah, 
2008; Zainal & Nor Saleha, 2006). The 
discussion also depicted the variation in 
the breast cancer incidence rates among the 
three main ethnic groups in Malaysia. The 
ASR was highest at 59.9 per 100,000 of the 
population for Malaysian Chinese women 
and 54.2 per 100,000 of the population for 
Malaysian Indian women and the lowest 
at 34.9 per 100,000 of the population for 
Malaysian Malay women (Lim & Halimah, 
2008).

The  articles also described serious 
implication of delayed or late presentation 

of breast cancer among Malaysian women. 
Numerous articles in the review highlighted 
the alarming situation related to late stage 
breast cancer presentation in the country 
(Yip & Ibrahim, 2006; Abdullah, Abd, 
Rampal, & Al-Sadat, 2011; Zarihah et al, 
2003; Hisham & Yip, 2003, 2004). As 
reported in  the “Third National Cancer 
Registry Report” (2008), 30% to 40% of 
Malaysian women presented at later stages 
(Stage 3 and 4) of breast cancer compared 
to their counterparts in other developing 
countries (usually at Stage 1 and 2) (Yip 
& Ibrahim, 2006; Abdullah et al., 2011). 
Findings from preliminary work on stages 
of breast cancer diagnosis undertaken by the 
Penang Cancer Registry (which is a regional 
cancer register) during the period 1994-1998 
reported that only 15.8% comprised Stage 
1 breast cancer cases, while 46.9% were 
Stage 2 cases, 22.2% were Stage 3 cases 
and 15.5% were Stage 4 cases (Zarihah et 
al, 2003). Another study conducted between 
1998 and 2001 at Hospital Kuala Lumpur 
(HKL) testified that 50 to 60% of breast 
cancer cases were presented at Stage 3 or 
4 and only 5.2% were diagnosed during 
mammogram screening (Hisham & Yip, 
2003, 2004). 

Next, the review revealed that the 
peak age for breast cancer presentation in 
Malaysia was in the range of 40-49 years 
(Najwa et al., 2013). Apart from this, 
data from the University Malaya Medical 
Centre reported that the number of newly 
diagnosed breast cancer cases had increased 
from 60 to 330, of which 50% occurred at 
the age of below 50 years old (between 
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40-49) since the establishment of breast 
cancer in 1993 until 2004 (Yip et al., 2006). 
The largest group was Malaysian Malays 
(48%), followed by Malaysian Chinese 
(35%) and Malaysian Indians (17%). In 
fact, some of the articles reviewed also 
associated the peak age of breast cancer 
with the much younger age of 40-49 among 
Malaysian women compared to 50 to 59 
in Western countries, where woman faced 
rapid changes in lifestyle resulting from 
industrialisation, a sedentary lifestyle and 
consumption of unhealthy food (Rozanim, 
Shamsul Azhar, & Noor Hidayah, 2006; 
Shadiya, Gogilawani, Akbariah, & Saidatul, 
2012).  

Apart from this, another significant 
theme confronting breast cancer awareness 
in Malaysia was the issue of negative 
socio-cultural perception. It was reported 
that socio-cultural perception of breast 
cancer among Malaysians was an important 
contributor to the presentation of breast 
cancer at the advanced stage in Malaysia 
(Hisham & Yip, 2003). Among the socio-
cultural factors that projected breast cancer 
in a negative light was a strong belief in 
traditional medicine, negative perception 
of the disease, poor education, poverty, 
fear and denial (Hisham & Yip, 2004). It 
is suggested that improvised public health 
education and communication can inhibit 
such socio-cultural perception among 
Malaysian women to create awareness on 
health-seeking behaviour.

Target Groups

The target audience on breast cancer 
awareness studies in Malaysia covered a 
wide range of the population, including 
students (Hadi et al., 2010a; Redhwan 
Ahmed et al., 2011; Mehrnoosh et al., 2011), 
teachers (Parisa et a., 2008a), female staff at 
public universities (Nor Afiah et al., 2011; 
Maznah et al., 2011a), production workers 
in electronic factories (Chee et al., 2003), 
general samples of various ethnic groups 
of women (rural and urban) (Hadi et al., 
2010b; Maznah et al., 2013; Redhwan et 
al., 2012; Maznah et al., 2012; Norsa’adah 
et al., 2005; Kanaga et al., 2011; Sami 
Abdo et al., 2011; Al-Dubai et al., 2012; 
Al-Naggar & Bobryshev, 2012; Rosmawati, 
2010) as well as among women diagnosed 
with breast cancer and breast cancer patients 
(Maryam et al., 2013; Norsa’adah et al., 
2011; Sumarni et al., 2013; Azlina et al., 
2013; Loh & Chew, 2011; Laila et al., 2011; 
Rozanim et al., 2006), among hospital 
personnel (Abdullah et al., 2011) and 
women with a positive family history of 
breast cancer (Pathmawathi et al., 2013). 
Overall, the selection of the target segment 
of respondents to breast cancer awareness 
could be grouped into three main categories, 
namely student, breast cancer patients and 
specific interest groups. 

The student population accounted 
for three studies (n=3). The selection 
of respondents comprised all races of 
students from public and private universities 
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i.e. Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM), 
University Putra Malaysia (UPM) and 
the Management and Science University 
(MSU) (Hadi et al., 2010a; Mehrnoosh et 
al., 2011; Redhwan Ahmed et al., 2011). 
Student respondents ranged in age from 15 
to 44 years old comprising different levels 
of education including undergraduate to 
post graduate. The most frequent variables 
assessed among the student segment were 
related to breast cancer general knowledge, 
risk factors, symptoms, availability of 
screening examinations, perception of 
management and breast cancer treatment 
and also BSE practice. 

Studies on breast cancer awareness also 
focused on exploration related to breast 
cancer patients histologically confirmed 
as having breast cancer in medical centres. 
These studies typically explored factors 
associated with delayed presentation of 
breast cancer, perceived health belief 
(benefit, barriers, cues to action, risk), a 
fatalistic view of cancer, experience and 
illness transition process, self-discovery 
of symptoms and seeking-treatment 
behaviour. The identification and selection 
of respondents was concentrated at centres 
that provided oncology services such as the 
Penang General Hospital, Kuala Lumpur 
Hospital, Radiotherapy and Oncology 
Clinic in Kuala Lumpur and Kelantan Public 
Hospital.

Apart from this, the review also found 
that the researchers were more interested 
in gathering specific knowledge on breast 
cancer from very specific categories of 
respondents. Among the categories were 

high risk groups such as women with a 
positive family history of breast cancer and 
the most influential group, as they could act 
as advocators for breast cancer knowledge 
and awareness, comprising teachers and 
staff at public universities and hospitals. It 
was postulated that the selection of specific 
segments of the population compared to 
the general population would enhance 
researcher knowledge on the challenges to 
providing services regarding breast cancer 
awareness and screening programmes (Nor 
Afiah et al., 2011). 

Applied Methodology

Out of the total of 38 articles reviewed, 
the majority opted for the cross-sectional 
design of study. The cross-sectional study 
has become the dominant approach used 
by many social scientists for evaluating 
knowledge of breast cancer risk factors, 
symptoms and methods of screening. 
Of the 19 cross-sectional design studies 
(n=19), four (n=4) used the face-to-face 
interview using a validated questionnaire, 
while 15 (n=15) used the self-administered 
questionnaire. As for the sampling methods, 
four studies (n=4) used convenient sampling, 
five (n=5) used systematic sampling, another 
four (n=4) used simple random sampling, 
two used cluster sampling and one used 
multi-stage random sampling, while the last 
used purposive sampling.

Relatively, only a small portion of 
the studies used qualitative methodology 
to collect information on perception of 
cancer screening and early diagnosis. The 
qualitative approach was used for collecting 
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in-depth information from cancer patients 
(Maryam et al., 2013; Azlina et al., 2013), 
surgical outpatients and the oncology clinics 
at the public hospitals in Penang, Kuala 
Lumpur and Kelantan. In both studies, the 
semi-structured interview was conducted to 
capture the major themes of awareness of 
breast cancer, perceived benefit, barriers to 
cancer screening, cues to action, uncertainty 
about the experience of illness, transition 
process and fatalistic belief regarding breast 
cancer (Maryam et al., 2013; Azlina et al., 
2013). 

The review also found three (n=3) 
studies that employed the matched case-
control study approach at the referral 
hospital in Kelantan (Norsa’adah et al., 
2005), the Penang General Hospital (Laila 
et al., 2011) and the Breast Clinic Hospital, 
Kuala Lumpur (Rozanim et al., 2006). Only 
one study used the pre-intervention study 
setting to determine factors associated with 
the acceptance of breast cancer screening 
among the general population (Maznah et 
al., 2012). One pre-test and post-test survey 
were conducted by Loh and Chew (2011), 
and the findings indicate that self-reported 
monthly BSE practices had increased from 
17% at pre-test to 67% at post-test. In this 
research, a mixed method explanatory 
study was conducted among 707 samples 
of hospital personnel to determine the factor 
and barriers associated with mammography 
screening. Only one study was conducted 
to understand the health disparity on health 
literacy. A secondary analysis of data 
collected during the clinical trial among 
newly breast cancer-diagnosed women was 

performed to examine baseline knowledge 
(Loh et al., 2009) among the women. 

Outcome and Dependent Variables 
Measurement

The findings portrayed a multitude of 
dependent variables used to measure breast 
cancer awareness in Malaysia. Awareness 
accounted for the highest percentage 
of measured dependent variables. The 
measurement deployed on assessing 
awareness included risk factors for breast 
cancer, source of information, perception 
of risk, family history of breast cancer 
and perception of treatment. Besides 
assessing awareness, a few of the studies 
also attempted to identify the relationship 
between knowledge of breast cancer 
risk, screening and symptoms of breast 
cancer on the practice of BSE, CBE and 
mammography (Mehrnoosh et al., 2011; 
Maznah et al., 2013).

Apart from awareness, perception of 
cancer screening accounted as the second 
highest dependent variable identified in 
the studies of breast cancer awareness in 
Malaysia. The perception measurement 
included health belief (benefit, risk and 
barrier) and perception towards treatment 
and outcomes. Meanwhile, the independent 
variables included demography, family 
history, factors associated with delay 
diagnosis; screening behaviour, source of 
information on breast cancer and breast 
cancer screening, lifestyle and its association 
with breast cancer and barriers to screening 
behaviour.    
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The self-reported practise of BSE, 
CBE and mammography (i.e. whether the 
individual had ever performed screening 
and frequency of screening) were denoted 
as the main outcome measurements. The 
outcome measurements were reported via 
quantitative and qualitative surveys through 
the semi-structured interview, face-to-face 
interview and questionnaire. Meanwhile, 
in the qualitative exploration studies, the 
measurement of outcome was presented 
in the form of thematic content analysis 
comprehension. The main method used 
to collect the measurement outcome in 
qualitative study was the interview.

Determinant of Breast Cancer 
Awareness in Malaysia

The analysed articles disclosed that various 
factors were capable of determining 
or influencing the effectiveness of the 
breast cancer awareness promotion effort 
in Malaysia. Based on the systematic 
review of the articles, the knowledge of 
breast cancer, perception of breast cancer 
management and treatment outcome were 
found to be important predictors of breast 
cancer awareness in several studies (Hadi 
et al., 2010a, 2010b). Individuals who 
viewed themselves as knowledgeable about 
breast cancer risk factors and aware of the 
importance of early detection are more 
likely to actively initiate the screening 
practice compared with those who perceived 
themselves as not knowledgeable and 
unaware. 

Apart from this, the results also found 
that university students had inadequate 

knowledge of breast cancer, the practice of 
BSE and recommendation to take advantage 
of CBE (Hadi et al., 2010a; Mehrnoosh 
et al., 2011). Overall, the results indicates 
that there was a deficit of knowledge of 
risk factors, signs and symptoms and a 
low response rate to the practice of BSE. 
Redhwan Ahmed et al. (2011) found that 
fear of being diagnosed with breast cancer, 
lack of knowledge and not having symptoms 
were the main barriers for not practising BSE 
among university students. Intensifying the 
breast cancer awareness campaign to focus 
on the importance of early detection and 
reporting of any abnormalities to the health 
authorities are suggested as a solution to 
overcoming inadequate knowledge and 
awareness among university students. 

Studies of breast cancer patients 
discovered that a negative attitude towards 
treatment, dependence on alternative 
therapy, false-negative diagnostic tests, 
breast ulcers, non-cancer interpretation 
and palpable axillary lymph nodes played 
an important role in delayed presentation 
and eventually to delayed diagnosis in 
Malaysia (Norsa’adah et al., 2011). Another 
study conducted among patients diagnosed 
with primary breast cancer established that 
divorced/widowed women and women who 
have never performed BSE were more likely 
to delay breast cancer presentation to health 
authorities (Sumarni et al., 2013). Therefore, 
it is suggested that breast cancer awareness 
campaigns should incorporate the call for 
early diagnosis and treatment (before the 
tumour enlarges, spreads to the lymph nodes 
and is classified as being in metastasis stage) 
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together with the educational promotion 
of early detection. In a separate study by 
Norsa’adah et al. (2005) on risk factors 
and association with breast cancer among 
147 histologically confirmed breast cancer 
patients, risk factors such as  null-parity, 
obesity, the use of contraceptive pills and 
family history were significantly associated 
with breast cancer. Thus, it is suggested that 
the importance of having an ideal BMI, 
bearing children and caution among women 
with a family history of breast cancer on 
the use of contraceptive pills should be 
integrated in promoting risk factors. 

A study on pre-intervention community 
survey conducted by Maznah et al. 
(2012) established that women who had a 
previous experience of attending CBE had 
a strong influence in promoting BSE and 
mammogram. Furthermore, the findings 
also posited that relatively, women who 
received strong support from their husband 
were more likely to attend CBE compared 
with women who had an unsupportive 
husband. Thus, the promotion of breast 
cancer awareness in Malaysia is urged to 
change in approach of promoting CBE 
from opportunistic screening to more 
active, regular CBE practice as well as to 
include awareness activities among male 
respondents. Nor Afiah et al. (2011) found 
that the mass media were the major source 
of information on breast cancer screening 
(92.2%), followed by health promotion 
activities and health education brochures 
(73.8%), books (69.6%), the Internet 
(66.9%), friends (64.8%), the health team 
(58.7%), family members (35.2%) and other 

sources (2.1%). Meanwhile, the priority 
on preferred sources of information on 
breast cancer screening were the health 
team (71.4%), health education brochures 
(54.8%), the mass media (50.3%), the 
Internet (49.4%), health promotion activities 
(47.3%), books (34%), friends (21.7%), 
family members (9.6%) and other sources 
(0.9%). Given the fact that the health team 
and health education brochures are the top 
two preferred choices of information source 
among the respondents, it is suggested that 
appropriate measures be mobilised to plan 
and disseminate information to the public. 

Studies on the relevancy of advocating 
BSE as part of breast cancer awareness 
screening found that BSE practice needs 
to be instilled as part of information 
dissemination to encourage women to be 
aware of the health of their breasts and be 
able to identify any changes before reporting 
to health authorities (Chee et al., 2003). 
Furthermore, Maznah, Ng, et al. (2011) 
proposed that BSE was still a relevant 
screening tool as findings indicated that 85% 
of breast lumps were detected by respondents 
themselves while conducting the BSE. It is 
suggested that BSE practice is capable of 
increasing the chances of detecting breast 
abnormality, leading to earlier breast cancer 
discovery. According to Loh and Chew 
(2011), although the effectiveness of BSE 
practice still remains unsolved (i.e. to lower 
mortality and increase of anxiety), the 
results of educational interventional studies 
provided evidence that 80% of breast cancer 
survivors had self-detected their lumps. 
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The findings from qualitative studies 
using the in-depth interview found that 
there was significant interaction between 
health belief determinants such as personal 
susceptibility, perceived barriers (financial 
constraint; lack of knowledge), perceived 
benefit (lack of trust in screening and 
negative results) and negative behaviour 
towards cancer screening in terms of 
screening behaviour (Maryam et al., 2013). 
Perhaps the most common finding in the 
literature on qualitative studies on cancer 
communication was the inadequacy and 
misconception of breast cancer awareness, 
treatment and the future of breast cancer 
patients (Azlina et al., 2013; Maryam et 
al., 2013).

DISCUSSION  ON  GAPS  AND 
AVENUES  FOR  FURTHER 
RESEARCH

This section leads a discussion on the 
gaps in the review and avenues for further 
investigation to cultivate, instil and 
ameliorate the promotion of breast cancer 
awareness in Malaysia. 

This article has attempted to analyse the 
common issues and challenges portrayed 
in past studies on breast cancer awareness 
in Malaysia. The systematic review of past 
literature indicated inadequate knowledge 
of breast cancer and lack of practice of 
BSE among young Malaysian women were 
the most common issues inhibiting the 
success of public health intervention health 
programmes. Thus, the great challenge is 
to efforts to enhance health communication 
channels in creating awareness of breast 

cancer among young women in Malaysia. 
The findings indicated that there is an urgent 
need to develop continuous and effective 
health communication on breast health 
awareness campaigns among the present 
generations of young women in Malaysia 
(Hadi et al., 2010a; Mehrnoosh et al., 2011; 
Redhwan Ahmed et al., 2011). Increasing 
breast cancer knowledge concerning the risk 
factors associated with breast cancer and the 
importance of early detection and cultivating 
an attitude of reporting any unusual breast 
changes to the health authorities will 
definitely help to reduce the mortality rate 
and health expenditure and build a healthy 
nation. Moreover, in the context of cultural 
issues and breast cancer awareness, it is 
suggested that more in-depth research is 
required to synthesise understanding of 
avoidance and ignorance of early detection 
methods. More in-depth information should 
be obtained through qualitative studies 
on the issue of BSE practice avoidance 
(Mehrnoosh et al., 2011). Besides this, 
Loh and Chew (2011) proposed that there 
was also a need to gain more in-depth 
investigation to understand the indicators of 
health disparity on breast cancer screening 
among different age, socioeconomic and 
educational backgrounds as well as among 
different ethnicities in Malaysia. 

Apart from this, it was also found that 
little attention was given to the utilisation 
of theory and models as a foundation in 
the literature on breast cancer awareness 
research in Malaysia. Out of 31 research 
papers on breast cancer awareness, only 
three (n=3) provided a theoretical or health 
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behaviour model as the foundation of the 
study (Parisa et al, 2008a; Pathmawathi 
et al., 2013; Maryam et al., 2013). Among 
them was the adapted and modified version 
of the Champion Health Belief Model 
Scale (Champion, 1993) of the Health 
Belief Model. This model was used as the 
foundation for developing data collection 
instruments (questionnaire) (Parisa et al., 
2008a; Pathmawathi et al., 2013). The 
dimensions of the Champion Health Belief 
Model includes the perceived barrier, 
susceptibility, benefit, health motivation 
(including general health, fear of breast 
cancer, fear of long-term effects of breast 
cancer, lack of confidence and preventive 
health practice). The study by Parisa et 
al. (2008a) ascertained that the translated 
version of the Champion Health Belief 
Model Scale was a valid and reliable tool 
for measuring health beliefs that influenced 
breast cancer screening (i.e. BSE, CBE and 
mammography) behaviour among Malaysian 
women. Thus, there is a need for further 
systematic study with appropriate attention 
on the use of the theory or health-decision 
model. It is important to note that the use 
of theory and model can make a difference 
in developing a strong foundation of the 
research framework, which gives greater 
possibilities in measuring the outcomes of 
any health intervention programmes. 

The findings also indicate the need for 
future studies to address the relation of the 
barriers to screening patterns with other 
health belief variables such as perceived 
benefits, cues to action and susceptibility to 
allowing prediction of screening behaviour 

and the variables to be integrated in 
disseminating health promotion messages 
(Maryam et al., 2013). Special attention 
should be given to understanding the 
impact of breast cancer illness and cultural 
influence on the survivorship plan among 
breast cancer patients for development of 
an appropriate education and supportive 
programme (Azlina et al., 2013).

In the context of breast cancer awareness 
among women from diverse geographical 
locations (urban and rural), it is suggested 
that different approaches and efforts are 
required to address the different sets of 
influencing factors (Maznah et al., 2013). 
Studies by Kanaga et al. (2011) and Maznah 
et al. (2013) confirmed that awareness of 
early detection is higher among women 
in urban areas compared with women in 
rural areas. Several factors including social 
status, level of education and knowledge 
differences among women in urban and rural 
areas are associated with different levels 
of awareness. According to Kanaga et al. 
(2011), there is an urgent need to intensify 
breast cancer awareness and enlarge the 
availability of screening centres in rural 
areas. 

Another important issue highlighted 
related to the study on breast cancer 
awareness in Malaysia was the increasing 
breast cancer incidence rate among young 
women. According to Kanaga et al. (2011), 
the pattern of breast cancer occurrence 
in Malaysia showed that women at a 
very young age, compared with Western 
societies, were affected; this involved 
the factor of menopause and its impact 
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on cancer incidence. Numerous studies 
have suggested that a tailored health 
educational intervention is required to 
increase awareness among young women 
(Redhwn Ahmed, Low, & Zaleha, 2010; 
Sami Abdo et al., 2011). Thus, the challenge 
for health authorities and the related 
agencies in Malaysia is to draft and execute 
massive nationwide health promotion 
campaigns among the younger generations 
of Malaysian women by networking with 
schools and higher educational institutions. 
Among possible strategies that could 
be explored are the promotion of breast 
cancer activities by incorporating health 
communication channels such as social 
networking applications and sites that 
are synonymous and relevant to younger 
generations. 

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it is hoped that this paper has 
shed some useful insights into the issues 
and challenges on breast cancer awareness 
research in Malaysia and particularly 
among those scholars who are interested 
in understanding the fundamental situation 
of breast cancer awareness not only within 
the Malaysian context but also in the field 
of health promotion campaigns. 
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ABSTRACT

Biomedical advancement has significantly contributed towards depression recovery but 
there are still populations who are affected, with limited access to health services. There 
is lack of attention paid to psychosocial factors that are helpful in depression recovery. 
This narrative review aims to examine the psychosocial factors in depression recovery 
through qualitative studies. Keyword searches were conducted using EBSCOHost, JSTOR, 
PsycARTICLES, PubMed, SAGE Journals and Scopus databases. Qualitative studies (n = 
15) on psychosocial factors in depression recovery were identified. Review of the studies 
revealed the impact of psychological and social factors in the view of oneself and identity 
transformation throughout depression recovery and acceptance of self-initiated help-seeking 
behaviour that facilitated transformation of ill-self to better-self. The three main conclusions 
drawn from the review are (a) hope, optimism, resilience and self-efficacy; (b) working on 
oneself; and (c) social factors available for re-constructing of selves and functional lives. 
Enhancement and inclusion of psychosocial factors are needed in mental health policy. 
Future studies are suggested to focus on the ways of strengthening psychosocial factors at 
individual and community levels.    

Keywords: Depression, narrative review, psychosocial, recovery, factors   

INTRODUCTION

Depressive disorders are common mental 
disorders that have become some of the 
leading causes of disability worldwide, 
accounting for 9.6% of global years lived 
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with disability (Ferrari et al., 2013). In 
addition, studies have found that sub-
threshold depression increased excess 
mortality and significantly reduced the 
individuals’ quality of life (Cuijpers et al., 
2013; Goldney, Fisher, Dal Grande, & Taylor, 
2004). The rapid emergence of depression 
has prompted researchers and practitioners 
in conceptualising the intervention of and 
recovery from depression in patients. The 
advancement of biomedical sciences has 
contributed significantly to depression 
recovery since the 1950s, and a large 
body of well-established clinical trials and 
reviews on the efficacy of pharmacological 
therapies for depression is available 
(Boulenger, Loft, & Olsen, 2014; Brunoni 
et al., 2013). Similarly, considerable efforts 
have evidenced the efficacy of psychosocial 
intervention, including a wide range of 
psychotherapeutic approaches (Franklin, 
Carson, & Welch, 2015; Swartz, Grote, 
& Graham, 2014). In fact, depression is 
actually a very treatable medical condition. 

Despite the established treatment 
options, there is significant variation in 
terms of availability and access to mental 
health treatment across the globe, where 
the countries with lower income have 
very limited access to services (World 
Health Organization, 2015). In line with 
the public health approach, in the absence 
of mental health specialists, there is a 
need to identify the helpful psychosocial 
factors and the appropriate actions to be 
taken by affected individuals to facilitate 
the recovery of depression (Jorm, 2012). 

The review and literature on risk factors 
that are associated with depression are 
readily available (Dobson & Dozois, 2008; 
Galambos, Leadbeater, & Barker, 2004; 
Roh, Burnette, Lee, Lee, & Easton, 2016). 
However, there is less attention paid to the 
psychosocial aspects of depression recovery. 
Recently, two systematic reviews found that 
positive identity, self-esteem, high sense of 
coherence, and social support from friends 
and family members are protective factors 
against depression among minority youth 
(Cornejo, 2016; Hall, in press). Nevertheless, 
reviews on past quantitative studies that 
emphasised determining relationship and 
its magnitude between depression and 
psychosocial variables have overlooked 
the individuals’ subjective experiences of 
how these variables were helpful for them 
(Kok, 2017). This review attempts to fill that 
gap by offering a narrative review on the 
psychosocial factors of depression recovery 
through the voice of lived experience. 
Despite the commonality of depression and 
the importance of this topic to mental health 
care professionals and policy makers, there 
is only a small volume of literature available 
on these subjects, which is rather context-
specific and heterogeneous. 

METHODS

A narrative literature review approach was 
used for this study. A narrative-synthesis 
approach was used to find answers for 
the central research question, which is, 
“What are the psychological and social 
factors of depression recovery?”. The 
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selected published qualitative studies 
were used because the recovery process 
from depression sufferers is qualitative in 
nature and findings from the qualitative 
studies revealed detailed and rich subjective 
experience that were able to provide 
rich descriptions to answer the research 
questions. The narrative literature approach 
resembles meta-synthesis on a smaller scale 
(focusing on qualitative studies, rather than 
quantitative studies) for examining and 
providing an overview on current qualitative 
research in a systematic way. The main aim 
for using a narrative synthesis approach is 
to explore, summarise, and synthesise the 
past literature (Campbell et al., 2003) on 
the process of recovery from depression, 
specifically on the psychological and social 
aspects. 

Databases and Screening Process

A comprehensive search was conducted 
using six databases, namely EBSCOHost, 
JSTOR, PsycARTICLES,  PubMed, 
SAGE Journals, and Scopus. The search 
was done on research articles that were 
published between 2001 and 2016, and 
that described the process of recovery 
from depression, with specific contribution 
from psychological and social factors. The 
keywords that were used in the search were: 
(a) depression recovery; (b) psychosocial 
factors; (c) psychological factors; (d) social 
factors; (e) facilitating factors; (f) social 
support; (g) reciprocal relationships; and 
(h) inner strength. These keywords were 
used based on two criteria: first, relevant 

components of our research questions were 
included (psychology, social, depression 
recovery); second, other keywords that 
could comprehensively retrieve data were 
used. Initially, the keyword “personality 
trait” was used, however, it was found 
that personality traits might not lead to 
recovery, so, it was  replaced with “inner 
strength”, which would include motivation 
and awareness, which might be helpful in 
the recovery. In the process of researching 
through the search engines, the keyword 
“reciprocal relationship” was included as the 
term “reciprocal” entails close relationships, 
such as family support and close friends, 
and is a more comprehensive term for 
relationships that could affect recovery. 
Besides, the keyword “facilitating” was 
used for expanding purposes in the hope of 
retrieving other factors and resources that 
can facilitate depression recovery. Multiple 
methods of search were employed. Besides 
automated searching, filtering was done, 
citations and references were followed and 
hand searched to collect literature relevant 
to the study.

The articles that met the following 
criteria were included in this review: (a) 
the study examined the recovery process 
from depression through psychological 
and/or social aspects; (b) the studies were 
published between 2001 and 2016, (c) the 
study design employed only qualitative 
methodology; (d) the study was peer-
reviewed; (e) the study was in journal 
article form; and (f) the study examined 
the recovery process from mental disorders 
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through psychological and/or social factors. 
This review focused on the period between 
2001 to 2016 because the epidemic and 
burden of disease of depression has been 
reported to have significantly increased in 
the new millennium (Andersen, Thielen, 
Bech, Nygaard, & Diderichsen, 2011; 
Greenberg at a., 2003; Thomas & Morris, 
2003), and the recovery of depression has 
been emphasised during this period. Due to 
the scarcity of published studies that focused 
specifically on psychosocial factors during 
the process of recovery from depression, 
the authors manually added studies on 
process of recovery from mental disorders. 
The authors then handpicked studies that 
included depression in their study context 
and investigated the psychosocial factors 
in the recovery of mental disorders. For 
example, when the authors came across 
studies that had titles using the term “mental 
disorder” instead of “depression”, the 
authors read the text. If the studies involved 
depression in their sample, the authors 
included them in this review. 

On the other hand, articles were 
excluded if: (a) the study investigated 
solely biomedical aspects in the process 
of recovery from depression; (b) the 
study solely investigated the effects of 
psychological intervention in the process 
of recovery from depression, as the 
current study focuses only on individuals’ 
psychosocial factors; (c) the study examined 
depression in the context of other medical 
conditions such as chronic diseases, trauma, 
comorbid mental disorders, or substance 

use; (d) the study was only in abstract, or 
in dissertation or thesis, newspapers, or 
experimental report forms; (e) the text was 
not written in English; or (f) the papers were 
presented in conference proceedings without 
subsequent publications in any academic 
journals. Manual filtering was carried out 
to exclude articles that did not meet the 
inclusion criteria. Understandably, the 
recovery of people who suffered solely from 
depression was very different as compared 
to the recovery of those who suffered 
from disease-invoked depression, trauma-
related depression, comorbid depression, 
and depression with substance use. These 
inclusion and exclusion criteria were 
determined to reduce heterogeneity of the 
studies. 

The initial search resulted in more than 
2000 titles. After eliminating cases with 
comorbidity conditions, the researchers 
were left with 1095 titles. Three researchers 
(two with postgraduate qualifications in 
counselling or clinical psychology, and a 
postgraduate student of psychology) were 
involved in the screening and discussion 
process. When abstracts failed to provide 
sufficient information, the texts were read 
in full. Discussions were held when there 
were disagreements. 

As shown in Table 1, the studies 
included in this review consisted of 13 
qualitative studies (1, 3-10, 12-13-15) and 
two literature reviews (2, 11). There was 
only one study in which the discussion 
involved cultural differences (1). One 
study specifically discussed the experience 
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of depression among male athletes (3), 
one study investigated women’s accounts 
of depression recovery (6), and one study 
explored adolescents’ depression (10). The 
recruitment of participants was conducted 

with the help of health professionals from 
healthcare or clinical settings (7, 8, 9, 12, 
13, 15), as well as through advertisement in 
public settings such as libraries, or through 
e-newsletters and flyers (1, 4, 5, 6, 8, 15).  

Table 1 
Summary of reviewed studies

No. Author(s), 
Year

Title Aim Methodology Findings

1 Brijnath, 2015 Applying 
the CHIME 
recovery 
framework 
in two 
culturally 
diverse 
Australian 
communities: 
Qualitative 
results

To explore the 
conceptualisation 
of depression 
recovery from two 
culturally diverse 
groups through 
application 
of CHIME 
(connectedness, 
hope and optimism 
about the future, 
identity, meaning 
in life and 
empowerment)

Semi-structured 
interviews & 
thematic analysis

n = 58

30 Anglo-
Australians (10 
men, 20 women),28 
Indian-Australians 
(13 men, 15 women 
with mild depressive 
symptoms)

Age: 18 years old 
and above

Findings showed 
importance of 
hope, optimism, 
positive thinking, 
empowerment and 
connectedness for 
depression recovery 
but both groups 
experienced stigma 
and struggle in 
obtaining social 
support. 
Through spirituality, 
Indian-Australians 
found greater 
meaning in life while 
Anglo-Australians 
found meaning in 
illness itself.

2 Cruwys, 
Haslem, 
Dingle, 
Haslam, & 
Jetten, 2014

Depression 
and social 
identity: An 
integrative 
review

To review the 
role of social 
connectedness in 
the development 
of depression

Qualitative: 
Literature review
Clinical depression 
included episode of 
major depression

Findings showed 
that greater 
number of social 
identities signify 
greater amount of 
resources and social 
connectedness that 
enabled greater 
resilience towards 
risk of depression
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3 Doherty, 
Hannigan, & 
Campbell, 
2016

To explore 
the 
experience 
of depression 
during the 
careers of 
elite male 
athletes

To explore how 
elite male athletes 
experience 
depression during 
their sporting 
careers

Qualitative:
Semi-structured 
interviews & 
interpretive thematic 
analysis

n = 8 Caucasian 
male current/ former 
elite athletes with 
clinical depression

Age: n/a

Findings revealed 
athletes’ depression 
recovery involved 
social support, 
acceptance, 
emotional 
expression, 
motivation 
and identity 
transformation.

4 Dunn, 
Wewiorski, & 
Rogers, 2008

The 
meaning and 
importance 
of 
employment 
to people 
in recovery 
from serious 
mental 
illness: 
Results of a 
qualitative 
study

To enrich current 
literature by 
examining 
individuals’ work 
perceptions and its 
effect on mental 
illness recovery

Qualitative: 
Semi-structured 
interviews using 
Grounded Theory

n = 23

11 males, 12 females 
with various mental 
disorders, including 
major depressive 
disorder 

Age: 27-59 years

Findings found 
participants 
benefited from paid 
employment that 
provided personal 
meaning, self-
esteem, financial 
stability and 
promoted recovery.

5 Kok & Lai, 
2016

Not myself 
and the 
connected 
self: Cases 
of youth 
depression 
and recovery 
in Malaysia

To examine 
the personal 
depression 
experience among 
young people in 
Malaysia 

Qualitative:
Grounded theory

n = 12

6 males, 6 females 
with atypical and 
mild depression

Findings showed 
depression as an 
uncontrollable and 
isolating experience. 
Recovery from 
depression 
requires social 
connectedness.

6 Lafrance & 
Stoppard, 
2006

Constructing 
a non-
depressed 
self: 
Women’s 
accounts 
of recovery 
from 
depression

To investigate 
women’s 
accounts of their 
experiences 
of depression 
recovery through 
discourse analysis

Qualitative:
Semi-structured 
interviews & 
discourse analysis

n = 15 females with 
self-reported history 
of depression

Age: 22-66 years 

Findings showed 
construction 
of recovery 
through personal 
transformation 
in context of 
overlapping versions 
of self-identity, 
letting go chores, 
rejecting demands 
and self-care.

Table 1 (continue)

No. Author(s), 
Year

Title Aim Methodology Findings
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7 Mancini, 
Hardiman, & 
Lawson, 2005

Making sense 
of it all: 
Consumer 
providers’ 
theories 
about factors 
facilitating 
and impeding 
recovery 
from 
psychiatric 
disabilities

To investigate the 
adults’ accounts 
of recovery from 
serious psychiatric 
disability

Qualitative:
Semi-structured 
interviews using 
grounded theory

n = 15 participants 
with various mental 
disorders, including 
major depressive 
disorder

Age = 40-55 years 

Findings showed 
supportive 
relationships, 
meaningful 
activities and 
effective traditional 
and alternative 
treatments facilitated 
recovery by 
transforming ill-self 
to a sense of well-
being.

8 Millner et al., 
2015

Exploring the 
work lives 
of adults 
with serious 
mental 
illness from 
a vocational 
psychology 
perspective

To explore and 
compare the work 
perceptions of 
younger and older 
adults with serious 
mental illness 
and to examine 
the relevance  
of vocational 
psychology theory 
in this population

Qualitative:
discovery-oriented 
qualitative research 
methodology
modified version 
of consensual 
qualitative research 
(CQR) methodology

n = 76 working 
adults with serious 
mental illness 
including major 
depressive disorder

Age: 19-66 years

Findings showed 
the importance of 
achieving work 
motivation, personal 
accomplishments 
and self-efficacy in 
achieving recovery 
from mental illness.

9 Mizock, 
Russinova, & 
Millner, 2013

Acceptance 
of mental 
illness: Core 
components 
of a 
multifaceted 
construct

To examine the 
multifaceted 
construct of 
acceptance of 
mental illness

Qualitative:
Semi-structured 
interviews using 
grounded theory

n = 30

15 women, 15 men 
with various mental 
disorders, including 
major depressive 
disorder

Age: 19-72 years

Findings revealed 
five components 
in the core 
characteristics 
of acceptance of 
mental illness, 
namely identity, 
cognitive, emotional, 
behavioral and 
relational.

Table 1 (continue)

No. Author(s), 
Year

Title Aim Methodology Findings
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10 Simonds, 
Pons, Stone, 
Warren, & 
John, 2014

Adolescents 
with 
anxiety and 
depression: 
Is social 
recovery 
relevant?

To explore and 
understand 
the youths’ 
experiences 
of anxiety and 
depression

Qualitative:
Semi-structured 
interviews & 
thematic analysis

n = 9 adolescents; 
7 girls, 2 boys 
with anxiety or 
depressive disorders

Age: 14-16 years

Findings showed 
youths’ experiences 
of depression 
and anxiety as a 
process of loss of 
self (withdrawal), 
renegotiating the 
self (social re-
engagement) and 
anticipation of 
future self (hope 
for symptom 
eradication).

11 Thoits, 2011 Resisting 
the stigma 
of mental 
illness

To further 
discuss the types 
of resistance 
in stigma, the 
labeling literature 
and the resistant 
condition

Qualitative:
Literature review

People with various 
mental disorders, 
including major 
depressive disorder

Age: n/a

Findings found 
that willingness to 
resist stigmatisation 
enhanced self-
esteem and sense of 
personal control.

12 Van Grieken, 
Kirkenier, 
Koeter, 
Nabitz, & 
Schene, 2013

Patients’ 
perspective 
on self-
management 
in the 
recovery 
from 
depression

To examine the 
perspectives 
towards self-
management 
in depression 
recovery among 
patients.

Qualitative:
Concept mapping

n = 20; 9 men, 11 
women with major 
depressive disorder

Age: 25-57 years

Findings revealed 
effective self-
management 
strategies involved 
proactive attitude, 
daily life strategies 
and rules, 
explanation of 
disease to others, 
social engagement, 
attention to oneself 
and sharing of 
experiences with 
fellow sufferers.

13 Villagi et al., 
2015

Self-
management 
strategies 
in recovery 
from mood 
and anxiety 
disorders

To explore the 
variety of self-
management 
strategies used 
by people in 
recovering from 
affective disorder

Qualitative:
Semi-structured 
interview & 
thematic analysis

n = 50; 24 men, 26 
women with various 
mental disorders, 
including major 
depressive disorder

Age: 46-55 years

Findings 
showed effective 
strategies for 
recovery included 
social support, 
empowerment, social 
re-engagement, 
healthy lifestyles, 
support from mental 
health professionals 
and use of 
alternative treatment.

Table 1 (continue)

No. Author(s), 
Year

Title Aim Methodology Findings
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Table 2 
Psychological and social factors identified from reviewed studies

Themes of 
Psychological 
Factors

Studies Reviewed Themes of 
Social Factors

Studies Reviewed

Hope and/or 
optimism

Brijnath (2015); Wisdom, 
Bruce, Saedi, Weis, & Green 
(2008); Villagi et al. (2015); 
Mizock, Russinova, & Millner 
(2013); Thoits (2011)

Social identity 
and inclusion

Cruwys, Haslem, Dingle, 
Haslam & Jetten (2014); Wong, 
Stanton, & Sands (2014)

Acceptance Mizock, Russinova, & Millner 
(2013)

Supportive 
relationship 

Doherty, Hannigan, & 
Campbell (2016); Kok & Lai 
(2016); Mancini, Hardiman, & 
Lawson (2005); Villagi et al. 
(2015)

Table 1 (continue)

No. Author(s), 
Year

Title Aim Methodology Findings

14 Wisdom, 
Bruce, Saedi, 
Weis, & 
Green, 2008

‘Stealing 
me from 
myself’: 
Identity and 
recovery 
in personal 
accounts 
of mental 
illness

To investigate 
identity-related 
themes through 
examination of 
published self-
narratives of 
individuals with 
serious mental 
illness and their 
family members

Qualitative:
Thematic analysis of 
persona account

n = 45; people with 
various mental 
disorders, including 
major depressive 
disorder

Age: n/a

Findings showed 
the importance of 
hope and identity 
transformation in 
fostering recovery 
from mental illness.

15 Wong, 
Stanton, & 
Sands, 2014

Rethinking 
social 
inclusion: 
Experiences 
of persons 
in recovery 
from mental 
illness

To explore how 
people who 
recovered from 
mental illness 
understand 
and define 
relationships with 
communities 
in attempt of 
examining the 
dimensions of 
social inclusion

Qualitative:
Semi-structured 
interviews & 
modified Grounded 
Theory

n = 20; 11 males, 9 
females with various 
mental disorders, 
including major 
depressive disorder

Age: 32-65 years

Findings showed 
competencies 
in establishing 
connectedness 
through sense 
of affinity and 
community 
citizenship 
facilitated recovery 
from mental illness.

Note: n = Number of participants; n/a = not available
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The psychosocial factors that were 
identified from the studies in this review 
are summarised in Table 2. Data analysis 
protocol involved the process of integrating 
and summarising the main outcomes of 
the studies included (Perestelo-Perez, 
2013). A thematic data analysis process 
was adopted to analyse the findings of the 
previous studies under two broad themes, 
namely psychological and social factors for 
depression. Through a process of induction, 
similar outcomes with similar unit meanings 
sentences and phases were identified to form 
categories and finally form more abstract 
themes that were relevant to answer the 
research questions. The term “resistance to 
stigma” reflects a psychological strength 
to resist stigmatisation, thus it enhances 
self-esteem (Thoits, 2011). Therefore, it 
was classified under psychological factors. 
Similarly, the phrases, “social identity”, and 
“connectedness” were categorised as social 

factors. These two themes (psychological 
and social factors) provided insights into 
how the participants in previous studies 
recovered, and are essential factors in the 
recovery process. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Psychological Factors

Among the fifteen studies, ten of them (1, 
3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14) had samples 
who described their journey of depression 
recovery using terms such as hope, optimism, 
self-control, self-enhancement, self-efficacy, 
self-improvement, self-discovery, self-
care, personal control, sense of mastery, 
empowerment, and resistance to stigma. 
Hope is the most crucial element in drawing 
people with depression closer towards 
treatment, while empowerment is another 
important aspect through which people with 
depression gained self-worth, motivation, 

Self-empowerment 
− personal
   accomplishments
− self-management

Doherty, Hannigan & 
Campbell (2016); Dunn, 
Wewiorski, & Rogers (2008); 
Lafrance & Stoppard (2006); 
Millner et al. (2015); Thoits 
(2011); Van Grieken et al. 
(2013); Villagi et al. (2015); 
Van Grieken et al. (2013)

Sense of 
belongingness 
and 
connectedness

Van Grieken et al. (2013); 
Cruwys et al., 2014; Wong et 
al. (2014)

Self-esteem and 
sense of mastery

Millner et al. (2015);
Thoits (2011);
Dunn et al. (2008)

Social 
relationships

Van Grieken et al. (2013); Kok 
& Lai (2016)

Resistance to 
stigma

Thoits (2011) Social re-
engagement

Van Grieken et al. (2013); 
Wong et al. (2014); Mancini, 
Hardiman, & Lawson (2005); 
Villagi et al. (2015)

Table 2 (continue)

Themes of 
Psychological 
Factors

Studies Reviewed Themes of 
Social Factors

Studies Reviewed
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and confidence in moving forward to 
recovery.

Brijnath (2015) and Wisdom, Bruce, 
Saedi, Weis, and Green (2008) examined 
the aspect of hope in depression recovery, 
while Mizock, Russinova, and Millner 
(2013) discussed the multifaceted constructs 
on acceptance of mental illness. On the 
other hand, Villagi et al.(2015) examined 
the strategies that were used for depression 
recovery by asking 24 men and 26 women 
participants in Canada, aged 18 and above 
to describe their respective strategies. It was 
found that 42% of them had experienced 
depression before.  From the above four 
studies (1, 9, 13, 14), it was found that 
hope or optimism was the main motivator 
for depressed patients to self-help or 
seek help and to continue undergoing 
treatment, as they held the belief that they 
would eventually recover from depression. 
Hope involved positive thinking, belief in 
recovery, and embracing the aspirations for 
future self (Brijnath, 2015) or the positive 
attributes of old self (Wisdom et al., 2008).  
As reported by Mizock et al. (2013), “I could 
experience certain things that would bring 
me happiness. The hope of that, that could 
happen, gets me through the day, honestly” 
(p.101).

Furthermore, some of those who 
suffered from depression utilised downward 
social comparison with those who suffered 
more severe depression to achieve higher 
levels of optimism, by seeing how things 
had improved (Villagi et al., 2015). Thoits 
(2011) confirmed the comparison with more 

severe mental illness patients as an effective 
coping strategy. These five studies (1, 9, 11, 
13, 14) had a common similarity in findings, 
where the participants had hope for the 
future or a sense of hope for future selves.

Seven articles discussed empowerment, 
namely Doherty, Hannigan, and Campbell 
(2016), Dunn, Wewiorski, and Rogers 
(2008), Lafrance and Stoppard (2006), 
Millner et al. (2015), Thoits (2011), Van 
Grieken et al. (2013), and Villagi et al. 
(2015). The aspect of empowerment 
discussions can be broadly categorised into 
two dimensions, which are empowerment of 
oneself through personal accomplishments, 
and self-management or self-care. 

Furthermore, personal accomplishments 
that raised self-esteem and sense of mastery 
were essential in depression recovery 
(Millner et al., 2015). Thoits (2011) has 
also highlighted the debilitating effects of 
low self-esteem due to stigmatisation on 
the prognosis of recovery from depression. 
In order to cope with stigmatisation, Thoits 
(2011) distinguished two types of resistance 
towards stigma, namely deflecting and 
confronting. He identified resistance as 
an important factor in the recovery of 
depression as it will be helpful in gaining 
self-esteem and increasing self-control. 
When individuals are stigma-resistant, 
they will be able to dismiss the threat 
that was imposed on their self. Stigma of 
mental illness in general, and depression in 
particular is very common. Thoits (2011) 
listed other coping strategies that effectively 
manage symptoms in the recovery process, 
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such as avoidance, associating with people 
who do not stereotype, and comparison with 
less well-to-do patients.

Moreover, engaging in employment 
provides people with depression a sense of 
mastery, as well as greater access to both 
psychological and social resources. Dunn 
et al. (2008) identified the ability to engage 
in paid work (employment) as central to 
recovery as it fostered pride and self-esteem. 

On the other hand, self-management 
was used to enhance the empowerment 
within individuals who were suffering 
from depression. Van Grieken et al. (2013) 
and Villagi et al. (2015) conducted studies 
with the aim of examining the various self-
management strategies that were utilised by 
patients diagnosed with depression, aged 
18 years and above in reducing depressive 
symptoms. In another study by Van Grieken 
et al. (2013), 50 self-management strategies 
that were used by participants in their 
recovery process from depression were 
grouped into eight clusters, which consisted 
of a proactive attitude towards depression 
and treatment, daily life strategies and 
rules, explanation of the disease to others, 
remaining socially engaged, engaging 
in activities, having structured attention 
to oneself, and maintaining contact with 
fellow sufferers and others. A proactive 
attitude towards recovery empowered the 
depressed individuals to seek treatment for 
their own mental illness, thus increasing 
their prognosis in recovery (Van Grieken 
et al., 2013). Similarly, a study by Villagi 
et al. (2015) identified 60 self-management 
strategies which were compiled into fifteen 

themes that were later categorised into 
social, existential, functional, physical, and 
clinical contexts. Self-care (3, 6) and self-
management strategies such as setting small 
goals were used to gain greater control and 
responsibilities over self and the recovery 
process (Villagi et al., 2015). 

In these seven studies (3, 4, 6, 8, 
11, 12, 13), the researchers found that 
empowerment was gained through personal 
accomplishments such as heightened self-
esteem. Self-care through self-management 
strategies acts as a guide for depressed people 
to find their unique ways to fight against 
depression. The combination of personal 
accomplishments and self-management 
strategies provided the empowerment that is 
needed as a strong resource for motivation, 
confidence, and the building of a proactive 
attitude for better recovery prognosis.

Social Factors

Among the 15 studies that the researchers 
reviewed, eight studies (2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 12, 13, 
15)  had respondents who described their 
journey of depression recovery through 
social factors such as social meaning, social 
recovery, peer relationships, social activities, 
reciprocal relationships, connectedness, 
social relationships, social capital, social 
networks, belonging, community, social 
identity, and social re-engagement. Social 
resources act as a foundation for depressed 
people to gain courage to step into society 
once again, while social-re-engagement was 
an important catalyst in depression recovery.

The researchers, Cruwys, Haslem, 
Dingle, Haslam, and Jetten (2014), and 
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Wong, Stanton, and Sands (2014) examined 
the facilitating effects of social identity 
and inclusion on depression recovery. 
A study by Van Grieken et al. (2013) 
confirmed the importance of socialising with 
people and contact with fellow sufferers 
in order to initiate the recovery process 
from depression. Depressed people gained 
connectedness with the world through 
interactions with friends and family (Kok 
& Lai, 2016). As shown in the study by 
Cruwys et al. (2014), social support can also 
be obtained by establishing social identities 
that provide purpose to life, encourage the 
gain in social support, and embrace the 
sense of belonging in deterring depression. 
Through its capacity for generating a sense 
of belonging and connectedness, social 
identities facilitated the flow of social 
influence in deterring self-criticism and 
self-harm, where self-criticism and self-
harm could jeopardise the prognosis for 
depression (Cruwys et al., 2014). Similarly, 
another study conducted by Wong et al. 
(2014) examined the dimensions of social 
inclusion through the exploration of the 
mental illness recovery experiences of 20 
participants, heterogeneous in psychiatric 
diagnoses, gender, sexual orientation and 
gender identity, and living environments. 
It was found that connectedness and 
citizenship were gained through social 
inclusion in mental health communities 
that fostered reciprocity in the sharing of 
experiences and feelings. Social support 
from significant others served as a turning 
point in depression development, from 
manifestation to recovery (Doherty, 
Hannigan, & Campbell, 2016). Kok and 

Lai (2016) identified the facilitating effect 
of psychosocial support, which acts as an 
important element in depression recovery.

Van Grieken et al. (2013), and Wong et 
al. (2014) discussed the importance of social 
re-engagement on depression recovery. 
It was found that social re-engagement 
not only acted as a catalyst for depression 
recovery, but also provided social meaning 
to individuals’ lives. This might be due 
to the fact that depressed people gained 
connectedness, self-worth, and a sense of 
belonging in the community through social 
re-engagement. Van Grieken et al. (2013) 
depicted that by re-engaging in activities 
that were regarded as entertaining and 
meaningful, depressed people were able to 
gain back their responsibilities and sense of 
control over their own lives. Furthermore, 
some individuals with depression re-
engaged in the society through participation 
in community activities that advocated for 
causes (Wong et al., 2014). 

The authors found that psychological 
factors and social factors impacted the 
individuals’ views of themselves during 
depression recovery. When the individual 
accepted himself or herself, this self-
acceptance initiated the help-seeking 
process, which then led to the identity 
transformation that is critical for depression 
recovery. Psychological factors and social 
factors both acted as catalysts in facilitating 
the identity transformation process, from 
ill self to better self. This in turn, further 
facilitated the recovery process from 
depression. However, the definition of 
recovery was found to be varied. Villagi 
et. al (2015) distinguished two categories 
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of recovery in mental health conditions, 
namely clinical recovery and personal 
recovery. The former refers to reduction 
of symptoms, and the latter looks at the 
change of attitudes, values, goals, or roles, 
even in the presence of mental illness. This 
view of different definitions was echoed 
by Simonds, Pon, Stone, Warren, and John 
(2014), as they also hold that recovery might 
mean a complete symptomatic recovery for 
some people, while for others, recovery 
could be a process of regaining mental 
well-being, or living meaningfully in the 
presence of symptoms. In fact, mental health 
and mental illness should be understood 
in a continuum, instead of in a binary 
category, with or without illness. Recovering 
from depression is a process of a gradual 
transition from the effects of ‘illness’ to a 
healthy life. This meaningful life component 
identified by Simonds et al. (2014) can 
neither be categorised under psychological 
nor social factors. Perhaps meaningfulness 
in life belongs to both psychological 
and social aspects. Research identifies 
meaningfulness in life to be obtained by 
engaging in meaningful activities in a social 
context with strong relational components 
(Kok, Goh, & Gan 2015). After conducting 
this study, the researchers believe that we 
need to provide a more supportive and less 
judgmental (with less stigma) environment 
so that depressed people can derive some 
hope from social interaction, to help them 
overcome depression. 

The findings of the present study are also 
supported by other studies. Villagi (2015) 
holds that self-management strategies 

are able to facilitate personal recovery, 
and is thus helpful in reducing depressive 
symptoms. This study highlights the 
importance of social connectedness, which 
is in accordance with Jose and Lim’s (2014) 
view that being connected with other human 
beings is effective in reducing depressive 
symptoms. Recent studies emphasise online 
social support, which is helpful to provide 
social connectedness (Nimrod, 2013; Rice 
et al., 2014). The role of this virtual social 
support can be further investigated among 
the young people in this internet-savvy era. 

IMPLICATIONS

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, 
this is the first review of its kind that 
specifically focuses on psychosocial factors 
in the recovery of depressive disorders. 
The findings of this review provide a 
fundamental overview of the current state 
of knowledge in the area, and informs future 
studies. All the studies included in this 
review are qualitative in nature, covering a 
variety of population. This approach allows 
the review to be more comprehensive, in-
depth and contextualised. 

Clinically, psychosocial interventions 
have already been relatively well integrated 
into current mental health care systems. 
This review may further inform mental 
health professionals about the facilitative 
psychosocial factors in the journey of 
recovery from depression. In fact, many of 
these psychosocial factors are modifiable 
and can be enhanced by evidence-based 
psychosocial intervention. The expansion 
and enhancement of these favourable factors 
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must be included in the mental health care 
plans of individuals with depression.

LIMITATIONS

There are several noteworthy limitations 
to this review. First, while qualitative 
studies enabled in-depth exploration of 
the experience of and the recovery from 
depression, the common limitations that 
these studies shared were their small sample 
size and possible biases. In addition, the 
heterogeneous nature of the studies included 
in this review does not allow meta-synthesis 
of data and results. The studies varied in 
terms of participants’ diagnoses and severity 
of depressive disorders. Specifically, people 
who suffer major depressive disorder have a 
different recovery journey from those who 
live with persistent depressive disorder. 
Also, other psychopathological factors, 
such as age of depression onset, duration 
of living with depression, presence or 
absence of other psychiatric co-morbidity, 
may significantly influence the experience 
of recovery. Furthermore, majority of 
the studies included in this review were 
conducted within Western countries, which 
may have a certain extent of cultural bias. 

There is  an established base of 
research employing quantitative analyses 
of psychosocial factors that are associated 
with recovery of depression. However, 
it was beyond the scope of the current 
review to assess quantitative findings. It is 
recommended that future reviews evaluate 
quantitative studies using a meta-analysis 
approach in this area. It would also be useful 
for future reviews to cover more extended 

periods of literature (for example, studies 
since the 1900s), to observe if there are 
changes in emerging themes over time.

CONCLUSION

The studies that employed a qualitative 
approach on psychosocial factors of 
depression recovery within the time frame 
of this review have limitations in terms 
of scope and population. In this review, a 
range of psychological and social factors 
was identified. It is acknowledged that the 
findings of studies that have been reviewed 
in this paper were influenced by the socio 
demographic settings in which the studies 
were conducted. Three main conclusions 
can be drawn from the studies included in 
this review: (1) hope, optimism, resilience, 
and self-efficacy, which are termed positive 
psychology capital by Luthans and Youssef 
(2004), are vital for the recovery of 
depression; (2) empowerment of oneself, 
which includes self-care, self-improvement, 
self-control, and self-discovery, appears 
to be another core psychological factor 
that may facilitate recovery of depression; 
(3) various social factors may provide 
platforms for individuals with depression to 
re-construct themselves and functional lives. 
Although these conclusions were developed 
from a small body of qualitative literature, 
undisputably, protective psychosocial 
factors have direct beneficial effects on the 
recovery of depression. This preliminary 
narrative review proposes that it may be 
valuable to further investigate the interplay 
of these psychosocial factors. To take 
advantage of the findings from this review, 
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future studies may also focus on the best 
practices that strengthen these facilitative 
psychosocial factors at the individual, 
community, and societal levels.
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ABSTRACT

The main objective of this study is to explore the role of juveniles’ personal observation 
and their poverty status in influencing their perception of the police. The article draws on 
detailed informal interviews with 34 male juveniles on probation in Karachi. This study 
found that besides family members, friends and the media, juveniles’ personal observation 
of the police’s negative activities in their neighbourhood and vicinities was the leading 
factor influencing their perception of the police. All 34 juveniles have seen the police 
engaging in negative activities (being involved in crime) in their vicinity. In addition, the 
juveniles’ poor socioeconomic status was found to be an important factor in shaping their 
negative perception although it was not as significant as the police’s practice of criminalising 
the poor. It was also found that the majority of the juveniles were tortured; these juveniles 
claimed that they were innocent and were falsely implicated in false cases by the police. 

These vicarious encounters reinvigorated 
their pre-established negative perception 
of the police. The article concludes that 
personal observation plays a major role in 
shaping juveniles’ perception of the police 
in Karachi.    

Keywords: Criminalisation of poor, juvenile justice, 

perception of police, socialisation, violence, Pakistan    
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INTRODUCTION

In Pakistan, there is no empirical evidence 
to show juveniles’1 perception of the police, 
but there is evidence of the general public’s 
perception of them. An ideal example 
would be a study by Akhtar, Rafiq, Asif 
and Saeed (2012) on the quality of services 
being provided by the police in the Punjab 
province of Pakistan. A total of 360 people 
were selected for the interview through 
a generic survey approach (Akhtar et al., 
2012) but none of the interviewees was a 
juvenile or child. A similar type of survey 
was conducted by Jackson, Asif, Bradford 
and Zakar (2014) with 400 adults in Lahore, 
Pakistan, to investigate a link between 
four areas of personal experience of police 
corruption, their perception of the fairness 
and effectiveness of the police and their 
beliefs about the legitimacy of the police. 
However, some attempt in the field of 
juvenile justice has been made to understand 
different aspects of the connection between 
the law (theory) and actual practice, and 
this also includes details on the interaction 
between the police and juveniles (Iqbal, 

1According to Section  2 (c) of the United 
Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Administration of Juvenile Justice (“The 
Beijing Rules”), 1985, “A juvenile offender 
is a child or young person who is alleged to 
have committed or who has been found to 
have committed an offence” (OHCHR, 1985). 
In Section 2 (b) of the Juvenile Justice System 
Ordinance (2000) of Pakistan, a juvenile is a 
child who has not attained the age of eighteen 
years at the time of commission of an offence 
against which he or she is accused or alleged 
(Khoso, 2017).

2009; Sajid, 2009). However, they do not 
offer any information about the juveniles’ 
perception of the police.

In many countries, much attention has 
been paid to the negative approach of the 
police in dealing with the public that has 
eroded the trust of young people in the 
police, making them less likely to turn to 
the police for help (Goodrich, Anderson, & 
LaMotte, 2014). Therefore, it is important 
to investigate juveniles’ perception of the 
police. Knowledge and understanding of 
their perception of the police are important 
for practitioners, policy-makers and 
communities (Romain & Hassell, 2014; 
Flexon, Lurigio, & Greenleaf, 2009) as 
their perception “can influence the degree 
and type of interaction people have with the 
police and the degree of support provided 
to the police” (Khondaker, Lambert, & Wu, 
2013).

The l i terature variously reports 
determinants of juveniles’ perception of  
the police. Among the most significant 
determining factors are demographic 
characteristics (race, gender and age), 
crime-related variables (victimisation 
and perception of neighbourhood crime) 
and police conduct variables (personal 
and vicarious encounters) (Hurst, 2007). 
Geistman and Smith (2007) asserted that 
American youths’ attitudes towards the 
police are inferences of an intricate set of 
personal characteristics, social environment 
and personal experience.

Juveniles who do not have direct 
interaction with the police may form 
perception of the police based on information 
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from their friends, family and relatives who 
have had contact with the police. The theory 
of socialisation pays much attention on 
sources such as family, the neighbourhood, 
friends and media, stating that these sources 
have different levels of impact on the 
formation of juveniles’ perception of the 
police, as most of the young boys and girls 
spend more time with their peers in the 
neighbourhood and schools than with their 
parents at homes (Brick, Taylor, & Esbensen, 
2009; Janeksela, 1999). Additional research 
has suggested that the media, including 
music and song lyrics, offer an interesting 
source for further investigation in the field of 
socialisation of juveniles and the formation 
of their perception of the police (Shank, 
1996; Bowler & Zawilski, 2007).

Demographic characteristics such 
as race, sex, gender and age have been 
considered the most influential in shaping 
juveniles’ perception of the police (Brown 
& Benedict, 2007), and much attention 
is paid on the investigation of white and 
black juveniles (Nihart, Lersch, Sellers, & 
Mieczkowski, 2005; Geistman & Smith, 
2007). The studies showed that vicarious 
(or maltreatment by the police) experience 
of juveniles with the police results in 
negative perception of juveniles of the 
police (Romain & Hassell, 2014; Flexon et 
al., 2009; Hurst, McDermott, & Thomas, 
2005). If they have had bad experiences 
with the police in the past, juveniles are 
expected to form a negative attitude towards 
the police (Hurst, 2007).

The findings of past studies indicate that 
there is a relationship between perception 

of the police and socioeconomic status 
(Sampson & Bartusch, 1998; Brown & 
Benedict, 2002; Hagan, Shedd, & Payne, 
2005; Avdija, 2010; Brunson & Weitzer, 
2011). However, past research remains 
unable to offer the views of juveniles who 
are currently passing through the criminal 
justice system. The literature shows that 
the influencing factors are related to four 
main overlapping categories: demography 
and neighbourhood, prior police contact, 
vicarious experience and socialisation. 
However, in the fields of socialisation and 
demography, two important factors have not 
been taken into consideration very much. 
These are: (1) Personal observation of 
juveniles prior to contact with the police; and 
(2) Poverty with no or minimal education. 
Therefore, this current research sought to 
explore the role of the personal observation 
of juveniles and their socioeconomic 
status as these factors are assumed to have 
influenced their perception of the police 
either negatively or positively.

The Current Study

With delinquency becoming a bigger 
problem in societies, research into this 
area, as highlighted above, has also been 
growing, focussing on the factors that 
help to shape or form juveniles’ (out of the 
criminal justice system) perception of the 
police. However, these studies lack evidence 
of juveniles’ prior personal observation 
of police activities in their surroundings. 
Their observation repeat stories they  have 
heard from parents, relatives, friends and 
media reporting or representation. Most 
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of the evidence recorded in past research 
is based on interviews with youths who 
were not in contact with the law at the 
time of the interviews. Additionally, the 
juveniles’ socioeconomic status was not 
given full weightage in these studies. Most 
importantly, the literature lacks facts on 
perception of the police by juveniles who 
are currently passing through the criminal 
justice system, particularly such evidence 
from developing countries like Pakistan. 
The current study, thus, attempted to study 
what juveniles have seen and observed 
about police activities in their communities, 
as well as the role of their economic status 
in forming their perception of the police, 
especially in the context of the police’s 
vicarious treatment in the Pakistani city 
of Karachi. Therefore, this article is a first 
and brief attempt to highlight Pakistani 
juveniles’ perception of the police. 

MATERIAL,  CONTEXT  AND 
METHODS

The findings of this study are based on 
detailed informal interviews conducted 
with 34 juveniles on probation with the 
Reclamation and Probation Department 
(RPD) of Sindh. Prior to interviewing the 34 
juveniles, addresses and phone numbers of 
30 former juvenile inmates were collected 
from the Youth Offenders Industrial School 
Karachi. It took many days to search 
for their whereabouts in extremely poor 
localities based on the given addresses in 
the megacity of Karachi. The researcher was 

able to locate some of the addresses but the 
families had moved to other places. With no 
success in finding those children based on 
their addresses, the researcher sought help 
from the RPD.

The RPD helped to arrange interviews 
with 34 juvenile inmates, eight of whom 
were interviewed in the district Malir Court, 
in the office of a probation officer, while 26 
juveniles were interviewed in the City Courts 
Karachi, in the office of a probation officer. 
At that time, according to the Assistant 
Director RPD, only 40 juveniles were 
under the custody of the RPD in Karachi 
City. Some of these boys had come to mark 
their monthly attendance in the probation 
officers’ office but the majority were called 
in by the probation officers to meet with 
the researcher. It took the researcher about 
eight days to meet them at different times, 
with each interview taking a minimum of 
one hour; however, some interviews took 
longer than two hours to talk about different 
aspects of the youths’ life in the police 
station. This article focusses only on the 
treatment they received from the police and 
their perception of the police, as well as the 
factors that shaped their perception of the 
police, lock-up cells, courts and prisons. 
The researcher manually jotted down the 
young boys’ answers about their sufferings 
in the criminal justice system of Pakistan on 
a writing pad using a pen. In the analysis, 
each boy (interviewee) was given a case 
number from 1 to 34 in the same sequence 
they were interviewed.
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RESULTS

Ages and Families’ Source of 
Livelihoods

garment factory, one was a plumber, one was 
a waiter at a restaurant, two were workers 
at a welding workshop and two were tailor 
masters working at two different shops. 
Four of the boys were orphans who lived 
with their mothers and relatives, while the 
final two used to collect garbage and sleep 
on the streets.

Charges

Most of the boys were charged on offences 
that were bailable in light of the Juvenile 
Justice System Ordinance’s (JJSO), 
2000, section 10, since all the offences 
carried a sentence of less than 10 years of 
imprisonment. Out of the 34, five of the boys 
had to be released immediately by the police 
as they were underage (below 15 years 
old); the JJSO provides immediate bail for 
children under 15 years of age.

Falsely Implicated

Twelve boys stated that they had been 
involved in unlawful activities, while 22 
claimed that they were not involved in any 
crime or unlawful act but had been falsely 
implicated by the police and other parties 
in crimes they had not committed. One of 
the boys shared that his fault was pillion 
riding but the police made out the case as 
assault on the police. Another boy said that 
he had committed no offence, and his only 
crime had been sitting with problematic 
juvenile offenders in the neighbourhood. He 
did not know if his friends had previously 
committed any offences; he had been 
charged with the crime even though his 

Table 1 
Juveniles’ families’ sources of livelihoods

No of 
juveniles

Source of livelihood of their fathers

15 Daily wage labourers
2 Rickshaw (a three-wheel small 

vehicle) drivers
1 Peon 
2 Fishermen
1 Business – Recycling of garbage 
2 Mechanics at motor workshops
1 Overlock operator in a garment 

factory
1 Plumber
1 Waiter at a restaurant
2 Workers at a welding workshop
2 Tailor masters, working at two 

different shops
4 Orphans who lived with their 

mothers and relatives; two of them 
used to collect garbage and sleep on 
the streets

Five of the interviewees were aged between 
13 and 15 years, while the other 29 boys were 
between 16 and 18 years. Except for four of 
them, all the others stated that their fathers 
were the main bread earner of the family, 
but the men did extremely low paying work 
and belonged to the poor working class. 
Fifteen of the boys shared that their fathers 
were daily wage labourers in Karachi, two 
were rickshaw (a three-wheel small vehicle) 
drivers, one was a peon, two were fishermen, 
one had a small-scale business recycling 
garbage, two were mechanics at a motor 
workshop, one was an overlock operator in a 
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friends had repeatedly informed the police 
officials that he was innocent.

The Only Language the Police Know Is 
That of Money and Torture

Out of the 34 boys, four said that they had 
not been physically tortured by the police 
but they claimed that they had been harassed 
and mentally tortured, while the 30 other 
boys said that they had been physically and 
mentally tortured by the police. All the boys 
had been kept in police lock-ups with adults 
and 20 boys had been tortured severely. One 
of the young boys had even been tortured to 
the extent that he had been unable to stand 
and walk. Looking at his severe condition, 
the judge had not allowed his remand in 
police custody. All the boys stated that 
they had been handcuffed while in police 
custody, including when they were in front 
of the judge  and had been dragged from the 
police station to the courtroom together with 
adults who had been accused. 

One of the boys claimed, “The police 
did not physically torture me, but I saw 
many poor boys and men beaten by them 
for money” (Case 2). Another boy shared, 
“I was beaten most of the time at the police 
station” (Case 6). Another boy added that 
he had been physically tortured by police 
personnel through kicking, the use of fists, 
rolls and plastic pipes for beating and being 
turned upside down (Case 11). As a result of 
severe police torture, some of the boys had 
a negative view of the police. For instance, 
one boy disclosed that, “They only know to 
torture and kill” (Case 16), while another 
boy supported this view, stating that “They 

know only two languages, money or torture” 
(Case 19). Another boy also shared view, 
which was also negative, “I did not know 
that they really beat humans like people 
used to beat animals. They treated us like 
dogs” (Case 17). A similar view was shared 
by another boy, who said that he had been 
beaten very badly and in one encounter, had 
been threatened with death (Case 28).

Juveniles’ Personal Observation 

When these boys were asked how they 
had learnt even before their arrest that the 
police were bad, the majority claimed that 
their perception was based on personal 
observation of the negative activities of 
the police; however, only nine boys shared 
this personal observation of negative police 
activities. The first interviewee offered a 
general image of the police in Karachi. He 
said, “You ask everyone on the street about 
the police, they will say one thing, ‘The 
police are bad’” (Case 1). According to a 16-
year old interviewee who had spent seven 
days in the police lock-up, he was not the 
only one who knew it; everyone in Karachi 
knew that the police were bad. The police 
caught young boys without any reason and 
created problems for poor people. He said 
that the name ‘police’ had come to signify 
‘fear’ because “Everyone knows that they 
beat a lot and no one can stop them. Before 
my arrest I knew about them because they 
had arrested my friends and people in my 
neighbourhood. They were beaten for no 
crime” (Case 30).

Another boy offered more or less the 
same view but offered specific information. 
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He shared that he knew bad things about the 
police because he had seen the police beating 
people on the roads. He further stated that 
the police always set up roadblocks. He 
stated, ‘Whenever I walked by that road I 
felt a shiver in my body because of those 
policemen, no one told me the police are 
bad. I saw that most of the time they were 
doing bad things to people. They took 
peoples’ money from their pockets; I saw 
them doing it at police pickets’ (Case 7).

A young boy was arrested for keeping 
an illegal pistol and a stolen mobile. He 
confessed that he was involved in mobile 
snatching and that he had had a pistol 
with him at the time. Before he joined 
the company of bad boys, he had already 
known about the police as a corrupt gang 
of people who did not respect anyone. 
According to him, “People joined the police 
force to make money and lived a powerful 
life in their vicinities.” He added, “In my 
neighbourhood most of the boys wanted to 
join the police force. I also wanted to join 
it because we wanted to make money and 
live a good life. I see some policemen in our 
neighbourhood leading a very good life and 
people are scared of them” (Case 3). This 
boy indicated that the police were perceived 
as corrupt, and he had personally witnessed 
some of their corrupt acts while observing 
them in his neighbourhood.

A 13-year-old boy claimed that he had 
been charged for theft and had spent four 
days in the police lock-up. He said, ‘The 
police are not good. I was always afraid 
of them. I did not consider that the police 
could protect us but they would take away 

everything from us.” He added, “Before my 
arrest, many times I personally saw them 
looting people on the road. One day on our 
main road, which was a one-minute walking 
distance, the police tried to stop two young 
boys on a motorbike. However, they did 
not stop, so the police started firing at them 
causing them to be badly injured. These 
boys had no pistol or anything illegal with 
them” (Case 9).

Another boy shared his observation, “I 
was very young. I did not know who the 
police were. I saw people protesting on 
the main road for no water supply to their 
area and the police were beating them. I 
asked my father as I was curious about who 
those people were who were beating the 
protesters. My father told me the men were 
policemen’ (Case 13). A 17-year-old boy 
shared that he and his friends were snatching 
mobile phones and that they were carrying 
pistols. They were arrested right after 
snatching a mobile phone. The police kept 
them only for two days in police lock-up at 
the Police Station in the Defence area, and 
they were tortured by only one policeman. 
He shared that he knew as a fact that ‘police’ 
meant power and money. Therefore, he 
wanted to join the police because it is easy 
to become rich by joining the police force. 
He shared, “I have seen a police constable in 
my neighbourhood. He was extremely poor 
but within three years he bought his own car 
and made a house. I always saw him with 
criminal people who used to sell narcotics” 
(Case 14).

Slightly different observations were 
shared by a 15-year-old boy who had spent 
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seven days in police lock-up although he 
had committed no crime. According to him, 
he already had knowledge of the police’s 
bad behaviour towards people, mainly 
young people, and he had seen some of 
their negative activities being committed in 
his aunt’s neighbourhood. He said, “Once 
I was visiting my aunt’s house, I noticed 
noise on the ground floor. I went downstairs 
and noticed that a policeman had caught 
two young boys, and he was slapping and 
dragging them. These boys were in their 
college uniforms, they had just returned 
from the college. I heard the police were 
saying that they had stolen a motorbike’ 
(Case 16). Another boy stated that at the 
time of his arrest, he was scared that he 
would also be treated in the same way like 
a boy in his neighbourhood, of whom he 
said, “He was beaten so badly that he was 
admitted in hospital for many days. The 
police did the same to me. I was beaten and 
threatened to be killed in an encounter, but 
I was not hospitalised” (Case 28).

Other Sources in Shaping Perception of 
the Police

Nine participants also disclosed different 
mixed sources of information about the 
negative image of the police, mentioning 
multiple media sources that included private 
news channels (Geo and Express), dramas 
(they did not mention which dramas in 
particular), newspapers (mainly Urdu) and 
Indian films. Five boys mentioned family 
members and relatives as some of the 
sources of information and stories of the 
negative activities of police, and eight boys 

said that they had heard negative stories 
about the police from their neighbours and 
friends, respectively. 

Everyone knows that the Police are Bad

Although it was the first time the interviewees 
had personal experience of police violence 
and abuse as victims, they declared that even 
before their arrest they very much knew 
about the negative image of the police. One 
of the boys shared that he already knew 
the police were a corrupt gang of people 
(Case 3). Another boy shared that before 
his arrest he knew that the police were 
dangerous (Case 10). Yet another claimed 
that “Everyone in the city [Karachi] knows 
about the negative role of police... if they 
become good, all bad people will be good” 
(Case 21). These statements implied that 
all who were arrested and then interviewed 
would be likely to say that the police were 
bad. Another boy said that he already knew 
before his arrest that the police were “Bad 
people and I was caught by bad people, and 
everyone knows that police are bad because 
they have power to arrest anyone, put him 
in lock-up, and send him to jail” (Case 23). 
Other boys had similar negative views about 
the police.

These incidents clearly indicated that 
the police’s image in Karachi City was not 
good. The police were known in negative 
terms such as, “They are corrupt,” “Servants 
of rich people,” “They are criminals,” “They 
do not respect anyone,” “Police means 
problem started,” “The police is the name 
of fear because they only beat and always 
threaten to kill.” 
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Violence Reinforces Negative Image

An additional finding of the research was 
that rampant violence had reinforced the 
negative image of the police. Knowledge 
acquired through different sources about 
the bad or negative image of the police 
accompanied by personal observation of 
police behaviour while in custody had 
reinforced the negative image of the police 
held by these 34 boys. Out of 34, 12 claimed 
that they were innocent; theoretically, a 
person whether innocent or not, if caught 
and tortured by the police, is justified in his 
view of the police being negative (Romain 
& Hassell, 2014; Flexon et al., 2009). The 
courts had yet to decide if these boys were 
innocent; however, all of them (except for 
four) claimed that they were physically 
tortured by the police and that they had 
seen many other poor people being tortured 
during their many days in custody at the 
police station. For obvious reasons, their 
negative view of the police would certainly 
grow stronger and be reaffirmed in their 
minds.

When they were asked to give their 
opinion about the police after they had been 
treated badly, all of them stated that it had 
become more negative. One of the boys 
said, “I will believe everyone in this city but 
I will never believe in the goodness of the 
police” (Case 17). Some of the boys related 
their stories with those of other people in 
Karachi City, such as, “You ask everyone 
on the street about the police, they will 
say the police are bad. I have experienced 
how badly the police treat poor people” 
(Case 1). A similar view was expressed by 

another boy, who stated, “Everyone in the 
city [Karachi] knows about the negative role 
of the police”.

Treatment of the Poor

All of young interviewees belonged to the 
lower rungs of the socioeconomic class 
(Table 1) as their families were lowly paid. 
While mentioning their sufferings at the 
hands of the police due to class, one boy 
said, “I have experienced how bad the 
police treat poor people” (Case 1). Another 
interviewee suggested that poor boys are 
beaten for money, stating, “I saw many 
poor boys and men being beaten by them 
for money” (Case 2). Another boy said, 
“The police never cared about poor people” 
(Case 6).

Some boys directly mentioned the 
value of money and power, and that there 
was a lesser value for those who did not 
have money. One boy informed, “They 
catch, beat, insult and disrespect only poor 
people” (Case 7). Another boy said that 
“The police badly treat all poor people at the 
police station but do nothing to rich people 
because rich people gave them money and 
have power as they belonged to political 
parties” (Case 8). Another boy added that 
“The police do not arrest strong people or 
those who have political support; they would 
arrest only weak and helpless people” (Case 
11). There were also other negative views 
in the same context. One juvenile said that 
“They do not listen to poor people. They just 
beat. If you give them money, they would 
not touch you” (Case 15). “They are servants 
of rich people” (Case 17). “They only arrest 
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innocent and poor people” (Case 18). “They 
are enemies of poor people” (case 20 and 
22). “They block roads and arrest poor 
people” (Case 25). “They create problems 
for poor people” (Case 30). “For them, the 
poor are not humans” (Case 33).

The study found that in the view of the 
boys, there was a common practice of the 
criminalisation of the poor by the police. In 
many of the boys’ views (with reference to 
Cases 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10, 14, 15, 18, 20, 22, 25, 
30 and 33), the police caught poor people, 
while some of the boys (with reference to 
Cases, 8, 14, 17 and 24) said that the police 
did not catch rich people. The source of 
income of these boys’ families suggested 
that the boys belonged to extremely poor 
families (Table 1), which to some extent, 
justified their view that criminalisation of 
poor boys is a common practice in the city.

DISCUSSION

The views of all 34 boys offered an immense 
account of the deplorable state of human 
rights of children (below 18 years of 
age) in police stations in Karachi. It also 
shows that implication in false cases and 
criminalisation of poor are interlinked and 
also deeply rooted in the criminal justice 
system of Pakistan, which is believed 
to serve the interests of people who are 
economically and politically strong. These 
factors need to be discussed from the 
perspective of Pakistani structural criminal 
violence. This would not be necessary if 
the 22 boys, out of the total of 34, were 
lying or claiming to be innocent (see more 

details under heading ‘Falsely Implicated’). 
The 22 boys were, according to the facts as 
stated by them, innocent, and even if they 
were not, they deserved better treatment 
as outlined in the Juvenile Justice System 
Ordinance (JJSO) and the United Nations 
Conventions on the Rights of the Child. 
Even the remaining 12 boys who confessed 
that they had committed offences ought 
not to have been treated inhumanely but 
according to provisions enshrined in the 
law. Since they had already been through the 
harsh criminal justice system of Pakistan, 
there was no reason to disbelieve them. The 
point is, however, why were these innocent 
boys falsely implicated? What happened 
to the boys is not merely acts of violence, 
torture and abuse at the hands of the police 
against 34 boys but the exploitation and 
victimisation of thousands of children whom 
they represented, in addition to the poor and 
the working class (Yale Law School, 2014; 
Khoso & Yew, 2015).

In South Asia, Pakistan is one of the 
countries where torture and abuse of children 
in police lock-ups, and also the use of harsh, 
abusive or obscene language is reported 
to be common (UNICEF, 2006). The 
United Nations Committee on the Rights 
of the Child in its Concluding Observations 
revealed deep concerns about reports of 
torture and ill-treatment of children by 
police officers in detention facilities in 
Pakistan (United Nations, 2009). From 2011 
to 2013, 224 police officials were reported 
by the media to be involved in child sexual 
abuse cases, 10 of which were reported 
to have occurred in policemen’s personal 
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residential quarters and 18 in police stations 
(Sahil, 2011, 2012, & 2013).

Why would the Pakistani police torture 
the detained? It was found that torture 
is considered an acceptable practice in 
Pakistani culture. “Pakistan is a country with 
high incidence of intra-family violence” 
(Mansoor, 2010). The state allows for the 
torturing of citizens through its criminal 
justice system, which in turn justifies torture 
within families. Consequently, Pakistani 
society has become more violent and 
intolerant, and this seems to be allowing a 
foothold for a rise in cases of honour killing 
(South Asians for Human Rights, 2011). 
Pakistani society is infested with extremism, 
intolerance and violent behaviour. As a 
routine matter, children across the country 
are battered, beaten, hit, slapped and spanked 
by their guardians and teachers. In 2011, a 
media channel showed the police officials 
in one of the cities in Pakistan flogging a 
16-year-old boy in public on charges of 
stealing a mobile phone. A senior police 
officer commented that this kind of open 
punishment creates “fear of the police 
among the public, and believe me, 80% of 
the crime is controlled in this way” (Khoso, 
2011).

Many police officials of low rank 
use the criminalisation of the poor and 
helpless as a show of good performance to 
impress their bosses. Since the police remain 
unable to access, identify and catch actual 
offenders, they implicate disadvantaged 
children in crimes committed by others 
(Khoso & Yew, 2015) to avoid pressure 
from their superiors. In addition, in the 

rural and urban areas of Pakistan, the police 
work to serve the interests of the feudal 
and capitalist elite. The elite have a strong 
influence on the police and what goes on in 
police stations, commonly known as thana, 
meaning police station. Thana culture in 
Pakistan has come to refer to how the poor 
seem to be implicated by the police in false 
cases (Ali, 2015).

Thana culture has given authority and 
power to the police to illegally detain the 
innocent and the poor without having to 
give any reasons or on false grounds. Thana 
culture (or culture of torture or violence) 
is essentially a product of colonial law, 
stemming from the Police Act of 1861. 
After independence in 1947 from the 
British colonisers, Pakistan adopted and 
continued the Police Act 1861, allowing 
the harsh treatment of criminals that was 
framed and regulated under colonial law 
to continue and not be superseded by child 
protection law such as the Juvenile Justice 
System Ordinance (JJSO). In the Police 
Act, the police served as the enforcement 
arm of state bureaucracy, controlling people 
through ‘repression and fear’. Perito and 
Parvez (2014) believed that “Thana culture 
primarily serves the interests of the political 
elite, the wealthy, and those who demand 
special treatment.” They also added that 
the majority of Pakistanis “fear the police 
and seek their assistance as a last resort. 
Widespread corruption, high-handedness 
and abusive behaviour have soared in 
police-community relations” (Perito & 
Parvez, 2014). Abbas (2011) believed that in 
the eyes of the public, Pakistan’s police are 
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corrupt, incompetent and brutal; therefore, 
“justice is elusive, insecurity is rampant, 
and ordinary citizens are the victims of this 
system. Even internal police assessments 
acknowledge the police force’s lack of 
credibility in the public eye”.

It would appear that, based on the 
above discussion, the views and perception 
of these 34 boys affirm the pre-established 
violent and negative image of the police 
in Karachi, perhaps even in the whole of 
Pakistan. All 34 boys categorically stated 
that they already knew that the police were 
bad, and after their interaction with the 
police, their negative views of the police 
were reinforced. “The police are bad,” was 
a common evaluation of the police among 
the interviewees. 

The police played a major role in 
constructing the negative perception of 
themselves that is now generally portrayed 
by the media and society (family members, 
relatives, friends, neighbours); this seemed 
to be confirmed by the interviewees, who 
had been the unfortunate victims of police 
brutality. The interviewees’ personal 
encounter with the police, including their 
being falsely implicated in criminal acts 
and the physical and mental torture they 
were subjected to reinforced their negative 
perception/image of the police. Therefore, 
the point is not that juveniles or children 
have a negative perception of the police after 
a bad personal encounter with the police 
(Romain & Hassell, 2014; Stewart, Morris, 
& Weir, 2014; Brick et al., 2009; Dowler & 
Zawilski, 2007) but that society as a whole 
contributes to the construction of such an 

image of an institution that is meant to be 
responsible and which was established to 
protect citizens, both adults and children. 
The interviewees had heard, watched, seen 
and observed instances that portrayed the 
police in a negative light, but their views 
and perception became stronger, or were 
reinforced, after their personal experience 
of being tortured, degraded and treated 
inhumanely (Norman, 2009).

The interviewees’ perception of the 
police was formed along extremely negative 
terms by the media and their parents, 
friends and neighbours, but their personal 
observation of the police was a strong 
influencing factor in shaping their views 
and perception of the police. The statements 
they made in the interviews suggested that 
their negative views about the police have 
become firmly imprinted on their minds 
forever. 

The police were themselves responsible 
for the construction of this negative image in 
the perception of the interviewees. In terms 
of observation, one route of construction 
of such a negative perception of the police 
was the police’s own behaviour of indulging 
in acts such as blocking roads, taking 
money and taking bribes, all of which 
were mentioned by the juveniles in their 
personal observation. At the same time, the 
media and socialisation also contributed to 
the formation of this negative perception. 
However, it is not clear whether the media 
or socialisation reaffirmed the juveniles’ 
personal observation about the police’s 
negative activities. This research was also 
not able to discover which factors were the 
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first to influence the juveniles’ perception 
of the police i.e. whether their personal 
observation first influenced their perception 
of the police or information shared by family 
members, friends, relatives and the media 
as part of their socialisation was the first. 
This area requires further investigation. 
However, as far as the police’s vicarious 
behaviour is concerned, this study revealed 
that the negative treatment of the juveniles 
in custody at police stations strengthened 
their negative perception of the police.

CONCLUSION

This study found several strong as well 
as weak factors that influenced juveniles’ 
perception of the police. Parents, relatives, 
friends and the media were somehow 
meagre factors; personal observation was 
the most important factor in socialising 
juveniles’ perception of the police. Besides 
low socioeconomic status, criminalisation 
of the poor was also a leading factor. The 
strongest factor was violence committed 
by the police; police violence reinforced the 
negative perception of the police.

Though the scale of this study was 
small, the research revealed that negative 
perception of the police among juveniles 
was formed from input received from many 
sources. Therefore, it appears that juveniles’ 
perception of police should be contextual 
and related to specific environments and the 
relationship between the two variables (such 
as the police and poor juveniles or the police 
and rich juveniles).

This study urges deeper investigation 
into the way children and juveniles think 

and perceive the police, who are gatekeepers 
of the criminal justice system in developing 
countries like Pakistan. The findings of this 
study will enlighten policy-makers and 
administrators on how the criminal justice 
system can protect the human rights of 
children in police custody. In order to protect 
children from violence and abuse in the 
criminal justice system, merely passing laws 
is insufficient, and rigorous institutional 
efforts are required to change the attitude 
of policemen towards children.
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ABSTRACT

In West Sumatra, radicalism does not develop and even tends to decease because of the 
self-defense system of the local society, in the form of the religious and socio-cultural 
system that arises from the doctrine, values and teachings of Islam practised by the Tarekat 
community. The study aims to understand the conceptual world of the Tarekat community 
faith towards radicalism and to explain the struggle of radical idealism in the midst of 
the dynamics of the religious Tarekat culture in West Sumatra. This research uses the 
descriptive-phenomenological approach. Focus group discussion was first conducted with 
the teachers (mursyid) and members of the Tarekat congregation followed by in-depth 
interviews with the teachers and members of the congregation. Observation was made to 
examine the socio-cultural conditions of the Tarekat community surrounding their activities 
in relation to their religious teachings and ideals. This study found that firstly, the fusion of 
Tarekat teachings with the Minangkabau culture was not conducive to the rise of radical 
idealism in West Sumatra; secondly, the resilience of Tarekat religious culture and the 
local wisdom of the Minangkabau prevented radicalism from taking root in the Tarekat 
community, thus reducing conflict, and; thirdly, the opposition of the Tarekat to radicalism 
seen in its practice of dakwah culture, has shaped its lifestyle and response to the world.   

Keywords: Resistance, local wisdom, Tarekat community, radicalism   

INTRODUCTION

The escalation of violence due to radicalism 
and its growing intensity has made radicalism 
a hot topic of discussion locally, nationally 
and internationally. Whether carried out 
by individuals or groups of society, acts 
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of violence resulting from radical ideas 
derived from religious teachings is causing 
consternation around the world. It is not 
surprising, then, that suspicions arise that 
religious educational institutions, especially 
traditional ones, such as pesantren (Islamic 
boarding school) in Java, the surau1 or 
meunasah in Minangkabau, are suspected 
to be cells for the development of radical 
behaviour. For Muslims, this generalisation 
is a stigma that impedes efforts to deal with 
social unrest and social problems that should 
instead be addressed carefully and wisely. 
In the context of Minangkabau culture, 
the surau religious education institution, 
socio-historically, is the birthplace and 
development of many charismatic Muslim 
scholars who have been able to create a 
calm, peaceful and dynamic environment by 
emphasizing the importance of integration 
or social cohesion.

1Surau is the oldest educational institution 
in Minangkabau; even before Islam entered 
Minangkabau, surau already existed. With the 
coming of Islam, surau became Islamised but 
retained its name. The surau in Minangkabau 
culture is a great tradition of the Indonesian 
religious institution. Surau is a religious 
institution of society that acts as a prominent 
Islamic teaching centre and the starting point 
of Islamisation in Minangkabau. As a Tarekat 
centre, the surau is also e a Minangkabau 
fortress against the negative influence of 
modernisation. Surau is not just a place to 
study religion, learn to read al-Qur`an or learn 
adab; it is also a place the centre of scholarship 
in Muslim communities; here, Muslims study 
their holy book and learn to debate on matters 
of religion and science (Azwar, 2015, pp. 293–
308). 

The emergence of Tarekat groups as a 
religious institution in Islamic society is a 
manifestation of the dynamism of Islamic 
teaching. The presence of the Tarekat 
group in the history of Islamic civilisation, 
according to Azra (2007), “contributes to 
the process of urban society formation, and 
plays an important role in spreading the 
idea of Islamic renewal to various Islamic 
worlds, including to the archipelago” (p. 
145). The movement became known as 
neo-Sufism, a movement that attempted 
to reconcile Sufi and the Sharia teaching. 
Certain rituals in religious practice are 
typical of Tarekat groups, and this identity is 
an interesting phenomenon in the dynamics 
of Islamic societies.

In  the  Indonesian archipelago, 
Tarekat not only plays a role in the initial 
Islamisation process; it also contributes 
to various social, cultural, political and 
economic processes within urban society. 
The strength of the group’s network is based 
on the collective piety and obedience to the 
teachers (mursyid), which allows them to 
develop a stable institutional network and 
to play a role in social reform and change, 
both structurally and culturally (Azra, 2007, 
p. 147).

Tarekat culture in West Sumatra is built 
on two main pillars, namely Islam and adat 
(custom) Minangkabau. These two pillars 
shape the attitude and behaviour of the 
people. The important implications of this 
compounding can be seen in the peaceful 
coexistence of humanist-inclusive, well-
mannered and civilised people with socialist 
ideas and activities (Azwar, 2015, p. 153). 
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Therefore, it is difficult for radicalism to 
develop in Minangkabau society because 
it is blocked by cultural and religious 
mechanisms. It would be interesting to study 
how Tarekat teaching, which is the basis of 
the local wisdom of West Sumatera, blocks 
radicalism. How does Tarekat teaching 
fortify the people of West Sumatra from 
developing radical understanding? 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Religious Understanding and 
Radicalism

Radicalism is the expression of extreme 
beliefs that are often expressed through 
aggressive and violent behaviour and 
provocative speech. As a movement, it seeks 
to overthrow an existing order whose beliefs 
are considered a watered down version 
of what they should be. Radicalist groups 
engage in and encourage extreme and 
violent acts to extablish their own beliefs, 
which they proclaim are the true, correct and 
accurate version. Radicalist religious groups 
stretch religious teachings, giving them an 
emotional stance that leads to violence and 
anarchism. Typically, radicalism is the act 
of violent change by manipulating religious 
doctrine and using religious symbols. The 
word ‘radical’ is often used to indicate total 
rejection of all conditions.

The various complexities of life are 
a powerful impetus for the emergence of 
radical movements. Modern societies have 
given rise to an impersonal gesellschaft, 
what Riesman (1961) called a “lonely 
crowd”, resulting from a deep sense of 
alienation in the modern psyche. Modern 

society is characterised by the reversal 
of values, and this is a direct threat upon 
community, integration and togetherness 
(Sztompka, 2007, p. 330).

In the context of religious movements, 
radicalism, anarchism or violence has 
tended to increase or at least emerge and 
then disappear in recent years. The rise 
of radicalism and radical movements is 
rooted in the fact that there are growing 
interpretations, understanding, streams, 
denominations and even sects within (intra) 
one particular religion. In Muslim societies, 
religious radicalism is derived largely from 
literal, piecemeal and ad hoc religious 
understanding of certain verses of the 
Qur’an. Such understanding barely leaves 
room for accommodation and compromise 
with moderate Muslim groups, and therefore 
it threatens the mainstream of the ummah 
or society.

Religious radicalism in Islam can 
also originate from false readings of 
Islamic history combined with excessive 
idealisation of a particular period of Islam. 
This is seen in the views and movements 
of the Salafi, especially in the very radical 
beliefs of Wahabiyyah, which appeared in 
the Arabian peninsula in the late 18th century 
and continues to develop today. The main 
theme of this Salafi group is the purification 
of Islam, and the focus is on cleansing Islam 
of beliefs and practices that the group see 
as bid’ah or heresy. Such cleansing is often 
done through violent means.

Religious radicalism can also gain 
additional impetus from the political, social 
and economic deprivation that may persist 
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in society. At the same time, disorientation, 
socio-cultural dislocation and the excesses of 
globalisation, among other social pressures, 
are additional factors important to the 
emergence of radical groups. These radical 
groups often take the form of a cult that is 
exclusive, closed and centred on someone 
who is viewed as charismatic. Groups with 
certain eschatological dogmas even view the 
world as nearing its end and the apocalypse, 
and proclaim that it is time to repent through 
their leaders and group. Such doctrines, with 
their particular eschatological slant, then 
draw reactions from mainstream religions, 
and this can lead to social conflict.

In the context of radicalism in the 
name of Islam in Indonesia, according 
to Azra (2011), the root of the problem 
begins with a fragmentary and ad hoc 
understanding of the verses of the Qur’an 
that barely provides accommodation space 
and compromise with other moderate 
mainstream Muslim groups. In this context, 
a narrow understanding of religion tends to 
be rigid and potentially false. Moreover, 
what exactly this understanding is is not 
openly discussed. Religious sentiment such 
as religious solidarity based on perceived 
oppression or emotional factors are played 
up as causes for radicalism. In essence, 
radicalism is a theological problem, as it is a 
religious movement that tries to completely 
overhaul an existing social order through 
violence.

Juergensmeyer in his book Terror in the 
Mind of God quoted Pranowo (2011), who 
asserted that “the factor of understanding 
of religion that is not right also resulted in 

the emergence of a radical attitude. In his 
analysis, all existing religions, if they were 
to become exclusive and close the door to 
dialogue, will lead to justification of radical 
or terror acts. The growing tendency is to 
take verses to justify the group’s ideology, 
such as mati syahid or martyrdom” (pp. 27–
34). The same idea was expressed by Alwi 
Shihab (2003) in his book Islam Inclusive; 
he stated, “In fact the narrowing of the space 
of interpretation of religion that is bestowed 
upon human kinds will actually inhibit 
diversity in the direction of perfection. 
Religion is basically giving sufficient space 
for adherents to express Islam according to 
the social context surrounding it” (p. 12).

In its history and development, Islam 
in Indonesia was influenced by many 
experiences. Indonesian Islam is also 
inseparable from the interests of various 
parties, both local and transnational. In this 
context, according to eminent historian, 
Ricklefs (2006), cultural and religious 
transitions in Indonesia contributed to the 
present religious dynamics in Indonesia.

On the other hand, Azra (1999) saw 
radicalism in the name of religion or as a 
purely social phenomenon, as a deviant 
movement. In recent years, radicalism, 
anarchism or religious violence exhibited by 
radical Muslim groups has been increasing, 
not only towards other religions, such as 
Christianity, but also within the religion, 
towards moderate Muslim groups.

Like idealism, Islamic radicalism 
cannot be separated from fundamentalism 
or revivalism because both are rooted in 
the same spiritual movement. The flow of 
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Islamic radicalism was begun by radical 
Islamic groups both local and transnational. 
Bellah (2009) stated that Islamic teaching 
was too modern for its time so it was 
difficult to understand by the world at that 
time, even by Muslims themselves after the 
Prophet Muhammad SAW. The tendency 
towards radicalism and religious militancy 
can also be explained as a reaction against 
the disorientation of values brought about by 
modernisation. Modernisation disrupted life 
and brought about drastic change, not only 
in advanced industrial countries, but also in 
developing countries.

Religious Beliefs of the Tarekat 
Community

A major religion, such as Islam, Christianity, 
Hinduism or Buddhism, will manifest 
itself in the ideology and behaviour of its 
followers in different ways throughout 
history and from place to place. An 
appropriate environment and understanding 
of religious doctrine will emerge from time 
to time as a special movement of religious 
behaviour. One variation of religious life 
in Islam was the emergence of the Tarekat 
movement pioneered by the Sufis.

Religious experience can be classified 
into two major types, esoteric and exoteric. 
Esoteric experience is concerned with the 
aspect of the bathiniyah (essence), while 
exoteric experience emphasises outward 
or formal religious concerns (shari’at). 
The Tarekat congregation emphasises the 
depth of inner experience while accepting 
diversity. The word ‘Tarekat’ is derived from 
the Arabic tariiqah (plural, tharaaiq) which 

in language means ‘path, state and flow of 
certain lines’ (Luis Maklub, 1973). Ahmad 
Warson (1984) added that Tarekat also 
means kaedah or usluub (‘system’), what is 
noble in people (syariif al-qaum). The same 
definition was proposed by Elias Authan and 
Edwar Elias, that Tarekat is a way, method 
and system of belief (Said 2007; Azwar, 
2015, p. 178; Amar, 1980, p. 11).

Aboebakar Atjeh (1993) argued that 
“the Tarekat is the way, the guidance in 
performing a worship in accordance with 
the teachings determined and exemplified by 
the Prophet, and done by friends and tabi’in, 
from generation to generation, to the teacher, 
continuously like a chain sequence” (p. 67). 
The congregation attempts to approach God 
based on what the Qur’an and Sunnah teach. 
Thus, the Tarekat relies on the teachings 
of Islam. Sayyed Husein Nasr said of the 
Tarekat congregation that it “is the heart 
of the teachings of Islam, though hidden 
from view, it becomes the inner source of 
life and the center that governs all Islamic 
religious activities” (Azwar, 2015, p. 179). 
The use of the term Tarekat in the sense of 
Sufism is the result of the development of 
the semantic meaning of the word itself, as 
is the case with the word Shari’at used for 
Islamic law (Madjid, 1995, p. 257).

The Tarekat differentiate between 
the terms Shari’ah, tariqat, haqiqat and 
ma’rifat. According to them, Shari’ah 
improves the deeds of the body or physical 
deeds, thariqat improves the deeds of the 
heart and soul, haqiqat is the practice of the 
mystical secrets and ma’rifat is the ultimate 
goal, which is to know the nature of Allah 
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SWT (the Most Glorified, the Most High) 
in substance, nature and deed (Atjeh, 1993, 
p. 395–404). Ma’rifat is the appreciation 
of the absolute oneness of God s.w.t. in the 
form of the universe and in His own being. 
This understanding brings together the 
meaning of tawakkal and tawhid, referring 
to total surrender of the individual to Allah 
SWT, releasing him or her from absolute 
dependence on anything other than Allah 
SWT. People who have reached the stage of 
ma’rifat are called wali, and are believed to 
have supernatural abilities called karamah.

In the Sufi tradition, there is a postulate 
that says “man ‘arafa nafsahu faqad’ 
arafa rabbahu,” meaning “one who knows 
himself or herself can easily know his or 
her God”. Thus, self-knowledge is the route 
to knowing God. Congeniality provides 
for a deeper meaning in approaching the 
teachings of Islam. The congregation 
emphasises sincerity, piety, patience and 
submission to Allah SWT. Some teachers 
such as those who teach on fiqh, kalam and 
fuqahak do not focus on these aspects and 
often regard the Tarekat as a misleading 
practice.

Azwar (2015) explained that the 
Tarekat congregation focused on four social 
functions, namely (1) providing emotional 
support for the failures and uncertainties of 
life; (2) offering transcendental connection 
through ritual worship ceremonies that can 
provide an emotional basis as a frame of 
reference for attitude and action, including 
in an atmosphere of conflict, disagreement 
and disagreements that promote stability, 
general security and the social system; (3) 

establishing the value of ‘congregation’, 
which prioritises the common interest 
above the interests of individuals, serving to 
strengthen the legitimacy of the validity of 
values and social systems; and (4) teaching 
simplicity, nature of life and the value 
of optimism, while at the same time not 
encouraging consumptive and capitalistic 
behaviour such as explained in Weber’s 
Protestant Ethics, but rather, teaching on the 
importance of the effort to change based on 
the value of inner tranquility, as contained 
in the doctrine of barakah (p. 261–262).

The four functions of the Tarekat 
mentioned above can be observed from 
the thinking and behaviour of the jama’ah 
(congregation). Social relationships are 
based on the senses, and not just on the 
intellect. That is, people are taught to balance 
between their senses and thinking in all 
actions and deeds. This is the main purpose 
of the teaching and practice of Tarekat, 
namely, to train people in experiencing 
and applying Godliness, brotherhood and 
friendship, among other things. In these 
circumstances, the Tarekat forms a humanist 
perspective for the individual, guiding them 
in releasing their fitrah (natural tendency). 
The birth of mutual respect and good 
manners rather than an individualistic, 
materialistic attitude is the aim of Tarekat 
culture, and this is what characterises 
Tarekat groups.

In West Sumatra, especially among 
the Minangkabau, the meeting between 
sense and thought is known as raso jo 
pareso, and is a frame of reference in 
social relationships. The Minangkabau 
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hold firm to adat (custom) and Islam. The 
blend of adat and Islam creates a unique 
indigenous lifestyle that keeps attracting 
the attention of social scientists and people 
in general. The Minangkabau are known 
for their matrilineal system of hierarchy 
and inheritance and the unique balance of 
power between men and women. Today, 
these customs have become blended in 
with the traditions and teachings of Islam, 
making the Minangkabau a dynamic society. 
The dynamic blend of adat and Islam has 
given rise to the new wisdom practised 
by the Minangkabau. Their philosophy of 
alam takambang jadi guru (natural law as 
the teacher of life) is their interpretation of 
the teachings of Islam, namely sunnatullah, 
as expressed through their unique culture.

Radicalism and Its Movement in West 
Sumatera

Radicalism in West Sumatra originated 
from a purification movement of teachings 
and religious practices (Islam) conducted 
by young men who had just returned from 
studying in Saudi Arabia and Egypt. These 
young men, referred to as ‘The Youth 
Group’, were influenced by the Wahabi 
movement started by Muhammad bin 
Abdul Wahab. However, Wahabiism was 
inconsistent with the teachings of Islam as 
practised by the Minangkabau. The group 
that chose to defend the local practice of 
Islam (Islam-Minangkabau) became known 
as the ‘Old Group’.

In today’s context, radicalism and its 
different movements, especially the religious 
ones, exist as organised movements in West 

Sumatra. Inspired by the older religious 
movement, they also remain in contact 
with radical religious groups. Contact with 
radical religious groups is made possible 
because of religious education. Increasing 
opportunities for locals to pursue religious 
education in the Middle East has led also to 
exposure to other religious movements and 
their ideas, which are the brought back to 
the local community.

West Sumatra, since the advent of the 
Paderi (Padre) movement, has become the 
most popular area for exploring Salafi-
style Islamic teaching (Bolland, 1985, p. 
123; Wahid, 2009, p. 29) through the hajj 
performed in Saudi Arabia; the hajj journey 
exposes locals to the array of religious 
ideas propagated in the Middle East. After 
Indonesia’s independence in the 20th century, 
the organisation was mobilised by M. Natsir. 
Many West Sumatrans were sent to Suadi 
Arabia and the Middle East to learn about 
Islam. Those who returned continue to teach 
salafi ideology in West Sumatra in an effort 
to spread transnational ideology (Noer, 
1987, p. 59).

Radical Islam in West Sumatra appears 
to have emerged after the ‘New Order’ 
government collapsed. Transnational 
models, such as Hizb ut-Tahrir and Salafi, 
are motivated by Shari’ah (nizam al-Islam) 
as practised by the Islamic caliphate. The 
Islamic Defenders Front (FPI) established 
amar ma’ruf and nahyi munkar to defend 
the teachings of Islam, while local Islamic 
radical groups such as ‘Paga Nagari’ and the 
Committee of Islamic Sharia Enforcement 
(KPSI) seek to enforce Islamic Shari’ah 
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through the Regional Regulation (Perda). 
Although there are differences between 
radical organisations and other Islamic 
organisations, both share the same goal of 
enforcing Islamic law.

The Islamic organisation, KPSI, seeks 
to reform the practice of Islam through the 
Paderi movement. The Paderi movement in 
West Sumatra was developed in the past. 
KPSI is a local Islamic organisation that 
was born and nurtured in West Sumatra, 
as documented in the groups records dated 
2002. It was set up to respond to local 
social-religious and political phenomena. 
The effort of Islamic organisations like this 
was to win sympathy from the community 
in order to take over leadership of the 
community (Roy, 2005, p. 94; Abaza, 1993, 
p. 17). KPSI is one of the local organisations 
that is committed to enforcing Islamic 
Shari’ah. Their struggle is in the spirit of the 
Paderi movement and applies the religious 
principles of the Paderi movement.

KPSI, established in 2002, stems from 
the idea of a number of young people 
concerned about the development of West 
Sumatera society and the behaviour of 
Muslims who seemed to be drifting farther 
away from sha’riah. Society was beginning 
to show rampant moral misbehaviour; 
gambling and dunkenness were common, 
whereas originally, the people of West 
Sumatra had adhered to the philosophy 
of adat basandi syarak, syarak basandi 
Kitabullah. While West Sumatra had once 
been known for its religious flavour, it 

seemed to have left that tradition far behind, 
and groups such as KPSI were determined 
to return the region to its original stance.

Today, Islamic radicalism in West 
Sumatra does not seem to have reached 
the alarming level of radicalism in other 
regions, such as Jakarta, Solo, Poso and 
West Java. More specifically, it is said that 
Islamic radicalism is far different from what 
the Paderi group had ever intended, and 
participation in radicalism in West Sumatra 
remains weak. 

RESEARCH METHOD

This research used the descriptive-
phenomenological approach to study the 
Tarekat group and its conduciveness for 
the growth and development of radicalism 
in Minangkabau society in West Sumatera. 
According to Nazir (1988), the “Descriptive 
research method is a study to examine the 
problems in society, as well as various 
phenomena that occur in society in certain 
situations, including about relationships, 
activities, attitudes, views and processes 
The ongoing effect of a phenomenon” (pp. 
63–64). Phenomenology, as described by 
Alfred Schutz, is “the attempt to interpret 
and explain the actions and thoughts 
of society by describing the reality that 
appears” real “in the eyes of every person” 
(Holstein & Gubrium, 2009, p. 336). In 
this study, research was conducted to 
interpret and explain the social activities of 
the Tarekat of West Sumatra. The various 
phenomena of Tarekat life are summarised 
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into constructs and limited categories to 
enable understanding and interpretation. 

This research used the grounded 
research approach, a fact-based research 
approach relying on comparative analysis 
of empirical generalisations in establishing 
concepts and testing and developing theories 
through data collection and analysis to 
further explain how a phenomenon prevails. 
Grounded research is based on facts and 
uses comparative analysis. For grounded 
research, data are the source of theories; 
theory is grounded when it is based on data. 
The hallmark of grounded research is to 
use data as the source of theory, not logical 
thinking. Data are also the primary source 
for constructing hypotheses in grounded 
research (Nazir, 1988, p. 89).

This research tried to explain the 
thinking behind the social activities of 
the Tarekat in West Sumatra, and their 
effect on the emergence of radicalism in 
Minangkabau society in West Sumatra 
based on empirical data rather than on 
theories based on deductive logic because 
Tarekat or tasawuf as one embodiment 
of Islamic teachings contains symbols 
and ways of behaving that can only be 
understood by those within the community. 
The descriptive-phenomenological method 
of observing and understanding the social 
activities of the Tarekat can help to explain 

its depth of meaning as a subjective reality 
that is understood and perceived by its 
followers.

To understand and comprehend the 
conceptual world of the Tarekat in West 
Sumatra, the researcher firstly collected, 
studied and understood the basic teachings 
of the Tarekat through the existing literature 
including manuscripts held by teachers 
and congregations (jama’ah). This was 
to comprehend in general the basic 
teachings of the Tarekat that had been 
developed in West Sumatra. Secondly, 
the researchers conducted a focus group 
discussion (muzakarah) with teachers and 
followers (jama’ah) of Tarekat related to 
their knowledge and understanding of the 
teachings. Thirdly, the researcher deepened 
the in-depth interview on the influence of the 
Tarekat community’s understanding of their 
activities and social behaviour, including 
their response to the development of radical 
movements. In-depth interviews on the 
character of their teachers (ulama/mursyid) 
were performed in an effort to understand 
the various social activities and Tarekat 
relationships within the community.

The selection of informants was based 
on the reliability of the informants as the 
source of information using the snow-
ball technique by determining the key 
informants.
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The information obtained from the key 
informants was used as the basis for 
determining which other informants could 
provide the necessary further information. 
The selection of key informants based on 
depth of knowledge and knowledge of the 
various information required, was also 
based on the consideration of their ability to 
provide advice regarding other informants 
needed for research, thus deepening the 
process of collecting information through 
informants until saturation, which was 
decided as information obtained that was 
no longer new.

This study also used observation of 
circumstances, situations, processes or 
behaviour of the Tarekat and their social 
activities and their effects on people’s lives. 
The technique of observation used was 
participant observation, that is observation of 
selected social activities of the Tarekat. The 
observations were made to take note of the 
socio-cultural conditions of the community, 
taking into account the various socio-
cultural realities of the people related to the 
religious teachings and understanding of the 

Tarekat as a sub-culture of Minangkabau 
culture.

To obtain empirical data on the activities 
of the Tarekat, the researcher observed 
two areas: the ritual process observed in 
the surau of the Tarekat and the social 
activities observed in the everyday life 
of the Tarekat. This entailed conducting 
participant observation for one year. 
However, observation of rituals was allowed 
for only certain rituals. 

Data analysis was done in several 
stages: First, data were obtained through 
obse rva t i on  and  i n t e rv i ews  we re 
complemented, compared and verified 
by cross referring with information from 
other informants and by consulting books, 
documents and related research results. The 
data were then classified into categories. 
Second, the categories were sought for their 
main features to know their equation and 
merging. Third, the categories connections 
between the categories were sought in 
order to formulate propositions. Fourth, 
the propositions were linked to one another 
so as to build a final understanding of 

Table 1 
Key informants

Name Tarekat Group Research Area
Mahyuddin Tk. Sutan Syattariyah Kota Padang
Zubair Tk. Kuniang Syattariyah Kota Pariaman
Tuanku Syofyan Syattariyah KabupatenPadangPariaman
Awis Karni Husein Naqsyabandiyah Kabupaten Agam
Azwar Dt. Bagindo Naqsyabandiayah Kota Bukittinggi
M. Nur Naqsyabandiyah Kota Payakumbuh
Zedriwarman Naqsyabndiyah Kabupaten 50 Kota
Effendi Sanusi Naqsyabandiyah Kabupaten Pasaman
Tuan Khalifah Abu Bakar Naqsyabandiyah Bonjol, Kabupaten Pasaman
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the congregation (jama’ah), and this was 
then analysed using related theories that 
ultimately led to a conclusion.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Religious Culture of the Tarekat 
Community as Local Wisdom for the 
People of West Sumatra

The presence of Tarekat groups in West 
Sumatra is not just a da’wah activity for 
the spread of Islam. Religious activities 
conducted by Tarekat groups also affect the 
socio-cultural systems of society. The Tarekat 
group are a functional social movement, as 
their presence is not a protest against the 
existing social system. The presence of 
Tarekat groups strengthens the existing 
social system of Minangkabau culture. The 
teachings of the Tarekat affect the mind 
and soul of the Minangkabau community. 
This is summed up in the Minangkabau 
adat philosophy, known as the adat basandi 
syarak, syarak basandi Kitabullah as syarak 
mangato, adat mamakai (according to 
syarak, the customs apply). The philosophy 
of adat basandi syarak, syarak basandi 
Kitabullah is historically the result of the 
dynamic process of Tarekat teaching with 
adat teaching. This is what Durkheim called 
the social fact. Durkheim said that social 
facts were the beliefs and rules of behaviour 
instituted by society (Ritzer, 1996, p. 77).

In religious life, the Tarekat play 
a role in giving deeper meaning to the 
teachings of Islam. This congregation 
places greater emphasis on formation of the 
heart, devotion, patience and submission 
to God. The Tarekat have also succeeded 

in strengthening brotherly relations among 
community members. This factor has shaped 
the resilience of society against the negative 
influences of modernisation, Westernisation 
and capitalism that can undermine social 
structures.

The teachings of the Tarekat play a role 
in strengthening the mindset and intellect 
of the Minangkabau. The Minangkabau 
philosophy of learning from natural law, raso 
jo pareso (sense and thought), is compatible 
with Islamic teaching as practised by the 
Tarekat as it prioritises the senses or the 
soul. The rituals of the Tarekat prioritise 
the cleansing of the soul through dhikr, 
corresponding to Minangkabau adat. The 
application of Islamic teaching as developed 
by Tarekat groups through culture, makes 
Tarekat teaching acceptable to Minangkabau 
society. The meaning of the philosophy of 
Islamic teaching is more easily understood 
by the people through the approach of 
indigenous philosophy embedded in the 
minds of the people. Therefore, the Tarekat 
activities engaged in mainly by the Tarekat 
teachers of the Minangkabau create an 
ideal community, which is then imitated by 
the wider community. They do not reject 
the existing order of society, but offer 
alternative values for the whole community.

Sheikh or Tarekat teachers not only take 
care of issues related to religious life; they 
also play a role in improving the existing 
social system to conform to Islamic teaching. 
Their movement is neither in resistance to 
the existing system, nor is it meant to be 
a revolutionary movement. It is a cultural 
movement established through the system 
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and social structure of the existing society, 
where Tarekat teaching is transformed into 
the realities of life. The process is unfolded 
slowly, but surely, as Azwar (2015) explains: 
“the religious understanding of Tarekat 
originating from Tarekat teachings forms 
a distinctive value system in the social 
structure of West Sumatera society called 
Minangkabau” (p. 155). The religious faith 
of the Tarekat affects their philosophy of life 
and the intellect of the Minangkabau. This 
then creates ‘local wisdom’, which gives 
rise to the principles governing the life of 
the people, binding it with doctrine, adat and 
values that affect the mind and the sense of 
society more broadly to create a community 
typical of the Minangkabau.

Resistance of Local Wisdom to 
Radicalism in West Sumatra

Integration of religious beliefs with 
customary or adat values. Radicalism 
did not develop in West Sumatra due to 
the strong integration between the Islamic 
teaching of the Tarekat and Minangkabau 
customs, values and philosophy. The robust 
process of integration was achieved after 
a long time. The initial process of contact 
between Islam and the local community was 
only surface contact, as the Minangkabau 
who became Muslims considered Islam 
and their culture to be on different planes. 
On the one hand, the people received the 
basic symbols of Islam, but adherence 
to the adat system was still very strong. 
Then, the people began to blend Islam 
and custom, and the two became aua jo 
tabiang, sanda manyanda kaduonyo. This 

philosophy of life illustrates the merging 
of Islam and adat, with each reinforcing 
one another, considering the two to be 
inseparable. This adat philosophy meant 
that Minangkabau adat was the practice 
of Islam, syarak mangato, adat mamakai 
(according to syarak, the customs apply). 
This custom-based philosophy manifested 
itself in the symbols of the identity of the 
Minangkabau people. One will not be called 
and recognised as a Minangkabau if one is 
not Muslim. Therefore, for the indigenous 
Minangkabau, Islamic teaching is tangible 
if it is based on adat.

Zubeir Tuanku Kuniang, a cleric of 
Syattariyah Surau Pakandangan, Padang 
Pariaman, said:

	 “... the mixture of Islam with custom 
is not the same as the mixing of oil 
with water. Oil and water when mixed 
with one container will still appear to 
be separate. The oil will settle down 
and the water floats above the oil. 
The corresponding statement that 
exemplifies the blend of Islam and adat 
is like sweet tea water, they combine 
each other, whichever is water, which 
is the sugar is difficult to separate, and 
some even likens it like a fingernail with 
flesh beneath.” 

The strong relationship between Islam 
and Minangkabau culture that shapes 
the religious awareness of the people of 
West Sumatra has led to the presence of 
radical groups that want to make changes 
because their thinking is not in line with 
that of the local community. Based on 
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observation in some areas of West Sumatra, 
a hardline denominational movement to 
purify Islamic teaching does exist. Such a 
movement seeks to rid religious practices of 
elements that are considered superstitious. 
In fact, this has long been happening in 
West Sumatra. These hardline religious 
groups are structured and systematic in 
their operation. For example, in performing 
da’wah (tabligh), they might gain entry into 
a surau and after some time, take a role in 
society and religious institutions, perhaps 
as imam or khatib nagari2 on the mosque 
and mushalla board. This is to give them 
a foothold in the community from which 
they can spread their aggressive ideology. 
However, such movements are not getting a 
positive response from the community; they 
are not growing and the number of members 
is not increasing. Azwar Dt. Bagindo, the 
head of Tarekat Naqsyabandiyyah Surau 
Tangah Rice Field of Bukittinggi, revealed:

	 “... groups that do the da’wah rather 
loudly, offering to the people the pure 
teachings of Islam while making a 
denunciation of the traditions that 
exist in the community, including the 
secular activities we undertake. That 
exist in societies are against the Islamic 
shari’ah. For them society has to change 

rapidly. For them they seem impose in 
their preaching. A place in the hearts of 
society.”

Their ideology hits out at the religious 
traditions of the local society and their 
customs, which they say are incompatible 
with Islamic teaching, and so they are 
challenged by the people, especially 
the religious and traditional leaders. In 
denouncing local custom and religious 
practices, these radical groups are criticising 
the way of life of the Minangkabau, and 
therefore, they are rejected. For example, 
when these hardline groups mock the 
tradition of maulud3, suluk4, basafa5, ziarah6 
etc., the local people feel that their customs 
are being insulted. Religious activities to the 
Tarekat are not just for the sake of religious 
practice; they also contain dimensions of 
local cultural tradition. Religious activities 
are not only for practice by the jama’ah, 
but also for the entire society as a whole, 
alek nagari7.

2Imam and Katik Nagari are indigenous 
religious institutions established through the 
Nagari indigenous community consultation 
while nagari is the basic unit of settlement 
in Minangkabau. A Minangkabau customary 
territory, as well as the lowest government 
structure in West Sumatra that is autonomous.

3The commemoration of the birth of Prophet 
Muhammad SAW on 12 Rabiul at the beginning 
of the hijriyah year is one of the religious 
traditions the Syattariyah Tarekat.
4One method of soul/self purification for the 
Naqsyabandiyah congregation
5Ritual of pilgrimage to the grave of Sheikh 
Burhanuddin in Ulakan Pariaman every Syafar 
month
6Tradition of visiting the grave of Tarekat 
teachers as a form of respect, obedience and 
continuation of the commitment to Tarekat 
teachings
7The term used by the people of West Sumatra 
for the social or religious activities that have 
become customary traditions
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Tuanku Sulaiman, a young leader in the 
Syattariyah Tarekat in Lubuk Alung, Padang 
Pariaman, said:

	 “... in my opinion, society in general, 
somewhat restless with reciting 
denouncements and considers the 
heresy of religious practices of society. 
Many people suspect that their ideas and 
movements aim to divide the community. 
As a young generation of Shattariyah 
I have never been frontal with the 
groups, but I am more encouraging 
and motivating the congregation to 
strengthen faith and increase worship 
and amaliah. I also encourage people to 
have noble character and good manners 
in social interaction in society. For me 
this is the meaning of custom basandi 
syarak, syarak basandi kitabullah.”

The community response to hardwing 
da’wah differs slightly among the various 
communities in Luhak and Rantau8 areas. 
In the Luhak region, customs are stronger 
because in this region the structure and 

function of these customs are still very 
influential. However, in Rantau, religious 
rituals are more prominent because they 
are more greatly emphasised. However, 
this variation does not result in partiality or 
polarisation of the community’s response to 
hardwing movements. In Pariaman and also 
in Pasaman, for example, the community’s 
response to these ideas and movements was 
demonstrated by inviting them to follow the 
religious rituals commonly practised by the 
Tarekat. The aim was to provide experience 
and understanding about the rituals so that 
they could see for themselves that  the 
religious practices of the Tarekat did not 
deviate from Islamic teachings.

The rejection of ideology and radical 
movements in West Sumatra are limited 
to small groups that have no place in 
society. This is made possible by the solid 
integration of Islam and Minangkabau adat 
that took place gradually and naturally. In 
addition, the integration process was not 
done by violent means but in a persuasive-
humanistic way. In this case the Tarekat 
certainly provide an important role in 
strengthening integration through cultural 
flexibility, as expressed in the parable: “Kok 
kanai jilatang, the bio-bio doh ubeknyo” 
(“Do not fight violence with violence, but 
welcome violence with friendliness). This 
tolerant attitude is the cutural character or 
local wisdom of Minangkabau society, as 
stated in their philosophy:

	 Kandua badantiang-danting 

	 Tagang manjelo-jelo

8Minangkabau is divided into the Luhak and 
Rantau areas. Luhak is traditionally seen as 
the region of origin of the Minangkabau. It 
consists of three regions, namely Luhak Tanah 
Datar, Luhak Agam and Luhak Limapuluhkoto. 
These three areas, called Luhak Nan Tigo, are 
located in the hinterland around Mount Merapi. 
The region is also called Darek region. Now 
the third luhak is the name of each “district” 
in West Sumatra. While the overseas territory 
is an extension of the Minangkabau settlement 
community during its development.
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	 Lunak ndak dapek di sudu

	 Kareh ndak makam takiak9  

The presence of radical ideas and movements 
in West Sumatra is not naturally well 
developed because Islamic teaching and 
Minangkabau adat system are likened to 
two sides of a coin that cannot be separated. 
Both sides are the payuang panji (protector) 
as well as the soul of the people. On the one 
side are the Tarekat clerics and on the other 
is adat/niniek mamak10. If one side of the 
coin is attacked, the other side also feels the 
pain and reacts. 

Flexibility of religious understanding 
(Wujudiyah-syuhudiyah). The Tarekat 
are guided by the dynamics of wujudiyah-
syuhudiyah. Wahdatul syuhud11 is the 
antithesis of wahdatul wujud12 . Wahdatul 
syuhud emphasises the transcendent nature 
of God. This view also suggests that the 
universe and everything in it was created 
by God as a symbol or sign of God’s power 

and will as the Absolute Being. The logical 
consequence of this view is that God’s 
signs can be witnessed in the creation of 
the universe and everything in it, including 
humans. Then everything that appears is 
a surah of essence (Substance of God). 
Wahdatul syuhud is the basis for the ideology 
or religious thought of tasawwuf akhlaqi or 
tasawuf Sunni.The most influential figure of 
this thought is Imam al-Gazhali.

Historically, congregations have 
adopted the two concepts according to the 
needs and situation of the society in which 
they developed. In the initial process of 
Islamisation the Tarekat adopted wujudiyah 
because this concept was better suited to 
the character of the society encountered i.e. 
people who retained some belief in  animism 
and dynamism. Later, Tarekat ideology 
shifted to the ideology of the syuhudiyah 
because the society encountered could better 
understand the pure and abstract concepts 
of religioun. Thus, it can be said that the 
religious understanding of wujudiyah and 
syuhudiyah is essentially an open space 
for the interpretation and dynamics of 
contextual religious thought.

In terms of the development of the 
Tarekat in West Sumatra, wujudiyah was the 
religious starting point presented to the local 
community through syncretism-magic as the 
people were still bound then by animism 
and dynamism and had not been trained 
to comprehend God in abstract terms. 
Presented in this way by the Tarekat, Islam 
was eventually understood and accepted by 
the local community.

9This philosophy illustrates that society is 
flexible but firm in its principles.
10Niniek mamak is the collective name for all 
the leaders of the Minangkabau. The penghulu 
or datuak is the traditional leader of a tribe 
based on maternal lineage.
11Everything that exists (a’yan kharijiyah) is 
not him ‘ain Allah and not also mazhhar, but 
syuhud, testimony of the existence of God.
12Nature is the mazhhar (manifestation) of God. 
The embodiment of all this is One. Laa ilaaha 
illallah means “There is no god but Allah.” The 
point is “la maujuda illallah” (nothing exists 
but God). A collection of Tarekat belief states 
that “the union of beings is with the Khaliq.”
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Subsequently, the shuhudiyah brought 
a deeper understanding of God in abstract 
terms. The Tarekat began to teach and 
develop the concept of the transcendence 
of God’s. The local community came to see 
the distinction between God as creator and 
the universe as the created. Nevertheless, the 
universe and all its contents are understood 
as evidence of God’s existence and power. 
The local people were also taught the 
attributes of God, summarised as His ‘20 
properties’; these are the 20 attributes of 
God that must be known. The community 
was also given an understanding of the 
essence of Islam and the obligation to 
perform devotions to God through certain 
practices (riyadhah). The culmination 
of the given exercises was the spiritual 
achievement of closeness (taqarrub) with 
Allah SWT.

The development of Tarekat thought 
illustrates the dynamism or flexibility of 
Tarekat in aqidah, which further embodies 
religious behavior, thus forming world 
views derived from Tarekat teaching. The 
Tarekat is able to develop highly contextual 
thinking. Based on such understanding, 
Tarekat is also able to realise religious 
behaviour (charity) that does not seem rigid, 
constantly adjusting the concept of religious 
understanding along the lines of social 
dynamics. Tarekat thought and the social 
action was accepted because the surau, a 
culturally important centre of Minangkabau 
social structure and system, was the centre 
for the spread of Tarekat teaching. This is 
why the religious social movement of the 
Tarekat is called a structural movement. 

Tarekat thought and behaviour influenced 
local society although the people at that 
time were not classified as a Tarekat 
congregation. The local community then 
grew into a culturally broad-minded, open 
and flexible society responding to the 
various changes that occurred. However, 
it remained consistent in maintaining its 
moral values, sakali aie gadang, sakali 
tapian barubah, nan tapian tatap ado. The 
Minangkabau religious mindset is highly 
contextual, departing from the belief that 
nature must change. Change is inevitable, 
but the essential values of life and humanity 
must not change. It is possible to change 
methods, but goals should not change.

The dynamism of religious thought 
remains the character of the Tarekat in 
general. Some people believe that the 
Tarekat are an exclusive social group, 
but this is not true. Interaction between 
the Tarekat and the local communities 
takes place openly. The Tarekat are in fact 
active and ever ready to serve the local 
communities in different ways, especially 
in religious matters. However, teaching 
the basic concepts of the Tarekat and their 
spiritual exercises (riyadlah) is done in 
an exclusive way through bay’at, a set of 
special agreements between teachers and 
students.

On one occasion, we observed the 
activities of one Tarekat group in the District 
of Limapuluh Kota in the surau of Buya 
Zedriwarman. When we arrived, a public 
recitation was being held. The jama’ah 
were from various regions in District of 
Limapuluh Kota. More than 250 members 
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of the congregation solemnly followed 
the recitation presented by Buya Zed. The 
teaching atmosphere was pleasant although 
the mosque was very simple, made of wood, 
the people sitting on simple woven mats. 
In one corner of the surau, a number of 
mosquito nets were installed; here,where 
the salik performed the ritual of suluk. The 
attendees were from various strata of society; 
there were farmers, traders, employees, 
students and lecturers from universities. 
The recitation lasted for nearly four hours. 
The most interesting part of the event 
was the last session of the recitation that 
involved discussion followed by questions 
and answers. The jama’ah were invited by 
Buya Zed to ask questions and to contribute 
their opinions on issues related to Tarekat 
teachings or daily problems. Interestingly, 
all questions asked by the community were 
answered in a straightforward, clear and 
polite manner. 

The mindset, tolerance and flexibility of 
the Tarekat in dealing with and responding 
to various situations and circumstances 
were also reflected in the main points of 
thought that surfaced in the Focus Group 
Discussion (FGD) fora conducted for 
this study. The FGD was followed by a 
discussion led by Tarekat leaders from 
Payakumbuh and Limapuluh Kota Regency. 
Three things surfaced during the discussion. 
First, the Tarekat maintained the harmony 
of the social relations of the community. 
Therefore, all thoughts and actions that 
could damage the social order had to be 
rejected. The Tarekat were never aggressive 
in dealing with circumstances that caused 

chaos in society. Second, the Tarekat 
always made changes and improvements 
to the social and religious conditions of 
society through polite, persuasive and non-
negative excesses. Third, when a condition 
considered a deviation arise, the Tarekat 
simply fixed it through advice, guidance 
and training and then handed the matter to 
Allah SWT. 

During an interview with Buya Zed to 
understand the flexibility of the Tarekat in 
his thinking, attitude and actions, we learnt 
the following, as explained by Buya Zed:

	 “... ordinary people think simple, 
knowledgeable people think cause-
effect, then people ‘wise think without 
limit. What kind of thinking do you 
choose? For me of course the way 
people think ‘wisely chosen. If you’ve 
heard the phrase, “do not return milk 
with poisoned water” then I would say 
“reply a glass of poison with a glass 
of milk”. This is the way of thinking, 
attitudes and actions of the Tarekat. And 
this is what should be disseminated to 
the public ... “

Radical groups may have members who are 
highly educated and intellectual, but their 
aggression and intolerance, as Buya Zed 
explained, showed them up as rigid and 
narrow-minded. Such groups are bent on 
destructive actions. Any group that does not 
think as they do is marked for destruction. 
Their ideas and methods are out of the 
present-day context. One example of this 
took place at Masjid Raya Pasie Agam 
District, where among the muballiq at that 
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time was a hardliner. Dakwah material that 
he conveyed hit out at the religious traditions 
of the local community. He claimed, for 
example, that tahlil was heretical, praying 
for the dead would never help the dead, 
including deceased parents andit was not 
necessary to use the word ‘Saidina’ when 
mentioning the name of the Prophet as the 
Prophet had not liked to be praised. The 
resposne to him was negative because his 
teaching was not delivered in a persuasive 
manner, but in a very confrontational way 
that was demeaning and disturbing. 

Spirituality and rationality (raso-pareso).  
Maqam ma’rifah is the highest peak in 
one’s spiritual journey using the method of 
thariqah. This view is usually used in the 
study of Sunni tasawwuf adopted from the 
thought of Imam Al-Gazali. Conceptually, 
ma’rifah is understood as a blend of two 
important dimensions of man, namely, the 
ability to capture reality through senses 
(dzawq) and the ability to capture reality 
through rationality (‘aql). Therefore, man 
is a spiritual as well as a rational being. If 
the development of these two potentials is 
not balanced, then man will not be able to 
reach perfection.

In Tarekat thinking, especially since the 
development of the idea ofreconciliation 
of tasawuf-syari’at, the achievement of 
ma’rifah must be done through methods and 
approaches rooted in the processing of taste 
potency (dzawq) as well as rational thinking 
(‘aql). Processing ttaste potential is usually 
done through spiritual exercises (riyadlah), 
while training rational thought is usually 

done through the development of knowledge 
that emphasises the senses. The dichotomy 
of spirituality-rationality is essentially 
a manifestation of the human need for 
esoteric and exoteric values. Although the 
Tarekat seem to emphasise fulfilment of 
human needs over esoteric values, they 
do not abandon or ignore exoteric aspects 
of religion. Spiritual attainment through 
Tarekat must be done by obeying and 
practising shari’ah.

Socio-historically, the role that Tarekat 
played in the fostering and development 
of socio-cultural life cannot be ignored. 
Tarekat teaching has manifested itself in 
the socio-cultural system. In the context of 
Minangkabau society in West Sumatra, the 
training and development of spiritual and 
rational life in society can be seen in various 
symbols and patterns of social action. 
Of course, the process of the formation 
of social action in Minangkabau society 
is complicated and complex. Clearly, 
Minangkabau community is known as a 
spiritual and rational society.

The Minangkabau are guided by 
the expression raso dibao naiak, pareso 
dibao turun. This phrase means that the 
Minangkabau identify sense as the virtue 
that must be expressed or exalted, while the 
intellect is identified as the ability to think 
or reason appropriately. The movement of 
raso dibao naiak and pareso dibao turun 
will meet at one point, wisdom. These 
two concepts describe the character of 
Minangkabau society. Raso represents 
the power of spirituality, while pareso 
represents the power of rationality.
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The principle of spirituality-rationality 
(raso-pareso) in Minangkabau society 
is elaborated in the pattern of thinking, 
attitude and action. When faced with 
certain situations or conditions or ideas, the 
Minangkabau usually think them over for a 
long time and are cautious in responding. 
This is illustrated in the following phrases:

	 Babuek baiak pado-padoi – babuek 
buruak sakali jan

	 Hati-hati nan di ate –  kok di bawah nan 
ka ma impok

	 Jarek sarupo jo jarami – ayam jantan 
babulu musang 

	 Kok mandi di ilia-ilia – kok bakato di 
bawah-bawah		

	 Cadiak anggak –  gadang ta jua

	 Bantuak sipuluik – ditanak badarai

The above phrases describe the character 
of Minangkabau society in responding to 
change. When it comes to radical ideas 
and movements in West Sumatra, it is 
understandable that these are rejected 
naturally. Buya M. Nur Dt. P. Bakuruang, the 
leader of the Naqsyabandiyah congregation 
in Payakumbuh explained:

	 “... in Payakumbuh this there are indeed 
pengajian-pengajian held by groups that 
wing hard. This is wrong, it’s wrong. 
It is customs that do not fit; the deeds 
of society are heresy, all sorts. On the 
matter they live here. For me raso is 
not on them even though their science 
is high. Someone without attitude and 
courtesy make their languages are 
inclined to harass others. In the case 

of our religion, we are told to deliver a 
message in polite and polite language. 
There are manners in society that must 
be taken care of. And I’m sure such 
dakwahs will not be trash and will get 
rejection from the community. Because 
in our friendly and pleasant society in 
mind and in language.”

Another case was explained by Buya 
Awiskarni, head of Madrasah Tarbiyah 
Islamiyah, Pasie Agam:

	 “... I as a scholar here have indeed 
found many such studies. Many of the 
lectures delivered to the community 
are blasphemous, blaming, and even 
inciting. Sometimes they finish giving 
public anxious lectures. If it’s like that 
usually people ask me or ask me to give 
a real explanation. Once upon a time I 
invited the groups to debate or to zeal by 
showing strong references. Apparently 
they do not want to attend muzakarah. 
This means that their power of argument 
is sometimes not strong, or their studies 
are still raw. So in my opinion radical 
teachings will never get support from 
the community. Their efforts will be in 
vain.”

The testimony presented by the two Tarekat 
clerics above illustrates the fact that radical 
groups die a natural death because of 
the strong influence of the character and 
thinking of Minangkabau society in West 
Sumatra. Spiritually, the intelligence of 
the community identifies their need for 
raso reflected in kindness and courtesy in 
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language and behaviour, which leads to 
the rejection of distorted or extreme ideas. 
Rational ideas and radical movements are 
usually not sourced from extensive and 
profound study, so the arguments they 
propose are narrow-minded and unable to 
exceed the limits of the pareso power of 
Minangkabau society.

Teacher-student relationship. Disciplinary 
relationships such as the teacher-student 
relationship within the Tarekat institution 
can be described as, “The position of the 
student before the teacher is the same as 
the position of a man’s corpse in the hand 
that bathes him.” This expression highlights 
the student’s high level of obedience to 
his teacher. A teacher may do anything to 
lead his pupils to spiritual achievement as 
taught in the Tarekat ritual. However, in 
general, the Tarekat prevents the rise of any 
individual teacher as a cult figure. Respect 
and obedience to the teacher are seen as an 
absolute requirement for the success of the 
student.

Respect and obedience to the teacher is 
rooted in the bay’ah rituals that are the pre-
requisites for prospective students who wish 
to attend Tarekat education and training. 
Bay’ah rituals are done in certain ways and 
must meet certain terms and conditions. 
Usually, each Tarekat institution has several 
items of agreement that must be obeyed by 
the student in performing the ritual and the 
Tarekat exercises. Therefore, it can be said 
that the teacher-student relationship in the 
Tarekat institution is patterned after one-way 
communication (top down). Students should 

not engage in prohibitions that are laid down 
by the teacher and the pupil should not argue 
or ask questions about the teaching and 
exercises. Thus, the teacher becomes the 
centre of Tarekat groups and the role model 
for the students.

The Tarekat group structure begins 
with education in the surau. The surau is a 
social institution that serves to strengthen 
the teacher-student relationship in Tarekat 
groups.  The genealogy system hat 
determines the authenticity of the Tarekat 
teachings. Historically, the Surau Ulakan 
founded by Sheikh Burhanuddin was the 
first educational and religious institution 
in Minangkabau. Surau Ulakan has a very 
big role in the development of Islam in all 
Minangkabau areas. The Tarekat movement 
in the social system of Minangkabau society 
originated from the surau built by a leader, 
a Tuanku or lord who completed his study 
of Tarekat. Each lord has his own surau, 
both as a place of worship and as a place of 
Tarekat instruction. At present, the surau 
functions primarily as a place for the practice 
of Tarekat, rather than as an educational 
institution. Every surau in Minangkabau 
has its own leaning, both in Tarekat practice 
and the emphasis of branches of Islamic 
science. Surau education attern creates 
different Islamic study centres in deepening 
the teachings of Islam in the surau, covering 
worship, mu’amalah and science tools. For 
example, the surau in Kamang is a centre of 
science and nervous studies; Surau Tuangku 
Nan Kaciek in Koto Gadang is a centre 
for mantiq and ma’ani; Surau Tuangku 
Sumaniak is a centre for hadith, tafsir and 
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faraidh; Surau Tuangku Talang is a centre 
for sharaf and Surau Tuangku Salayo is a 
centre for badi’, ma’ani and bayan, while 
Surau Tuangku Nan Tuo is a centre for 
tarbiyah, hadith, tafsir and mantik ma’ani 
(Latief, 1982, p. 76).

The teacher-student structure can be 
seen in every Tarekat ritual event, such as the 
activity of the Maulid Rasul, or the basapa 
rituals of the Syattariyah congregation. 
Observation of the basapa activity revealed 
the strong relationship between the teacher 
and his students in the jama’ah Syattariyah. 
Teachers from different regions bring along 
their students to the Surau Ulakan; so, 
some groups of Tarekat jama’ah are led by 
Tuanku from different regions. The network 
of the surau is seen in the number of surau 
that stand around the Surau Ulakan. The 
surau are named according to its region of 
origin, such as Surau Koto Tangah Tilatang 
Kamang, Surau Lintau, Surau Bonjol 
Pasaman, Surau Limo Kaum Tanah Datar 
and Surau Koto nan Ampek Payakumbuh. 
There are many surau in Tanjung Medan, 
the beginning of the pesantren system of 
a campus of many surau known today. 
The number of surau also shows the 
dissemination of the teachings of the Tarekat 
Syattariyah in each region. This is called 
the movement of Tarekat group structures. 
The movement according to the pattern of 
teacher-student relationships. Azra (1992) 
called it the ‘network of scholars’.

The congregation and the surau are able 
to conform to the existing social institutions 
in Minangkabau by not creating opposition 

and upheaval. The surau was born and 
accepted by the whole community as an 
additional institution of life in the nagari 
or korong. The Tarekat group is adept at 
responding to situations and emphasises 
the doctrine on the effort of inner serenity 
as a servant of God. Psychic training and 
remembrance are held to remember Allah 
SWT so as to maintain the peace of life in 
the village.

Wi th  a  char i smat ic  l eadersh ip 
pattern, Shaykh, the leader or Tuanku in 
the Minangkabau community is highly 
respected. He is an influential figure in 
society. The charisma of the Tarekat teacher 
is one of its tools for creating influence in 
society. The charisma of the Tarekat teacher 
can be seen in two dimensions. First, in 
appearance, the Tarekat teacher is usually 
big built and has a loud voice and a sharp 
eye. Second, he is skilled at teaching, has an 
impressive personality and is known to be 
knowledgeable, pious, morally sound and 
generous. The personality of the Tarekat 
leader is very important. He is able to draw 
followers and retain their trust, loyalty, 
obedience and respect (Crappas, 1993, p. 
179).

What Weber described as ‘rational-
legal’ legitimacy can also be found in 
societies that are based on traditional 
and charismatic sources. The charismatic 
leader is not naturally erased because of the 
strengthening of rational-legal legitimacy. 
Rational leadership can create conflict, 
whereas charismatic leadership can be more 
robust. Charismatic leaders can change 
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the behaviour of society, including that of 
modern society (Sujuthi, 2001; Robertson, 
1995; Jonhson, 1986).

The Tarekat cleric as a charismatic 
leader is the main factor of social change 
in Minangkabau. Various socio-cultural 
changes in Minangkabau society are made 
possible through the influence of charismatic 
leadership of Tarekat clerics up to this day. 
The charismatic strength of the Tarekat 
scholar makes him a highly respected leader, 
not only to his students, but also to the 
wider community. This can also be seem in 
modern and educated societies. As Berger 
(1980) argued, the power of charisma can 
overhaul and change a very strong social 
system. Charisma is the driving force and 
power that can change the social system 
of any community. Kojtaraningrat (1991) 
explained that “charisma will remain in 
every society, both traditional societies and 
modern societies. Charismatic leadership 
has its roots in the culture and history of 
every society” (p. 47).

The charisma of Tarekat teachers is not 
only built on spiritual, supernatural-magical 
powers but also on the teacher’s social roles. 
For example, a Tarekat teacher is usually 
also an adat functionary (penghulu) among 
his people, and some others also fill certain 
positions in traditional structures. Thus, the 
combination of spiritual and/or supernatural 
forces with social roles has its own value for 
Tarekat clergy as leaders of Minangkabau 
society in West Sumatra. In turn, it can be 
said that Tarekat scholars in West Sumatra 

can play two important roles at once, in the 
religious system and in the social system.

The charismatic factor of Tarekat 
clerics in West Sumatra is a solid wall that 
is hard for radical ideas and movements 
to penetrate. The following explanation of 
Nasrul, a member of a Tarekat congregation, 
illustrates the power of the religious-
emotional relationship between Tarekat 
teachers and their students: 

	 “For us Tarekat students, respect for 
the Tarekat teachers is adab that must 
be preserved. Following the teachings 
that the teacher presented was a form 
of homage to him. When we ask bay’ah 
to the teacher, there must be belief and 
trust to him. So, for us the development 
of radical group teachings, which seem 
to combat our existence, will not have 
much effect. We will not do the same 
thing, fight them with violence anyway. 
If we can, we will discuss. But if not, 
we leave it to our teacher. It is better for 
us to follow our teacher only, because 
it has been seen by us the proof of his 
charity, and morals. How we will be 
able to believe in the radical group, 
while they show contrary to the morals 
of Islam. Because as far as I know, 
and what I used to accept my teacher’s 
dance, Islam never imparts the will to 
anyone, including to the religion of 
Islam. Moreover, those who impose 
the will to follow their teachings that is 
not necessarily also true.” (Interview, 
October 2015)
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A similar statement was made by 
Abu Bakar Tuanku Saidina, teacher of the 
Naqsyabandiyah Order, Kumpulan Bonjol, 
Pasaman:

	 “... I am here as a teacher of Tarekat and 
also as niniek mamak. Both of them I 
live with the best. In surau I guided and 
cultivated jama’ah, then in my people 
also nurture kemenakan13. Even in this 
Nagari Collection I also often solve 
community problems. Especially now 
that many problems arise in society, 
including what you mentioned ... the 
hard streams ... are often reported to 
me ... and thank God, people are not 
quickly affected, they always ask for 
my opinion.”

These interviews illustrate that radical ideas 
are not easily developed in Minangkabau 
society in West Sumatra because of the 
charisma of ulama leadership and adat 
leadership that is a strong influence on the 
social and cultural life of its people. The 
most interesting thing is that in certain areas 
of research, especially in the Darek region, 
clerical leadership and adat leadership 
unite in a charismatic figure, while in 
Rantau, although clerical leadership and 
adat leadership are not held by onea figure, 
the cooperation between the ulama and the 
niniek mamak is tight and firm. This defends 
the society from the onslaught of radical 
ideas in West Sumatra.

CONCLUSION

The solid blend of adat and Islam in 
West Sumatra is the result of the Tarekat 
movement. The growth and development 
of Islam in Minangkabau and the strong 
influence of Tarekat in unifying adat and 
Islam are caused by several factors. First, 
Islam contains many aspects of tasauf in its 
legal aspects. This means that the process of 
Islamisation of Minangkabau adat is done by 
the ulama or Tarekat teacher. The mystical 
aspects embodied in Tarekat teaching 
are due to previous influence by Hindu-
Buddhist mysticism and the assimilation 
of local beliefs. Second, the relationship 
between teachers and their students in the 
Tarekat system facilitates the development 
of Islam in Minangkabau. The importance of 
genealogy combined with duty in cultivating 
jama’ah in its place of origin accelerates 
the process of spreading Islam through 
the Tarekat in Minangkabau communities. 
Third, the personality of the Tarekat teacher 
is the main attraction to Islam, making it is 
easily accepted by the society. The charisma 
of the Tarekat cleric makes him a respected 
person. His knowledge and experience also 
make him important in society.

The influence of Tarekat teachings 
on the culture of the Minangkabau is 
reflected in their thinking, behaviour and 
culture. The Islamic interpretation of 
life merges local culture and Islam. The 
natural philosophy of being a teacher is 
interpreted as sunnatullah, an example of the 
intermingling of Minangkabau philosophy 
and Islamic values. The relationship of 
Islam and adat in Minangkabau is very 

13All children of sisters of a Minangkabau 
man; in addition, all tribal members are called 
nephews by the penghulu or Datuk of the tribe.
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complex; the Minangkabau people remain 
firmly adhered to Islam on the one hand, and 
retain their customary system on the other. 
This shows that Minangkabau society is 
showing new social wisdom as a result of 
the tradition of integration brought about by 
cultural Islamisation.

Social wisdom that grows and develops 
in the dynamics of West Sumatera is 
guided by the philosophy of adat basandi 
syarak, syarak basandi Kitabullah – syarak 
mangato, adat mamakai, which rejects 
violence and force. The rational-critical 
attitude of social wisdom combined with 
the concept of raso-pareso, reinforced by 
the charisma of the ulama, makes new ideas 
that are conveyed in a negative manner or 
that have no solid foundation unattractive to 
the local community, causing them to reject 
such ideas. Evidently, Tarekat teaching has 
an effect on the cultural system of the people 
of West Sumatra. Tarekat teaching underlies 
the structural and cultural characteristics 
of social and behavioural systems of the 
community. This is achieved through the 
teacher-student relationship structure and 
the network of Tarekat teachers. 

Tarekat scholars strengthen their 
position in the leadership structure of 
the Minangkabau community through 
charismatic leadership that prioritises the 
exemplary and virtuous personality of 
each Tarekat cleric. Charismatic leaders 
attract the adherence of their followers on 
the basis of personal excellence, such as a 
divine mission, heroic acts and rewards that 
make them different. Charisma is a force 
of personality whose power is based on 

personal attributes of the individual. Such 
individuals win recognition and elicit high 
respect and loyalty among people. People 
are readily obedient to a charismatic leader 
not because of formalities or tradition, but 
because of the individual’s personality.

The social movements of Tarekat groups 
in Minangkabau, apart from the structural 
movements, are patterned along the various 
socio-cultural activities of the community, 
which have become merged with the 
teachings of Islam and Tarekat traditions. 
These movements are easy for the clerics 
and the people to follow as they are familiar 
with them. 

Because the religious culture of 
the Tarekat is inseparable from that of 
Minangkabau culture, radical ideas and 
movements are generally rejected in West 
Sumatra. This resistance prevents social 
conflict, causing radicalism to ‘bounce off’ 
the community in an ‘elastic’ way. Tarekat 
culture is a firm blend of Tarekat texts and 
customary values seen as local wisdom.

The pattern of cultural resistance to 
radicalism among the Tarekat in West 
Sumatra does not take place in sequence. 
Structural and cultural movement happens 
simultaneously, following the movement 
of religion or da’wah activities. Da’wah 
movements like this are ‘cultural da’wah’, 
performed through culture, and at the 
same time, creates culture. Da’wah 
activities create acculturation between 
Islam and Minangkabau culture. It is called 
acculturation because the mixing of the two 
cultures has not eliminated Minangkabau 
cultural identity. Instead, it has led to 
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‘Minangkabau Islam’. Minangkabau Islam 
is the practice of Islamic teaching from the 
platform of the local customs and traditions 
of Minangkabau society. This phenomenon 
now makes Islam and Minangkabau culture 
special. The combination of Islam and the 
local culture characterises and identifies 
Minangkabau community.

This study highlights that combating 
radicalism in religion does not necessarily 
need a legal approach. It can be done through 
local wisdom i.e. the potential and strength 
that exist in society can be harnessed to 
counter radicalism’ this would be a more 
effective and wiser method of defeating 
radicalism. The power of naturally formed 
‘immunity’ arising from society can more 
effectively control and dampen, even kill, 
various forms of violence and ideology. This 
study provides a more effective and wise 
alternative in response to radical ideologies 
and movements that threaten extablished 
societies.
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ABSTRACT

Authorship profiling, which is the process of extraction of information about a text’s 
author through linguistics analysis, is now gaining momentum as an interdisciplinary 
subject. Scholars who employ this technique (i.e. data analysis specialists, linguists, 
psychologists) study the identification of demographics, personality traits, education 
and the native language of authors of texts, among others. Gender, in this context, is the 
most popular variable. Some studies report accuracy as high as 80% or even higher in 
identifying the gender of a text’s author. However, there are still many issues that must be 
addressed. Firstly, most of the previous research concerns English texts. Secondly, most of 
the papers focus on content-based features, which are obviously easily to imitate. Thirdly, 
many recent papers in the field make use of machine-learning algorithms with emphasis 
on accuracy, not on the differences between male and female writing. The objective of 
this paper is to reveal differences in male and female Russian written texts and to design a 
mathematical model to identify the gender of authors of texts using only high-frequency 
topic-independent text parameters. Special emphasis is made on comparing the obtained 

data on the differences in male and female 
written texts with those previously obtained 
for Russian and other languages. An original 
mathematical solution for identification of 
author’s gender is set forth.    

Keywords: Authorship profiling, corpus, corpus 

linguistics, gender attribution, gender identification, 

Russian language, stylometry   



Tatiana Litvinova, Pavel Seredin, Olga Litvinova and Olga Zagorovskaya

104 Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 26 (1): 103 - 112 (2018)

INTRODUCTION

For decades, scientists have studied the 
differences in writing done by males and 
females. These studies indicated a number 
of differences in the style of writing used 
by males and females and highlighted the 
possibility of identifying gender using 
written texts. However, these studies also 
argued that all of the differences were not 
inventory but rather probabilistic, as they 
manifested themselves in certain features 
of language use, both qualitatively and 
quantitatively. In order to identify the gender 
of an author using his/her text, special 
methods of analysis are necessary. Mulac 
and Lundell (1994) revealed that gender 
may be identified with 50% accuracy i.e. 
at the level of a random value. Studies 
concerning the development of methods 
to identify the gender of a text’s author do 
not only have a practical importance, for 
instance, in marketing and forensics; indeed, 
they also have a theoretical significance 
as they allow one to identify the cognitive 
activity of males and females as manifested 
in their language use. Indeed, this gives a 
wider insight into human cognitive ability. 
The analysis of context-independent text 
parameters that are easy to extract by means 
of methods of natural language processing 
is vital in developing practically applicable 
methods of identifying the gender of a text’s 
author. 

Of course, sociolinguists have acquired 
a lot of information about the differences 
in male and female speech, but as Nini 
(2014) pointed out, “Little work has been 
done on relative frequencies of linguistic 

features. These forms have not been 
studied traditionally and other disciplines 
like computational linguistics and corpus 
linguistics are only now exploring their 
correlations with social dimensions” (p. 26). 
In some studies (analysing mostly English 
texts) it was found that females presented 
a higher frequency of the use of pronouns 
and negations, whereas males presented 
a higher frequency of determiners and 
prepositions. This was consistent with the 
proposal of Biber et al. (1998), that males 
are more informational, whereas females are 
more involved. Words longer than six letters 
and articles were found to be among other 
favourite male features (see Nini (2014) for 
a thorough review). 

Authorship profiling, which is the 
process of extraction of information 
about text authors through linguistics 
analysis, is now gaining momentum as 
an interdisciplinary subject. Scholars 
who employ this technique, data-mining 
specialists and computer linguists, for 
instance, are dealing with the identification of 
demographics, personality traits, education 
and the native language of authors of texts, 
with gender being the most popular variable 
to identify (Koppel, Argamon, & Shimoni, 
2002; Newman, Groom, Handelman, & 
Pennebaker, 2008; Argamon, Koppel, 
Pennebaker, & Schler, 2009). However, 
there are still many issues that must be 
addressed (Soler & Wanner, 2014). Most 
of the previous research studied texts 
written in English, although recently, some 
studies have looked at texts written in other 
languages (Rangel et al., 2015; Litvinova 
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et al., 2016). Scientists are still divided on 
what mathematical methods should be used 
for this purpose. The main issue is selecting 
the text parameters to analyse. Content-
based features are considered the most 
effective, although it is obvious that they 
are consciously controlled and therefore, 
can be easily imitated. Studies employing 
style-based parameters such as lexical, 
syntactic and character use, for instance, 
do not normally provide explanation of the 
correlations between the parameters of the 
texts and the gender of their authors. 

We argue that it is of particular 
importance to investigate differences at the 
level of frequently used context-independent 
text parameters and then to employ the 
parameters correlating with gender to design 
prognostic models. It is obvious that a list 
of such parameters should be expanded 
and more languages should be employed in 
identifying universal and language-specific 
differences in male and female speech. 

The current study was performed 
using material from a specially designed 
corpus of texts written in Russian. Russian 
sociolinguists have carried out a lot of 
research addressing differences in male and 
female speech as well as gender imitation 
(see Oschepkova (2003) for detailed review). 
It was found that for respondents of different 
social groups (prisoners and university 
students), the following was typical even 
for gender imitation: males tended to make 
more mistakes; females made more use of 
negations; lexical diversity was higher in 
male texts, and; men used fewer clichés. 
However, the authors of these papers made 

no attempt to identify the gender of text 
authors. 

The Russian language has long been 
neglected in authorship profiling studies, 
but lately there have been relevant studies 
including those dealing with gender 
identification of text authors (Litvinova, 
2014; Litvinova, Seredin, & Litvinova, 
2015; Litvinova et al., 2016; Sboev et al., 
2016). Note that the main focus has been 
on the accuracy of the resulting models 
rather than on differences between male and 
female writing. In this paper, we made it our 
objective to identify significant differences 
in qualitative parameters of Russian written 
texts by males and females to further design 
a prognostic model. 

MATERIALS AND METHOD

This study utilised a specially designed 
and constantly growing corpus of Russian 
written texts, RusPersonality (Litvinova 
et al., 2016), which contained, aside from 
the texts themselves, rich metadata i.e. 
information about authors (gender, age, 
education, psychological testing data etc.). 
All the texts of the corpus were written by 
respondents according to the researchers’ 
instructions. For this study, we selected 
two subcorpora from the corpus: (1) A 
total of 150 texts by 75 respondents (each 
respondent was instructed to write two texts, 
“Describe a Picture” and “What would I 
Spend a Million Dollars On?”); (2) A total of 
1,354 texts by 677 respondents (description 
of a picture and a letter to a friend). All of 
the texts contained an average of 130-160 
words.
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In order to exclude a maximum of 
other characteristics that might affect 
the text parameters, we selected a fairly 
homogeneous group of respondents i.e. 
of students of large Russian universities 
aged 19 to 22. Since each respondent was 
instructed to write two texts on different 
topics, we used two analysis scenarios: In 
the first, we viewed each text individually 
and in the second, both texts by the same 
author were merged into one. 

All the texts were marked using Python 
script based on a morphological analyser, 
pymorphy2, and processed using an online 
service, istio.com. The text parameters 
were only those that were not consciously 
controlled; finite forms of verbs and other 
clear indicators of an author’s gender 
were not considered. The parameters were 
indicators of lexical diversity of a text and 
proportions of parts of speech and their 
correlations (a total of 78 parameters).

In order to determine the characteristics 
and type of connection between the text 
parameters and gender of the author, a 
correlation analysis was performed using 
the Pearson correlation coefficient (р<0.05). 
Calculations were done using the IBM 
SPSS statistics software. We established 
a number of correlations between the text 
parameters and the author’s gender (0 – 
woman, 1 – man). A large number of the 
parameters of the texts and the gender of 
their authors correlated with r=0.25-0.39. 
Further, we selected only the parameters 
that correlated with the text author’s gender 
in both subcorpora and in both scenarios 
(‘merged’ and ‘individual’). 

Indeed, this allowed us to design 
a regression model considering the 
most significant correlations based on 
multiparameter linear approximation. 
However, testing of the quality of the models 
showed that this type of approximation 
yields a low level of accuracy as the 
parameters of texts by male and female are 
usually in overlapping ranges. Therefore, 
it was decided to use not a multiparameter 
regression model as we did in previous 
studies (Litvinova, 2014; Litvinova, Seredin, 
& Litvinova, 2015), but to design a few 
regression models instead. 

RESULTS

Let us show the suggested approach using 
an example of five texts with the parameters 
correlated with the gender of an author with 
the highest r: 

1.	 TTR (type-token ratio). This is the 
most commonly used index of lexical 
diversity of a text. Given a text t, let 
Nt be the number of tokens in t and Vt 
be the number of types in t, then the 
simplest measure for the TTR of the text 
t is:

      		              [1]

	 Note that the measure in Eq. (1) is a 
number defined in [0, 1], since for any 
text results 1≤Vt≤Nt. Some interesting 
attempts to improve the TTR index have 
been proposed in the literature, although 
only a few of these variants possess key 
properties that are essential if they are 
to be used in our text comparison, and 
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these properties are harder to calculate 
(see Caruso et al. (2014) for details).

	 Since the texts in the corpus were of 
different length, we calculated TTR 
in the first 100 words of each text. 
Indeed, TTR-value is known to depend 
on the length of the analysed text and 
therefore, the comparison of values 
makes sense for the same number of 
tokens (Caruso et al., 2014, p. 139). 

	 The index was calculated using istio.
com. The correlation coefficient r=0.39. 
The resulting regression equation took 
the following form: 

	   [2]

2. Formality of a text that was calculated 
using the following formula (Nini, 
2014):

	 		         [3]

	 The correlation coefficient r=0.315. 

	 The regression equation was as follows: 

	   						             [4]

3. 	 Proportion of prepositions and pronoun-like adjectives in a text (r=0.243):

	 				           [5]

4. 	 Proportion of the 100 most frequently 
used  Russ i an  words  i n  a  t ex t 
(Lyashevskaya & Sharov, 2009), r=-
0.322.

	 The regression equation was as follows: 

	  [6]

5.	 The index of the functional density 
based on the ratio of function words to 
content words (r=-0.295).

	       [7]

	 In order to properly estimate the 
obtained result, let us determine the 
average arithmetic values from the 
solutions obtained in the five equations: 

	 	             [8]

Let us assume that a design value in the 
range [0; 0.499] indicates that the author of 
a text is female and in the range [0.500; 1] 
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shows that the author is male. In order to 
estimate the suggested approach, we used 
a corpus of texts with contributions from 
553 individuals (368 women and 185 men, 
while two texts from each respondent were 
considered as one text). Their topic and 
length were identical to those used to design 
the regression models.

Let us determine the accuracy of the 
approach. Accuracy, in this context, was 
the ratio of the number of test documents 
that were correctly predicted to the total 
number of test documents. The calculations 
suggested that gender was correctly 
identified in 65% of the texts written by 
females and 63% of the texts written by 
males. Thus, the accuracy of the approach 
was 64%. 

DISCUSSION

The analysis showed that in texts written in 
Russian by men compared to those written 
by women, the index of lexical diversity and 
the proportion of prepositions and pronoun-
like adjectives were higher; in addition, 
the proportion of 100 most frequently 
used Russian words as well as the index of 
functional density was lower. Texts written 
by males were found to be more formal than 
texts written by females. 

Overal l ,  the data were in good 
agreement with the results obtained for 
texts written in English. Hence, as noted 
above, many scientists have argued that 
texts by men have on average more nouns 
and adjectives as well as prepositions and 
demonstrative and relative pronouns; in 
contrast, those by women have more verbs 

and personal pronouns (see a detailed review 
in Nini, 2014). According to the literature, 
this is indicative of profound cognitive 
differences in the linguistic profiles of men 
and women: reporting is more important for 
men, while rapport is more significant for 
women. Therefore, texts by men seem more 
‘formal’, while those by women seem more 
‘contextual’ (see Heylighen & Dewaele, 
2002 for more details). It is interesting to 
compare this with the paper by Saily, Siirtola 
and Nevalainen (2011), which shows that 
the prevalence of nouns in texts by men as 
opposed to pronouns in those by women 
was common in personal letters written in 
English from 1415 to 1681. Indeed, this 
shows that the above gender differences 
are universal. 

Nini (2014) has shown that “the more 
personal a text becomes, the less likely it 
is to show a gender pattern of the rapport/
report type. In other words, in a register in 
which individuals are already pressed to 
be involved and person-centred, there is 
no room for variation between rapport and 
report discourse, thus blocking the gender 
pattern from emerging” (p. 132). However, 
our analysis has shown that this effect is 
retained in personal texts such as letters to 
a friend.

We argue that a higher index of lexical 
diversity in texts by men is due to the 
above differences: In texts by males, there 
are fewer most frequently used words, the 
majority of which are function words; in 
addition, there are fewer repetitions and 
more unique vocabulary units occur in a text 
at one time. Mikros (2013), who analysed 
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Greek texts, found that texts written by 
men presented less lexical repetition and 
avoidance of standardised lexical patterns 
and a higher percentage of hapax legomena. 
Mikros also stated that woman used more 
function words than men.

These data are in good agreement with 
the results obtained for texts written in 
Russian (Oschepkova (2003), see above). 
It is interesting that the level of lexical 
diversity and the number of clichés were 
one of the few distinguishing parameters 
that were preserved in texts by females and 
males of different social groups and even in 
gender imitation.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK

The present study identified the differences 
between  texts written in Russian by males 
and females using a range of context-
independent parameters by means of a text 
corpus that was controlled simultaneously 
for the author’s gender, age, education, text 
topic, genre and medium. The obtained 
results were in good agreement with those 
from previous studies on Russian and other 
languages. The use of only five linguistic 
parameters as part of the suggested approach 
showed that it is possible to identify the 
gender of text authors with accuracy above 
the random value.

There are plans to use the material 
of our newly designed Russian Gender 
Imitation Corpus to check whether the 
differences we have identified would be 
retained in a gender-imitation scenario 
as well as to carry on searching for more 

differences in texts written by male and 
female authors that would remain even in a 
gender-imitation scenario.

In addition, rich metadata of the corpus 
would allow us to investigate the effect of 
biological and social gender as independent 
variables on text parameters (Chambers, 
1992) as well as to evaluate the joint impact 
of these factors and a range of personality 
traits, functional cerebral asymmetry profile 
etc. on linguistic parameters. As correctly 
pointed out by Nini, it can be assumed 
that “the real differences in the linguistic 
patterns adopted by people depend on their 
personality and/or hormone levels and 
that genders are different to the extent that 
on average different genders are prone to 
different personality orientations and/or 
hormone levels” (2014, p. 34). 

We also seek to employ language-
independent text parameters for gender 
identification of text authors using the 
material of our corpus and freely available 
text corpora in other languages to identify 
universal differences in texts written by 
males and females.

This analysis to be conducted during 
further research would allow one to develop 
a more current and deeper insight into the 
way gender is manifested in written texts 
and to develop more accurate methods of 
identifying the gender of individuals based 
on the quantitative parameters of their texts. 
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The Characteristics of Entrepreneurs with Successful and 
Sustainable Small Businesses in Northeastern Thailand

Nath Amornpinyo  
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ABSTRACT

This paper focusses on the characteristics of entrepreneurs with successful and sustainable 
small businesses in Northeastern Thailand. It presents a new model and components. This 
study aims: (1) To investigate the characteristics of entrepreneurs with successful and 
sustainable business; (2) To study the factors influencing success and sustainability; and 
(3) To develop a model based on these factors. Both quantitative and qualitative methods 
are implemented. The former makes use of in-depth interviews in which the collected 
data are analysed using content analysis. The results show that the characteristics of 
entrepreneurs who enjoyed sustainable success in operating small businesses could be 
categorised under six dimensions: a business spirit, proactiveness, competitive advantage, 
sustainability, human capital and firm performance. These factors had 12 components, 
namely, business orientation, business intelligence, environmental learning, corporate 
social responsibility, flexibility, technological speed, production capability, innovativeness, 
opportunity competency, inter-functional coordination, work effort and firm performance. 
Quantitative data are gathered using a questionnaire measuring these 12 components. It 
was administered to 391 small business entrepreneurs. The data are analysed using the 
LISREL Programme to develop a model. The results of the model show a good fit with a 
chi-square value of 10.45, p value of 0.98, goodness-of-fit index (GFI) of 1.00, Tucker-
Lewis index (TLI) of 1.00, comparative fit index (CFI) of 1.00, standard root mean square 
(SRMR) of 0.01 and a root mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) less than 

0.01. The findings are discussed. Based on 
the characteristics of entrepreneurs with 
successful and sustainable small businesses, 
the results are a valid measure within a Thai 
context.   

Keywords: Characteristics, entrepreneur, sustainable 

success    
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