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Abstract 
Previous studies have indicated that peer pressure is a contributing factor to an individual's 
involvement in street-crime activities. This paper, thus, aims to explore the influence of peer 
pressure on street crime propensities among Malaysian male inmates. Employing a mixed 
mode research design, 282 inmates were involved in surveys at four prisons in Peninsular 
Malaysia. Only 20 inmates were selected for in-depth interviews at the Kajang Prison. The 
results show that 72 percent of prisoners admitted to having a partner involved in street crime 
and 60.3 percent of them engaged in criminal activity before being arrested and imprisoned. 
The majority of inmates admitted to set certain criteria in the selection of peers based on 
contextual needs - good friends to share daily activities and bad peers for criminal activities. 
Strategic partners (governmental bodies) need to work together strategically to ensure that 
street crime can be prevented at the community level. 
Keywords: Street crime, Peer Pressure, Male Prisoner 
 
Introduction 
Street crime has increased in its prevalence often documented in mass media including social 
media, by digital or print means with a viral distribution rate. There are 35,000 street crime 
cases reported each year, which accounts for 17 percent of the total index crime as reported 
by the Royal Malaysia Police (PDRM) (2010). PDRM (2010) categorises street crime into three 
types, namely robbery, robbery without a firearm and gang robbery without a firearm. 
Presently, street-crime is the nation's second most important issue and is the main agenda 
under the Government Transformation Plan (GTP 1.0) to reduce crime as one of the National 
Productivity Areas (NKRAs). One of the causes of street crime is peer pressure (Corno, 2015) 
but peer factors in crime involvement remains contentious (Barlow & Ferdinand, 1992). A 
peer is one of the socialising agents closest to a criminal. Peer partners play an important role 
in influencing an individual's involvement in criminal activity (Bolton & Brown, 1978; Gardner 
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et al., 1994; Nurco et al., 1998; Omboto 2013). According to Klausmerier & Ripple (1975) peers 
can influence moral responsibility, courage, honesty and warmth to a greater degree 
extending family's influence on an individual's behaviour. Weatherburn & Lind (2001) find 
that peer pressure plays an important role in an individual's involvement in criminal 
behaviour. He explained that having an influence on a partner who is a criminal would 
influence an individual to be involved in the crime. Omboto (2013) shows that peers often act 
as individuals who engage in recruitment or selection in criminal activities.  
 
A person's inclination for a certain mode of behaviour is a complex composite of one's 
discipline, morals including deviant behaviour that results from a person's attachment or lack 
of attachment to family (Brown 2001, Fauziah et al. 2020, Nor Bayah et al. 2020; Sheau et al. 
2012). Hirschi (2002) introduced the Social Control Theory explaining that individuals in a 
society have a dual tendency towards the dichotomy of good or bad, whereby an individual's 
goodness will depend on the influence of the members of a particular society. There are four 
elements in social control theory. which influences criminal activity, namely, 1) attachment, 
in which an individual is sensitive to the thoughts, feelings and wishes of another person who 
propels solidarity with the criminal group and promotes criminal behaviour; 2) commitments, 
which refer to the individual's ties to conventional subsystems such as schools, workplaces, 
organisations and peers; 3) involvement based on the activity of a person in the subsystem, 
where if the person is passive in the family, school or workplace then the probability of 
committing criminal behaviour is high; and 4) trust in social bonds, where trust in the criminal 
group will result in adherence to the rules of the group and will be required to comply with 
the criminal activities committed in the group. Social Control Theory is considered 
appropriate to explain the influence of peers in street crime activities in this study.  
 
Research Methodology 
This study employs a mixed method research design combining quantitative and qualitative 
approach. The explanatory sequential mixed method approach (Creswell & Plano, 2007) was 
chosen in this study with the aim of obtaining, explaining and interpreting data in a greater 
breadth to capture the influence of peer pressure in street crime propensities. Quantitative 
data were obtained through a survey method using a set of questionnaire containing 10 
sections with focus as follows: section A: demographic respondents; B: experience doing bad 
activities; C: modus operandi; D: drug abuse experience; E: socioeconomic factors; F: job 
factors; G: peer factors; H: schooling factors; I: living and neighbourhood environment factors; 
and J: Family factors. The Cronbach alpha value of the Peer Factor was 0.73. Qualitative data, 
meanwhile, is derived based on in-depth interview methods. Both data were analysed 
discretely but the results of the analysis were combined and recontexualised during the study 
discussion. 
 
Population and Samples 
In this study, population denotes street-crime prisoners who have been convicted of robbery, 
unarmed robbery and unarmed robbery. They are of various races and are currently 
undergoing sentence and rehabilitation under the control of the Malaysian Prison 
Department in Peninsular Malaysia. A total of 282 male inmates responded to a questionnaire 
about social phenomenological approaches to street crime and community-based prevention 
mechanisms. A total of 20 respondents from Kajang Prison were selected for in-depth 
interviews based on the following sample selection criteria; 
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i. male 
ii. is currently in prison for street crime 
iii. street crime offences are the final punishments for convictions 
iv. understand and able to speak in the Malay language 
 
Data Collection  
Prior to data collection, researchers had initially sought permission from the Director General 
of the Malaysian Prisons Department to conduct research at the selected Prison Department 
in Malaysia. A total of four prisons were identified in the study, Kajang Prison, Pengkalan 
Chepa Prison, Tapah Prison and Kluang Prison. The designated prison term is under the 
jurisdiction of the Director General of the Prisons Department of Malaysia and the researcher 
does not have the authority to choose the prison involved. After the approval letter was 
issued by Malaysian Prison Department, the researcher then contacted and made an 
appointment with each Director of Prisons involved to set a date for data collection work. 
Once a date has been agreed upon, the distribution of the questionnaire was subsequently 
carried out. After all quantitative data was collected, respondents in the Kajang Prison were 
selected for qualitative data collection. The selection of Kajang Prison is upon the approval of 
the Director General of the Prisons Department of Malaysia. All survey respondents involved 
in the interview session were informed of the data collection ethics and they were allowed to 
withdraw at any time during the interview session. Then all respondents were asked to sign 
the consent form acknowledging their role as a respondent. All prison data collection 
processes involved in this study took two months beginning in March 2014 and ending in May 
2014. 
 
Data Analysis  
All quantitative data collected were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences software version 21. Descriptive analysis was used on quantitative data. Thematic 
analysis was used on the qualitative data collected in this study. The interviews were recorded 
and transcribed verbatim and thence translated into English.  
 
Research Findings 
Socio-Demographic Profile 
Table 1 shows the demographic profiles of the respondents involved in this study. According 
to the age group, the majority (83%) of the prisoners involved in the study were between 19-
39 years of age, followed by 16.6 percent of the prisoners aged 40-59 and only 0.4 percent 
were senior prisoners (60 years and above). In terms of race, as much as 69.9 per cent are 
Malay prisoners, prisoners followed by Indians (22%), Chinese (7.4%) and only 0.7 percent are 
Others (Bajau). When it comes to marital status, 59.9 percent of prisoners are single while 
28.7 percent are married and 11.4 percent are divorced. In terms of education level, 60.3 
percent of inmates had secondary education, followed by primary school of 27.3 percent, 
higher education of 9.2 percent and only 3.2 percent has no education background. In 
addition, based on work experience prior to incarceration, it is found that 45.7 percent of 
prisoners had permanent jobs, 37.3 percent were part-time inmates and 15.6 percent were 
unemployed and only 1.4 percent were students. 
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Table 1 
Socio-demographic Profile 

Category Frequency (percentage) 

Age (years)  

   19-39  234 (83%) 

   40-59  47 (16.6%) 

   60 and above 6 (0.4%) 

Race  

   Malay 187 (69.6%) 

   Chinese 21 (7.4%) 

   Indian 62 (22%) 

   Others 2 (0.7%) 

Marital Status  

   Single 169 (59.9%) 

   Married 81 (28.7%) 

   Divorced 32 (11.4%) 

Level of Education  

   Primary school 77 (27.3%) 

   Secondary school 170 (60.3%) 

   Tertiary education 26 (9.2%) 

   No schooling 9 (3.2%) 

Employment Status  

   Permanent jobs 110 (45.7%) 

   Part-time jobs 104 (37.3%) 

   Students 4 (1.4%) 

   No jobs 44 (15.6%) 

N=282 
 
Peer Pressure Factor 
In this study, peers refer to the relationship between the inmate and his partner with an 
engagement in activities that bear influence and respondents' motivation towards 
committing street crime. The findings of the study show that peer influence plays an 
important role as a driving factor for respondents to be involved in street crime activities in 
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Malaysia. Table 2 shows that the majority (72 percent) of the respondents involved in this 
study admitted that they had a lot of friends who are involved in street crime activities (item 
1). In fact, they also acknowledged that most of them (60.3 percent) often engaged in criminal 
activities with their friends (item 2) and admitted were involved in street gang activities (58.6 
percent) (item 3). 
 
In terms of peer relations, the study found that the majority of respondents (72 percent) 
acknowledged and regarded friends as the person they were closest to (item 4). This close 
relationship made most of them (53.6 percent) feel more comfortable sharing problems with 
friends than with their own family members (item 5). Although they had a close relationship 
with their peers, the study found that most (57.1 percent) friends involved in crime did not 
help them when they were in trouble (item 6). Based on peer pressure, the study found that 
most respondents who engaged in street crime activities admitted that they were easily 
influenced by their peers' behaviour (item 7). 61.7 per cent of them agreed and strongly 
agreed with the statement saying that friends often influenced themselves to engage in 
criminal activity (item 8) and 59.9 per cent of them acknowledged that their friends were 
individuals who taught people how to do crime against society (item 9). 
 
Table 2 
Peer Pressure Items 

 
No. 

 
Item 

Totally not 
agree 

(%) 
Not agree 

(%) 
Agree 

(%) 

Totally 
agree 

(%) 

1. I hang out with friends who are involved in 
crime 

5.0 23.0 48.2 23.8 

2. I often do criminal activities with friends 9.9 29.8 42.2 18.1 

3. I have never been involved with any crime 
group 

15.6 42.9 30.1 11.3 

4. Friends are the people who are closest to 
me 

8.5 19.5 54.3 17.7 

5. I'm more comfortable sharing problems 
with friends than family 

10.3 36.2 36.9 16.7 

7. Friends who involved in crime will help me 
when I'm in trouble 

22.0 35.1 31.9 11.0 

8. I am easily influenced by my friend's 
behavior 

7.8 34.0 44.0 14.2 

9. Friends often influence me to commit 
crimes 

9.9 28.4 48.6 13.1 

10. A friend taught me how to commit a crime 12.1 28.0 44.3 15.6 

11. I need a friend support to get better 7.8 14.5 40.4 37.2 

12. A friend once advised me to quit criminal 
activities 

6.0 16.0 50.0 28.0 
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13. I need the support of a friend to leave 
criminal activity 

6.4 10.3 44.3 39.0 

N=282 
Given that peer pressure has a very strong influence on respondents to be involved in street 
crime activities, it is evident that the motivation to leave criminal activity is concentrated 
among their peers as a driving force behind criminal activity. The survey found that 77.6 per 
cent of respondents admitted that they needed peer support to become better people (item 
11). 78 per cent of respondents also admitted that their friends had advised them to quit their 
criminal activities (item 12) and a majority of 83.3 per cent of them admitted that they needed 
peer support to leave street crime activities. they did (item 13). 
 
Characteristics of Peer 
The majority of respondents found that they had peers who were about the same age as 
them. However, there are also respondents who are friends with criminals who are older than 
them. Based on the analysis of the study’s data, a criminal has characteristics of peer 
selection. Most criminals choose their peers based on context or situation. Usually criminals 
spend a lot of time with good friends but only do criminal activities with friends who do not 
live at home. Most criminals interviewed stated that they chose criminals based on 
behaviours that were similar to their own; "Yes it is more like that because he is a person but 
I like to see him have a personality, his temperament is not hot tempered, who does not like 
to fight and is ok" (Respondent 1). This statement was also acknowledged by other criminal 
associates; "He's all right, no problem, he's a man, we have same mind" (Respondent 20). 
 
There are also respondents who admitted to choosing a partner who was already married. 
This is because married people have the urge to commit crimes in order to meet the needs of 
their families. Although their intentions are good but their actions do not justify the means. 
For example, respondent 1 exemplify; 

He's a guy like me too, he's a career man because he is a man, a family, sometimes a 
double-minded but heck of a drug, but depending on the pay alone is not enough for 
two or one child ... want to buy milk, to buy diapers (Respondent 1). 
 

However, some criminals only have partners before they get married. This may be because 
when they are not married it is easier to spend time with friends. This is not the case post 
marriage where time is mostly spent with family; "I used to have a lot of friends but after I got 
married ... I didn't go with friends ... I went to the same house ... I am the only one now ... I 
used to have 3 people ... married already because I don't like friends because I don't have 
friends" (Respondent 5). The same view is shared by other inmates who also have peers who 
work in the same place before marriage; "I don't like friends ... I have friends but less ... even 
air-condition work ... I like friends who don't want to talk much, please help, I like that, talk 
more of useless ... but that's my unmarried time I know him” (Respondent 6). 
 
In addition, some criminals admit to having peers who work in the same place as them. They 
claim their colleagues to be helpful and unselfish. For example, respondents 11 and 17 
exemplify this; 

My co-worker ... yes he is, he is good, he is ok ... home is not close to one side but one 
department ... he is ok, for good opinion and advice ... I like to find friends who are 
not important to himself, that's one of them (Respondent 11). 
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Further to the nuance of crime peer selection, some criminals thought a good partner is a 
roommate. This may be because their neighbours have known them since childhood and have 
been the place to express their feelings or to ask for help when in need; "Remember, [his] 
memories of childhood friends but [he] never went to school, he was a friend of [the] village, 
many a year at one time [want] the desert ... want [to] steal" (Respondent 7). While one 
respondent also acknowledged that his best friend was a neighbour and he is now his wife; 
"My childhood, my school days with a close friend ... a village ... he can understand my heart, 
he helps me a lot, even in school he helps me, please write" (Respondent 16). In addition, 
there were respondents who admitted that their partner was also a criminal and had never 
been arrested; "There was a good friend ... she was married but she was divorced ... she was 
married ... about one village was from a little [neighbour’s friend] ... she took [drugs] too" 
(Respondent 19). However, one criminal who stated that he committed a crime with a friend 
who did not know him, a friend who was not living at home or was not a colleague or 
neighbour; "This is a jealous friend, most of the outsider is not a neighbour ... it is an outsider 
because he is one of my gangs" (Respondent 1). 
 
Activities with Peer 
The majority of criminals have different views of their peers in a binary view of the ideal 
partner as the good friend and the criminal partner as the bad friend. There are respondents 
who do activities such as cooking, fishing, watching television and watching football with their 
best friends; 
 

The most exciting time for me is when it is time to cook always the same. Brother is 
the one who always cooks. That's when you ask what kind of work you do, sometimes 
go fishing early in the morning ... even if you don't go fishing, we do go to watch 
television, and then we do ... like me while having a little fun, like shabu but isn't bad 
at all, we also do not do house chores? (Respondent 3). 

 
Another respondent admitted to having a peer who was not a good friend to hang out at a 
coffee shop and watch football; "There are friends but good friends are not there, just coffee 
shop friends, watch football matches’ while in coffee shop, eating bread alone" (Respondent 
13). Most criminals admit that they were involved in negative activities with their friends. 
Among the activities carried out with peers are gambling, drug abuse, robbery, stalking and 
motorcycle theft. For example, respondent 4 admitted that he had a partner who was 
involved in gambling. Many previous studies support that negative peer activity will 
perpetuate an individual to committing crimes (Bolton & Brown 1978; Gardner et al., 1994; 
Nurco et al., 1998; Sheau et al. 2011; Tharshini et al. 2016). In addition, other respondents 
also acknowledged that they were doing negative activities with their peers; 

We ride motorcycles together, I start to know him when I have my own motorcycle, 
know that negative activity, when I need money to modify my motorcycles, we will go 
anywhere to find motorcycle’s parts even to Negeri Sembilan, we steal motorcycles, 
divide into small parts and deliver it to Terengganu ... near Pahang area, in 2009 we 
steal motorcycle here and we sell it near Pahang because over there are higher prices 
(Respondent 8). 

 
Often peers involved in criminal activities also influence the daily activities of criminals; "Some 
are ok, some are not, only three people are good, times are hard to help, that's bad usually, 
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after taking drugs they follow people to steal projects" (Respondent 9). In contrast, 
respondents indicated that they were engaged in the activities of friends because they were 
helpful; "He came here to work, to work chicken [to be a pimp], he used to work in a pub, I 
knew him very well, he always helped me, I called him, he was in Thailand and he banked with 
me" (Respondent 10). In addition, there are criminals who acknowledge that their peers are 
simply close to their families in running errands; 

He was a normal person coming to my house, he was a close friend to my mom, and 
my mom considered him a kid too, whatever my mom told me to ask for a look at my 
younger sister what school, sometimes my mom wants to go here and no one wants 
to take her, my sister works, and even gives me a motor home, bring a car to get my 
mom (Respondent 8). 

 
This finding is supported by a study by Kakar (2005) who found that individuals who are 
involved in criminal activities have friends who are close to the family. There are also criminals 
who follow friends into negative activities when they have confidence and categorise friends 
based on their experiences; 

He's the one who comes to my house, let's go to work together.  I'm sure I'm just 
following, I have three types of friends - good friends who really support me, friends 
who have time for me, and bad friends who really need work for money. (Respondent 
12). 
 

Conclusion and Recommendation 
From this study, peers have an indirect influence on street crime involvement among male 
prisoners involved in this study. This clearly shows that qualitative data explains that peer 
selection criteria are objective in that they distinguish good friends from good activities and 
bad ones from street crime activities. Aspects of trust in long-term peers such as co-workers 
make prisoners vulnerable to criminal activity for the first time and eventually feel 
comfortable doing street crime in groups. However, peer-to-peer relationships are not 
straightforward because their acquaintances with peers are long-term and non-criminal. It is 
also possible that a peer's negative influence on street crime is not solely due to friends but 
other social environmental factors. However, the majority of the inmates admitted to not 
committing solitary street crime and that it was closely related to their relationship with their 
peers. Therefore, preventive mechanisms involving strategic partners such as the Malaysian 
Prison Department, Ministry of Home Affairs, Ministry of Youth and Sports, Royal Malaysian 
Police are important. All parties need to develop community-based programs so that the 
community, especially the youth, are more likely to be involved in street crime so that they 
can be given the knowledge and skills of being involved in choosing a smart and moral peer 
who is civic minded has a mature sense of decorum. If all these strategic parties are aware of 
and play their role in society, the occurrence of street crime can be greatly reduced and thus 
improve the well-being of the community. 
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