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Abstract

Self-concept provides great empirical value in order to understand criminal behaviour among young
offenders. Hence, this article is prepared to discuss the level of self-concept of young offenders
undergoing non-custodial sentences in Malaysia. A quantitative approach was employed to collect
data among 311 young offenders undergoing Community Service Order initiated by the Malaysian
Social Welfare Department. Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to analyse the
data. The result stipulates that majority of the respondents consist of male young offenders aged 20
years old, Malays, single in marital status, and unemployed. The finding also unveiled that young
offenders have a moderate level of self-concept (76.2%). As a part of the key recommendation, the
Malaysian Social Welfare Department is adjured to revamp the existing Community Service Order
module and program in order to improvise the level of self-concept of the young offenders in the
near future.
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Introduction

In recent years, studies focusing on self-concept have managed to captivate an incredible amount of
attention across scientific disciplines. A handful number of studies have disclosed that both positive
and negative self-concept is a reflection of various life experiences encountered by an individual
beginning from childhood to adolescence stage of life (Koiv, 2016; Veiga et al. 2016; Laceulle, 2018;
Edwardes, 2019). Findings postulate that a negative self-concept contributes to detrimental life
outcomes including involvement in criminal behaviour, tend to rebukes authorities, and highly
inclined to reject the social norms established by the society whereas a positive self-concept
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contributes to the development of positive self-image andhigh level of self-esteem (Veiga et al. 2016;
Debono et al. 2020).

In general, an individual’s level of self-concept is strongly correlated with the quality of relationship
between their friends and parents (Oluwasanmi & Babatola, 2018). Koiv (2016) stated that young
people need a higher amount of emotional support from their parents in order to develop a positive
self-concept eventually reduces the risk of getting involved in criminal activities. Substantial evidence
implicates that the omission of mutually supportive parents-children relationship creates an
“emotion vacuum” among young adult and escalate the tendency of isolating themselves from family
members (Koiv, 2016). Indirectly, this situation leads the young adult to completely rely on the peer
group to obtain the “missing support” eventually ending up embracing the standard and values of
the peer group as time goes by. Admittedly, if the peer culture is deviant and the connection to
parental support is frail thus the young adult becomes highly vulnerable to commit antisocial
behaviour (Koiv, 2016; Schildberg-Horisch, 2018).

Myriad scholars have taken enormous attempts to understand the young offender’s personality and
behaviour. For instance, Symbolic Interactionism Theory founded by George Herbert Mead (1863 -
1931) proposes that stigma and labels influence an individual’s self-concept (Abele & Hauke, 2020).
Some research indicates that after being labelled by others, individuals tend to increase their
involvement in criminal behaviour and internalized the “offender” label (Abele & Hauke, 2020). On
this line of thought, Paterline and Orr (2016) stated that young offenders who have been ordered to
complete custodial sentences (e.g. imprisonment) are highly exposed to stigmatization and
encountered enormous assaults due to depersonalizing effects of the legal system compared to those
serving non-custodial sentences such as Community Service Order (CSO).

The introduction of non-custodial sentences in Wales and England in 1973 has led to considerable
debate among the scholars whether non-custodial sentences should be accepted as a form of
alternative custody or otherwise. However, over the last two-decade non-custodial sentences such
as CSO have gained acceptance within the criminal justice system as a non-institutionalized form of
alternative punishment and regarded to be efficacious in reducing imprisonment rate among young
offenders (Phelps, 2018). In general, the main goal of CSO with regards to young offenders is to
develop and rehabilitate positive attitude, competency, and behaviour within the young adults who
have committed minor crimes (Phelps, 2018). Moreover, according to Mata et al. (2018) assistance
need to be provided to the young offenders in order to help them to reinforce good habits and
improvise their ability of communication, cooperation, and self-esteem.

In the context of Malaysia, the CSO was introduced in the year 2007 for young offenders aged
between 18 to 21 years old. In general, CSO is sentences to first-timers who have commit minor
crimes as stated in Section 293 (1) (e) of the Criminal Procedure Code (Act 593). Moreover, Section
96 (2) of the Child Act (2001) clearly mentioned that children aged between 14 to 18 years old should
be prevented from being sentence in prison and other types of alternative punishment such as fines
or non-custodial sentence (e.g. CSO) is suggested for them (Child Act, 2001). Since literature related
to young offenders serving non-custodial sentences such as CSO received little attention compared
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to those serving custodial sentences (e.g. prison) ergo this research will focus on the young offenders
undergoing CSO in Malaysia. Moreover, most of the previous studies related to self-concept and
crime have been carried out in Western countries particularly in the USA and UK. According to
Vignoles et al. (2016), people from different cultures tend to think about themselves in a different
way. Hence, the findings obtained from the Western studies in regardsto self-concept and crime may
not be suitable to generalize to non-Western cultures like Malaysia. Thus, this research is conducted
to identify the level of self-concept of young offenders undergoing CSO in an Asian country like
Malaysia.

Literature Review

The construct of self-concept has been a topic of greatinterest in the field of criminology since it has
a pervasive impact on human behaviour. Previously, self-concept was conceptualized as a
unidimensional construct however in recent time’s self-concept has been acknowledged as a
multidimensional construct (Veiga et al. 2016). In general, self-concept includes various dimensions
related to the “self” that reflect an individual profuse life experience and roles(Chu, 2017). According
to Shavelson et al.(1976), self-concept is defined asa person’s self-perceptions formed through one’s
interpretations and experience with his/her environment. Moreover, Shavelson et al. (1976)
identified seven main features of self-concept namely; (a) multifaceted nature, (b) theoretical
organization, (c) evaluative underpinnings, (d) hierarchical structure, (e) differentially from other
structure, (f) developmental nature, and (g) stability.

Growing evidence indicates that criminal actis conceptualized as a simple, short-lived, exciting, and
a tool to gain immediate gratification (Paterline & Orr, 2016). In the attempt to elucidate the link
between self-concept and criminal behaviour, researchers usually subscribed to two school of
thoughts namely; (i) criminal behaviour is the product of low self-concept, or (ii) self-concept is the
product of an individual’s criminal behaviour (Rosenberg, 1979). Prior literature both in psychology
and criminology depicted that “self” is an intervening key which conditions the likelihood of an
individual to dwell in criminal activities (Mata et al. 2018). As such, Koive (2016) stated that low self-
concept is related to low school competence and high family conflict/dispute whereas high self-
concept is significantly related to positive friendships circle among young adults. Studies have also
unveiled that adolescents suspended from school exhibit low self-concept, low verbal ability, and a
negative view of self (Koive, 2016).

In general, individual with a negative self-concept is not concerned about the long-term
consequences of their behaviour thus gets involved in criminal activities (Paterline et al. 2016; Veiga
et al. 2016; Mata et al. 2018; Edwardes, 2019; Abele et al. 2020). Previous studies show that young
adult’s antisocial behaviour predicts long-term consequences towards criminal activity especially
when they reach the adulthood phase of life (Augustyn & Jackson, 2017; Mohammadi et al., 2014).
Moreover, according to Meldrum et al. (2016), family plays an important role in forming and
strengthening a positive self-concept of anindividual. In line with this, a study conducted by Augustyn
and Jackson (2017) shows that individuals who grew up in a weak family functioning tend to have a
lower level of self-concept, develop a pessimistic attitude towards life, and practices negative coping
behaviour.
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In many countries, the prison system is undergoing major challenges due to overcrowding and
deplorable conditions of the detention center. Apart from imprisonment, judicial systems have a
range of non-custodial sentence options for those who have committed minor crimes such as
nuisances, disorderly conduct, fraudulent possession of property, insulting behaviour, or offenses in
relation to public roads (Minor Offences Act, 1955, Act 336). Human Rights in the Administration of
Justice (2019) have pointed out that individuals who have committed a minor crime should not be
sent to prison since it hinders the process of reintegration and weakens the community ties. Hence,
non-custodial sentences such as CSO should be considered as a form of punishment while sentencing
an individual since this approach have a unique measure to change perpetrators antisocial behaviour.
(Human Rights in the Administration of Justice).

Methods
This section discusses the methodology that was utilized in the research process.

Research Design
This study is based on a quantitative method using a cross-sectional approach. According to Belhekar
(2016), data should be collected at one particular time while employing a cross-sectional approach.

Population, Sample and Location of Study

In research terminology, a population is defined as a comprehensive group of individuals with a
common characteristic (Belhekar, 2016). The population of this study is consists of all the young
offenders undergoing CSO initiated by the MalaysianSocial Welfare Department. Based on the report
derived from the Malaysian Social Welfare Department, currently a total number of 540 young
offenders are actively undergoing CSO in Malaysia (Community Service Order Report, 2018).

In general, a sample is defined as a smaller subset from a larger population (Cohen et al. 2001). The
sample for this study is311 respondents determined based on Cohen’s Sample Size Calculator (Cohen
et al. 2001). Following this, stratified random sampling was used to select the young offenders from
four different zones in Malaysia namely (i) North Zone, (ii) Central Zone, (iii) East Zone, and (iv)
Southern Zone. Two institutions with the highest number of young offenders within each zone were
selected as the location of study including; (i) North Zone — Kedah and Pulau Pinang, (ii) Central Zone
— Selangor and Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur, (iii) East Zone - Pahang and Kelantan, and (iv)
Southern Zone — Melaka and Johor. Table 1 shows the location of the study.
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Zone Social Welfare Department Population of  Young
(SWD) Offenders
North SWD in Perlis 13
SWD in Kedah 48
SWD in Pulau Pinang 36
SWD in Perak 20
Central SWD in Negeri Sembilan 64 (this populations were
excluded during the data
SWD in Selangor collection - pilot study)
SWD in Federal Territory of 72
Kuala Lumpur 68
East SWD in Pahang 79
SWD in Kelantan 36
SWD in Terengganu 25
Souther SWD in Melaka 42
n SWDin Johor 37
TOTAL 540

Table 1: Location of the Study

Research Instrument

The self-concept of young offenders is measured using the Multidimensional Self-Concept Scale
developed by Fleming and Courtney (1984) which includes 36 items questions. Based on this
Multidimensional Self-Concept Scale, self-concept is divided into five main dimensions namely; (i)
self-regards (global self-esteem), (ii) social confidence, (iii) school abilities, (iv) physical appearance,
and (v) physical abilities.

Procedure

The questionnaire was distributed to the respondents by the researchers upon getting permission
from the Malaysian Department of Social Welfare (JKMM 100/12/2/2:2016/013). The confidentiality
and anonymity of respondents were handled with utmost care throughout the research. Moreover,
respondents were also reminded not to disclose their personal information on the given material
(e.g. name or Malaysian identity card number). Generally, majority of the respondents took about
15-20 minutes to complete the questionnaire.

Data Analysis

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was employed to analyze the data. In general,
descriptive analyses were used to present information related to young offenders demographic
profile and level of self-concept. The score range for the level of self-concept is divided into three
main categories namely; (i) low self-concept (<2.33), (ii) moderate self-concept (2.34-3.67), and (iii)
high self-concept (3.68-5.00).
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Ethical Considerations
The following ethical consideration was upheld throughout the data collection process:

(i) Participants are allowed to withdraw from the study without any repercussions.

(ii) Consent from the participant was obtained before allowing them to take partin this study.

(iii) No incentives or benefits were given to encourage participation.

(iv) Participants were assured that all the information obtained from this study will be only
used for academic purpose and handled with utmost confidentiality.

Results

This section reports the result of the analyzed data. The first part of the result shows the demographic
composition of the respondents whereas the second section presents the descriptive statistics
pertaining to the level of self-concept of young offenders undergoing CSO.

Demographic Profile

The demographic profile represents the basic information of the respondents who took part in this
study. The result of the descriptive analysis shows that majority of the respondents are male young
offenders aged 20 years old, Malays, single in marital status, and unemployed. Table 2 stipulates the
demographic profile of the respondents.

Variable (s) Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender

Male 311 100
Age

18 years 55 17.7
19 years 83 26.6
20 years 111 35.7
21 years 62 20.0
Ethnic Group

Malay 278 89.3
Indian 17 5.5
Chinese 16 5.2
Marital Status

Single 289 93.0
Married 22 7.0
Occupation

Student 43 13.8
Unemployed 152 48.9
Full-Timer 55 17.7
Part-Timer 61 19.6
TOTAL 311 100

Table 2: Demographic Profile
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Level of Self-Concept

The result of the descriptive analysis indicates that majority of the young offenders undergoing CSO
have a moderate level of self-concept (76.2%). Table 3 stipulates the level of self-concept of the
respondents.

Level of Self-Concept Frequency Percentage (%)
Low 54 17.4
Moderate 237 76.2
High 20 6.4

Note: Low (<2.33), Moderate (2.34-3.67), High (3.68-5.00)

Table 3: Level of Self-Concept
Discussion
A handful number of studies have reported that on average rate, males involved more in criminal
offending compared to females (Burriset al. 2017). The result of this study is aligned with “age-crime-
curve” showing that the criminal activities of an individual peak during the mid-20s before declining
thereafter. In general, majority of the respondents involved in this study are unemployed. Lack of
responsibility might lead the young offenders to dwell in antisocial behaviour. For young people who
are single, imprisonment or convictions have less impact on them compared to those who are
committed in a relationship or married (Skardhamar et al. 2015). It is prognosticated that conformity
to a peer group or peer pressure might have encouraged young adults to participate in criminal act.
Admittedly, the lifestyle (e.g. frequent users of drugs or visiting clubs/pubs) of the younger
generation is also foreseen as a possible reason for them to get involved in criminal behaviour such
as minor thefts, joyriding, or shoplifting.

A large number of respondents agree with the statements in the self-concept questionnaire. Around
52.4% of young offenders feel confident with their abilities and believed that someday people will
look up and respect them. Young offenders admit that they are aware of the good and bad things
done in the past (46.7%) and are confident that other people see them as physically appealing
(38.3%). In addition, 39.5% of young offenders agree that they are not troubled by shyness and feel
comfortable meeting new people (37.1%). Around 29.4% of young offenders concur that they never
felt ashamed of their physique whereas 23.1% of young offenders felt that they are physically
attractive compared to their peers. The findings of this research coincide with some previous studies
showing that there is a significant relationship between self-concept and individual life experience
(Koiv, 2016). Meldrum et al. (2016) stated that the self-concept of an individual is formed through
the life experience encountered from childhood until the adolescent phase of life. Thus, it can be
fairly concluded that majority of the young offenders who took part in this study have encountered
positive character-building experiences throughout their life since most of the young offenders are
able to internalize a “positive self-image” about themselves.

Edwardes (2019) stated that positive self-concept significantly contribute towards improved
cognitive and emotional development and ameliorate individual functionality in society. In general,
the maingoal of non-custodial sentences such as CSO with regardsto young offenders is to help them
develop positive behaviour, attitude, and competency in order to become a responsible member of
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the society in future (Phelps, 2018). The positive self-concept of young offenders is foreseeable as a
catalyst factorin reinforcing good habits and increases respondent’s communication and cooperation
skills while undergoing CSO. Furthermore, according to Koiv (2016) and Meldrum et al. (2016), a
positive self-concept can be strengthened if young offenders receive continuous support from the
social environment.

However, not all the young offenders involved in this study have a positive self-concept. The result
of this study depicts that around 32.1% of young offenders perceive themselves as worthless and
often dislike themselves (23.4%). Besides, 39.7% of young offenders concur that they often feel
discouraged and doubt about their worthwhileness. According to Koiv (2016), low self-concept is a
product of negative perception about oneself. Koiv (2016) further explained that individuals with low
self-concept will encounter low self-esteem, low self-control, self-doubt, prefer being isolated from
the social environment, and often feel uncomfortable to communicate with others. In the context of
this study, since majority of the young offenders are aged between 18 to 21 years old, itis conjecture
that young people have limited ability to control negative perceptions about themselves due to lack
of matureness. Moreover, since young offenders are still undergoing a critical stage of development,
it is common for them to experience continuous changes mentally and psychologically (Meldrum et
al. 2016; Phelps, 2018).

Numerous studies that link between self-concept and criminal behaviour shows that compared to
the general public, the level of self-concept of the young offenders is naturally lower (Burris et al.
2017; Mata et al. 2018). The labelling or stigmatization experienced while undergoing non-custodial
sentences might also contributes towards the development of low self-concept among young
offenders. The Self-Theory suggested that the fundamental motivation of human being is to maintain
and protect a positive self-image (Mata et al. 2018). Hence, it can be recapitulated that the low self-
concept exhibited by the young offenders is probably due to their inability to maintain a “positive
self-image” in front of their peers, family members, or society.

Conclusion

In summary, the finding of this study raisessome important understanding regarding the level of self-
concept of young offenders undergoing non-custodial sentences in Malaysia. In the process of
completing the sentences, it is hoped that the negative behaviour of the young offenders is altered
and the positive self-concept is well maintained inorder to become a law-abiding citizen in the future.
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