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Abstract

Substantial commentary has been written about the historical context of the 
Malay-Muslim minority in the deep south of Thailand. Much of the recent scholar-
ship on the Malay-Muslim minority of Thailand has focused on the ongoing eth-
nic insurgency in southern Thailand, the region’s troubled history of annexation, 
and its relevance to Thailand’s political landscape. However, there is little em-
pirical research on the Malay-Muslim population itself, although it is assumed 
that expressions of their religious identity are a fundamental aspect of collective 
identity formation. In an effort to fill this gap, this study explored perceptions of 
religiosity and risk behavior among Muslim adolescents affiliated with a private 
Islamic school in the province of Yala, Thailand. The study examined perceptions 
of this group’s religious behavior and relationships to perceived social problems 
of concern to the community, and found that increased religious adherence medi-
ated engagement in risk behaviors. We also found that girls were perceived to be 
more likely to engage in religiously adherent behavior, and less likely to engage in 
socially problematic behavior, than boys. This study and its findings are relevant 
to deepening empirical knowledge about Malay-Muslim adolescents in southern 
Thailand. It may also have implications for community leaders and policy makers 
interested in improving wellbeing among Muslim adolescents in the area.

Keywords: Islam, Thailand, Southern Thailand, ponok, Religiosity

Introduction

Muslim communities in the deep south of Thailand inhabit a unique and dy-
namic space. Muslims comprise approximately 5% of the total population of 
Thailand, but make up nearly one-third of the population in the southern 
region, and are the majority in the deep south (Thai National Statistics Of-
fice, 2000). The distinctiveness of contemporary Muslim communities in the 
area is deeply entwined with its history. The three southernmost provinces 
(Narathiwat, Pattani, and Yala) encompass what was once collectively known 
as Patani—an ethnically Malay, Islamic sultanate. Historically, Patani laid be-
tween the competing power centers of Siam to the north, and the Malayan 
sultanates to the south. It was far enough away from either of them to enjoy 
long periods of relative autonomy, but with a distinctly Malay and Islamic ori-
entation (Virunha, 2008). Patani had developed into a prosperous sultanate 
with a rich tradition of Islamic scholarship before ultimately succumbing to 
Siamese annexation in the early 20th century (Le Roux, 1998; Jory, 2008). But 
the area has always had a deeply pluralistic fabric, with overlapping Malay, Sia-
mese, Chinese, Indian and other influences due to the historic cross-mobility 
that characterized the region (Koch, 1977; Reid, 2008; Suhrke, 1970; Winzeler, 
1985).
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Major differentiators between these ethnically Malay Muslim communities 
and their Siamese counterparts are the presence of traditional Malay customs 
(adat) and the pervasiveness of Islamic laws (sharia) and practices (Brown, 
2014). The Islamic context clearly influences all aspects of Muslim life in the 
southern provinces, but it is also a dynamic phenomenon. The prevalent in-
fluence of Islam in the south has changed over time, both as a result of the 
central government’s lessening of its assimilationist policies, and a reflection of 
local cultural resistance to Siamese authority. The surge in global Islamic move-
ments, influence of transnational media, philanthropy from Gulf Arab nations, 
and international Islamic scholarly links have all facilitated the growth of or-
thodox Islamic institutions in the southern provinces (Bajunid, 1999; Imtiyaz, 
2009; Liow, 2010; Scupin, 1980; Yegar, 2002).

At the same time, these Muslim communities have also processed the same 
secular and modernizing influences that have transformed all aspects of Thai 
society. Thailand’s integration into the global economy has been characterized 
by rapid industrialization and the development of export industries, and major 
strides in social and human development. The migration of young people from 
rural to urban areas in search of employment have driven internal migration, 
urbanization, and the dispersion of family members (Hussey, 1993; Phananira-
mai, 1997; Vichit-Vadakan, 1994), leading to the development of entirely new 
commercial sectors and urban classes. As Thailand continues to develop into 
a post-industrial capitalist society, it is an open question to what extent its tra-
ditional institutions will remain intact in the face of mass consumerism, global 
cultures, and changing forms of social organization (Jones, 1994).

Additionally, the political situation in the deep south continues to impact 
the overall context for Malay Muslims in the southern provinces. Much an-
thropological commentary and historical analysis has been made in English-
language scholarship about the unique cultural space inhabited by Muslims in 
the south since Siamese annexation (Forbes, 1982; Jory, 2007; Scupin, 1987). 
Scholars have noted the region’s troubled history, which has included both a 
series of Malay-Muslim rebellions against Siamese rule and subsequent repres-
sions during Thailand assimilationist period in the 1920s–40s (e.g., see Apho-
rnsuvan, 2008), and the presence of Malayan Communist Party insurgents 
along the porous Thai-Malay border following Malaya’s independence (Hack, 
2009; Liow, 2004). This analysis has particularly increased since political vio-
lence in the area escalated in 2004, with a significant upsurge in separatist at-
tacks and incidents, and the deaths of over 70 Muslim male captives at Tak 
Bai, who suffocated after being crammed into Thai army vehicles following a 
protest (Jitpromrsi & McCargo, 2008). Commenters have examined the roles 
of purported insurgency groups in this upsurge in violence (Croissant, 2007; 
Liow, 2004), the influence of the Thai political and policy environment (Askew, 
2008; Duncan, 2006; Jitpiromrsi & Duncan, 2008; Pathmanand, 2006); percep-
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tions and relationships of residents (Jitpiromrsi & Duncan, 2008; Saleh, 2009), 
and other issues. According to Thai PBS, the official estimate of insurgency-
related deaths from January 2004 to January 2015 is 3,961 (2,610 civilians, 509 
soldiers, 365 police officers, 138 teachers, 18 monks and 321 insurgents) (Thai 
PBS, 2015).

There are surprisingly few recent studies examining religious and social 
behavior at the individual level among Muslims in the contemporary south. 
Recent qualitative studies on aspects of Malay Muslim life have tended to focus 
on the nexus with the conflict in the region, such as examinations of interre-
ligious relations and perceptions of violence (Askew, 2009; Saleh, 2009; Tan-
Mullins, 2007), or questions of national or religious identity among residents 
vis-à-vis the political situation (Nilson, 2012). This trend is also reflected in 
larger scale survey efforts in the south that have focused on policy and security 
issues, such as those conducted by the Asia Foundation (2010, 2013) or the 
Center for the Study of Conflict and Cultural Diversity. There is a small body 
of ethnographic work or commentary focusing on religious attitudes or be-
havior of Muslims in the area. These works suggest that collective identity for-
mation among these Muslim communities is characterized by a general trend 
toward more orthodox Islam, as opposed to localized versions, though clearly 
the local or syncretic influences persist (Joll, 2011). This conservative identity 
formation reflects the influence of modern reformist Islam in the area, local 
ethno-nationalism and an expression of cultural resistance to the Thai state 
and society (Marddent, 2007a). This aligns with the growing influence of re-
formist and missionary Islam in the region, which has facilitated a strong sense 
of ethnic and religious pride among Muslim communities (Horstmann, 2007; 
Liow, 2010), and corresponds to the general trend of Islamic revivalism and 
heightened cross-boundary solidarity with other Muslim nations in ASEAN, 
particularly Malaysia (LukmanThaib, 2013; Mutalib, 1990). This is a signifi-
cant generational shift from the prevailing practice of Islam in the area sever-
al decades ago, which were characterized by a much less orthodox approach 
generally (Burr, 1972, 1974; Fraser, 1960). Although a sense of place-specific 
adherence to Islam in the southernmost provinces is still very relevant, much 
of its geo-spatial significance lie in its opposition to the cultural and political 
influence of Bangkok, and the perceived cultural influences that conflict with 
Muslim values (Marddent, 2007b; Putthongchai, 2013).

One area of interest in which there is a dearth of empirical research is the 
ponok—or Islamic boarding school. The tradition of ponok in the area origi-
nates with the spread of Islam to Pattani, which developed a significant reputa-
tion as a center of Islamic education throughout Southeast Asia (Madmarn, 
2009). The ponok have long been recognized as playing a central role in Ma-
lay life and community, historically serving as the educational modus before 
the advent of modern secular models. These schools have always taught basic 
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principles of religious knowledge, ethics, and morality, and thus educate young 
Muslims in all aspects of Islam and its centrality to identity and life (Liow, 2009; 
Madmarn, 2003; Suhrke, 1970). They have become the preferred educational 
institution for many Muslims in the south, particularly in rural areas.

After decades of failed assimilationist policies toward the ponok under the 
dictatorship of Field Marshall Phibunsongkram, the central government of 
Thailand has gradually attempted to bring the ponok into a regulated system 
of privately run schools which offer secular subjects along with religious ones 
(Arphattananon, 2011; Yong, 2012). Although the exact number of ponok in 
the deep south are unknown, there are believed to be at least several hundred 
throughout the three provinces. As of 2014, the Health Systems Management 
Institute of Southern Thailand lists 306 registered ponok in the three provinces 
of Narathiwat, Pattani, and Yala (HSMI, 2014). Modern ponok typically teach 
religious subjects during one half of the school day (e.g., from 8 a.m. to noon), 
such as tawheed (unity of God), fiqh (jurisprudence), hadith (prophetic tradi-
tions), akhlak (ethics), the Qur’an, Islamic history, and the Arabic and Malay 
languages. The other half of the school day (e.g., 1 p.m. to 4 p.m.) is devoted 
to secular subjects, including math, physical and social sciences, occupational 
skills, arts, the Thai and English languages, and physical activities/sports. Reli-
gious subjects are typically taught in the Malay language, and secular subjects 
taught in Thai, although at times religious and secular subjects are taught in 
an integrated fashion. The student composition varies widely across the ponok, 
but the vast majority of schools are composed of students from the immediate 
or surrounding communities. More reputable ponok may attract students from 
across the three southern Malay-Muslim majority provinces of Thailand. Some 
Thai-Muslim families from other parts of the country, such as Bangkok or the 
northern regions, also send their children to the southern ponok, primarily 
for the quality of religious education and submersion in Islamic culture. The 
ponok are important to the socioeconomic and political environment of the 
south in multiple ways beyond its salience to religious education. They serve 
as critical educational resources for Muslim communities in the area, where 
profound educational disparities have been identified relative to other parts 
of Thailand. It is estimated that less than 2% of the Muslim population in the 
three southernmost provinces have completed undergraduate degrees, com-
pared to 10% of Siamese Thais (Jitpiromsri & Sobhonvasu, 2007). It is believed 
that poor education is an important factor explaining the relatively low overall 
human development and poverty in the area. The three southernmost prov-
inces have poverty rates among the poorest 20 provinces in the country (UNI-
CEF, 2004). Additionally, the ponok have become a contentious institution in 
the eyes of Thai authorities because of allegations that a minority of them may 
promote separatist, anti-government or radical views (Chongkittavorn, 2004; 
Liow, 2009).
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We were interested in examining the perceived religiosity of Muslim ado-
lescents among families with children currently enrolled in a ponok in the deep 
south. This inquiry is motivated by several reasons. First is the absence of stud-
ies in Islamic religiosity in Thailand. Religiosity has been examined in neigh-
boring Malaysia, in which there is a strong cultural and historical connection, 
but not with this population in Thailand. Previous studies among Muslim youth 
in Malaysian communities should be noted in this regard (Krauss et al., 2005, 
2006). Secondly, we were interested in exploring whether there was an em-
pirical basis in the amalgamation of ethnographic, news, and anecdotal com-
mentary about Muslim communities in the deep south. Expressions of piety in 
religion, including within Islam, may be generally perceived as highly gendered 
by outsiders. Malay Muslim women in Thailand are expected to enforce ethno-
religious solidarity through their personal, familial, and public forms of reli-
gious adherence, such as donning of hijab, dressing modestly, and so on (Pra-
chuabmoh, 1980; Tsuneda, 2009). On the contrary, young men are anecdotally 
perceived to be more likely to participate in traditionally un-Islamic behavior 
such as smoking, drug use, etc., which media commentary has linked to crimi-
nal and political violence in the region (Fuller, 2012; Johnson, 2010). Of course, 
engagement in antisocial behavior is considered to be un-Islamic and mor-
ally threatening to Muslims in Thailand generally. Malay Muslims in the south 
regularly distinguish themselves from Thai Buddhists, who are stereotypically 
considered to be much more likely to engage in socially problematic behavior 
like drinking, gambling, and casual or commercial sex (Marddent, 2007b; Put-
thongchai, 2013; Tsuneda, 2009). Thus, we were interested in examining the 
extent to which perceived religiosity was related to gender among our sample, 
as well as the prevalence of engagement in various behavior considered to be 
“un-Islamic” by the community, such as drug use, gambling, and so on. Of par-
ticular interest was examining to what extent Islamic religiosity mediated these 
perceived socially problematic behaviors.

Methods

A Thai-language survey was developed and distributed to parents whose chil-
dren were educated in ponok in Yala province, Thailand, one of the three south-
ern provinces with a majority Muslim population (71%) (Office of Cultural Af-
fairs of Yala, 2009). The survey asked a series of demographic questions about 
each parent (age, education level, monthly income). The survey also asked par-
ents to jointly indicate demographic information for their adolescent children 
(age and gender), and information about their secular and religious education 
levels (preschool, primary level, secondary level, or college level). In addition, 
parents were asked to jointly rate their perceptions of each of their adolescent 
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children’s compliance with a general set of religious duties and practices, as well 
as their engagement in socially problematic risk behavior. Upon disagreement 
between parents, the response of the head of household parent was used. Six 
hundred surveys were distributed to parents, and a total of 186 surveys were 
returned (.31 response rate). The target sample size was 153 returned and com-
pleted surveys. A power analysis indicated that a minimum sample of 153 was 
needed for a final regression analysis with seven predictors, assuming medium 
effect sizes and a desired power of 0.95. Our return rate thus satisfied this tar-
geted sample size. After surveys were returned, 12 university students working 
under the supervision of the researchers entered data into spreadsheets, work-
ing in pairs to check for accuracy. The supervising researcher also spot-checked 
data entry for accuracy before data was exported for analysis. Analysis was 
done with both SPSS and STATA data analysis applications.

The religiosity questions were composed of a series of items reflecting 
major practice requirements among Muslims. It should be noted that Islamic 
religiosity scales have been developed and tested in a variety of different con-
texts. Several scales that blend cohesive conceptual and behavioral items have 
been successfully psychometrically evaluated among Muslim populations. 
These include scales reflecting practice and altruism dimensions (Tiliouine, 
Cummins, & Davern, 2009), overall doctrinal orthodoxy and intrinsic belief 
systems (Ghorbani et al., 2000; Krauss et al., 2005, 2006; Ji & Ibrahim, 2007), 
beliefs derived from the Qur’an and hadith (Jana-Masri & Priester, 2007; Suhail 
& Chaudhry, 2004), Islamic ethics and positive Islamic coping practices (Abu 
Raiya, Pargament, Mahoney & Stein, 2008) and others, though almost all scales 
include a focus on central tenets of practice. However, there is no agreement 
among scholars about fundamental items or dimensions that compose Islamic 
religiosity, or for that matter other religions or religion in general; thus, religi-
osity scales have been developed to suit specific research objectives and con-
texts (Mokhlis, 2009). Our questions (listed infra) were focused on central ritu-
alistic practice requirements (ibadat) such as prayer five times a day, as well as 
behavior reflecting important values that dictate interaction with family (e.g., 
obedience to parents) and school (e.g., attending Islamic school courses)—all 
questions that we believed would be understandable and salient to adolescent 
Muslims without being intellectually overwhelming. The religious behavior 
variables also included fasting during Ramadan and other holidays, obliga-
tory prayer at the mosque for male Muslims, wearing clothes in accordance 
with Islamic principles, reading the Qur’an regularly, consuming halal food, 
and regularly attending Islamic classes. The questions were developed by the 
researchers—one of whom is a religious teacher (ustaaz) at the ponok level - in 
consultation with academics from a private Islamic university in the same area 
as the ponok. The questions were then reviewed by other ustaaz and adminis-
trators at the ponok to ensure they were appropriate for the student body re-
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spondents based on the curriculum and culture of the school, and expectations 
and knowledge of their parents. The risk behavior items were based around 
select principles of haram (forbidden) activity (e.g., use of intoxicants), but 
also contained items that may have been jurisprudentially permissible from 
an Islamic perspective (halal), but problematic from a community perspective 
(e.g., “addiction” to mobile phones). These questions were developed after the 
researchers consulted with local community members from the vicinity of the 
ponok. The issues identified by these community members generally mirrored 
those of other Malay-Muslims throughout the southern provinces, and were 
thus deemed to be appropriate for the study. The survey questionnaire and de-
sign were reviewed for ethical and safety considerations by a research commit-
tee at a private Islamic university, affiliated with one of the researchers. Permis-
sion for the study was also provided by the administrators of the ponok as well.

We conducted basic descriptive and correlations analysis, with a particu-
lar focus on identifying differences between genders, and associations between 
engagement in religious behavior and socially problematic behavior. Addition-
ally, multivariate analysis was conducted to further examine these relation-
ships. Factor analysis was conducted using STATA to determine if there was 
internal consistency among the religious behavior items as a Religious Adher-
ence construct. Finally, regression analysis was used to determine predictive 
relationships between Religious Adherence, and demographic factors and so-
cially problematic behaviors. The final regression model used gender, age, re-
ligious education, secular education, father’s income, mother’s income, and a 
number of behavior problems to predict religious adherence. There were no 
exposures as this was a correlational design, and no effect modifiers were used 
in the model tested.

Results

Descriptive Analysis

Participants, Adults

Analysis of data was completed only for those surveys in which there were 
both a mother and father at home, and for which surveys had valid informa-
tion that adhered to instructions. A total of 164 pairs of parents returned valid 
surveys. The average number of children per family was 3.7 (SD=1.97). Basic 
demographic information from the adult participants is presented in Table 1. 
The average age of fathers and mothers were 45 and 43, respectively. Average 
monthly income, denoted in Thai baht (1 USD = approximately 31 THB), was 
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higher for males (10,274 baht) than it was for females (7,727 baht).1 Average 
total household monthly income was 18,932 baht, lower than both the national 
average of 25,194 baht and provincial average of 22,843 (Thai National Statis-
tical Office, 2013). Parents reported an average completed education level of 
1.69 (fathers) and 1.66 (mothers) on a 0 to 4 scale (0=no education, 1=primary, 
2=secondary, 3=tertiary). Among fathers, 7% had no education, 38% reported 
having completed a primary education, 35% secondary education, and 17% 
tertiary education. Among mothers, 9% had no education, 34% reported com-
pleting primary education, 39% completed secondary education, and 17% had 
a tertiary education.

1.	 We examined all variables to determine if they were normally distributed. As expected 
based on the overall income distribution in Thailand, the distribution of both father’s and moth-
er’s monthly income were non-normal (age and education levels were normally distributed). 
This non-normality for income was not corrected. Simulation studies have shown that even with 
extremely non-normal data, a sample size of 40 is sufficient for producing accurate estimates of 
descriptive statistics (Barrett & Goldsmith, 1976), and a sample size of 15 is adequate to pro-
vide robustness to the presence of non-normal predictors in ordinary least squares regression 
(Minitab, n.d.).

Table 1. Demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of parent respondents.

Variable N Mean SD

Age
   Father 164 45.49 13.24
   Mother 164 42.74 8.75
Children per family 164 3.7 1.97
Monthly income*
   Father 139 10274 THB / 304 USD 12414.30
   Mother 139 7727 THB / 229 USD 12239.72
   Both parents  18933 THB / 560 USD 23089.55

*Exchange rate for Thai Baht calculated by US Internal Revenue Service average exchange rate for 
2014.

Variable N  Valid Percent**

Education level
   Father
   No Education 4 3%
   Primary Education 63 41%
   Secondary Education 58 38%
   Tertiary Education 28 18%
Mother
   No Education 0 0%
   Primary Education 56 38%
   Secondary Education 64 43%
   Tertiary Education 28  19%

**Valid percent reported for answering respondents.
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Participants, Adolescent Children

Of the 164 families, information was provided on a total of 577 adolescent 
children, 384 girls and 193 boys (see Table 2). We examined ratings of religious 
behavior of the children, on a scale of 1–5 (1=Low compliance, 5=High com-
pliance). A response of 5 meant that the child in question was perceived to be 
strongly adherent to the religious behavior, whereas a response of 1 meant very 
poor adherence. Generally speaking, the parents reported generally high levels 
of compliance with religious behavior among their children, with almost all 
ratings above 3.2 One notable exception was regular prayer at the mosque, with 
mean compliance levels of .49 for girls, and 2.83 for boys. It should be noted 
that within Islam there are different gender expectations for males and females 
to attend the mosque for regular prayer, particularly for young girls, thus ex-
plaining that particular gender difference.

Of note, independent sample t-tests indicated that there were significant 
differences between boys and girls, including in both religious and secular edu-
cation levels, as well as seven of the eight religious behavior variables. Differ-
ences were significant at a level of at least p < .01 for all but one variable, cloth-
ing, which was not significant; t (557)= –1.19, p = .234. In every case, girls had 
a higher mean level of religious and formal education, and higher mean ratings 
of engagement in religious behavior. The only exception was the prayer at the 
mosque variable, on which boys had a higher mean.

Parents were asked to rate their adolescent children’s engagement in risk 

2.	 Religious behavior items were not normally distributed, as expected. See supra footnote 
1 for required sample sizes to conduct reliable analysis.

Table 2. Religious behavior of children

 Girls (n=384) Boys (n=193) t df

Age 16.96 (SD=6.24) 18.54 (SD=8.32) 2.57* 577
Religious Education 2.51 (SD=1.29) 1.98 (SD=1.40) –4.49** 575
Secular Education 2.62 (SD=1.09) 2.24 (SD=1.18) –3.95** 577
Religious behavior
   Prayer 5 times/day 4.02 (SD=1.17) 3.50 (SD=1.45) –4.60** 577
   Fasting in Ramadan 4.22 (SD=1.31) 3.75 (SD=1.51) –3.84** 577
   Prayer at Mosque 0.49 (SD=1.23) 2.83 (SD=1.64) 19.27** 577
   Obey parents 4.12 (SD=0.87) 3.73 (SD=1.12) –4.53** 577
   Clothing 4.18 (SD=0.92) 4.08 (SD=1.09) –1.19 577
   Reading Qur’an 3.98 (SD=1.10) 3.56 (SD=1.39) –4.00** 577
   Halal diet 4.21 (SD=0.90) 3.92 (SD=1.16) –3.29* 576
   Islamic courses 4.11 (SD=1.09) 3.56 (SD=1.41) –5.21** 577

p < .01*, p < .001**
Kids education: 0=none, 1=kindergarten, 2=primary, 3=secondary, 4=college plus
Religion: 1=seriously concerned, 2=might be able to improve, 3=fair, 4=good, 5=excellent
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behavior, using a simple “yes” (engagement) or “no” (non-engagement) ques-
tion format (see Table 3). The problematic behavior variables included smok-
ing, drinking drug cocktails, any other drug use, addiction to TV dramas, gam-
bling addiction, phone/internet addiction, driving motorcycles dangerously, 
truancy from school, inappropriately engaging in heterosexual relationships, 
being addicted to fashion, fighting with others, and inappropriately engaging 
in homosexual behavior. It should be noted that these variables of interest were 
chosen because they are generally considered by the local community to be 
prohibited under Islam (haram) or otherwise problematic in nature. The activ-
ity with the highest prevalence among boys was smoking at 24%, and addiction 
to television dramas for girls (15%). Approximately 5% of the boys were also 
reported to use “4 x 100” cocktails, a drink made from the juice of kratom (mi-
tragyna speciosa) leaves—a plant with mildly psychoactive properties—that is 
typically mixed with cough syrup and/or soda, and is considered to be a major 
problem among youth in the area.

Chi-square tests were run to examine differences between child genders 
in social problem behavior. Significant differences were found for smoking, 
drinking 4X100 cocktails, other drug use, addiction to TV dramas, gambling, 
dangerous motorcycle driving, truancy, and fashion addiction. This suggests 
gender differences in perceived risk behavior, with male children significantly 
more likely to engage in smoking, drinking 4x100 cocktails, other drug use, 
gambling, dangerous motorcycle driving, and truancy, while female children 
were more likely to be addicted to TV dramas and fashion. Additionally, the 
number of problem behaviors present per person (total problems) was tallied, 
ranging from 0 to up to 5 problem behaviors, with a mean of 0.5 (SD=0.94). 
This variable was later used in regression analysis.

Table 3. Social problem behavior of children

 Girls (n=384) Boys (n=193) Χ2 p value

 Yes No Yes No   

Smoking   5 (1%) 378 (99%) 46 (24%) 148 (76%) 80.23 .00
Drinking 4x100 cocktails   1 (0.3%) 383 (1%) 10 (5%) 184 (95%) 16.53 .00
Any other drug use   0 384 (100%)   3 (1.5%) 191 (98%) 5.96 .05
Addiction to TV dramas 56 (15%) 328 (85%)   7 (4%) 187 (96%) 15.98 .01
Gambling addiction   9 (2%) 375 (97%) 14 (7%) 180 (93%) 8.0 .01
Mobile phone/internet addiction 32 (8%) 352 (92%) 15 (8%) 179 (92%) 5.11 .53
Dangerous motorcycle driving 10 (3%) 373 (97%) 12 (6%) 182 (94%) 4.48 .02
Truancy   1 (0.3%) 383 (99%)   6 (3%) 188 (97%) 8.64 .05
Heterosexual relationships 16 (4%) 368 (96%)   8 (4%) 185 (96%) 2.42 .88
Fashion addiction 20 (5%) 363 (95%)   2 (1%) 192 (99%) 6.16 .05
Fighting with others   8 (2%) 375 (98%)   5 (3%) 189 (97%) 2.36 .88
Homosexual behavior   5 (1%) 378 (99%)   0 193 (100%) 4.68 .59
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Correlations

We examined relationships between reported religious behavior with several 
demographic measures (see Table 4). The gender of children showed consis-
tent correlations with religious behavior. Girls were more likely to have higher 
religious behavior scores than males, at significance levels of at least p<.01, al-
though correlations were small. The exception was prayer at the mosque, which 
was moderately correlated with being male (r=.62, p<.001). As expected, age 
of children was also positively correlated with religious behavior, as stricter 
religious compliance is observed after puberty. Both religious education and 
secular education were positively and consistently correlated with religious be-
havior at significance levels of at least p<.01, with prayer at the mosque again 
being an exception, likely due to the different gender expectation for this ac-
tivity. Mother’s income was positively correlated with two religious behavior 
variables: reading the Qur’an (r=.15, p<.05) and consumption of halal products 
(r=.20, p<.01).

Every religious behavior characteristic was positively correlated with other 
religious behaviors at small or moderate levels at significance levels of at least 
p<.05 (see Table 5). The only anomaly, again, was regular prayer at the mosque. 
This strongly suggests that engaging in one form of religious behavior supports 
the likelihood of engagement in other types of religious activity.

There were several negative correlations between engagement in religious 
activity and problem behaviors. Most correlations were in the small range (<.3). 
However, a clear pattern in correlations suggests that greater religious activity 

Table 4. Correlations between demographics and religious behavior of children

Item Mean (SD) Correlations

  
Gendera 
(n=579)

Age 
(n=588)

Religious 
Education
(n=566)

Secular 
Education 
(n=588)

Father’s 
Income 
(n=162)

Mother’s 
Income 
(n=164)

Prayer 5 times/day 3.86 (1.29) –.18*** .42*** .43*** .39*** .05 .10
Fasting in Ramadan 4.02 (1.45) –.15*** .39*** .38*** .48*** .06 .14
Prayer at Mosque† 1.32 (1.79) .62*** .19*** –.01 –.12** –.16* –.10
Obey parents 4 (0.98) –.18*** .15*** .22*** .16*** –.02 –.08
Clothing 4.16 (0.98) –.04 .18*** .24*** .14*** .01 .07
Reading Qur’an 3.85 (1.21) –.16*** .02 .26*** .13*** .04 .15*
Halal diet 4.12 (1.00) –.13** .06 .21*** .12** .11 .20**
Islamic courses 3.94 (1.23) –.21*** .10* .36*** .21*** .14 .08

Range was 1–5 for all religious behavior items.
aPositive correlations with Gender indicate boys were perceived as more likely to perform the behavior, while negative 

correlations indicate girls were more likely. Male gender was coded 1 whereas female gender coded 0 for this analysis. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
†Different gender expectations for attendance of prayer at the mosque.
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may mitigate engagement in perceived problematic behavior. All relationships 
were significant at a level of at least p<.05, with many significant at a level of 
p<.001 (see Table 6). For example, reading the Qur’an, adhering to a halal diet, 
and attending Islamic courses were negatively correlated with 10 of 12 problem 
behaviors. Adhering to Islamic dress codes was negatively correlated with 11 
problem behaviors. One noteworthy exception was a significant positive corre-
lation between regular prayer at the mosque—the only religious behavior that 
is exclusively expected of male Muslims—and smoking. This seems to indicate 
the possibility that smoking is considered an acceptable practice among young 
male Muslims—a finding that would align with anecdotal observations.

Table 5. Religious behavior correlation matrix

Variable 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.

1.	 Prayer 5 times/day —
2.	Fasting in Ramadan .65*** —
3.	Prayer at Mosque† .08* –.08* —
4.	Obey parents .46*** .36*** .07 —
5.	 Clothing .50*** .35*** .13*** .53*** —
6.	Reading Qur’an .54*** .39*** .02 .50*** .56*** —
7.	Halal diet .40*** .32*** .06 .57*** .66*** .54*** —
8. Islamic courses .49*** .39*** –.02 .45*** .56*** .70*** .55*** —

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
†Different gender expectations for attendance of prayer at the mosque.

Table 6. Correlations between religious behavior and social problem behavior of children

Item

Correlations

Prayer 5 
times Fasting

Prayer at 
Mosque†

Obey 
parents Clothing

Reading 
Qur’an

Halal 
Diet

Islamic 
courses

Smoking –.06 –.07 .23*** –.18*** –.06 –.21*** –.17*** –.27***
Drinking 4x100 cocktails –.15*** –.08* .05 –.19*** –.11** –.20*** –.20*** –.19***
Any other alcohol/drug use –.08* –.06 .01 –.17*** –.03 –.17*** –.20*** –.17***
Addiction to TV dramas .01 .06 –.20*** –.06 –.02 .02 –.03 .07
Gambling addiction –.03 .02 .06 –.02 0 0 –.02 –.04
Mobile phone/internet addiction –.02 –.01 .01 0 –.06 –.1** –.11** –.13***
Dangerous motorcycle driving –.05 0 .06 –.06 –.10** –.08* –.12** –.13***
Truancy –.04 –.01 .06 –.08* –.10* –.09* –.09* –.08*
Heterosexual relationships .01 .05 .02 .02 –.06 –.01 –.04 –.08*
Fashion addiction –.05 –.02 –.07 –.02 –.12** –.08 –.10** –.04
Fighting with others –.07 –.10** .08* –.06 –.09* –.06 –.08* –.11**
Homosexual behavior 0 .05 –.05 .01 –.03 –.01 –.06 .03

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
†Different gender expectations for attendance of prayer at the mosque.
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Multivariate Analysis

As the religious behavior variables generally showed moderate correlations 
with each other, we were interested in determining if there was an internal 
consistency among these items. Cronbach’s alpha is a coefficient of reliabil-
ity used to determine the average correlation of items in a scale (Cronbach, 
1951). A low alpha indicates a low average internal correlation. High reliability 
is indicated by an alpha score of .80 or more (Cortina, 1993; Peterson, 1994). 
Cronbach’s alpha was determined using seven of the eight religious behavior 
items, with prayer at the mosque being dropped due to its inconsistencies. The 
seven variables had a high degree of internal consistency (α=.86). Factor analy-
sis methods were used to determine the dimensionality of the items (Rogers, 
Schmitt, & Mullins, 2002; Schmitt, 1996; Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). Factor 
analysis is basically employed to reduce a set of variables to a smaller number 
of underlying constructs (Ruscio & Roche, 2012; Sass & Schmitt, 2010). Deter-
mining how many such constructs, or factors, exist within a set of variables is 
a principal function of factor analysis, and is appropriate when there are suit-
ably strong correlations and an adequate sample size, conditions which were 
both met here (DeVellis, 2011). Three factors were retained by default as the 
remaining four had negative eigenvalues (see Table 7). A single factor had an 
eigenvalue of 3.56, explaining 97% of the variance. Factor loadings showing 
correlations between each of the seven variables and Factor 1 were consistently 
strong. These findings indicated the presence of a single strong underlying con-
struct for these religious variables, or Religious Adherence. A factor score for 
Religious Adherence was created for later use in regression analysis.

Table 7. Presence of religious construct and factor loading

Factor Eigenvalue Difference Proportion Cumulative

1 3.56331 3.13247 0.9788 0.9788
2 0.43084 0.28070 0.1183 1.0972
3 0.15015 0.19829 0.0412 1.1384
4 –0.04815 0.05868 –0.0132 1.1252
5 –0.10682 0.04705 –0.0293 1.0958
6 –0.15388 0.04113 –0.0423 1.0536
7 –0.19501  –0.0536 1.0000

Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Uniqueness

Prayer 5 times/day 0.7178 0.3655 0.0363 0.3499
Fasting in Ramadan 0.5793 0.4160 0.0530 0.4885
Obey parents 0.6702 –0.0856 0.1459 0.5222
Clothing 0.7523 –0.1814 0.1083 0.3894
Reading Qur’an 0.7732 –0.0582 –0.2137 0.3530
Halal diet	 0.7316 –0.2692 0.1325 0.3748
Islamic courses 0.7512 –0.0899 –0.2231 0.3778
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Regression analysis was used to determine if religious or secular education 
of children, gender, parental income and education, and degree of engagement 
in problem behaviors predicted Religious Adherence. These explanatory vari-
ables accounted for 28% of the variance in Religious Adherence (R2 = .28, F(11, 
147) = 5.27, p<.001). Specifically, religious education and maternal income 
both positively predicted Religious Adherence in children (p<.05; see Table 
8). Male children had a Religious Adherence score of .29 lower than female 
children (p<.05). The total number of problem behaviors negatively predicted 
Religious Adherence by .27 points. Correlation of total number of problem 
behaviors showed a positive relationship (more engagement in risk behav-
ior) with being male (r=.11, p<.01), and negative relationships with almost all 
of the religious behaviors, including prayer 5 times per day (r=–.08, p<.05), 
obeying parents (r=–.15, p<.001), modest clothing (r=–.15, p<.001), read-
ing Qur’an (r=–.18, p<.001), halal diet (r=–.23, p<.001), and Islamic courses  
(r=–.22, p<.001). Thus, these correlations were consistent with the regression 
results, as were the t-tests performed earlier.

Discussion

There are several findings of note from our results. First is the development of 
a Religious Adherence index. Religious behaviors measured in this study con-
sistently correlated with each other, and Cronbach’s alpha and factor analysis 
results indicated the existence of a strong religiosity scale that fit well with this 
population. Second is the confirmation that religiosity among this sample miti-
gated socially problematic behavior. This seems to provide support to the gen-
eral assertion that maintaining religious principles and behavior is perceived as 
protective against participating in un-Islamic or problematic behaviors. From 
the perspective of collective identity formation, this also supports the notion 
that religious adherence is an important factor signaling resistance to what is 
perceived to be social pathologies of the larger Thai society. Malay Muslims of-
ten differentiate themselves from Siamese Thais, who are perceived to be much 
more inclined to drink or use drugs, engage in premarital sex, and so on.

Of course, the definition of “un-Islamic” behavior is based on subjective 
religious values. We do know that some of the behaviors identified in this study 

Table 8. Variables predicting religious adherence

 b SE p(t)

Religious Education .1617632 .0487563 .001
Male –.2987364 .1371793 .031
Mother’s Income .0000161 6.53e–06 .015
Total number of problem behaviors –.2702555 .0687412 < .001
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are generally known to be harmful to human health (smoking, drug abuse), 
while others are not harmful but may be perceived as such by subjective values 
systems (homosexuality). Discussion of those issues is beyond this paper. Suf-
fice to say that from the perspective of the community, these risk behaviors 
are generally considered to be harmful, haram (impermissible) in Islam, or 
both. Thirdly, our findings indicate support for some of the anecdotal generali-
ties that exist regarding this population. Namely, that Muslim male adolescents 
are more at risk to engage in some forms of problematic behavior than young 
female adolescents, and that the females are perceived to be more religiously 
adherent than the males. We tested these generalities using several methods, 
all of which consistently pointed toward these conclusions. These findings may 
have implications for educators, community leaders, and religious figures in 
the southern provinces who work in these areas. They also suggest that ponok 
settings may have potential to serve as effective settings for public health inter-
ventions against drug, tobacco use, other forms of risk behavior, or promote 
pro-social development in general among Malay Muslim youth. These find-
ings would thus strengthen an argument that Thai government policy mak-
ers should work cooperatively with community leaders and support the ponok 
in such efforts. The fact that some variables such as higher levels of religious 
education and maternal income predicted Religious Adherence, are interesting 
findings that also warrant further study. The finding that females in our study 
were perceived to have higher Religious Adherence and less engagement in so-
cially problematic behavior seems to reflect an expected cultural role, namely, 
that females are to be both literal and symbolic preservers of tradition and 
morality. We can expect this social role to persist for Malay Muslim females, 
particularly as a symbol of pride and cultural resistance to the larger majority 
culture. We can see in other societies how questions of religious adherence 
and expression among Islamic minorities, particularly among women, have be-
come points of conflict (e.g., policies about hijab in France). It will be interest-
ing to observe how expectations of religious adherence among this population 
may develop, and if they will continue to be perceived as protective against 
social ills from wider Thai society.

There are limitations to this study that should be noted. First, this was not a 
random sample of the target population, nor was there a suitable control group. 
Our sample was a convenience sample drawn from a single community affili-
ated with a ponok within one of the three southernmost provinces, and should 
thus not be considered generalizable. Another concern would be with respon-
dent bias in the survey instrument we used. Because our questions were sensi-
tive and personal in nature, there is the likelihood that respondents may not 
have truthfully answered questions either about religious practices, or engage-
ment in perceived risk behaviors. For example, results indicating a very low ex-
istence of homosexual behavior are questionable, and suggest a phenomenon 
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of denial among parents or conforming to cultural expectations. Because both 
religious and social problem behavior were reported by parents, the results are 
vulnerable to “wishful thinking” among parents who likely desire high adher-
ence to religious behavior and values among their children, and low engage-
ment in perceived antisocial behavior. Of course, it is also likely that children 
may be deceiving parents or peers about their engagement in some forms of 
stigmatized behavior. Additionally, it should be noted that there were no effects 
tested in our regression model. As very little research exists on this particular 
population or setting, there are no clearly established potential confounders. 
However, we believe that some potential confounders may be related to home 
setting (rural vs. urban), size of extended family, and a variety of other social 
support variables. Thus, some caution should be exercised with interpreting 
this data, and much space exists for future research to explore additional vari-
ables that affect this population.

Despite these considerations, our findings seem to align with anecdotal 
information we know about this population, and are internally consistent after 
multiple forms of testing. Our descriptive, correlative, and regression model 
analyses employed a sufficiently large sample size and showed consistent trends 
in terms of religious and social problem behavior. This study should help fill 
the gap in quantitative studies with this minority group. We therefore hope 
that it will contribute to a much-needed empirical knowledge base about this 
population, and prompt further research into the nexus between religiosity, 
perceived social problems, and potential opportunities for improving overall 
wellbeing and health among Malay Muslim adolescents in southern Thailand, a 
region experiencing significant turmoil and conflict. We suggest that research-
ers and policy makers further investigate the potential that ponok have in ad-
dressing community concerns, and supporting positive social development 
among adolescents.
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