International Journal of Academic Multidisciplinary Research (IJAMR)
ISSN: 2643-9670
Vol. 9 Issue 4 April - 2025, Pages: 315-320

Assessing the Effectiveness of Vigilante Groups in Reducing
Crime Rates In Jalingo Local Government Area, Taraba State,
Nigeria
Abigail Embwa Moses!, Andeskebtso Yohanna Adaki?, Mohammed Idi?

123 Department of Sociology,

Taraba State University, Jalingo

Correspondent Email: mansir479@gmail.com

Abstract : This study investigates the effectiveness of vigilante groups as grassroots security actors in reducing crime rates in Jalingo
Local Government Area (LGA), Taraba State, Nigeria. Amid rising urbanization and escalating crime, the formal security apparatus
often faces capacity challenges, prompting the emergence of community-based crime control mechanisms. Anchored on Social
Control Theory and Routine Activity Theory, the research adopts a descriptive survey design, integrating both quantitative and
qualitative data collection methods. A sample of 392 respondents, drawn through multi-stage and purposive sampling across ten
administrative wards of Jalingo LGA, provided insights via structured questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. Findings
reveal that vigilante groups play a critical role in crime deterrence, rapid response to incidents, and fostering community trust,
especially in high-risk areas. Respondents overwhelmingly affirmed reductions in theft, burglary, and street violence, alongside a
perception of improved safety and confidence in vigilante efforts compared to formal police structures. However, the study also
identified key operational challenges, including inadequate funding, lack of formal training, and legal ambiguity surrounding
vigilante operations. Despite these constraints, vigilante groups remain indispensable agents of local security, leveraging their
cultural embeddedness and community familiarity to bridge policing gaps. The study concludes that optimizing their impact requires
formal recognition, structured training, and enhanced logistical support. It recommends coordinated partnerships between
vigilantes and official security agencies to institutionalize community policing as a viable strategy for combating crime in Jalingo
and similar urban-rural settings across Nigeria.
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1. Introduction

Crime remains a pervasive issue of concern across the globe, with communities continually seeking effective methods to ensure
safety and maintain law and order. In both developed and developing societies, law enforcement agencies often face challenges in
fully policing all areas due to constraints such as limited resources, insufficient manpower, or difficult terrain. These limitations have
necessitated the rise of community-based security systems and vigilante groups as supplementary mechanisms of crime prevention
and control (Joyce, 2022).

In the African context, the emergence of vigilante groups has often been a response to weak state presence, socio-economic
inequality, and a growing perception of insecurity. These groups, though informal, have become vital in addressing everyday crimes
such as burglary, armed robbery, theft, and kidnapping, particularly in rural and peri-urban communities (Adam, 2024). Their
grassroots orientation, local knowledge, and swift responses to community distress set them apart from conventional police units,
which may be viewed as distant, slow, or corrupt.

Nigeria, like many African countries, grapples with multiple security challenges ranging from terrorism in the northeast, banditry in
the northwest, to communal conflicts and urban crime across the country. In response, the proliferation of vigilante groups has
become a noticeable feature of the country’s security landscape. While some operate under the guidance or tolerance of local
authorities, others function in an unregulated and sometimes controversial manner. Their role in crime prevention and public safety
has sparked debates on legitimacy, human rights, and effectiveness (Ojo, 2020; Babaita, 2020).

Within Nigeria, Taraba State, located in the northeastern region, is a microcosm of these broader national security dynamics. The
state is marked by ethnic diversity, agrarian livelihoods, and a history of communal tensions that have occasionally erupted into
violence (Agbu et al., 2021). These socio-political dynamics often strain the capacity of formal security agencies to effectively
police all areas. Consequently, local communities have turned to vigilante groups as first responders and protectors of life and
property, especially in semi-urban and rural settings.
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Jalingo Local Government Area (LGA), the administrative capital of Taraba State, combines both urban and peri-urban
characteristics. As the population of Jalingo grows due to urban migration and economic activities, so does the complexity of security
challenges. Incidences of theft, burglary, armed robbery, and even violent clashes have been reported in various wards of the LGA.
In light of this, vigilante groups have increasingly been relied upon by residents to complement the efforts of the Nigerian Police
Force and other formal agencies. However, questions regarding the effectiveness of these groups in reducing crime rates remain
pertinent. Are they truly reducing crime, or merely offering a sense of protection?

This study, therefore, seeks to assess the effectiveness of vigilante groups in reducing crime rates in Jalingo Local Government Area,
Taraba State. By examining the roles they play, their impact on crime trends, and the challenges they face, the study hopes to
contribute to the understanding of community-based crime control mechanisms in the Nigerian context

2.0 Literature Review
2.1 Conceptual Clarifications
To provide clarity and contextual depth, this section defines key concepts central to the study.

Vigilante Groups: Vigilante groups are organized or semi-organized community-based associations formed by civilians to prevent
and combat crime in the absence or perceived inefficiency of formal law enforcement agencies. They often emerge in environments
where state policing is either inadequate or distrusted (Ojewale, 2024). In Nigeria, such groups operate under various names and
structures, often with a blend of traditional authority and local consensus.

Effectiveness: In the context of this study, effectiveness refers to the ability of vigilante groups to achieve their stated goal of reducing
crime. This includes factors like crime deterrence, responsiveness to security incidents, trust from the community, and operational
sustainability (Yusuf, 2024).

Crime Rates: Crime rate denotes the frequency of reported criminal activities within a specific geographic location over a given
period. It is typically measured per 100,000 inhabitants and includes various categories such as theft, burglary, assault, and robbery
(Adeyemi et al, 2021). In this study, crime rate is considered in both quantitative terms (reported cases) and perceived safety levels
by community members.

2.2 Evolution and Role of Vigilante Groups in Security Provision

Vigilante groups have historically emerged in response to state failure or inadequacy in providing basic security services, especially
in rural or underserved communities. Yakubu (2024) describes vigilantism as a grassroots response to real or perceived insecurity,
particularly where police presence is limited or compromised. These groups often rely on community legitimacy, indigenous
knowledge, and swift action to deter and respond to crimes.

In Nigeria, the proliferation of vigilante groups became more visible in the late 1990s and early 2000s as public trust in formal
security systems declined (Basiru & Osunkoya, 2019). These groups, though informal and sometimes controversial, have filled
critical gaps in crime detection, deterrence, and punishment, especially in areas like Anambra, Borno, and Plateau States. According
to Adhikari (2021), the civilian-driven nature of these security outfits makes them more accessible and trusted by communities than
their formal counterparts.

2.3 Effectiveness of Vigilante Groups in Crime Reduction

Several empirical studies affirm that vigilante groups have contributed to reducing crime rates across Nigeria. Mudasiru et al.,
(2012), in their study on the Bakassi Boys in southeastern Nigeria, found a significant decline in armed robbery and cult-related
violence following their emergence. Community members often preferred vigilante justice over police action, citing quicker response
times and greater familiarity with local criminals.

Similarly, Ajiboye (2023) studied vigilante groups in North Central Nigeria and reported a 30% reduction in burglary and theft cases
in communities where vigilante operations were active. Their success was attributed to community surveillance, street-level patrols,
and real-time intelligence sharing. These findings align with the Routine Activity Theory, which suggests that the presence of a
capable guardian represented here by vigilantes can effectively deter criminal activity (Cohen & Felson, 1979).

In Jalingo Local Government Area, anecdotal evidence and local security reports suggest that areas with functioning vigilante groups
experience fewer break-ins, reduced cult activity, and greater community vigilance. However, comprehensive academic research on
their specific impact in Taraba State remains limited, hence the need for the present study.

2.4 Community Trust and Vigilante Legitimacy
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One of the key factors enhancing the effectiveness of vigilante groups is the trust they enjoy within their communities. According to
Baker and Baker (2021), the embeddedness of these groups within the social fabric enables them to operate with community
endorsement and cultural understanding. Unlike formal police, vigilantes often know the history, behavior, and movements of
residents, giving them an intelligence advantage.

Akinyemi (2021) further emphasized that community cooperation with vigilante groups increases crime reporting and social
cohesion, both of which contribute to proactive security. This dynamic aligns with the principles of Social Control Theory (Hirschi,
1969), which stresses the importance of societal bonds in deterring deviant behavior. Vigilantes, by reinforcing these bonds through
visible presence and community engagement, serve as agents of informal social control.

2.5 Challenges and Limitations to Vigilante Effectiveness

Despite their contributions, vigilante groups face numerous challenges that limit their long-term effectiveness. Idriss et al., (2024)
identified issues such as inadequate training, lack of legal recognition, and strained relationships with the police as recurring
obstacles. Without proper institutional support, vigilantes may resort to unregulated force, extortion, or even political manipulation.

Liu (2024) warned of the dangers of militarizing civilian groups without oversight, citing instances where vigilantes evolved into
armed militias or were co-opted by politicians for personal agendas. In some cases, their operations resulted in extrajudicial killings,
abuse of suspects, and public fear rather than protection. Sandra (2021) also observed that vigilante groups, if left unregulated,
could perpetuate tribal bias, violate human rights, or operate with impunity. These issues weaken their legitimacy and may even
contribute to a culture of lawlessness under the guise of community protection.

2.6 Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored on the Social Control Theory developed by Travis Hirschi (1969), which posits that individuals refrain from
engaging in deviant or criminal behavior due to their bond to society. According to the theory, strong attachments to family,
commitment to conventional goals, involvement in societal activities, and belief in societal norms and laws reduce the likelihood of
criminal acts. In the context of vigilante groups, this theory helps to explain how informal community policing structures act as
social control mechanisms in environments where formal institutions are weak or under-resourced. Vigilante members, being part
of the local community, leverage their social ties and familiarity with local norms to detect, prevent, and suppress criminal behavior,
thereby reinforcing informal social control within neighborhoods.

The Routine Activity Theory by Cohen and Felson (1979) offers another perspective on the emergence and effectiveness of
vigilante groups. This theory argues that crime is likely to occur when three elements converge: a motivated offender, a suitable
target, and the absence of a capable guardian. Vigilante groups, in this context, act as capable guardians whose visible presence in
the community disrupts criminal opportunities and deters potential offenders. Their patrols, surveillance, and rapid response to
suspicious activities alter the routine activities of communities, reducing the likelihood of criminal convergence. Both theories
provide a robust framework for understanding how vigilante groups function as grassroots agents of crime control and how their
presence or absence influences crime patterns in Jalingo Local Government Area.

3.1 Methodology

This study adopted a descriptive survey design, combining both quantitative and qualitative approaches to provide a comprehensive
analysis of the effectiveness of vigilante groups in crime control. The population of the study comprised residents of Jalingo Local
Government Area, including vigilante members, police officers, community leaders, and ordinary citizens. A sample size 400
respondent was determine using Taro Yamane formula, a multi-stage sampling technique was employed, beginning with cluster
sampling to divide the area into its ten administrative wards—Abbare Yelwa, Barade, Kachalla Sembe, Kona, Majidadi, Mayo Goi,
Sarkin Dawaki, Sintali, Turaki 'A’, and Turaki 'B'. From these wards, simple random sampling was used to select members of the
general public, while purposive sampling targeted key informants such as vigilante leaders and security personnel with relevant
experience. A total of 392 respondents participated in the study. Data were collected using structured questionnaires and semi-
structured interview guides. Quantitative data were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 29,
employing descriptive statistics such as frequencies, percentages, and means. Qualitative data obtained from interviews were
transcribed and thematically analyzed to extract recurring patterns and perspectives. This methodological approach ensured both
breadth and depth of understanding, allowing the study to capture general community perceptions as well as expert insights on the
role and effectiveness of vigilante groups in reducing crime rates within Jalingo LGA.

4. Result and Discussion
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To assess the effectiveness of vigilante groups in reducing crime in Jalingo Local Government Area, respondents were presented
with multiple statements under three thematic categories: crime prevention, operational responsiveness, and community impact. The
results are presented below in tabular format and interpreted accordingly.

Table 4.1: Perception of Vigilante Groups in Crime Prevention

S/N  Statement SA A D SD Total Mean Std. Decision
Dev

1 Vigilante groups have significantly reduced incidents of 191 129 41 31 392 3.73 083 Agree
theft and burglary.

2 The presence of vigilante patrols deters potential criminals. 199 121 43 29 392 3.75 081 Agree

3 Vigilante groups have helped reduce cases of street 187 132 46 27 392 371 084 Agree
violence and youth gang activity.

Source: Field Survey, 2024

Table 4.1 shows strong agreement among respondents regarding the crime-prevention role of vigilante groups. The statement on
deterrence of potential criminals received the highest mean (3.75), while the role in reducing youth-related street violence was also
acknowledged (3.71). These findings validate the claim that vigilante presence discourages opportunistic crimes and strengthens
local security.

Table 4.2: Operational Responsiveness and Efficiency of Vigilante Groups

S/N  Statement SA A D SD Total Mean Std. Decision
Dev
4 Vigilante groups respond more quickly to crimes than the 181 139 49 23 392 372 0.79 Agree
police.

5 Vigilante members are familiar with the community and 185 127 50 30 392 3.70 0.85 Agree
local criminals.

6 Vigilante groups maintain regular night patrols in high-risk 188 133 45 26 392 3.74 0.82 Agree
areas.

Source: Field Survey, 2024

In Table 4.2, respondents affirmed the effectiveness of vigilantes in terms of quick response and operational knowledge. The
statement about maintaining night patrols recorded the highest mean (3.74), suggesting that visible and consistent patrols are a key
element in their effectiveness. Respondents also acknowledged that vigilantes have local intelligence, an advantage over
conventional police officers who may lack community ties.

Table 4.3: Perceived Community Impact of Vigilante Group Activities

S/N  Statement SA A D SD Total Mean Std. Decision
Dev

7 The community has experienced a noticeable decline in 209 109 41 33 392 3.79 084 Agree
crime due to vigilante actions.

8 Community members trust vigilante groups more than 174 144 43 31 392 3.68 0.87 Agree
formal security agencies.

9 Vigilante groups provide adequate support to victims after 171 149 41 31 392 3.67 0.86 Agree
crime incidents.

Source: Field Survey, 2024

Table 4.3 reflects respondents' views on the broader community impact of vigilante operations. A high mean of 3.79 was recorded
for perceived crime reduction, while community trust in vigilantes over formal agencies also scored significantly (3.68). This implies
that vigilantes not only reduce crime but enjoy a level of social legitimacy essential for effective grassroots policing.

Across the three dimensions, the cumulative responses indicate that vigilante groups in Jalingo LGA are perceived as effective agents
of crime control. Their visibility, responsiveness, and embeddedness within the community make them key contributors to local
safety. These findings reinforce both the Social Control Theory and Routine Activity Theory, which emphasize the role of informal
mechanisms and community guardianship in regulating deviant behavior.

Discussion of Findings
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The findings of this study reveal that vigilante groups in Jalingo Local Government Area (LGA) play a significant role in crime
prevention and control. Respondents affirmed that the presence of these community-based groups has contributed to a noticeable
reduction in crime, particularly in cases of theft, burglary, and street-related violence. This aligns with the work of Okereke (2013),
who argued that local security initiatives in Nigeria have often served as the first line of defense in communities where formal
security systems are weak or absent. Similarly, Onwubuya and Chukwuemeka (2011) noted that the emergence of vigilante groups
is a direct response to the inefficiencies of the Nigeria Police Force in addressing localized crimes.

The study further discovered that the effectiveness of vigilante groups is largely attributed to their deep understanding of the local
terrain, as well as their ability to respond quickly to incidents. This finding supports Adebayo (2013), who emphasized that vigilante
groups are more efficient in crime detection and response due to their grassroots orientation. Their familiarity with community
members allows them to easily identify and apprehend offenders. A study conducted in Kano State by Sani and Mohammed (2019)
similarly concluded that the presence of vigilante personnel significantly reduced armed robbery and youth cultism through rapid
intervention and community-based surveillance.

Additionally, community trust emerged as a recurring theme in respondents’ feedback. Many community members expressed greater
confidence in vigilante groups compared to the formal police, citing issues of police corruption and slow response times. This
perspective is supported by Ibrahim and Agbiji (2016), who highlighted that in many rural and semi-urban areas, the populace prefers
local security outfits due to their transparency, accountability, and cultural integration. These findings are consistent with Omodia
(2014), who explained that legitimacy and public cooperation are essential in crime control, especially in areas where the state
apparatus is distrusted.

However, despite their contributions, the study also identified key challenges limiting the effectiveness of vigilante groups. These
include poor funding, inadequate training, and lack of formal legal backing. According to Akinola (2015), most vigilante groups in
Nigeria operate without structured funding or official oversight, which hampers their performance. Furthermore, Olaniyan (2020)
argues that the lack of legal recognition creates a vacuum in accountability, sometimes leading to abuses or strained relationships
with the police. These challenges resonate with findings in Benue State, where vigilante operatives face logistical and operational
constraints, as noted by Ujah (2023) in a recent study on community security.

In summary, the data from Jalingo LGA strongly support existing literature that acknowledges the role of vigilante groups in
grassroots security. Their impact is enhanced by local knowledge, communal support, and swift operational capabilities. However,
to optimize their contributions, it is crucial to address structural and institutional barriers through policy reforms and capacity-
building initiatives.

Conclusion

The study has provided substantial evidence that vigilante groups have become an indispensable component of community policing
in Jalingo Local Government Area, significantly contributing to crime prevention and reduction. The findings revealed that these
groups play an active role in surveillance, intelligence gathering, and immediate intervention in criminal activities, especially in
areas where the presence of conventional security agencies is limited. By leveraging their deep-rooted connections within the
communities, vigilante groups are able to detect and address security threats swiftly, often preventing crimes before they escalate.
However, the study also highlighted key challenges hindering their operations, including lack of formal training, inadequate
government recognition, insufficient funding, and occasional clashes with law enforcement agencies. Despite these limitations, the
positive impact of vigilante groups on local security remains undeniable. Aligning with existing literature, it is evident that
community-based security approaches are essential in addressing the peculiar security needs of local populations. Therefore, to
enhance their effectiveness, it is recommended that the government provides legal backing, proper training, and logistical support
for vigilante groups, while promoting collaborative efforts between them and formal security bodies to foster a more secure and
crime-free society in Jalingo and similar communities.

Recommendations

i Government Support and Formal Recognition: The government should provide legal backing and formal
recognition to vigilante groups operating in Jalingo Local Government Area. This will not only legitimize their
activities but also foster cooperation between them and official security agencies. Such recognition should come with
clear guidelines on their operations, rights, and limitations to prevent abuse of power and ensure accountability.

ii. Capacity Building and Training: Vigilante members should be given regular training in areas such as crime detection,
human rights, first aid, conflict resolution, and collaboration with law enforcement. This will enhance their
professionalism, minimize incidences of unlawful conduct, and improve their overall effectiveness in crime prevention
and control.
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iii. Provision of Financial and Logistical Support: To function effectively, vigilante groups require adequate funding
and operational tools such as communication gadgets, patrol vehicles, and protective gear. The local and state
governments, possibly in partnership with non-governmental organizations, should make provisions for regular
stipends and essential equipment to empower vigilante groups in the fight against crime.
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