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___________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: A narrative review of studies on the cost of living, financial well-being, and ways in 

which low-income households including the B40 group in Malaysia cope was undertaken. The 

cost of living for households with limited financial resources increases as prices of essential 

goods and services increase. The share of essential goods and services in total household 

expenditure is high for low-income households. Thus, to study the financial well-being of low-

income households, in addition to their income, consideration must also be given to their 

essential expenditure, their savings, their debt, their financial capability, their ways of coping, 

and the institutional support that they receive. The review was conducted using a structured 

narrative-review approach. The literature search was conducted using databases such as 

Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar as well as by means of supplementary reference 

searching and preliminary evidence exploration. The search terms used were cost of living, 

financial well-being, financial stress, coping, B40 households, low-income households, and 

Malaysia. The literature reviewed showed that the cost of living affected low-income 

households in several ways including reduced purchasing power, inflexible expenditure on 

essentials, financial stress, exposure to debt, and various forms of material hardship. In order 

to cope with these effects, low-income households employed financial as well as non-financial 

means of coping. The financial means of coping included budgeting, drawing down on savings, 

borrowing, reducing expenditure, generating additional income, selling assets, and receiving 

support from social networks. While some of these means of coping helped the household to 

alleviate short-term financial pressure, they created greater vulnerability in the long term. 

Much of the Malaysian research on the financial well-being of low-income households has 
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focused on the behavioural determinants and on the financial capability of households. 

However, the structural cost of living, changes over time, and within-subgroup differences are 

not well-integrated into current research. Thus, sustainable financial resilience on the part of 

households in Malaysia is explained poorly by current research. B40 financial well-being is a 

dynamic outcome that is determined by the interaction between the cost of living that faces 

households, the resources of the household, the financial capability of the household, the ways 

in which the household copes, and the social protection that is available. 

 

Keywords: B40 households; coping strategies; cost of living; financial resilience; financial 

well-being. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Introduction  

Rising living costs have become a major concern of many societies around the world. For many 

households with limited financial resources, the price of essential goods and services increases 

drastically, and this affects their purchasing power negatively and increases their material 

hardship. In addition, households with higher share of housing costs in their total expenditures 

on goods and services experience greater material hardship and lower well-being, especially 

when they have limited financial resources (Acolin & Reina, 2022; Shamsuddin & Campbell, 

2021). Housing cost is one of the essential costs that households incur in their daily life. For 

low-income households, a large proportion of their disposable income is spent on necessities to 

maintain minimum standard of living of the household members (Atas & Dabrowski, 2025; 

Chen et al., 2025). 

 

Studies conducted in Malaysia that investigated the living expenses of the B40 income group 

found that their financial well-being were affected by a number of factors, including their 

expenditure and savings behavior, demographic circumstances such as marital status, financial 

behavior, financial literacy, and financial stress (Rahman et al., 2021). As mentioned earlier, 

financial well-being cannot be measured solely by a household’s income (Sulaiman et al., 

2024). Recent studies on low-income households in Malaysia discovered that financial well-

being of the B40 group were influenced by various factors including their household expenses 

and savings (Roslan et al., 2025). 

 

Financial well-being of a household refers to their ability to manage current and future financial 

obligations in order to achieve financial security and prosperity (Edelhelt & Waddock, 2020). 

Low-income households are known to experience financial stress in the face of rising costs of 

living (Lilford & Wilkinson, 2020). Various studies around the world have identified ways in 

which households cope with such financial stress, including drawing down on their savings, 

borrowing from formal and informal sources, cutting back on food and energy, postponing non-

essential purchases, selling assets, and even relying on family and social networks for financial 

support (Carley et al., 2022; Palma & Araos, 2021; Stone et al., 2024). In Malaysia, for example, 

low-income households dealing with financial stress engage in social support, informal income-

generating activities, and self-regulation in managing their finances (Rasli et al., 2025). While 

some of these measures might help households in the short term, they have the potential to 

create long-term financial problems for them. 

 

While studies on the financial well-being of B40 households in Malaysia have increased in 

recent years, many unanswered questions remain. These studies mostly focus on individual 

level determinants of financial well-being and are based on cross-sectional data (Rahman et al., 
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2021; Sabri et al., 2022, 2023). While the costs of essential goods and services, such as housing, 

energy, childcare and food, that low-income households incur are well documented, their link 

to financial well-being and the strategies that are employed by households to manage them are 

not thoroughly examined. In addition, findings on financial literacy and its relation to financial 

well-being are inconsistent. For instance, while financial literacy and financial behavior are 

positively related to financial well-being (Rahman et al., 2021; Sulaiman et al., 2024), negative 

relationships between some dimensions of financial literacy and financial well-being were 

found (Jaffar et al., 2024). In sum, the financial well-being of low-income households is 

affected by multiple factors, i.e., structural economic factors, household resources, individual 

behavioral capabilities, and corresponding strategies to manage costs of living. 

 

This narrative review therefore critically reviews the existing evidence on cost of living, 

financial well-being and ways in which households cope in response to the pressures imposed 

by an increasing cost of living. The focus is specifically upon low-income households in 

Malaysia, with particular reference to those households in the B40 category. The pathways 

through which increasing cost of living impacts upon financial well-being are explored, and the 

variety of financial and non-financial strategies which are adopted by low-income households 

in response to their circumstances are reviewed. The implications of these various strategies in 

the short- and long-terms are also explored, and consideration given to the role of government 

assistance and of the various arms of social protection. 

 

Methods  

For this review, all identified studies, both local and international, published in the area of 

household economics, financial well-being, poverty and related social policy, consumer 

behavior, housing, and food security were sourced from the following principal databases: 

Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. 

 

Preliminary evidence-exploration was undertaken using Consensus AI to identify specific 

studies and key concepts in the literature, including studies relating to the financial behavior 

and financial well-being of Malaysian B40 households (Rahman et al., 2021; Sabri et al., 2022, 

2023) as well as financial literacy amongst low-income Malaysian women (Jaffar et al., 2024). 

There were also several studies that looked at the household income and expenditure of 

households in Malaysia under increasing cost of living (Sulaiman et al., 2024) as well as ways 

in which low-income households could cope with financial stress (Rasli et al., 2025). 

International studies, with relevant conceptual and/or empirical evidence to inform 

understanding of the Malaysian context, were also identified including studies on inflation 

inequality, the housing and energy burden, household coping, financial shocks and social 

protection. 

 

In addition to searching reference lists of relevant articles, for each of the databases searched 

above, the date that the search was completed will be reported in the final manuscript. 

 

Search Terms and Keywords  

Search terms were developed to represent five key concept groups: (a) Cost of living; (b) 

Financial well-being; (c) Coping strategies; (d) Low-income/B40 households; and (e) Malaysia. 

In developing the search terms, synonyms were included to reflect the fact that many studies 

would not use the term B40 (which is a Malaysian administrative term) to refer to low-income 

households, low-income families or lower-income households. 
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The preliminary Scopus search strategy was formulated as follows: 

 

TITLE-ABS-KEY (("cost of living" OR "living cost" OR inflation OR "rising prices") AND 

("financial well-being" OR "financial wellbeing" OR "financial stress" OR "financial hardship" 

OR "financial vulnerability") AND ("coping strateg" OR "coping mechanism*" OR "financial 

coping" OR "household coping") AND ("B40" OR "low-income household*" OR "low income 

household*" OR "low-income famil*") AND (Malaysia OR Malaysian))** 

 

Because requiring all five concept groups simultaneously may exclude relevant studies, 

supplementary searches should be undertaken using combinations of the major concepts. 

Examples include "cost of living" AND "financial well-being" AND Malaysia, "financial well-

being" AND B40 AND Malaysia, "coping strategies" AND "low-income households" AND 

Malaysia, and "cost of living" AND "low-income households" AND "coping strategies". 

International searches may omit Malaysia to identify comparative evidence concerning 

household responses to cost-of-living shocks. 

 

The final search syntax will be adapted to the field and operator requirements of each database 

while maintaining conceptual equivalence. Exact search strings used in Scopus and Web of 

Science will be retained in the final manuscript to enhance transparency.  

 

Selection Criteria  

For the purposes of this review, studies will be included if they fall within the specified 

conceptual scope. Thus, primary focus will be placed upon peer-reviewed empirical studies and 

reviews that investigate issues related to cost-of-living, financial well-being, financial 

stress/vulnerability, household coping strategies and social protection measures of low-income 

individuals. In addition, studies that focus on B40 households in Malaysia will receive 

particular attention.  

 

Inclusion criteria 

Studies will be included when they: 

1. examine cost of living, inflation-related household pressure, financial well-being, 

financial stress, financial vulnerability, or household coping strategies. 

2. investigate B40, low-income, lower-income, financially vulnerable, or economically 

disadvantaged households. 

3. provide evidence relevant to household financial outcomes, expenditure pressures, 

savings, debt, material hardship, coping behaviour, resilience, or social protection. 

4. are peer-reviewed journal articles or other academically credible research outputs 

directly relevant to the review. 

5. are published in English. 

6. fall within the final review period of [insert publication-year range]; and 

7. provide sufficient methodological and substantive information for conceptual synthesis. 

Studies from other countries will be retained where they highlight relevant mechanisms or 

concepts that can be applied to the Malaysian B40 context. There are several dimensions of 

cost-of-living adjustment that have been extensively studied and apply to other countries such 

as energy insecurity, food rationing, asset depletion, debt accumulation, and the sequence of 

coping strategies (Carley et al., 2022; Palma & Araos, 2021; Stone et al., 2024). 
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Exclusion criteria 

Studies will be excluded when they: 

1. do not address household-level economic or financial outcomes. 

2. focus on populations or phenomena with no meaningful connection to low-income 

household financial vulnerability. 

3. discuss inflation or macroeconomic conditions without examining implications for 

households. 

4. contain insufficient information to contribute to the thematic synthesis. 

5. are duplicate publications. 

6. fall outside the specified publication period. 

7. are published in languages other than English; or 

8. cannot be accessed in sufficient detail for eligibility assessment. 

 

These criteria are intended to maintain a focused review while preserving sufficient breadth for 

narrative synthesis. 

 

Document Selection Flow 

The documents for the review will be selected through four stages of identification, 

deduplication, screening and eligibility. Initially, the documents will be collated from Scopus, 

Web of Science, Google Scholar and supplementary searches. The duplicate documents will be 

removed from the collated list of records. The titles and abstracts of the remaining documents 

will be assessed against the inclusion and exclusion criteria for the review. Those that meet the 

criteria will be assessed against the full text of the documents. Studies that do not meet the 

criteria for inclusion will be excluded from the review with the principal reason for exclusion 

stated. The studies that meet the criteria for inclusion will comprise the evidence base for the 

narrative synthesis of the review. 

 

The final document-selection process will be summarized using a PRISMA-based flow adapted 

for the narrative review. 

 

Figure 1. PRISMA-Based Flow Diagram - Document Selection Process for Narrative 

Review 

Stage Action n = 

Identification Total documents searched in Scopus, Web of Science, 

Google Scholar 

(n = ) 

Deduplication Remove duplicates (n = ) 

Selection / 

Screening 

Documents screened by title and abstract (n = ) 

Eligibility Documents evaluated for full-text eligibility (n = ) 

Exclusion Documents excluded with reasons (off-topic, non-English, 

duplicates, etc.) 

(n = ) 

Inclusion Documents included in Narrative Review discussion (n = ) 

 

The numerical values in Figure 1 will be completed only after the final database search and 

screening process. No selection numbers are inferred from the preliminary Consensus AI 

searches. 
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Narrative Synthesis 

Literature can be synthesized thematically rather than summarizing studies one by one. 

Thematic analysis can begin with the objectives of the review and additional patterns and 

themes can be incorporated as long as they are supported by the relevant evidence. Initial 

examination of literature suggests that there are six major interconnected themes in the above 

objectives for the review. 

 

Cost-of-living pressures or financial vulnerability are issues that have been affecting many 

countries, which include inflation, decline in purchasing power, cost of housing, cost of energy, 

food expenditure and material hardship. The negative impact of such issues is often felt more 

by lower-income groups of population (Acolin & Reina, 2022; Atas & Dabrowski, 2025; Chen 

et al., 2025). 

 

The second theme focuses on the determinants of financial well-being of low-income and B40 

households. These studies examined factors such as financial behavior, financial literacy, 

financial stress, savings, expenditure, income and demographics of households including age, 

gender, ethnicity and marital status of household members (Jaffar et al., 2024; Rahman et al., 

2021; Roslan et al., 2025; Sabri et al., 2023). 

 

Theme 3: Financial and Non-Financial Coping Strategies of B40 Households in Malaysia 

(Carley et al., 2022; Palma & Araos, 2021; Rasli et al., 2025). 

 

Analysis of the consequences and sustainability of the various strategies which are utilized by 

low-income and B40 households to cope with the high cost of living. Strategies are classified 

as either adaptive or erosive with the former leading to increased short-term household 

resilience whilst the latter lead to debt, asset erosion, reduced consumption quality and 

increased vulnerability to future financial shocks. 

 

The fifth theme shall examine into the financial assistance and social protection of the 

government. From the studies conducted, it was found that assistance from the government 

would boost the well-being of a household but its impact may differ from time to time and how 

it affects the household’s welfare. However, the assistance may not alleviate the cost of living 

incurred by the households (Zaidi et al., 2024). 

 

The review will conclude with an examination of research gaps or controversies including (1) 

cross-sectional evidence, (2) the structural cost of living as distinct from individuals’ self-

assessments of their financial well-being, (3) geographic and demographic variations within the 

B40 category and (4) the limited and inconsistent body of evidence on the effects of financial 

literacy and the key household resources that influence financial well-being (Jaffar et al., 2024; 

Rahman et al., 2021; Sabri et al., 2022, 2023). 

 

The review aims to draw on the synthesis to explore in greater depth the points of convergence 

and contradiction, and the scope for further research into the varying contexts and themes within 

the literature and, in particular, the hitherto unresearched interplay of the structural living costs, 

household financial resources, the household behavior, the coping strategies adopted and the 

support provided by policies and programs all impacting on the financial well-being of B40 

households in Malaysia. 
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Discussion 

 

Cost-of-Living Pressures and Financial Vulnerability among Low-Income 

Households 

The term ‘cost-of-living pressure’ represents more than just higher retail prices and is 

distributed unevenly between different household income groups. As a large proportion of 

lower-income households’ total income is spent on necessary products (e.g., food, housing, 

energy, transport, health), an increase in prices for these products can lead to greater financial 

pressure on households with lower incomes. Material hardships faced by lower-income 

households during periods of high inflation such as decreases in necessary consumption, food 

deprivation and an increase in debt have been highlighted in research in the United Kingdom 

(Atas & Dabrowski, 2025). Furthermore, the distributional impact of inflation on consumption 

varies depending on household income and the nature of their consumption patterns, creating 

what can be termed ‘cost-of-living inequality’ (Chen et al., 2025). 

 

Sulaiman et al. (2024) in their study on household income and consumption expenditure in 

Malaysia noted that although aggregate indicators of inflation may reflect rising costs of living, 

spending patterns and the resource constraint that households face could make a big difference 

in how price increases affect individual households. This means that even though there is an 

increase in household income at aggregate level, this does not necessarily translate into better 

household financial well-being. Instead, it is the relationship between household income and 

unavoidable household expenditure that matters more for B40 households. 

 

Housing is a significant category of spending for households around the world, and how much 

households spend on housing can affect their ability to afford other necessities. Research has 

found that the share of income spent by households on housing costs negatively affects life 

satisfaction. Moreover, high housing costs have been found to increase the risk of material 

hardship (Acolin & Reina, 2022; Shamsuddin & Campbell, 2021). Thus, for low-income 

households in Malaysia, the high share of income spent on housing would affect their ability to 

afford other necessities and increase their vulnerability to cost-of-living increases. In this sense, 

housing expenditure is a structural constraint on the financial adaptability of low-income 

households. 

 

Liu and Ong (2021) highlight the challenges of housing affordability for low-income 

households in Malaysia. Notably, however, the Malaysian literature does not consistently 

connect studies of housing affordability with work on subjective financial well-being. Financial 

well-being studies typically focus on financial literacy and behavior, or financial stress, saving 

and other related personal and household characteristics. The relevance of housing affordability 

to the financial well-being of low-income households such as those in the B40 group and the 

ways in which their living costs affect their financial decisions are not sufficiently examined in 

current literature. 

 

Similar complex dependencies can be found for other essential expenditures. Großmann et al. 

(2024) for example describe in detail housing, energy and mobility poverty and how households 

with constrained expenditure for essential expenditures can be exposed to a multitude of cost 

burdens. Reducing expenditure in one area does not necessarily lead to savings in another area 

of essential expenditure. For example, reducing energy expenditure and/or spending less on 

transportation could have a negative impact on the household’s way of life and even their 
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employment. Thus, the cost-of-living pressure experienced by households can best be 

conceptualized as a multidimensional constraint on household spending. 

 

A keyway in which cost-of-living pressures translate to material effects upon low-income 

households, therefore, is through the means by which they seek to manage their food 

expenditure. As highlighted by Stone et al. (2024) those households experiencing food 

insecurity within the context of rising cost-of-living are likely to engage in a variety of strategies 

to obtain the cheapest products (including using promotions) and to modify their method of 

food preparation in order to minimize expenditure upon food. In terms of material impact, 

however, it matters not that a household has managed to balance its monthly budget if, in doing 

so, it has also experienced a decline in terms of consumption quality. 

 

These studies show that the effects of rising cost of living on low-income households can be 

numerous and spread across several channels such as declining purchasing power, inelastic 

expenditures on essential goods, material hardship, increased debt and reduced consumption 

quality. Thus, while looking at income alone is not sufficient to determine financial 

vulnerability of B40 households, an analysis of their financial situation in relation to their 

essential expenditures and the buffers they have against price and income shocks is necessary. 

 

Determinants of Financial Well-Being among Malaysia's B40 Households 

Financial well-being among Malaysian B40 households has received an increasing amount of 

research attention. A key observation among existing studies is that financial well-being cannot 

be explained solely by a household’s economic resources (income). Rahman et al. (2021) 

studied financial behavior, financial literacy, and financial stress of Malaysia’s B40 population 

and found that financial outcomes of households were determined by an interaction of the 

household’s knowledge, behavior, and psychological financial stress. Thus, workplaces of 

household members were an important determinant of financial well-being. 

 

The role of financial behavior has been highlighted by recent research too. In a study conducted 

to explore financial behavior as a mediator between perceived financial well-being and its 

associated factors among low-income young adults in Malaysia, Sabri et al. (2022) found that 

financial behavior could be a crucial factor in determining household financial outcomes. In 

addition, another study by Sabri et al. (2023) investigated the mediating role of financial 

behavior in the locus of control and financial well-being relationship too. Thus, financial 

behavior of a household plays significant role in determining their financial well-being. 

 

Research into the financial well-being of Malaysian B40 households has increasingly focused 

on the determinants of financial well-being. Recent studies have explored the ways in which 

life skills can contribute to financial well-being and even support economic resilience in 

households from the B40 group (Sabri et al., 2025). These studies provide insight into the ways 

in which households’ financial capabilities can support them to deal with economic pressure. 

However, it is important to recognize that financial capability is impacted by the structural 

circumstances of a household’s resources. Therefore, households may plan and manage their 

finances in an optimal manner, but still experience financial difficulties if their essential 

expenditures exceed their available finances. 

 

However, there is also some contradictory evidence on financial literacy in relation to financial 

well-being of low-income households. For instance, Rahman et al. (2021), Sabri et al. (2023) 

reported positive relationships between financial literacy/related financial capabilities and 
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financial well-being. However, in their study on low-income Malaysian women, Jaffar et al. 

(2024) reported negative correlations between financial attitude and knowledge and financial 

well-being. In essence, financial awareness of saving, investing and managing debt may not 

translate into higher financial well-being for households that lack material resources to 

implement desirable financial behavior. 

 

These studies challenge the simplistic assumption of financial literacy influencing financial 

behavior and hence financial well-being. The utility of financial literacy may vary across 

different households, genders, and economic contexts (Das, 2025). Thus, in line with the 

existing evidence, financial literacy is considered as one of the enabling resources and its 

effectiveness is likely to vary depending on the households’ financial capacity to act on the 

acquired knowledge. 

 

Income also is associated in negative way with financial well-being. For instance, Roslan and 

colleagues (2025) identified that expenses and savings are critical in determining financial well-

being of low-income households. Moreover, there is significant interaction between marital 

status and savings as well as expenses in predicting financial well-being among low-income 

households in Klang Valley. This implies that similar income can result in different levels of 

financial well-being for households, based on structural costs such as essential expenditure, 

debt obligations, as well as family size-related and gender-specific requirements, such as 

childcare. 

 

Interrelationship between four dimensions of financial well-being of B40 households in 

Malaysia therefore can be explicitly proposed and tested, i.e. economic resources (income, 

savings etc.), financial obligations (essential expenditures, debt commitments etc.), financial 

capabilities (financial literacy, behaviors, skills etc.) and subjective financial experiences of 

financial stress and financial security perception. 

 

Studies that relate to Malaysia are mostly cross-sectional in nature. Hence, evidence from cross-

sectional studies such as those by Rahman et al. (2021), Sabri et al. (2022, 2023) can explain 

the relationships at a point in time and how the relationships change as living costs increase and 

as the number of financial shocks experienced by households increases, and how financial 

coping resources of households change over time. Longitudinal studies are therefore needed to 

study how financial behavior and savings can protect a household’s financial well-being in the 

long run and how repeated financial pressure can erode a household’s financial resilience over 

time. 

 

Financial and Non-Financial Coping Strategies 

When income and available resources are not enough to meet increased household 

expenditures, various strategies can link the cost of living with financial well-being of low-

income households. These strategies can be implemented separately, but more often in a 

combination of financial, consumption-related, behavioral and social measures depending on 

the degree and duration of the increased financial burden. 

 

Coping strategies of households in relation to financial pressure are often related to financial 

management of the household including drawing on savings, borrowing, accumulating arrears, 

obtaining credit through financial institutions and formal and informal markets and selling of 

household assets and or productive assets (Palma & Araos, 2021). Various other strategies have 

also been identified to manage financial pressure. In relation to energy-insecure households, for 
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example, a range of both financial and behavioral strategies were found to be employed (Carley 

et al., 2022). 

 

In many instances, drawing down on household savings to deal with expenses is sufficient to 

address the temporary financial constraints of shocks and will allow households to return to 

their normal financial management routines once the additional expenses have been met (e.g. 

paying for a once off repair to a vehicle). However, drawing down on the household savings to 

deal with increased expenditures can also leave the household without liquid assets to draw 

upon when dealing with subsequent financial shocks (e.g. natural disasters) and as such may 

have both positive and negative effects for dealing with future financial constraints (Bufe et al., 

2021). 

 

On the other hand, asset sales that are used by households to deal with financial shocks are 

often very severe in nature and can lead to severe outcomes for the household, for example, the 

sale of assets such as household goods and also productive assets that the household had been 

using in order to earn income, such as tools, vehicles etc. These assets represent not only current 

wealth but also future economic capacity. Hence, although the immediate financial need is met 

through the liquidation of these assets, the household’s future financial stability is put at risk 

(Palma & Araos, 2021; Rabiul et al., 2025). 

 

Furthermore, numerous households changed their manner of consumption of food in order to 

face the pressure of cost of living. For example, consumption of food had been decreased and 

instead of buying expensive brands, low-cost products were purchased and consumption of food 

outside homes was reduced (Stone et al., 2024). Sometimes, in order to cut down expenditure 

on consumption of food, households even decrease the frequency of their meals, reduce the 

portions or even consume less-preferred foods (Farzana et al., 2017). For this reason, even when 

in the short term it seems that by cutting down on consumption of food, the financial problems 

of a household are being solved, in the long run this strategy can even have negative effects on 

the health of its members. 

 

While saving, drawing on income from other household members or using credit from informal 

lenders can help households through short-term financial difficulties, other strategies that 

reduce consumption can, in the long run, undermine overall well-being and exacerbate current 

difficulties. Thus while reducing the amount of food a household buys to cover its expenses in 

the short term may alleviate some immediate financial pressure and allow the household to stay 

within its budget in the short term, it can lead to serious nutritional deficiencies in the long term. 

 

A third set of resources that are used by households in low-income categories in coping with 

financial stress are social and relational resources. In the reviewed literature, there are 

references made to the ways in which households draw on the support of relatives and friends, 

and even from neighbors and other community members. Such interpersonal support is seen in 

the reviewed studies to play important roles in how households manage to adjust to the many 

financial challenges they face. For example, in a study conducted in Peru, Palma and Araos 

(2021) noted how savings, as well as assistance from social networks, were used by households 

in their study in order to manage to cope with various challenges including household 

expenditure. In addition, in the study on income insecurity among low-income households, 

Young (2022) discussed relational coping among participants in the study. 
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These strategies, particularly in the Malaysian context, enable coping beyond simple financial 

management. The informal enterprises owned by single mothers in this study generated 

additional income and helped households and family members to increase household income. 

Social support not provided by formal organizations was another critical resource which helped 

to sustain households and their members in times of financial stress. Last but not least, self-

regulated financial management by the single mothers helped them prioritize their household 

expenses in the face of financial uncertainty and stress. 

 

Coping Strategies: Financial Resilience or Longer-Term Vulnerability? 

One of the key findings that emerged from reviewing a number of publications on this topic 

was that a number of studies have incorrectly equated a household’s ‘coping’ for dealing with 

financial pressures with ‘resilience’ in managing their finances to ensure their financial well-

being. 

 

Adaptive strategies, which can support the household’s financial capacity in the long run and 

enable them to manage with during temporary financial shocks, include budgeting, meal 

planning, expenditure prioritization, seeking for help when required, generating additional 

income, and using precautionary savings. On the other hand, there are also erosive strategies 

such as persistent borrowing to cover for daily needs, selling of productive assets, health care 

spending cut, minimum and unsafe food intake, and accumulation of arrears of utilities and 

services. Although these strategies seem to solve short-term problems for the household, they 

may weaken the household’s long-term financial capacity and therefore are considered erosive. 

 

Thus, there is value to analyzing the sequence of household coping strategies in the face of 

economic shocks. There is evidence from low-income households that they adopt less-

damaging measures of coping with economic decline first and then shift to more negative 

measures of coping as economic decline persists (Amendah et al., 2014). For example, a 

household may exhaust its savings before cutting back on discretionary spending; it may then 

increase its debt before selling off its assets. In such a case, observation of a household’s coping 

behaviour can reveal the extent of its financial vulnerability. 

 

From a research methodology perspective, there is much that has been studied concerning the 

financial behaviours of B40 households in Malaysia and their related determinants such as 

financial literacy, stress, savings, and even perceived financial well-being (Rahman et al., 2021; 

Roslan et al., 2025; Sabri et al., 2023). Importantly, however, few studies have explicitly 

examined the long-term consequences of various financial coping strategies and their respective 

sequences of use by low-income households. 

 

Strengthening this concept of financial resilience by moving beyond simply having households 

survive increased living costs over time, enables us to focus more on how households are able 

to absorb financial shocks and maintain essential consumption expenditures while avoiding 

debt or eroding of assets, and enable households to recover quickly from any financial shocks 

and maintain financial capacity to respond to future financial shocks. The ways by which 

households employ coping strategies form an intermediary mechanism through which the cost 

of structural pressures can affect a household’s long-term financial well-being. 

 

Government Assistance and Social Protection 

Coping by households does not occur in isolation from the institutional environment. 

Government assistance, social protection, housing support, subsidies etc. affect the degree of 
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financial pressure on low-income households as well as the array of strategies they can employ 

to deal with it. International evidence on the impact of social-protection measures indicates that 

such programs help to protect the consumption of the poor and improve their welfare during 

economic shocks. However, their effectiveness varies greatly depending on a number of factors 

related to the transfer itself, as well as the targeting, coverage and implementation of the 

program. 

 

While there is evidence of the positive effects of cash transfers in low- and middle-income 

countries (Bastagli et al., 2018), recent research has highlighted that both cash and in-kind 

support can reduce vulnerability. However, their relative effectiveness would depend on the 

context and the design of the program (Msuha, 2025). This means that simply having assistance 

programs is not enough to judge a country’s policy effectiveness for reducing its cost-of-living 

burden for low-income households. The assistance must also be adequate and accessible. 

Zaidi et al. (2024) in their study investigated the impact of government assistance programs on 

the well-being of urban low-income households during the COVID-19 pandemic in Malaysia. 

Although the study reported positive impact of government assistance programs, the impact in 

reducing cost-of-living in households was limited. Thus, even with assistance, other forms of 

structural cost are still important to be addressed such as housing affordability, food 

affordability, cost of childcare and transportation. 

 

The targeting of assistance programs can also create problems and examples of this have been 

highlighted in the international evidence. Issues are created by eligibility criteria and 

administrative burdens that can prevent individuals on the cusp of thresholds (defined in terms 

of income categorizations) experiencing financial difficulties from accessing programs 

designed to assist those below said thresholds (Jordan et al., 2025). In Malaysia this further 

raises a crucial issue related to how households are categorized within income-based categories, 

such as the B40. It is likely that issues exist in terms of how vulnerability to financial shocks 

correlates with these categorizations as expenditure required by households varies across key 

dimensions including household size, location, whether owner occupied or rented, presence of 

dependants and the need to cover health costs among others. 

 

The policies to enhance the B40 financial well-being need to be implemented in a 

multidimensional approach by incorporating income support, structural cost interventions and 

programs that enhance household financial capability. While financial education programs can 

improve a household’s financial decision making, the programs would be constrained if the 

households lacked financial resources to cover their basic needs. In the long run, cash assistance 

would have limited impacts if essential cost of living continues to rise. 

 

Research Gaps and an Integrated Perspective 

This narrative review identifies several important gaps in existing research on the financial 

well-being of B40 households in Malaysia. Importantly, whilst there is strong evidence relating 

to the financial well-being of the B40 population through the psychological, behavioral and 

financial capability dimensions, there is a lack of research which more fully explores the 

implications of the structural cost pressures which affect the unavoidable expenditures that 

households must pay (i.e. housing, energy, food, childcare, transportation etc.). Furthermore, 

although there is a substantial body of evidence relating to the financial literacy, behavior, locus 

of control, savings, expenditure and stress of B40 households (Rahman et al., 2021; Roslan et 

al., 2025; Sabri et al., 2022, 2023), more research is required to more fully integrate these 
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dimensions in order to gain a more complete understanding of the financial well-being of the 

B40 population. 

 

Most of the studies in the current body of evidence are of cross-sectional design which do not 

enable the exploration of changes in financial well-being over time. If a household initially 

adopts a particular set of strategies to manage finances in the short term, are these likely to 

become destructive in the long term? Do savings, financial behavior, social support and 

government assistance to the poor enhance or diminish financial well-being in the long run? 

 

A fourth contribution of the review is to highlight that B40 households cannot be studied as a 

single homogeneous group. While studies of low-income women (Jaffar et al., 2024), young 

adults (Sabri et al., 2022, 2023), urban households (Zaidi et al., 2024), and single mothers (Rasli 

et al., 2025) have been carried out within the B40 category, there are marked differences 

between geographic locations. In addition, while Klang Valley and other urban locations in 

Malaysia may experience different structures of costs and of employment and services, rural 

Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah and Sarawak are likely to experience distinct structural constraints. 

 

Lastly, although the existing body of work can be classified into the use of subjective financial 

well-being measures (e.g. as used by Mahdzan et al., 2019), the use of objective financial well-

being indicators (i.e. in the form of debt-to-income ratios, the adequacy of a household’s 

savings, instances of arrears, the proportion of essential expenditure that households spend, the 

presence of emergency funds and the rate of asset depletion) would be useful to enable a 

comparison of a household’s vulnerability using both types of measures. 

 

Based on these identified gaps, the review will attempt to constructively integrate these findings 

through an integrated conceptual interpretation of cost-of-living pressures as structural stressors 

and household financial resources and capabilities as protective and/or constraining conditions. 

How households cope and respond to such conditions are examined as key behavioral 

responses, while financial well-being is conceptualized as outcomes that change over time with 

immediate and cumulative effects. Assistance from government and social protection programs 

also function in various ways - to mitigate initial shock, enhance financial resources, and 

prevent inimical coping strategies. 

 

In conceptual terms: 

Cost-of-living pressures → financial strain → coping strategies → financial well-

being/resilience 

 

This pathway is conditioned by: 

income + savings + debt + financial literacy/behaviour + household characteristics + social 

support + government assistance. 

 

This understanding highlights the implication that B40 financial well-being cannot be viewed 

from the perspective of individual financial management. It is a product of the interplay 

between household structure and economic conditions and individual agency. Future studies on 

B40 financial well-being can be designed and conducted to test how various cost burdens affect 

households’ coping strategies and whether these strategies would enhance or diminish financial 

wellbeing over time. 
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Limitations 

However, several limitations need to be highlighted. First, even though a structured approach 

was used in the current review for identifying studies, assessing the quality of included studies, 

and synthesizing the findings, narrative reviews are generally prone to greater levels of selection 

and interpretation bias than systematic reviews conducted in accordance with a predefined 

protocol (Rehal, 2018). This is due, in part, to the nature of narrative reviews that integrate 

diverse types of evidence (theoretical, quantitative, qualitative, and policy oriented) towards 

specific conceptual objectives, thereby necessitating a critical synthesis of the extant body of 

literature on cost-of-living pressures amongst Malaysian B40 households rather than a 

comprehensive quantitative analysis of all available studies. 

 

In addition, relatively little research has addressed the various structural cost-of-living pressures 

that are experienced by low-income households and how these are coped by means of household 

resources. Most of the available research on low-income households in Malaysia relates to their 

financial behavior, financial literacy, financial stress, saving, expenditure and subjective 

financial well-being (Mahdzan et al., 2019; Rahman et al., 2021; Roslan et al., 2025; Sabri et 

al., 2022, 2023). There is therefore a need to draw upon international research evidence in 

relation to various household cost burdens and also the different ways and means by which 

households cope with these. As noted earlier, however, such evidence would need to be used 

with caution due to the large variations that exist across countries in terms of their welfare 

systems, labor markets, household structures, prices as well as social protection programs and 

institutions (Acolin & Reina, 2022; Carley et al., 2022; Stone et al., 2024). 

 

Studies on the various sub-groups within the low-income population in Malaysia such as young 

low-income adults (Jaffar et al., 2024), women (Rahman et al., 2021), urban households (Rasli 

et al., 2025), B40 households (Sabri et al., 2023), and single mothers (Zaidi et al., 2024) provide 

important insights into their financial well-being and coping strategies. It is also important to 

recognize that studies on these sub-groups used different research designs and measurement 

tools. As such, treating all B40 households as a homogeneous group could mask the differences 

in terms of financial vulnerability and the ways in which they could cope in the face of rising 

cost of living. 

 

Much of the Malaysian evidence that has been identified is of a cross-sectional nature (Rahman 

et al., 2021; Sabri et al., 2022, 2023). These types of studies are able to establish associations 

but do not allow the reviewer to understand how the financial well-being of households and 

their ways of coping are changing over time during periods of rising cost to consumers. That 

is, the reviewer cannot tell whether a given strategy of coping is likely to yield long-lasting 

positive effects or is merely providing temporary relief from financial pressure while eroding 

the household’s financial resources. 

 

Additionally, there is always the possibility of publication and database-selection bias where 

studies finding significant relationships are highlighted over those that do not find any. There 

is also a possibility that Malaysian studies conducted in the Bahasa Melayu language and 

published in local journals may not be captured in English language searches. Future reviews 

on this topic can be conducted and improved upon by developing a systematic-review protocol, 

conducting a broader search using multiple languages, explicitly appraising the quality of 

included studies, and incorporating relevant ‘grey’ literature as well as official household 

surveys and datasets. Longitudinal and mixed-method studies are also required to better 
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understand the dynamic relationships between cost of living, household resources, coping 

mechanisms and subjective financial well-being over time. 

 

Conclusion 

This narrative review synthesized empirical studies which examined the costs of living, 

financial well-being, and various ways of coping of low-income households. Findings were 

primarily based on studies conducted within the context of Malaysia’s B40 population. 

Importantly, it was observed that while income was a critical factor influencing the financial 

well-being of low-income households, financial vulnerability could not be explained by income 

alone. Instead, a range of essential living costs, factors related to savings and debt, the extent 

of financial capabilities, various household characteristics, sources of support from social 

networks and institutions, influenced the financial well-being of the B40 (Rahman et al., 2021; 

Roslan et al., 2025; Sabri et al., 2023). Households with declining purchasing power as a result 

of increasing costs of living were forced into making increasingly restricted expenditure 

decisions (Carley et al., 2022; Palma & Araos, 2021; Rasli et al., 2025). Ways in which 

households adapted to such emerging expenditure constraints varied and included budgeting, 

consumption adjustment, drawing down on savings, borrowing, generating additional income, 

selling of assets, and receipt of social support (Carley et al., 2022; Palma & Araos, 2021; Rasli 

et al., 2025). 

 

Studies examining the way households cope with cost-of-living pressures found that while 

some strategies are able to protect well-being others may increase vulnerability in the long run. 

These include persistent borrowing, spending of assets, reducing essential expenditure and 

deferring needs. Government financial assistance in reducing hardship can be effective if it is 

adequate, accessible, targeted and able to address expenditure pressure rather than temporary 

income deficiency (Zaidi et al., 2024). 

 

Future Malaysian research should move on from the current predominance of cross-sectional 

studies of individual households. Priority should be given to longitudinal studies that use a 

combination of objective and subjective measures of financial situation; comparative studies of 

different subgroups of the B40, in different regions and of different household types; and studies 

of the different ways in which households use various strategies of coping, in order to examine 

the mediating role of these strategies in the relationship between cost of living and financial 

sustainability. 
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