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Abstract: Well-being is a multidimensional concept that is essential to individuals, which can
be influenced by a multitude of factors including demographics. However, there are limited
studies that focus on psychological and social well-being among the Malaysian demographics.
The main objective of this study is to assess demographic features and psychological well-
being, social well-being, and negative emotional symptoms with an instrument developed for
the Malaysian context. The study recruited 382 participants from varying backgrounds
including age, gender, ethnicity, number of dependants, household income, and educational
level. Our overall findings presented mean differences between age and educational level for
psychological well-being. While social well-being was different between gender, education,
and income. Lastly, age, educational level, and income differences were demonstrated on
negative emotional symptoms. Accordingly, the implications of this study may influence the
government's efforts to address Malaysians' well-being disparities among different
demographic groups.

Keywords: Malaysian Demographics, Negative Emotional Symptoms, Psychological Well-
Being Index, Social Well-Being Index

Copyright © Academic Inspired Network 336 @@ This work is licensed under
- All rights reserved CCBY 4.0


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/?ref=chooser-v1
mailto:nerishasarah@graduate.utm.my
mailto:halimahmy@utm.my
mailto:rabeatulhusnaa@gmail.com

Volume: 10 Issues: 72 Special Issue [April, 2025] pp. 336 -348
Journal of Islamic, Social, Economics and Development (JISED)
elSSN: 0128-1755

Journal website: www.academicinspired.com/jised

INSPIEE DOI: 10.55573/JISED.107225
NETWORK

Introduction

According to Ruggeri, Garcia-Garzon, Maguire, Matz, and Huppert (2020), well-being is a
phenomenon that extends beyond an individual’s happiness and life satisfaction. Several well-
being dimensions include positive relationships, engagement, optimism, and meaning (Ruggeri
etal., 2020). Eiroa-Orosa (2020) highlighted that psychological and social well-being is greatly
predisposed by personal factors such as gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. Studies
have emphasized on how well-being is affected by marital status, race, gender, age, and income
(Chilver, Champaigne-Klassen, Schofield, Williams & Gatt, 2023; Lee, McNeely, Weziak-
Bialowolska, Mooney, Cowden, and VanderWeele, 2022; Teh, 2014). Although studies on
psychological and social well-being in Malaysia exist, there is a significant gap in
understanding specific demographic elements that may impact these dimensions of well-being
(Latiff et al., 2017). Additionally, the 2020 Malaysian Well-being Index (MyW]1) indicated a
2.1% decline from the previous year (DOSM, 2021). However, the index only consists of
economic and social well-being components. Hence, there is a lack of psychological well-being
dimensions, particularly where mental health was not assessed in the health indicator. This
suggests the need to further investigate psychological and social well-being dimensions among
Malaysian demographics.

Literature Review

Well-being is assessed through objective measures including living conditions, wealth, and
physical health (Ivkovi¢, Ham, & Mijoc, 2014) while subjectively, it can be measured through
life satisfaction, mood, and emotional responses to specific situations (Diener, Oishi, & Lucas,
2003). According to Diener, Kesebir, and Lucas (2008), social equality, democratic
institutions, high income, and effective governance are societal elements linked to increased
well-being. The ICSU Planning Group (2011) outlines other factors that affect national well-
being with a focus on urban areas, highlighting the process of urbanization, cost of living,
employment opportunities, governance arrangements, housing and urban design, education,
security, food and water, land use and transportation, crime rates, access to health services,
cleanliness, and pollution.

Psychological Well-Being

Based on eudaimonic perspective, the psychological well-being model was established to
promote adaptive functioning that consists of six dimensions including self-acceptance,
personal growth, autonomy, positive relations with others, environmental mastery, and purpose
in life (Huppert, 2009; Ryff, 1989). Additionally, spirituality and religiosity are known factors
that contribute to individuals’ psychological well-being (Bozek, Nowak, & Blukacz, 2020;
Ivtzan, Chan, Gardner, & Prashar, 2013; Ntozini & Walton, 2020; Ryff, 2021). Ryff (2021)
emphasized the significance of spirituality and religion from the standpoint of how people can
strengthen their psychological well-being by connecting with their environment. From a
hedonic perspective, life satisfaction is another significant domain of overall psychological
well-being that leads to fulfilment and flourishing (Kalonia, Garhwal, & Singh, 2023;
Yesiltepe, Sayar, & Cal, 2021).

Factors including mental health problems, poverty, and sociodemographic variables have been
found to reduce psychological well-being (Hiremath, 2021; Rojas, 2015; Steptoe, Deaton, &
Stone, 2015). A study suggests that psychological well-being significantly improved among
individuals who participated in a poverty reduction program in Ethiopia, Ghana, Honduras,
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India, Pakistan, and Peru (Banerjee et al., 2015). These results are consistent with earlier studies
that demonstrate the detrimental effects of poverty on psychological health (Cobb-Clark &
Kettlewell, 2021; Macours, Schady, & Vakis, 2012). Contrastingly, Nepomuceno et al. (2016)
reported that there was a lack of association between low life satisfaction and low income. In
terms of demographic factors, Steptoe et al. (2015) discovered that psychological well-being
was associated with life expectancy and that it was correlated with age, gender, education,
mental health, and physical health. Therefore, psychological health may be a protective factor
that encourages living a longer and better life. Although studies have shown modest levels of
well-being among the general population in Malaysia (Norimah, Azila, & Alias, 2017). Aziz,
Ahmad, and Haniff (2011) found that poorer well-being is evident in Johor due to a lack of
accessible services and low income. An earlier study among elderly revealed that older age,
being unmarried, and poverty were elements that predicted lower psychological well-being
(Mumtaz et al., 2011). Studies among university students in Malaysia demonstrated high levels
of psychological well-being in Malaysia, possibly indicating a relationship between
educational attainment and psychological well-being (Ooi, Hamzah, & Thien, 2022; Panahi et
al., 2014; Roslan et al., 2017). Nonetheless, further research is required to identify the diverse
factors influencing psychological well-being among Malaysians.

Social Well-Being

Psychological and social well-being are interdependent, yet both are vital for achieving
personal growth and social integration. Social well-being refers to a sense of belonging to a
community, social relationships, and sufficient access to local facilities and support (Aked et
al., 2008). A significant factor influencing social well-being is the disparity between living
expenses and income. A study in the US found that poor families living in areas with high
living costs were slightly disadvantaged compared to those living in other cities, particularly if
their fathers had low educational attainment and were immigrants (Chien & Mistry, 2013). This
suggests that a lack of access to education leads to lower employment opportunities, which
negatively impacts social well-being. Previous studies have also shown how social exclusion
and a lack of social support are associated with lower well-being (Dahlberg & McKee, 2018;
Nobrega et al., 2022). For example, in Mexico, Flores-Verduzco, Fraijo-Sing, and Tapia-
Fonllem (2020) found that high school students’ social well-being was strongly affected by a
positive school environment with supportive teachers and friends, bullying-free relationships,
and family support. Thus, having access to educational institutions is advantageous towards an
individuals’ well-being in addition to fostering academic success.

Moreover, a healthy and accessible living environment and stronger social bonds also play vital
roles in social well-being. Poor housing conditions and physical environment has negatively
impacted the quality of life and social well-being among Malaysians (Abu Bakar et al., 2015;
Zainal et al., 2012). In Abu Bakar et al.’s (2015) study, social well-being was measured using
the Malaysian Well-Being Index, which has limited aspects of well-being. For instance, its
housing indicator measures allocations of low-cost housing units rather than the house
ownership rate. Therefore, an updated well-being index is needed to measure the social well-
being of Malaysians more extensively.
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Methodology

Participants
This study was a cross-sectional study that recruited individuals aged 20 years old and above
through snowball sampling technique. There was a total of 382 participants who completed the
survey, with 229 females and 153 males. The participants were Malaysians from diverse socio-
demographic backgrounds including age, race, educational level, household income, and
location.

Social and Psychological Well-Being Index

The questionnaires implemented for this study were developed with seven experts from the
related field through two focus group discussions based on existing scales and past literature.
Accordingly, the questionnaire items and dimensions were then further validated by three other
experts. The items have been IP registered, suggesting the appropriateness and suitability of
the items for the Malaysian population. The survey consisted of demographic questions, social
well-being, psychological well-being, and negative emotional symptoms. There was a total of
81 questions with a 5-point response scale ranging from 1-Strongly disagree to 5-Strongly
agree. Social well-being was assessed over 13 dimensions: process of urbanization, governance
maintenance, housing and urban design, pollution, transportation, safety and crime rates,
healthcare, education, living cost, cleanliness, eating habits, physical health, and social support.
Whereas psychological well-being was assessed over three dimensions: spirituality, personal
growth, and life satisfaction. Lastly, negative emotional symptoms were adapted from the
Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) with 18 items. In
the psychological well-being index, the five-item Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener
et al., 1985) was adapted for the life satisfaction dimension. Items were rated using a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from 1-Strongly disagree to 7-Strongly agree. A pilot study of an initial
set of questions was conducted on 30 people and gathered 27 valid responses to measure
reliability. Some modifications were made based on the results of expert reviews and the pilot
study.

Cronbach’s alpha values were calculated to assess the internal consistency of the questionnaire.
The values for total social and psychological well-being scores suggested high internal
consistency a = 0.915 and o = 0.785, respectively. Most of the dimensions also showed good
internal consistency, ranging from 0.7 to 0.9. Some, namely physical health (« = 0.551), safety
and crime rates (a = 0.635), and education (a = 0.658) showed lower values. As for the DASS,
stress, anxiety, depression, and the overall negative emotional symptoms indicated high
internal consistency ranging between 0.81 to 0.94. Pallant (2020) notes, however, that
reliability scores over 0.5 are acceptable if a factor has fewer than 10 items.

Procedure
The questionnaire was distributed using the online survey platform, SurveyMonkey.
Respondents were recruited through online platforms including WhatsApp, Facebook, and
Instagram. Some respondents were approached in person and participated by scanning a QR
code. Participants were given the option to provide their telephone numbers to enter a prize
draw as compensation for completing the survey. Informed consent was provided through the
survey form. The data were collected between April 2022 and August 2022. We calculated
descriptive statistics of demographic characteristics, social well-being, the psychological well-
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being index, and the negative emotional symptoms scale. Mann-Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis
tests were implemented to observe the mean differences in the demographic groups.

Results

Demographics

Overall, there are slightly more females than males in this study, and most of the respondents
were between the ages of 45 and 49 years old. Most of the respondents identified as Malay,
and the majority of the sample are married. For educational level, almost half of the respondents
had obtained a Bachelor’s degree. Among the main cities, Johor Bahru presented the highest
response; however, most of the respondents are located in varying states of Malaysia, such as
Perak, Melaka, Kelantan, Penang, Pahang, Selangor, Sarawak, Kedah, and Negeri Sembilan.
The majority of the participants had no dependants. Most of the respondents identified as
earning between RM7,000 and RM10,969 monthly. Lastly, more than half of the respondents
live in their own homes.

Descriptive Analysis
Normality tests were conducted on psychological well-being dimensions, social well-being
dimensions, and the negative emotional symptoms scale to identify outliers. Results of a
Shapiro-Wilk test indicated that responses deviated from a normal distribution with a
significant value of p < 0.05 for all dimensions. This was expected, as questionnaires often
skew in one direction. No outliers were identified among the responses.

For social well-being, the dimensions of "cleanliness” (M = 4.55, SD = 0.46) received a notably
high rating, with "food habits" (M = 4.06, SD = 0.59) and "social support" (M = 4.06, SD =
0.56) following closely behind, while 'transportation’ dimension obtained the lowest score, with
M =3.01, SD =0.81). All dimensions of psychological well-being presented high mean scores,
which include, spirituality (M = 4.45, SD = 0.50), personal growth (M = 4.13, SD = 0.61), and
life satisfaction (M = 4.67, SD = 1.09). However, the overall negative emotional symptoms
presented a low mean score of 2.30, SD = 0.72.

Mean Comparison
Table 1 below presents the Mann Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis mean ranks highlighting the
differences in psychological well-being, social well-being, and negative emotional symptoms
on the demographic groups. For psychological well-being, the only demographic variables that
presented statistical significance are age, H(9, n = 382) = 20.65, p = 0.014 and education, H(7,
n = 382) = 30.88, p < 0.001. The mean rank suggests that those between the ages of 30 to 44
years old and those with Masters and PhD educational levels presented better psychological
well-being, particularly those between the ages of 35 and 39 years old. The results indicated
that there was a statistical difference in social well-being between genders, with females
presenting a higher mean rank (z = -3.02, p = 0.003). Additionally, education also indicated a
statistical difference, with higher education groups showing higher mean ranks, particularly
those with Masters and PhD, H(7, n = 382) = 16.26, p = 0.023. Lastly, social well-being was
statistically different between household income groups, with the highest income group
presenting the highest mean rank, H(10, n = 382) = 21.49, p = 0.018. For negative emotional
symptoms, statistical significance was found for age [H(9, n = 382) = 45.21, p < 0.001],
education [H(7, n = 382) = 15.23, p = 0.033], and household income [H(10, n = 382) = 27.18,
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p = 0.002]. Negative emotional symptoms mean rank was the highest among those between the
ages of 60 and 65, followed by the younger age groups in their 20s. Those who obtained the
education level of STPM or similar presented the highest mean in relation to negative
emotional symptoms. Lastly, the lower income category, particularly those earning below
RM800 monthly, displayed the indicated highest mean rank in relation to negative emotional
symptoms.

Table 1: Mean Comparison Between Psychological Well-being (PWB), Social Well-
being (SWB), and Negative Emotional Symptoms (NES) on Demographic Indicators

N (382) PWB SWB NES
. Mean . Mean . Mean .
Indicator Rank Sig. Rank Sig. Rank Sig.
Men (153) 199.82 205.45 . 19494
Gender Women (229) 179.04 0.071 4706 0003 186.35 0496
20 — 24 (46) 151.03 204.64 258.17
25— 29 (54) 172.16 171.87 243.45
30 — 34 (43) 211.31 213.55 158.88
35 -39 (51) 238.47 199.64 152.72
40 — 44 (47) 206.66 . 189.26 166.51 <
Age 45 — 49 (58) 17799 0014 20501 O 19766  0.001*
50 — 54 (53) 187.14 173.22 169.07
55— 59 (21) 196.11 182.07 168.12
60 — 64 (4) 161.88 232.25 226.00
65 and above (5) 188.60 75.20 164.90
SPM or similar (29)  195.79 201.36 184.78
STPM or similar
a1 128.14 15218 278.36
Certificate (13) 136.15 178.88 198.81
Diploma (81) 166.38 156.41 206.45
H D) * * *
Education Bachel(()fssz)])egree 189 43 <0.001 198.20 0.023 19037 0.033
Master’s (49) 235.63 222.97 174.89
PhD (16) 286.06 220.91 126.00
No form?'l)ed“"a“on 219.50 113.00 192.50
1(108) 195.49 208.57 219.27
2 (5) 176.44 192.22 171.9
3 (67) 182.03 197.21 188.4
4 (60) 185.75 195.83 186.63
No. of 5 (50) 197.67 167.21 185.11
debendants 6 (52) 214.15 0.206 175.65 0.175 17182 0.098
P 7 (23) 182.43 189.07 182.63
8 (11) 180.41 186.91 126.23
9 (4) 30.50 87.38 220.00
11(1) 179.50 75.50 28.50
> 10 dependants (1) 316.00 380.00 104.50
Below RM800 (18)  144.08 21047 254.28
RM800 to RM1000
Houselold 10) 158.66 92.95 212.4
income  RM1000 to RM1499 0.066 0.018* 0.002*
(Monthly) 1) 134,54 121.13 252.96
RMlSOO(;%)Rngg 150.81 189.19 232.48
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RM2200 to RM3599

) 173.85 175.66 211.39
Rmseoo(;%)RM4849 209.26 210.47 151.81
RM4850(é%)RM6999 209.22 178.36 195.86
ST
R0 (z7) 20411 totee 10598
M me
> RM18000 (41) 198.91 217.57 183.79

*Significance level: p-value < 0.05

Discussion

The primary aim of this study was to develop a psychological and social well-being index for
the Malaysian population and explore how these two forms of well-being are associated with
demographic indicators.

Our findings indicated that the mean differences for psychological well-being were significant
for age and education demographics, particularly respondents aged 30 to 44 years old and those
with a Masters or PhD, respectively. Typically, as individuals get older, so does their income,
which subsequently influences their overall levels of life satisfaction (Bartram, 2021). Past
studies show that low psychological well-being is a natural occurrence among older
individuals. In accordance with our results, Steptoe et al. (2015) and Pourebrahim & Rasouli
(2019) found that older individuals from ages 45 to 60 years old presented lower levels of
psychological well-being. Hence, it may be important for individuals to enhance other
sociodemographic factors to protect their well-being from declining. Additionally, studies
found that education is significant towards overall psychological well-being among emerging
adults and undergraduate students in Spain (Matud, Bethencourt, Ibéafiez, Fortes, & Diaz, 2022;
Navarro-Carrillo, Alonso-Ferres, Moya, & Valor-Segura, 2020). Accordingly, our findings
highlighted that negative emotional symptoms were high among the oldest individual groups,
those with low levels of education, and lower household income. High negative emotional
symptoms among older individuals may be related to our findings on low psychological well-
being within the older age groups.

Furthermore, our results presented that social well-being was high among females, higher
educational levels, and higher household income. Similarly, in a study among older adults in
Kenya, social well-being was greater among females during the COVID-19 restrictions
(Thuku, 2022). However, Abdullahi, Orji, and Kawu (2019) found that males showed higher
levels of social well-being in Nigeria. It was highlighted that this may be due to the culture in
which men in Nigeria build social relationships with each other to protect women and children
in their communities (Abdullahi et al., 2019). Evidence from previous studies further support
our findings as elderly people in India and individuals in Australia with higher educational
attainment, particularly tertiary degrees, were associated with greater social well-being (Singh
& Kiran, 2015; Povey, Boreham, & Tomaszewski, 2016). It was also noted that the educated
elderly were more socially aware and active in receiving social support when needed (Singh &
Kiran, 2015). According to Pankova et al. (2017), higher education is linked to social well-
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being as it promotes social and cultural development. Educational institutions do not only
provide formal knowledge but also offer social development. Our findings may suggest that
respondents with higher educational attainment are more knowledgeable about the importance
of social factors such as the healthcare system, urbanization, transportation, and pollution.
Consequently, individuals with higher education typically have greater employment
opportunities with higher income. Higher income associations with greater social well-being
are in line with findings from Brazil, the US, and Australia (Kakwani & Son, 2015;
Killingsworth, 2021; Povey et al., 2016). Higher income is acknowledged as a key indicator in
expanding opportunities to enhance well-being including quality housing, quality education,
quality healthcare, healthy foods, reliable transportation, and quality daycare (Livingston,
Jackson-Nevels, & Reddy, 2022). In line with our study, the social well-being dimensions (e.g.,
healthcare, education, eating habits, housing and urban design, and transportation) are the
indicators that contribute to the overall social well-being.

Strengths and Limitations

The development of the social and psychological well-being index allowed us to measure a
range of factors that are relevant to well-being, particularly for the Malaysian context. The
current existing Malaysian Well-Being Index only assesses economic and social well-being.
The indices utilized in this study may be useful for the development of the national Well-Being
Index, with a recommendation to include markers of psychological well-being and expand the
measurement of social well-being. In addition, this research extends the well-being research by
measuring negative emotional symptoms as distinctive to psychological well-being.
Nonetheless, there are several limitations that should be considered. This research implemented
a cross-sectional study in which causality between variables are challenging to attain. Despite
the overall sample presenting moderate to high levels of well-being, it should be noted that the
majority of respondents were educated, financially stable, and had one dependant. However,
the sample obtained may not have been generalizable throughout the country as there may be
disparities of socioeconomic backgrounds between varying states or geographical location in
relation to social and psychological well-being factors that were not accounted for in this study.
Further studies should greatly consider a more rigorous sampling method to ensure the sample
reflects the population holistically. Additionally, this study was conducted at the beginning of
the endemic phase in Malaysia. Hence, it is important to acknowledge the possible influence
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the participants' reactions.

Implications
In comparison to Western and East Asian countries, there have been fewer published articles
on the well-being field among Southeast Asian countries (Bernado, Mateo, & Dela Cruz, 2022).
Although it has been highlighted that Malaysia is emerging as one of the leading countries in
Southeast Asia to produce well-being research, most of the studies are often within industrial
or educational settings (Bernado et al., 2022). Therefore, our findings may contribute to the
development of the well-being literature in Malaysia, particularly with regard to the importance
of psychological and social well-being. Bernardo et al. (2022) note that marginalized groups
are often underrepresented in Southeast Asian studies of well-being. Future studies should
further explore the vulnerable populations in Malaysia, such as the socioeconomically
disadvantaged. Our assessment of demographic characteristics in relation to well-being
provides new insights into well-being on different demographic factors. The results of the study
indicated that education has a crucial role in promoting psychological and social well-being.
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However, it is evident that there has been a decline in the level of interest in pursuing higher
education among school leavers in Malaysia (Mutalib, 2022). Furthermore, this phenomenon
is also seen among low-income families, particularly in the aftermath of the COVID-19
pandemic (Awang, 2023). Therefore, these data may be valuable for governmental and
corporate entities seeking to conduct interventions aimed at improving the psychological and
social well-being of the Malaysian population as a whole, as well as particular target groups.

Conclusion

To conclude, the purpose of this study was to examine social and psychological well-being
index among Malaysian demographics. Despite Malaysia’s current economic instability, the
findings revealed high levels of social and psychological well-being among respondents. The
findings suggested that psychological well-being was high among middle aged individuals and
those from high household income. While social well-being was greater among the female
gender, a high level of education, and greater household income. The results also indicated that
negative emotional symptoms were highest among the oldest age group, higher education, and
higher income. Further studies may be required to understand the relationship between well-
being and the demographic factors. The outcomes of this study may have value for those
creating policies to improve social and psychological well-being among Malaysians.
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