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Abstract

The Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic currently faced worldwide does not only
negatively impact the aspects of physical health and national economies but also on one’s
well-being. Such effect is felt by communities living in urban and rural areas alike, without
compromise. Therefore, the objective of this study was to determine the relationship
between the determinants of family dynamics (i.e., family relationships, family conflict, social
support, financial stress, and stress) and well-being among rural communities in Malaysia
during the pandemic. The data for this study were gathered from an online survey
participated by 1,587 respondents from the Family and Community Empowerment
Programme (FACE). To this end, a total of 916 respondents who were part of the rural
communities in Malaysia were included in the present study. The findings revealed that family
relationships and social support posed a significantly positive correlation with well-being. The
results also showed that financial stress, family conflict and stress were significantly and
negatively correlated with well-being. Meanwhile, multiple regression analysis outcomes
indicated that family relationships vyielded the strongest influence on well-being. In
conclusion, healthy family relationships greatly influence an individual’s well-being, especially
in the context of rural communities in Malaysia during the Movement Control Order.
Keywords: COVID-19, Family Dynamics, Pandemic, Rural Community, Well-Being

Introduction

As of currently, the global COVID-19 outbreak has been declared by the World Health
Organisation (WHO) as a pandemic as it affects almost all countries worldwide. Following this,
its negative impact extends beyond physical health and economies as it further implicates
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individual well-being due to challenges related to social disruption, such as caregiving burden
and financial problems (Prime, Wade & Browne, 2020). In the bid to break the chain of
infection and prevent healthcare system collapse, the Malaysian government-enforced
Movement Control Order (MCO) on 18 March 2020, thus allowing the population to go out
for important purposes only, such as purchasing food, acquiring medical care, and important
work-related duties. According to Ratnasingam (2020), its implementation leads to
substantial social and economic interruptions in combination with amplified society-wide
concerns pertaining to MCO duration and its socio-economic and psychological
consequences.

Individual well-being during MCO is typically impacted by several factors, including financial
stress (Northern et al., 2010). For individuals, financial stress can arise from various factors
such as poor budgeting or loss of employment. Reports have indicated that the number of
people that had lost their jobs in Malaysia since the MCO first commenced in March increases
every month (Malaysia Kini, 2020). Meanwhile, the survey by the Department of Statistics
Malaysia (2020) has specifically revealed that about 33 per cent of workers in the fisheries
and aquaculture sectors had lost their jobs due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Tangentially,
Infurna and Luthhar (2016) have suggested that job loss is one of the life stressors that will
require a long time for one to recover psychologically, whereby it may also cause financial
stress and impact their well-being. Quarantines or lockdowns are necessary to protect
physical health, but prolonged impositions may be detrimental. It is a hostile experience that
can cause stress due to change in routine, separation from family members and friends,
monetary issues and loss of independence. The study conducted by Thoits (2010) indicated
that stress can further implicate the health and well-being of a person.

Another factor that can influence an individual’s well-being is family relationships. Previous
literature has shown that family relationships play a vital role in developing a person’s well-
being across the life span. However, data from the Ministry of Women, Family and
Community Development (MWFCD) and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have
revealed an increased number of domestic violence in Malaysia since MCO implementation
(New Straits Time, 2020). Such a situation may be attributable to the varying challenges
encountered by different family members during the period, following which adapting to the
changes in routines and activities are deemed stressful for most people. Alternatively, the
quality of social support is an important predictor of an individual’s well-being (Lincoln, 2014),
wherein those with strong social support might assist them in managing their stress
(Landstedt, Hammarstrom, & Winefield, 2015; Uchino, 2006). Besides, social support is not
only important in minimising any negative symptoms as it can further enhance one’s positive
adaptation during the pandemic (Saltzman, Hansel & Bordnick, 2020). Such elements will aid
them in relieving any anxiety symptoms that they are experiencing in the face of stress
(Jacobson, Lord & Newman, 2017).

To date, most of the studies conducted in Malaysia have primarily concentrated on the effects
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the national economy (Shakeel et al., 2020), environment
(Nadzir et al., 2020; Muhammad et al., 2020), and mental health (Dai et al., 2020). Hence, this
study aims to contribute to the existing literature by empirically evaluating the relationship
between family dynamics and well-being in the context of Malaysian rural communities
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Objectives of the Study

The main objective of this study is to determine the relationship between family dynamics
and well-being among rural communities in Malaysia during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Meanwhile, the specific objectives are as follows:

1. To describe the background of rural communities in Malaysia.

2. To determine the relationship between family dynamics (i.e., family relationships,
family conflict, financial stress, social support, and stress) and well-being among rural
communities in Malaysia.

3. To determine the unique predictors of well-being among rural communities in
Malaysia.

Literature Review

Well-being

In general, well-being is a terminology that refers to how individuals experience and perceive
their lives in a positive way (Tov, 2018). Accordingly, numerous studies have attempted to
explain the conceptualisation; for instance, Ryan and Deci (2001) have categorised well-being
into two major approaches, namely hedonic and eudaimonic. Definition-wise, hedonic well-
being describes the pleasant feelings and satisfaction that one perceives with their life,
whereas eudaimonic well-being delineates the development of individual strengths, virtuous
living, and contribution to one’s betterment. In contrast, well-being has been detailed by
other researchers according to three main approaches, the first of which is emotional well-
being (Diener et al., 2009) otherwise described as a feeling of happiness and life satisfaction.
Meanwhile, the second approach is psychological well-being, which is defined as living a rich
life in which one’s abilities are taken into account, whereas the third approach of social well-
being refers to how one values and feels valued by people around them (Diener et al., 2009).

Family Dynamics

The definition of family dynamics pertains to the pattern of interactions, roles, and
relationships seen between relatives and the varying factors influencing such interactions
(Jabbari & Rouster, 2020). The current study categorises family dynamics into five factors:
family relationships, family conflict, financial stress, social support and stress. The first factor
of family relationships can be delineated by defining family itself, which is one of the social
systems that may influence a person’s development (Henry et al., 2015). This reflects how
family members are an essential source of social connection and influence in one’s life
(Umberson, Crosnoe, & Reczek, 2010). Besides, Merz and colleagues (2009) have suggested
that family relationships play a vital role in nurturing individual well-being throughout their
life span, whereby those supportive and secure nature will provide love, care, and advice. In
contrast, stressful family relationships render one burdened with problems such as
arguments, constant critical feedback, and onerous demands (Gunn & Eberhardt, 2019).

Meanwhile, the second factor of family conflict refers to arguments, fights, abusive
behaviour, and violence between partners or other family members within a home as defined
by Habib and colleagues (2014). According to Marta and Alfieri (2004), it often involves
opposition between family members, thus categorisable in different forms as follows:
physical, verbal, financial, sexual, or psychological. Accordingly, a family conflict may involve
a dispute between parents and children, between siblings, or within a couple (Marta & Alfieri,
2014), as well as serving as an indication of family decline (Widmer, 2010). Next, the third
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factor of family dynamics is financial stress, which is described as the perceptions and
emotional responses that one holds about their financial status (Prawitz et al., 2006).
Alternatively, other researchers define it as an individual inability to fulfil their financial
responsibilities, wherein it can be influenced by their beliefs, behaviour, and psychological
factors (Northern et al., 2010). Moreover, Northern, O’Brien and Goetz (2010) have
delineated financial stress as a person’s inability to meet their financial obligations; however,
this may also include emotional and psychological effects as it can influence different aspects
of life, such as relationships and well-being.

Social support as the fourth factor is defined by Cohen (2004) as a social network that can
provide emotional, informational, and instrumental resources, which is thus divided into two
categories. Objective support as the first category encompasses direct financial support,
social network presence, and relationship and participation among community members
(Kaniasty & Norris, 2018). Meanwhile, the second category is subjective support, thereby
referring to one’s understanding and respect of emotional experience and satisfaction. This
form of support is also closely linked with the subjective feeling held by an individual (Kaniasty
& Norris, 2018). Prior research works have thus indicated social support as one of the essential
factors possibly influencing their subjective well-being (Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2016).
Similarly, Siedlecki, Salthouse, Qishi, and Jeswani (2014) have substantiated such a notion via
their study, which has depicted a significant and positive relationship between social support
and life satisfaction.

The fifth and last factor is stress. Davis and Mantler (2004) have described this factor as an
unpleasant feeling experienced by an individual when they perceive that something of value
is lost or being threatened. Such loss or threat may be material, social, or economic in-rature:
Additionally, prior research works have indicated that personal factors such as economic and
family problems are a source of individual stress (Robbins, Judge & Vohra, 2013). The work of
Manita, Mawarpury, Khairani, and Sari (2019) has underlined that stress poses a significant
and negative relationship with well-being accordingly.

Theoretical Perspective

PERMA Model

The current study adopts the PERMA model of well-being (Seligman, 2011) as a theoretical
framework to determine the relationship between family dynamics and well-being among
rural communities in Malaysia. It consists of five domains related to well-being, namely:
positive emotion (P), engagement (E), relationships (R), meaning (M), and accomplishment
(A). According to Seligman (2011), the model is capable of delineating how one can undertake
positive actions within each domain to increase their well-being. The first domain of positive
emotions refers to pleasant feelings such as pleasure, joy, and contentment, whereas the
engagement domain describes the psychological connection (e.g. feeling interested,
absorbed, and engaged) that one holds to any particular activities or organisations.

Furthermore, relationships as the third domain encompass the feeling of connection one
perceives with others, wherein a positive relationship entails one feeling socially integrated,
cared for, and supported by others and satisfied with their social network. Previous
researchers have indicated that support from social relationships may lead to reduced
depression levels and enhanced physical health (Perissinotto et al., 2012). Next, the fourth
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domain of meaning is described as having a goal or mission in life and feeling connected to
something greater than oneself. In line with this, people with meaning in their lives are more
likely to feel happy and satisfied as a whole (Baumeister et al., 2013). The fifth and last domain
in the PERMA model is an accomplishment, thereby referring to one’s progression towards
their target, perceived sense of accomplishment, and feeling capable of carrying out daily
routines.

Materials and Methods

Research Design

This study employed a quantitative online survey methodology with a correlational design to
gather information regarding the relationship between family dynamics and well-being
perceived by the Malaysian rural communities. The survey was designed and thus
disseminated in the Google Forms application.

Population and Sampling Procedures

The data for this study were gathered from an online survey participated by 1,587
respondents from the Family and Community Empowerment Programme (FACE) carried out
by National Population and Family Development Board (NPFDB). To this end, a total of 916
respondents who were part of the rural communities in Malaysia were included in the present
study. The sample of this study was recruited from five rural areas which involved residential
area, land settlement, fishermen’s village, traditional village and people housing programme.
These locations were selected by using the random cluster sampling technique. Only
respondents who had access to the Internet were able to participate in the study.

Data Collection

This study was formally approved by the Ethics Committee for Research Involving Human
Subjects, Universiti Putra Malaysia (JKEUPM-2020-158). Data collection was carried out via an
online survey disseminated in the Google Forms application and conducted in May 2020. A
link containing the Google Forms survey was sent to all respondents through the WhatsApp
application, whereby they were provided with informed consent prior to online survey
completion.

Pilot Study

A pilot test was conducted to determine the reliability of the instruments. According to
Mikuska (2017), by implementing the instruments to at least 12 to 50 people before the actual
research will allow researchers to identify the strengths and weakness of the instrument,
ready for any necessary modifications. Hence, 20 respondents from the FACE community in
Selangor were selected for the pilot study. The data collected were tested by using SPSS
software to analyse the reliability of the instruments. Based on the results of the pilot study,
it showed that the instruments are considered reliable.

Variables and Measurements

Individual well-being was measured in this study by using the Personal Well-being Index—
Adult (Cummins, 2013). The scale comprised seven items such as standard of living, health,
life achievement, personal relationships, personal safety, community connectedness, and
future security to measure respondent satisfaction. Each item was rated on a 10-point Likert
scale ranging from 0 (‘No satisfaction at all’) to 10 (‘Completely satisfied’), whereby a higher
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total score was indicative of higher levels of well-being. In the current study, the scale yielded
a good reliability score as per its Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient of .93.

The five factors of family dynamics were assessed in the current study to achieve its objective,
namely family relationships, family conflict, social support, financial stress, and stress. Here,
the scale for family relationships was developed by the researchers based on previous studies,
thereby consisting of five items rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (‘Never’) to 5
(‘Always’). Higher scores would indicate better family relationships, following which the
internal consistency was recorded as .85. Meanwhile, the scale for family conflict was
developed by the researchers according to previous studies, thus encompassing three items
rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (‘Never’) to 5 (‘Always’). Higher scores would
indicate a higher level of family conflict, wherein the scale yielded a reliability coefficient of
.67. Next, the scale for financial stress was developed by the researchers based on previous
studies and included four items rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (‘Never’) to 5
(‘Always’). A higher score would suggest a higher level of financial stress, whereby the internal
consistency of the scale was found to be .85.

For the social support factor, the scale was developed by the researchers based on previous
studies, comprising five items rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (‘Never’) to 5
(‘Always’). Here, a higher score would be suggestive of a higher social support level, following
which its Cronbach’s Alpha value of .61. Meanwhile, the scale for stress factor was developed
by the researchers by using the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) (Cohen et al., 1983) and
Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS) (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). The instruments need
to undergo certain modifications to suit the objective and goals of the actual study. Hence,
the instruments have been updated to 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (‘Never’) to 5
(‘Always’). A higher score indicated a higher level of stress and the resulting Cronbach’s Alpha
value was .85.

The developed instruments in this study were validated by expert panels in related fields.
They were requested to provide their expert opinions to improve the content validity of the
developed instruments. Content validity usually involves reviewing a new survey instrument
to ensure that it contains all the necessary items and excludes undesirable items from a
specific construction domain (Lewis et al., 1995, Boudreau et al., 2001). After acquiring the
expert feedback, the instruments were revised accordingly.

Data Analysis

The collected data were subjected to an analysis by using SPSS version 25, while descriptive
statistics were performed to describe the background of rural communities found in Malaysia.
Next, an analysis of Pearson’s correlation was utilised to determine the relationship between
different factors of family dynamics (i.e. family relationships, family conflict, financial stress,
social support, and stress) and the well-being of Malaysian rural communities. This was
followed by a multiple regression analysis, which served to identify the unique predictors of
well-being among said rural communities.
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Results

Descriptive Analysis

Table 1 reveals that most of the respondents (33%) come from residential areas, while the
remaining population are from land settlements (28.5%), fishermen villages (22.3%),
traditional villages (15.7%), and the People’s Housing Programme (PPR) (0.5%). Gender-wise,
more than half (52%) of them were male, whereas the latter 48% were female respondents.
In terms of age, 40% of the respondents were between 35-60 years old, while a majority
(73.8%) of the sample size was of Malay descent. Meanwhile, majority (79.6%) of the
respondents were married.

Table 1
Distribution of Respondent’s Background (N = 916)

Variables N (%)

Types of communities
Residential area 302 (33.0%)
Land settlements 261 (28.5%)
Fishermen’s village 204 (22.3%)
Traditional village 144 (15.7%)
People’s Housing Programme (PPR) 5(0.5%)

Gender
Male 479 (52.3%)
Female 437 (47.7%)

Age
18-25 years old 58 (6.3%)
26-35 years old 130 (14.2%)
36-60 years old 599 (65.4%)
> 60 years old 129 (14.1%)

Race
Malay 676 (73.8%)
Chinese 4 (0.4%)
Indian 4 (0.4%)
Sabahans 215 (23.5%)
Sarawakians 5(0.5%)
Others 12 (1.3%)

Marital status

Married 729 (79.6%)
Single 89 (9.7%)
Divorced 37 (4.0%)
Widowed 61 (6.7%)

Family Dynamics and Well-Being

The relationship between family dynamics (i.e. family relationships, family conflict, financial
stress, social support, and stress) and well-being was analysed in this study by using Pearson’s
correlation. Accordingly, family relationships (r = .509**, p < 0.01) and social support (r =
.361**, p < 0.01) were found to pose a significantly negative correlation with well-being,
demonstrating that respondents reporting higher levels of such elements were more likely to
experience higher levels of well-being. Furthermore, the factors of financial stress (-.529**, p
< 0.01), family conflict (r = -.285**, p < 0.01), and stress (r = -.411**, p < 0.01) were
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significantly and negatively correlated with well-being, indicated that those with higher levels
of such elements showed higher likelihood to experience lower levels of well-being. Pearson’s
correlation between family dynamics and well-being is shown in Table 2, whereby multiple
regression analysis is then utilised to determine the unique predictors of well-being.

Table 2
Pearson’s Correlation between Family Dynamics and Well-Being
Variables Well-Being
r P
Family relationships .509%** .000
Family Conflict -.285%* .000
Financial Stress -.529** .000
Social Support .361** .000
Stress -411%* .000
Table 3
Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Well-Being
Variables Well-Being
B B P
Family relationships .870 325 .000
Family Conflict 331 111 .001
Financial Stress -.604 -.304 .000
Social Support 181 .072 .020
Stress -.351 -.155 .000
Adjusted R = 0.381
F=113.486
Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between family dynamics
(i.e. family relationships, family conflict, financial stress, social support, and stress) and well-
being among the Malaysian rural communities. As a result, the outcomes yielded a
significantly positive correlation between these variables, which echoed various previous
studies. In particular, they have suggested that family relationships may aid a person to cope
with stress, engage in healthy behaviours, and increase their self-esteem, thereby leading to
enhanced well-being (Thomas et al., 2017). Similarly, the findings parallel older works that
have indicated higher satisfaction in life among the people who have better family
relationships (Grevenstein et al., 2019).

Furthermore, the study results depicted a significantly positive relationship between social
support and well-being, indicating that those with a high level of social support have better
well-being. This notion is supported by Siedlecki, Salthouse, Qishi, and Jeswani (2014), whose
study has shown a positive association between social support and the elements of happiness
and life satisfaction. This may be attributable to its role in improving one’s sense of self-
efficacy and leading to more understanding, encouragement, respect, courage, and self-
fulfilment, thereby aiding them in sustaining stable emotions even when they are under stress
or pressure (Glozah, 2015). Besides, Feeney and Collins (2014) have attributed social support
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to better emotion regulation and enhanced positive emotion, which will further improve
individual well-being.

In contrast, the study findings revealed a significantly negative link between financial stress
and well-being. This is consistent with the outcomes of Northern, Brien, and Goets (2010),
whereby the work has shown that financial stress will influence a person’s life, including their
relationships and well-being. The findings also showed that family conflict was significantly
and negatively correlated with well-being. According to Kader and Roman (2018), a family
environment that cannot fulfil the psychological needs that one holds such as relatedness,
competence, and autonomy may lead to their inability to satisfy such needs, which are crucial
for their psychological well-being development. The need for relatedness has been described
by Ryan and Deci (2008) as being cared for and loved by others, along with caring and loving
others, which will subsequently create a sense of belonging. Alternatively, competence refers
to energising human activity requiring utilisation by people to the best of their abilities
whereas autonomy is the chance that one is afforded to make a choice or decision in
behavioural regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Meanwhile, the study findings further depicted
the significant and negative correlation between stress and well-being, whereby high levels
of stress were found to cause lower levels of well-being. This finding is consistent with the
outcomes of Manita et al (2019), which have indicated the significant and negative link
between the two variables.

Next, the second objective of this study was to determine the unique predictors of well-being
among the rural communities in Malaysia, following which family relationships were found to
be the strongest predictor in explaining an individual’s well-being. This was followed by
financial stress, stress, family conflict, and social support accordingly. In support of the current
findings, several past studies have indicated the vital role played by family relationships in
developing one’s well-being throughout their lifespan (Umberson, Pudrovska, & Reczek,
2010). According to Hartwell and Benson (2007), the element would provide a greater sense
of purpose and meaning along with social and tangible resources, which could be of one’s
benefit in achieving well-being.

The current study attempted to determine the relationship between family dynamics and the
well-being of rural communities in Malaysia during the COVID-19 pandemic. As such, the
present findings in this study imply that Kembara Prihatin Negara 2020 programme which has
been organized by NPFDB should continue to evolve in line with the needs of local
communities living in such locations. This further calls for strengthened prevention efforts at
the community level to reduce psychological and psychosocial impact due to the pandemic,
such as the provision of psychological services.

However, several key limitations should be highlighted to ensure maximum benefit. First, this
study only involved the rural communities that were participating in the FACE Project carried
out by NPFDB. Therefore, these findings may not be generalisable to all rural communities in
the country, rendering it necessary for future research to investigate family dynamics and
well-being in more detail by using more diverse samples and different settings. Moreover, the
present study implemented the correlational research design, which disallowed determining
the direction of effects between the tested variables. Hence, future studies should include
any other statistical analysis in order to find interesting regarding the effect of family
dynamics on well-being. Regardless of these limitations, it contributes to the available body
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of knowledge by enhancing the current understanding of family dynamics, well-being, and
their corresponding relationship in the context of Malaysian rural communities during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, the findings offer crucial information potentially utilisable
in ensuring the development of healthy family relationships among Malaysians to ascertain
and enhance their well-being.
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