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Abstract

The paper aims to examine the income poverty status and compare it with the well-being level between different
groups among vulnerable households. Vulnerable households for this study were households that consists at least
one of the following criteria: income poor, elderly person, single mothers and/or disabled person. Data was taken
from the Official Poverty Line Survey conducted in four Malaysian cities representing each region in Peninsular
Malaysia. A total of 286 households were conveniently selected. Descriptive statistics such as mean, standard
deviation, ANOVA, correlation tests were applied in data analysis. Findings indicated significant differences in
household percapita income (HHPCI) among income poverty status groups and significant differences in
well-being among different status of income poverty, whereby the non-poor had the highest mean in both
(HHPCI & well-being). Also the mean well-being for poor and potential poor groups were much lower than the
hardcore poor group. Further results revealed a positive but small relationship between household percapita
income and well-being among vulnerable households. Finally, the findings indicated significant differences
between income poor status groups and different level in well-being poor groups. It was possible for people to
get out of income poverty while remaining in well-being deprivation (ill-being). Findings from this study
provide evidences and enhance understanding in income poverty, well-being and correlates of both especially
among vulnerable households.
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1. Introduction

Poverty is an unacceptable human condition and one of the biggest social problems in the twentieth century. It
will remain a global problem of huge population - a problem of not having enough resources and abilities to
meet human basic needs both as individual and social beings due to its dynamic and multidimensional nature. At
the same time, well-being, its’ impact on quality of life and relationship with poverty have received substantial
attention over the last decades. Both poverty and well-being are interconnected (Laily, 1995).

The incidence of poverty in Malaysia has been reduced, from 52.4% in 1970 to 1.7% in 2012 and the incidence
of hardcore poverty was 6.9% in 1984, then reduced to 0.2% in 2012 (EPU Malaysia, 2012, 2010). It was a
reduction of about 50.7 per cent in 42 years for incidence of poverty. Even though it showed a continuous
reduction, many problems and challenges still exist, new forms of poverty have occurred and inequalities
continue to rise. This is because the main challenge in tackling poverty is to cope with changing dimensions of
poverty, from absolute and rural poverty to relative and urban poverty; from unidimensional to multidimensional
(Wagle, 2008; Nair, 2003). These constant changes due to the process of economic transformation have resulted
in social impacts and increased level of poverty for vulnerable or disadvantage groups (Zulkarnain & Ali, 2013;
Nair, 2003); added with the traditional method that does not deal with human diversity, such as, the variation of
personal features of individuals (e.g. disability, critical illnesses, etc) and the differences in the socio-economic
environment of each individual (e.g. single mother, elderly, etc) (Fusco, 2003).
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1.1 Poverty Measurements

Up until now, various approaches have been used to study and understand poverty. For long, poverty has been
thought as a condition that may be wholly described in terms of income (Van Praag & Ferrer-i-Carbonel, 2006;
Lee, 2003) or consumption (Lee, 2003; Anand & Morduch, 1996, p. 4; Laily, 1995); material ownership,
household durables (Haughton & Khandker, 2009; Vyas & Kumaranyake, 2006), economic well-being as
indicators to understand and measure poverty as well as well-being (Wagle, 2005, 2002; Van Praag &
Ferrer-i-Carbonel, 2006); as a function of lacking in individual capabilities including education, health, nutrition,
gender equality, and self-respect (Wagle, 2002; Sen, 1999, 1987). While these different methods will certainly
identify different groups as being poor, the ultimate aim is to design and implement specific programmes and
projects targeting at helping people escape poverty and at the same time satisfied with their life as well.

In 1990 World Development Report, poverty is defined as the ability to attain a minimal standard of living,
measured in terms of basic consumption needs or income required to satisfy them through a poverty line that is
based on the expenditure necessary to buy a minimum standard of nutrition and other necessities (Hamdok,
1999). If household income falls below a specific income level ymin, which is called the poverty line, then the
household is called poor (Van Praag & Ferrer-i-Cabonell, 2006). According to Rojas (2008), a household is in
income poverty if their household income is beneath a pre-determined income line.

Poverty in Malaysia has always been income poverty and measured using a poverty line income (PLI) to
differentiate between poor and non-poor households. This poverty line is determined in absolute terms whereby
an absolute poverty line is calculated in terms of the income needed to purchase a minimum requirement of a
household for major components, that is food, clothing and footwear, and other non-food items such as rent, fuel
and power; furniture and household equipment; medical care and health expenses; transport and communications;
and recreation, education and cultural services (Mat Zin, 2011; EPU-UNDP Malaysia, 2007). By using this
method, poor people are those earning an income below the PLI, whilst those earning less than half the PLI are
categorized as hardcore poor.

1.2 Well-Being Measurements

World Bank (2001) defined poverty as the pronounced deprivation of well-being and is based on the household’s
level of well-being due to interconnection between poverty and well-being (Kakwani, 2006; Laily, 1995) and is
seen as the lowest level of well-being (Kakwani, 2006). Researchers like Laily (1995) and Rojas (2004) view
well-being as a human activities that signify a state of life condition one has attained and experienced; a concept
that refers to any assessment in evaluating a person’s life situation or ‘being’, hence, a description of individuals’
life situation (McGillivray, 2007) and many social scientists highlight the need for subjectivity as foundation for
a well-balanced view of human well-being, happiness, life satisfaction or subjective well-being (Tiliouine, 2007).
These terms are often used interchangeably.

With an increase in income, a great number of needs are satisfied and a higher standard of well-being is achieved.
Therefore, it is commonly accepted, a poor person is one whose well-being is low (Rojas, 2008). Studies in
psychology have found a positive correlation between economic well-being/income and subjective well-being
(Diener et al., 1993; Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002). However, later study by several researchers (Rojas, 2008;
Fuentes & Rojas, 2001, p.2) found that this positive relationship is weak. This is because people view their
satisfaction not only by their own standard of living but also on how far better they are than their society
(Fafchamps & Shilpi, 2008) or with themselves in the past (Kingdon & Knight, 2006). However, the correlation
is much stronger for person in the lower income brackets then for those with higher incomes (Christoph, 2010).

Studies conducted on well-being in explaining poverty, found that a low income level does not necessarily
indicated lack of well-being (ill-being), nor did high income levels necessarily indicated high well-being
(non-ill-being) levels (Rojas, 2008). Rojas (2008) carried out a study in Mexico, found that 11.5% were income
poor while being non-poor in experience poverty (life satisfaction assessment). Also, 11.2% were non income
poor, while being poor in experience poverty. A study by Knight and her colleagues (2009) in rural China to
examine the relationships between income poverty and well-being poverty, found that 16% of the income-poor
were also well-being poor but 84% were not. Likewise, it was also possible to be unhappy despite having high
income. The same study showed that 35% of the well-being-poor were also income-poor but 65% was not. Trung
and his colleagues (2013) investigated ten Asian nations (Japan, South Korea, India, China, Taiwan, Thailand,
Indonesia, Vietnam, Hong Kong & Malaysia) found that regions like Malaysia, Thailand and Hong Kong were
low in happiness or satisfaction even their income was high.

196



www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 12, No. 2; 2016

1.3 Vulnerable Households

This study focus on those disadvantage groups as they are the most vulnerable and easily affected by the changes
in income and other economic resources. Vulnerable person are those lacking the knowledge, abilities and/or
resources to deal with disadvantages (e.g. physical, emotional and/or economic) or risks (Grundy, 2006). It also
refers to those individuals who are at high risks of being poor. These people are unable to work and lack of
income (Fengchun, 2006); who is poor in wealth, low in living standard and weak in endurance capability of the
social resources distribution (Cheng, 2000, p. 21). Therefore, vulnerable households in this study are households
that have at least one of the following criteria: income poor, elderly person, single mothers and/or disabled
person.

The elderly person are one of the groups seen to be largely vulnerable to poverty especially those who are no
longer in the workforce and having health problems. A poverty study among the elderly in low income African
countries, found that the elderly only, elderly with children, and the elderly-headed households are poorer than
others in eleven out of 15 sample countries (Kakwani & Subbarao, 2007). According to Diener and Tov (2012),
factors such as disabilities, the death of a spouse and being laid off from one’s job, contribute to lowering
people’s life satisfaction, hence well-being and increase the risk of getting poor. A research of disabled people in
Canada by Uppal (2006) highlighted that happiness or well-being is negatively related to the severity of
disability and per capita family income has no effect on happiness (well-being). Studies conducted by Rosano,
Mancini and Solipaca (2009) in Italy among people with disabilities, revealed that the disabled person need an
income twice the income of the able-bodied person to enjoy the same level of economic satisfaction, as
highlighted by Townsend (1979) that the disabled people often need a higher income than the non-disabled to
secure comparable living standards. Another study by Schyns (2002) in 42 countries showed that people were
less satisfied if they were widowed and most dissatisfied if they were divorced and another study found that
divorced and widowed people were much less happy (Knight et al., 2009).

Thus, this paper discusses the results of a survey conducted in Peninsular Malaysia to identify the status of
income poverty among the vulnerable household and compare it with the well-being level between different
groups of income poverty status.

2. Methods
2.1 The Survey

Data was taken from an Official Poverty Line Survey (OPLS) funded by the Fundamental Research Grant
Scheme (FRGS) with its” main objective to study the existing poverty measurement and make recommendations
for improvement. It was conducted in four Malaysian cities representing each region (Central, North, South and
East) in Peninsular Malaysia. The multistage random sampling technique was used for the areas selection at
regional, state, district and sub district level. The samples were conveniently selected. A set of questionnaire was
used in collecting the data that consists of several sections which included the head of household and the
family’s profile, social and economic background, socio-economic status perception and well-being. Upon data
cleaning, exploratory data analysis (EDA) and testing on multivariate assumptions, a total of 520 samples were
retained.

For the purpose of this study, only 286 respondents were analysed. Sample selection was based on the household
that had at least one of the following criteria: income poor, elderly person, single mothers and/or disabled person.

2.2 The Measures
2.2.1 Income Poverty (IP)

Income poverty (IP) status was determined by using the absolute poverty measurement, the poverty line
percapita income. Household percapita income was calculated by dividing the total household income with
household size. It was a continuous variable and measured in Ringgit Malaysia (MYR). For Malaysia, the
poverty line per capita income in 2004 based on the 2005 methodology was MYR155=USD36.50
(USD1=MYR4.25) and the hardcore poor was MYR93=USD21.90 (EPU Malaysia, 2007) and when adjusted to
the 2008 consumer price index the poverty line per capita income was MYR178=USD41.92 and for the hardcore
poor was MYR107=USD25.20 (EPU Malaysia, 2012). Year 2008 was taken due to the data collection was
carried out in that year. The potential poor were determined by adding both figures for hardcore poor and poor
which was RM285=USD67.06.

2.2.2 Well-Being (WB)

Well-being (WB) was measured by a 16-items question asking about one’s life satisfaction as a whole and with
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respect to various domains of life, such as household income, health status, financial situation, social interaction,
etc (Van Praag, Frijters & Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2003; Cummins, 1996) and adapted to the Malaysian context.
These questions were measured on a scale of 1 (completely dissatisfied) to 10 (completely satisfied). The
questions asked were: ‘On a scale of 1 to 10, how satisfied are you with the following areas in your life now?’. A
higher score would mean a greater level of well-being. The alpha reliability for the well-being scale items was
0.895. The respondents’ mean composite score calculated for overall well-being is a continuous variable.

2.2.3 Demographic Characteristics

The socio-demographic variables were strata (rural=0, urban=1), gender (male=1, female=2), age, ethnic
(Malay=1, Chinese=2, Indian=3, others=4), marital status (married=1, divorced/widow=2), education (no
formal=0, primary=1, secondary and above=2), employment status (active in employment=1, active
self-employed=2, out of employment=3) and household percapita income (HHPCI) that was calculated by
dividing the total household income with household size.

Of the 286 respondents, 67.1% were from rural households and 32.9% were from urban households, whilst
majority (72.4%) of these households were male-headed household and 27.6% were female-headed household.
The mean age for the head of household (HH) was 57.4 years. A significant proportion (78.7%) for ethnic
composition was Malay, followed by Indian (11.2%), Chinese (9.4%) and others (0.7%). As for marital status,
71.4% were married, 28.3% were widow/divorced and only 0.4% was single. Most of these HH had education
either primary (44.7%) or secondary and above (41.5%), only 13.8% had no formal education. The employment
status composition for the HH was 35.3% still in employment, 25.9% were self-employed and 38.8% were
unemployment. Mean household income and percapita income were MYRS838.09=USD197.20 and
MYR223.24=USD52.53 respectively.

2.3 Statistical Analyses

Data analysis was carried out using the SPSS version 21.0 program. Descriptive statistics such as frequencies,
percentage, mean and standard deviation were used to identify the distribution of respondents in term of their
socio-economic factors. To examine the group differences between variables, Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)
test analyses were used. Chi-Square and Pearson product moment correlation were applied to predict the
relationship between independent and dependent variables.

3. Results and Discussions
3.1 The Distribution of the Income Poverty (IP) Status

The highest proportion for the IP was poor (36.4%), followed by hardcore poor (26.9%), potential poor (15.0%)
and non-poor (21.7%) households. Findings in Table 1, indicated that there were statistically significant
differences in household percapita income (HHPCI) among income poverty (IP) status groups (F=195.90,
p<0.05). The results also revealed that non-poor household had the highest HHPCI (M=545.39), followed by
potential poor (M=216.29), poor (M=144.92) and hardcore poor (M=73.50). The mean HHPCI for poor and
hardcore poor were obviously lower than the Malaysia poverty line (EPU Malaysia, 2012, 2007).

Table 1. Sample distribution for the income poverty status (USD1 = MYR4.25)

IP Status Freq (n/%) Mean HHPCI (MYR) Std. Deviation F-Test
Hardcore Poor (HP) 77/26.9 73.50 28.42
F-stat=195.90
Poor (P) 104/36.4 144.92 19.45
) p=0.0001
Potential Poor (PP) 43/15.0 216.29 29.13 DE=3
Non Poor (NP) 62/21.7 545.39 258.85

3.2 Income Poverty (IP) Status and Well-Being (WB)

Non-poor households (M=7.16) had the highest level of well-being, followed by hardcore poor (M=6.45), then
potential poor (M=6.33) and finally poor (M=6.26) households as shown in Figure 1. The comparison of mean
scores of well-being (F=6.217, p<0.05) was found to be statistically significant among IP status groups.

This finding concurred with past research by Trung et al. (2012) whereby people who earned higher income did
not get higher happiness and some believed that a relative increase of income compared to the lowest group will
lead them to lower life satisfaction. These explained why the poor and the potential poor households had lower
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mean in WB as compared to hardcore poor households. In addition, it was easy to be happy despite having low
income and possible to be unhappy despite having high income (Knight et al., 2009).
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Figure 1. The mean score of WB by IP status

3.3 The Distribution of the Well Being Poverty (WBP) Status

As for well-being poverty (WBP), the status was determined by using the mean and + 1 SD average score of the
well-being score. The mean was M=6.58 and SD=1.34. Table 2 showed the range for each status of absolute
WBP.

The distribution of the WBP status was shown in Table 3. The highest proportion was ill-being (37.1%),
followed by potential ill-being (32.2%), whilst hardcore ill-being and non-ill-being had same proportion (15.4%).
Findings on one-way ANOVA indicated that there were statistically significant differences in household WB
score among absolute WBP status groups (F=689.34, p<0.05).

Table 2. Range for well-being poverty status

WBP Status Mean Range
1 = Hardcore I11-Being (HIB) <5.240
2 =1l1I-Being (IB) 5.241 - 6.580
3 = Potential I1I-Being (PIB) 6.581-7.920
4 = Non-IlI-Being (NIB) >7.921

Table 3. Sample distribution for the well-being poverty status

WBP Status Freq (n/%) Mean WB Std. Deviation F-Test
Hardcore I1l-Being (HIB) 44/15.4 4.24 0.86
) F-stat=689.38
111-Being (IB) 106/37.1 6.03 0.34
) . p=0.0001
Potential I1I-Being (PIB) 92/32.2 7.12 0.36 DF=3
Non-IlI-Being (NIB) 44/15.4 8.61 0.50

3.4 Correlate of Household Per Capita Income (HHPCI) and Well-Being (WB)

Table 4 showed the correlation matrix between household percapita income (HHPCI) and well-being (WB).
Result indicated that the correlation was statistically significant at 0.01 level of significance with positive
relationship. However, the relationship between both variables was small. This was in accordance with the
previous findings by Fuentes and Rojas (2001), Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) and Diener et al. (1993).
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Table 4. Correlation between HHPCI and WB

WB HHPCI
Pearson Correlation 1.000 0.219**
Well-being (WB) Sig (2-tailed) 0.000
N 286 286
. Pearson Correlation 0.219** 1.000
Householc(l I;’;r;g;ta Income Sig (2-tailed) 0.000
N 286 286

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

3.5 Income Poverty (IP) and Well Being Poverty (WBP) Status

Table 5 showed the WBP status situation for every category of IP group among vulnerable households. The
result of chi-square test of independence to assess whether the IP status was related to the different level of WBP
among these households revealed that there were significantly related with low association [Pearson %* (9,
N=286)=18.931, p < 0.05].

Findings also revealed that as we moved from hardcore poor to non-poor group more vulnerable households
were in ill-being and potential ill-being status. About 30% of these households who were hardcore poor
perceived themselves as potential ill-being and about 12% perceived themselves as non- ill-being. As for poor
vulnerable households, those who perceived themselves as potential ill-being were about 31% and non- ill-being
were 12%. The total proportion of both hardcore poor and P who perceived themselves as potential ill-being and
non- ill-being were about 27% of the total vulnerable households.

Meanwhile, about 19% of PP households who were in hardcore ill-being and about 37% perceived themselves as
ill-being. As for non-poor households, those who perceived themselves as hardcore ill-being were only 1.6% and
ill-being was 32.3%. The total proportion of both potential poor and non-poor households who perceived
themselves as hardcore ill-being and ill-being were about 16% of the total vulnerable households. Conclusively,
there still existed hardcore poor and poor households who perceived themselves as potential ill-being and non-
ill-being. Vice versa, potential poor and non-poor households who perceived themselves as hardcore ill-being
and ill-being.

Table 5. Distribution of absolute income poverty and absolute well-being poverty among vulnerable households

Well Being Poverty (n / % within row) % of total

Income Poverty Hardcore I1I-Being  1lI-Being  Potential IlI-Being ~ Non Ill-Being Total
(HIB) (IB) (PIB) (NIB)
15/19.5 30/39.0 23/299 9/11.7 77/ 100
Hardcore Poor (HP)
52 10.5 8.0 3.1 26.9
20/19.2 40/38.5 32/30.8 12/11.5 104 /100
Poor (P)
7.0 14.0 11.2 42 36.4
. 8/18.6 16/37.2 13/30.2 6/14.0 43/100
Potential Poor (PP)
2.8 5.6 4.5 2.1 15.0
Non-Poor (NP) 1/1.6 20/323 24/38.7 17/27.4 62/100
0.3 7.0 8.4 59 21.7
Total 44/15.4 106 /37.1 92/32.2 44/154 286 /100
15.4 37.1 32.2 15.4 100.0

Pearson °=18.931°DF =9  p-value = 0.026 Contingency Coef. = 0.249
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 6.62.
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These findings concurred with the past studies by Rojas (2008). According to Trung et al. (2012), Malaysian
people said higher income did not increase happiness thus, made their happiness lower compared to the lowest
quintile of income. As highlighted by Diener and Tov (2012) that income had a greater impact on subjective
well-being in poor societies because basic needs were highly salient and the relation between income and
happiness was reduced among wealthier nations (Diener et al., 1993). This could be due to greater amount of
income enable the pursuit of other goals that added to one’s level of well-being. Conversely, people with a
comparably low income might still displayed high well-being, since despite the low financial returns they still
fulfill the norm by being involved in a productive activity (Christoph, 2010).

4. Conclusions and Implications

This paper aims to examine the status of income poverty among the vulnerable household and compare it with
the well-being status between different groups of income poverty status. Firstly, the results of this study indicate
that there are statistically significant differences in household percapita income (HHPCI) among income poverty
(IP) status groups. Secondly, the findings show differences in well-being among different status of income
poverty groups. Results also show that mean well-being for poor and potential poor households are much lower
than the hardcore poor households. Thirdly, there are statistically significant differences in household well-being
score among well-being poverty (WBP) status groups.

Furthermore, the results of this study also reveal a positive relation between household percapita income
(HHPCI) and well-being, however the correlation is small. It is a known fact that money may enhance
well-being when it means avoiding poverty by meeting their basic needs, however income appears to increase
well-being little over the long-term when more of it is gained by well-off individuals whose material desires rise
with their incomes as highlighted by Diener and Biswas-Diener (2002) and Souza and Lyubormirsky (2001).

Finally, the findings indicate significant differences between IP status groups and different level in WBP groups.
Also, there are still a lot of poor people according to the income poverty who view themselves as not being in
well-being poverty, whilst those who well-being poor (ill-being) who are not in income poverty. Conclusively, it
is possible for people to get out of income poverty while remaining in well-being deprivation (ill-being).

Income has an effect only at extreme levels of poverty, but once the basic needs are met, income is no longer
influential (Rojas, 2004). Social comparison is an important aspect in understanding this phenomenon. Once
certain level of wealth is achieved, life satisfaction is no longer attached to the increases in wealth and material
goods. Social comparison will step in because of the changing standards of one’s expectation by comparing their
situation with others.

The findings from this paper would enrich our understanding of WB by examining its’ relationship with income
poverty. Furthermore, it provides sufficient evidences that would be useful information in formulating economic
and social policies, and also in setting priorities when designing poverty eradication programs that not only
target at getting people out of income poverty but also should put them in a situation that fosters their well-being
especially among vulnerable households.
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