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ABSTRACT 
 
 Income and expenses are two of the indicators used to analyze the well-being of islanders on Perhentian 
Island, one of the inhabited islands in Terengganu, Malaysia. The objective of this study is to determine the 
changes in income and the expenses patterns of the Perhentian islanders. This study used qualitative method, 
where three techniques were used to obtain data. The three techniques used include; Focus Group Discussion 
(FGD), interview, and, observation.  Nine participants were involved in the FGD and six informants were 
interviewed. Observation was conducted from  2001 to 2011 in order to see the spending patterns of the 
islanders over 10 years. Analysis of interviews shows that the indicators of income and expenses influence the 
islanders’ level of well-being. This means that the higher the income of the islanders, the higher their level of 
happiness and well-being. Similarly, in terms of the expense factor, the more they can spend to meet the needs 
of their lives, the more prosperous life they would have. Different payments in income among the islanders 
affect their different patterns of spending. Income and expense patterns of the islanders’ shows a slight change 
over the 10 years due to the high cost of living and the increased price of goods. Analysis shows that the main 
types of expenses incurred by the islanders include water bills, telephone and electricity, transport and children 
education. In conclusion, income and expenses are two indicators that affect the well-being of the islanders.   
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Introduction 
 
 Income is an important indicator for one’s living standard and well-being, since income provide the basis 
that allows people to sustain themselves and their families (MQLI, 2004) while expenses is an indicator of their 
purchasing power.   
 Well being is “ how people appreciate their life personally. For example, how secure they think their 
income is, how safe they feel in the street, how satisfied they are with their health and education, etc.”  
(Veenhoven, 1996). 
 There was also a very broad interpretation of well-being which also included welfare to assign values to 
individual experience in such a way that “welfare is the sum of individual well-being” (Fleaming, 1952). White 
(2007) has been provides a useful framework for encompassing the diversity of well-being concepts, 
distinguishing between having a good life (material welfare and standards of living), living a good life (values 
and ideals), and locating one’s life (experience and subjectivity). Well-being also has been used in part of the 
approach to define happiness, as “I use the terms happiness, subjective well-being, satisfaction, utility, well-
being and welfare interchangeably” (Easterlin, 2001). 
 
Methodology and Data Collection: 
 
 This study employs a qualitative method using three techniques which include; Focus Group Discussion 
(FGD), interview, and, observation.  The FGD and interview were carried out in 2011 while the observation 
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began in  2001. The findings in 2001 and 2011 were then compared in order to get some income and expense 
related themes. Themes, in this context, include; Changes in islanders’ income; Income and well-being of the 
islanders; Expenses; Types of expenses; Total of spending out of income; and,  Expenses and  well-being of the 
islanders. 
 
Study Site: Perhentian Island: 
 
 Perhentian Island is one of two inhabited islands in Terengganu with Malaysia’s famous tourist resorts.  It 
is located approximately 10.8 nautical miles (20 kilometers) northeast of Kuala Besut under the Besut District 
Council. The island is divided into two main islands which are Perhentian Island Kecil and Perhentian Island 
Besar as well as several other small islands, which includes Pulau Susu Dara and Pulau Rawa. Perhentian Island 
has a total area of 1392 square hectares in which Perhentian Kecil Island is 525 square hectares and Perhentian 
Besar Island is 867 square hectares. Though most parts of the island are covered by hilly terrain with steep 
slopes and high cliffs, the islands have extensive sandy beautiful beaches. 
 Perhentian Kecil Island is occupied by villagers and the main settlement area is located in Kampung Pasir 
Hantu, a 10 hectare settlement with about 200 houses (184 units are on lots of the former houses built by the 
government), shop premises, primary school, mosque, nursery, clinic, police station and local store. Tourist 
activities conducted on Perhentian Kecil Island are few, and are mainly concentrated in Pasir Panjang, Teluk 
Aur and several areas in the east coast of the island.  
 Perhentian Besar Island, on the other hand, became a fully developed island for tourism industry since the 
1980's. The journey from Perhentian Besar Island to Perhentian Kecil Island takes about 5 minutes time by 
speedboat or 10 minutes by ordinary boat or fishing boat.  
 

 
 
Fig. 1: Perhentian Island. 
 
 The development of Perhentian Island focuses more on the development of tourism as compared to the 
islanders’ quality of life and well-being. 10 years ago, about 50 percent of the islanders were involved in 
tourism sector, 45 percent were in the fisheries sector and 5 percent in the public sector and retail entrepreneurs. 
Average earnings vary by employment of RM300-RM400 per month for fishermen to RM40,000 per month for 
chalet entrepreneurs (Development Plan for Islands Resort in Peninsular Malaysia, Town and Country Planning 
Department, 1997).  However, significant changes have occurred in which almost 80 percent of the islanders are 
involve in the tourism industry today (Norizan, 2011). 
 
Respondents and Informants: 
 
 In this study, 121 respondents were selected in the year 2001. Data were also collected in April  2011 
involving nine participants for a Focus Group Discussion (FGD), while  six informants were involved in an 
interview session. 
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Table 1: List of Informants / Respondents in FGD and Interview . 
No  Gender Occupation/Status   Respondents 
1 M Chief of the Village (JKKK) R1 
2 M Headmaster R2 
3 M Teacher R3 
4 M Teacher R4 
5 M Entrepreneur R5 
6 M Chalet Owner R6 
7 M Chalet Owner R7 
8 F Restaurant Owner R8 
9 F Women’s Chief R9 
10 F Housewife R10 
11 F Housewife R11 
12 M Boatman R12 
13 M Boatman R13 
14 F Clerk R14 
15 F Petty Trader R15 

(Source: Research Data, 2011) 

 
Results and Discussion 
 
Income:  
 
 In this study, income is calculated from the total income of the respondent or the informant and the income 
of other household members. Increases in income have a positive impact on the well-being of the islanders 
(MQLI, 2004).  Respondents and informants were asked about the types of expenses incurred, the total amount 
spent from their total income and changes over the past 10 years as to whether they are satisfied with the income 
that they receive. 
 
Changes in Islanders’ Income: 
 
 Studies conducted in 2001 involving 121 respondents, showed that most respondents’ income on Perhentian 
Island is low with an average of RM 482.58 per month. The highest income was RM 5000, and the lowest 
income was RM0 because there were 24 respondents who had no income at all. The second lowest income was 
RM 100 per month. 58 respondents earned more than RM 400 per month and 63 respondents earned less than 
RM 400 per month.  
 Respondents on Perhentian Island are considered to be poor. In order to determine the islanders’ average 
mean of poverty, the income of the islanders is compared with the average monthly income poverty line. Based 
on the poverty line in 1999, RM 510 per month for a household sized 4.5 people in Peninsular Malaysia as a 
measure of household poverty line is considered poor and it was found nearly three-quarters of the respondents 
on Perhentian Island, 73 percent fall into the poor and poverty category.  
 In April 2011, all respondents interviewed agreed that their income are relatively higher compared to their 
previous income 10 years ago (R1-R15). “There are more job opportunities in the tourism industry. Salary has 
risen due to the increment of prices for goods. Now a majority of the islanders can earn extra income,” (R1, R5, 
R6, R9). 
 
Income And Well-Being Of The Islanders: 
 
 Through earlier observations and assumptions, it can be seen that their life is not too poor as they have 
enough to meet daily needs; although some of the islanders are in the poor category line. This is because some 
of them prudently spend their money as they do not have the capability of high purchasing power. The prices of 
groceries and other daily needs were relatively expensive compared to prices on the mainland due to 
transportation costs from the mainland by boat and from the jetty to the shops on Perhentian Island. However, 
through continuous observation, the initial assumptions made were the other way around /otherwise. It was 
found that the islanders’ pattern of spending on Perhentian Island is considered wasteful. This happens because 
some of the respondents refused to divulge their total income. It was found that, some respondents who stated 
their income was RM 300 or RM 350, own a 29-inch television set and their household items reflects those with 
incomes of RM 1500 per month. An analysis of spending patterns on Perhentian Island proved the fact that the 
islanders love to spend their money unwisely. 
 Household income is still low on Perhentian Island, for more than half of households earn less than RM 500 
per month. Only 14 percent of households are earning between RM1,000-2,000 per month. However, 
observation shows that a large number of families on Perhentian Island have children or other household 
members who work and also contribute to household income and expenditure on food and groceries.  
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 Interviews from the FGD conducted in April, 2011 provide an overview on the changes of income within 
10 years. All respondents acknowledged that employment in the tourism industry gives them a pretty good 
income and helps them in enhancing their well-being.  
 Most respondents stated that even if they were offered jobs with better income on the mainland, more than 
90 percent of the respondents said that they would still stay on the island: "This is our land and we are happy 
here, our fortune is here,” (R1, R5, R9, R10). 
 
Expenses:  
 
 Expenses in this context refers to any expenses made  out of the income of the respondents or informants to 
buy food and groceries as well as kitchen essentials, children's education expenses, bill payment and other 
expenses to meet the needs of the islanders’ own necessities and their families. Respondents and informants 
were also asked about the types of expenses incurred and the amount of expenses incurred from their income 
and whether they are satisfied with their work life.  
 
Types Of Expenses: 
 
 Interview questions are based on the findings of the previous study in 2001 and was designed to see if there 
were any changes in the islanders’ pattern of expenses within 10 years. Interviews show that the islanders’ types 
of expenses remain the same which includes; water bills, electricity and phone bills as well as the needs of their 
children. Transport and emergencies are also part of their priorities.  
 “Nowadays boat fares are very expensive due to the increased price of petrol. Whether we own a boat or 
not, the cost of transportation is still very expensive. We have to save money for emergency at all times because 
we do not know what difficulties we will face in the future,” (R5, R9, R10).  
 “That is why we need to save money. I live alone on Perhentian Island due to work obligations. My 
children are all living on the mainland, therefore money is always a need. Alhamdulillah, I have no problem so 
far because my salary is enough for important expenses. I am thankful with the income I earn and I am satisfied 
with my life.” (R2). 
 "Chalet owners’ incomes are worthwhile, can definitely survive on this island. The same goes to restaurant 
owners, due to tourism activities, it helps increased our income. Tourists often come and eat at the islanders’ 
restaurants and food stalls. The incomes we get are for household expenses and children’s needs as well as for 
savings on business capital. Once in a while we will bring the kids for holidays. That is enough for the sake of 
our happiness," (R5, R7, R8).  
 In terms of expenses, it was found that the islanders are ‘shopaholics’. The survey found that there are 
many retail stores and food stalls on Perhentian Island. Prices of food and groceries on the island are fairly 
reasonable. Compared with those on the mainland in Kuala Besut and Jerteh, price differences for each item 
ranges from RM1 to RM3. This situation is common for retailers because they have to take into account the cost 
of transportation (boat) from Kuala Besut to Perhentian Island and the cost of transporting goods from the port 
or jetty to their stores. Some islanders who have boats will get their own food supplies and other groceries from 
Kuala Besut or Jerteh without the RM1 to RM3 charges. Thus it will help them save and budget for expenses on 
food and groceries, especially for those with many members in their household. Thus it would be a common 
thing to see such a situation where a private boat is full with the everyday needs, owners’ groceries, villagers’ 
supplies and retail shopkeepers’ goods. Through observations and interviews, it was found that, items such as 
sugar, flour, rice, vermicelli and fruits such as banana, mango, watermelon, jackfruit and a wide variety of 
vegetables, often filled the space behind and infront of the private boats.          
 The analysis on income and expenses of respondents on Perhentian Island indicated that there were 11 
items listed by them. Most of the respondents (76.0 percent) allocate their spending on water bills, electricity 
and phone for those who use it.   
 Besides the everyday electrical and water bills, a total of 75 percent of respondents agreed that their 
children’s education needs are one of their monthly expenses. Islanders’ children education needs includes 
pocket money, school uniforms and books as well as expenses for children who live in hostels on the mainland. 
74 percent of respondents also stated that the cost of transportation - boats and other vehicles on the mainland 
are also included in their monthly expenses. 
 For expenses related to transportation, an informant once noted: “10 years ago, only 20 percent of the 
islanders owned a boat either for the sake of work or water taxi. Today, almost 70 percent of them own a 
personal boat for transporting goods from this island to the mainland, or a smaller one for business equipped 
with an engine 90 horsepower (hp) or 15 hp. However most of them have to make loans from the bank or any 
financial institution. 5 percent of the islanders are wealthy entrepreneurs owning big boats and with a monthly 
income of ten thousand ringgit or more.” (R14). 
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Table 2: Type of Expenses. 
No Type of Expenses No of Respondents Percentage 
1 Children Education 91 75.2 
2 Clothes 25 20.7 
3 Bank / Financial Institution Loans 30 24.8 
4 Electrical Bills, Water, and Phone 92 76.0 
5 Household Items 15 12.4 
6 Workers’ Salary 13 10.7 
7 Emergency 58 47.9 
8 Parents 15 12.4 
9 Business Goods 16 13.2 
10 Transportation 89 73.6 
11 House Rental 3 2.5 

(Source: Research Data, 2001). 

 
 Household items, clothes, bank or financial institutions loans are among other expenses incurred by 
respondents on Perhentian Island. An informant noted that: 
 “We also need expenses for household items. We don’t buy them every single year but still we need to save 
money for household furniture which includes furnishings, refrigerator, etc. Clothes are also one of the things 
needed for family and children. Shopping for clothes often increases during Hari Raya,” (R9, R11, R14, R15).  
 For entrepreneurs, chalet owners or skippers, and those who hire workers, their workers’ monthly salaries 
are also included in the entrepreneurs’ monthly expenses. Monthly budgets are also shared with their workers. A 
majority of respondents also expressed that some of their expenses are also attributed to savings for any future 
events or emergencies. Expenses for their parents are also one of the expenses listed by the respondents. 
Respondents who own a grocery store indicated that their monthly expenses also include their budgets for 
groceries for their business.  
 Based on the results of interviews, it is noted that the local islanders stated a similar pattern of expenses 
when it comes to workers’ salary. 
 "We have workers, we pay them wages. The salary we got 10 years ago is no longer the same as it is now. 
Everything is expensive now, so we need to raise their wages. However, the expenses for our needs are still 
enough. Alhamdulillah, we are grateful living on this island," (R5, R6, R8). 
 A small number of respondents who rent a house on Perhentian Island stated that rent payment is also one 
of their monthly expenses. However, the surveys found that rates of house rent on Perhentian Island might not 
be a burden because it only cost about RM 100 per month. However, nowadays it doubled to RM200 to RM250 
per month. Those who rent houses on Perhentian Island are mostly new settlers and islanders’ children who are 
married but couldn’t stay at their parents’ home due to limited space. 
 
Total of Spending out of Income:  
 
 From the analysis made on the respondents on Perhentian Island, when spending their income, a total of 54 
percent of the islanders spent all their income, 9 percent tend to spend half of their income, 35 percent of the 
islanders spent more than half and 2 per cent of respondents spent less than half of their income. 
 
Table 3: Total Spending by Respondents Out of  Monthly Income. 

Total of Spending  No of Respondents Percentage 
All the revenue    65 53.7 
More than half 43 35.5 
Half  11 9.1 
Less than half  2 1.7 
Total  121 100.0 

(Source: Research Data, 2001) 

   
 FGD findings show about the same amount after  10 years. Several informants confirmed that more than 
half of the islanders cannot afford to save money (saving). This explains that they spend every cent of their 
income on their family’s necessities.  
 "We can’t save money, though our salary is higher than 10 years ago, the price of goods are expensive," 
R3, R9, R13).   
 When asked if the islanders like to eat out rather than cook at home, almost all respondents agreed and said 
'yes'.  
 “Sometimes it is cheaper to buy food outside than to cook that is why the kids prefer eating out, not every 
day, but frequent in a week," (R9, R10, R11).  
 Based on the food and beverages expenses as well as groceries in a month, it was found that the islanders of 
Perhentian Island live quite comfortably. Restaurants and retail stores on Perhentian clearly reflect their habit or 
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pattern of spending. In the morning, it can be seen that mothers who work and some who do not work prefer to 
buy breakfast at food stalls scattered around the village. A variety of food and cakes are available for breakfast. 
The most popular breakfast are local dishes such as; rice with various side dish options like fried chicken, 
chicken curry, fish curry and dried fish curry with cucumber. In addition, other foods available for breakfast are 
the same as those on mainland, namely coconut rice, fried vermicelli, and fried noodles.  For lunch, the prepared 
side dishes include various sources of protein such as fish, chicken and beef. In the evening, the atmosphere in 
the stalls is quite interesting.  A variety of traditional cakes are available everywhere around the village. Some 
of the available traditional cakes include fried banana, fried fish cakes, fried keropok and several other types of 
cakes. There are a variety of other food stalls and drink on the beach, and tourists seems to enjoy the available 
varieties of traditional cakes in addition to local people themselves who spend their evenings chatting while 
enjoying cake and tea.   
  

Expenses and Well-being of the Islanders: 
 
 Correlation analysis made shows that job factor (r = +0.279, p=<0.01), has a significant correlation with the 
well-being of the islanders.  This shows that those who work with higher payment or salary have a higher 
quality of life and well being than those who do not work.  All informants in the FGD session admitted that they 
would feel at ease if they had lots of money, “We can buy what we need, particularly pertaining to our 
necessities,” (R1-R10). This is how they expressed their well-being.  
 "If we have jobs, we will definitely have incomes. High income will help us buy the needs of our family, not 
to buy unnecessarily or unwisely, but it is for the sake of our quality of life, our well-being. We will feel happy 
when we can buy what we want ", (R3,R4,R6).   
 "We are also grateful for what we have, compared to those out there who have to beg to buy their 
necessities" (R14).   
 
Conclusion: 
 
 This study tried to look at the pattern of income and expenses on Perhentian Island. Current advanced 
development of the tourism industry on Perhentian Island has affected the income and expenses of the islanders 
which leads to an improvement in their well-being. A change in income and expense patterns has occured over a 
period of 10 years on the island. Their well-being and life satisfaction has increased over this period and is 
reflected through their answers via interviews and observations conducted. 
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