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ABSTRACT 
 

Growing up with incarceration issues can be a devastating experience for children. Incarceration brings 
long term effects to family members by increasing more serious emotional, behavioral and psychological 
suffering among children; impeding children to have a better picture of well-being. According to Button and 
Phipps (2008), social support especially from family members plays an important role in helping children to 
cope with this devastating experience. Using six selected indicators for child well-being based on the suggestion 
from Land and colleagues (2001), we assessed the effects of social support on children’s well-being with 
incarceration issues in the Malaysian state of Kelantan. There were three indicators that correlated with child 
well-being, selected based on the current literature related to the social support; help in study, family concern 
and close with guardian. The relationship between child’s well-being and social support affects were examined 
in 75 children aged 8 to 17 years with family incarceration issues in Kelantan. The results suggested that when 
there was more social support (more time with child and help in study) from the care taker, children would have 
a higher level of well-being. Results of this study also revealed that children who perceived higher attention 
from family in their studies and life had a higher level of competence and self-esteem. 
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Introduction 
 

Well-being has become firmly embedded in academic and policy discourse in recent years, evidenced by a 
growing number of well-being-related publications, journals and conferences (e.g. Sointu 2005; Corsin-Jimenez 
et al. 2007; Wilk 2008). It has become increasingly popular as an integrative concept in diverse fields of social 
policy, international development and more recently child development (Bornstein et al. 2003; McGillivray et 
al. 2006; Brown 2007). Historically, well-being study have been the major focus and a plurality of well-being 
definitions can best be described by looking initially in relations to adult’s experiences. McAllister (2005) 
defined well-being for adults as at least: 

More than the absence of illness or pathology […..with] subjective (self-assessed) and objective (ascribed) 
dimensions. It can be measured at the level of individuals or society [and] it accounts for elements of life 
satisfaction that cannot be defined, explained or primarily influenced by economic growth. (McAllister, 2005) 

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). 

A growing awareness of children’s rights and children’s well-being has brought a revolution that led to the 
increase of state and social responsibility for the children. There were multiple reasons for this transformation 
and some were directly reflected by the changing concepts of childhood, historic debates regarding the 
importance of child to the state development and differing views about public responsibility to the children 
(B.G. McGowan, 2005). During the early years, most research on well-being that involved children only viewed 
them as a second actor in the research. However, recent work has demonstrated increased attention to promoting 
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well-being in children and views them as a main subject of research (Ben-Arieh, 2006; Dwivedi and Harper, 
2004).  

The meaning of child well-being has been defined and understood in many and various ways based on the 
differences of the perspective and according to a child’s nationality, gender, ethnicity, class, birth order and 
many other factors. This was supported by Lippman (2007) that the concept of well-being has wide and non-
specific concepts with plural definitions. According to Camfield et al. (2009), well-being was an umbrella term 
encompassing different concepts addressing all aspects of life. However, the definitions of children well-being 
were a little bit different, thus making it even more complex because it also included the developmental 
perspectives. From a perspective of childrens right,  well-being could be defined as the realisation of children’s 
rights and the fulfillment of the opportunity for every child to be all she or he could be in the light of a child’s 
abilities, potential and skills. The degree to which this was achieved could be measured in terms of positive 
child outcomes, whereas negative outcomes and deprivation point to the neglect of children’s rights (Bradshaw 
et al. 2007).  

Ben-Arieh (2006) emphasizes that children’s development and implicitly their well-being are mediated by 
personal and environmental factors, including individual capacities and relationships and cultural values and 
expectations. Schor (1995) for example, defined children’s well-being related to the influences of the close 
environment to the children. He said that children’s health and well-being was directly related to their family’s 
ability to provide them with their essential physical, emotional and social needs. Keith and Schalock (1994) 
used a wide scope of the concept to refer their definition of children’s well-being as a general view of the 
person’s feelings regarding his/her life circumstances, including personal problems and some questions about 
family. On the other hand, Martinez and Duke (1997) refer to a specific component of children’s well-being 
“self-esteem, purpose in life and self-concept of academic ability (self-confidence)”.  

Although the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child had adopted children’s rights as a part 
of the general discourse on social and human rights, yet, scientific acceptance of children’s right to speak for 
themselves was still less wide-spread. Thus, there is less literature and research on the subjective well-being and 
self-assessments reported of their own well-being. Burton, P. and Phipps, S. (2008) in their research on “In 
Children’s Voices” had carried out interviews with the children aged from 12 to 17. Interviews were only 
carried out if their parents had given the permission and they could guarantee the privacy of the answers 
children provided. According to Ben-Arieh (2005), research methods must ensure that the child could 
meaningfully give informed consent to his or her participation, parents must also gave consent and both the 
privacy and safety of the child must be guaranteed. They had compared answers from parents and children about 
their life satisfaction and their happiness on their own well-being. They found that most of the answers from 
parents and children about their current happiness and life satisfaction were almost same.  

  
Social Support and Child Behaviors: 

 
Children of prisoners have been largely overlooked although there were evidences that incarceration could 

bring long term and adverse effects not only on child development but also result in  disasterous effects on their 
overall well-being. Imprisonment of father, mother or both could be debilitating to children emotionally and 
practically. Imprisonment also brings with it stress, difficulties and burden to other family members such as 
social isolation, extra burden of childcare, difficulties of maintaining contact and the most devastating, children 
behaviorism. The ability of parents or caretakers to give support during child development and on their well-
being could impede on the coping capabilities of the children in their everyday life.  

According to Suldo and Huebner (2004), children’s well-being was correlated with parental style and 
closeness to the caretakers or parents predicted the children’s happiness. The public believes that relationships 
involving parents were the strongest predictors of elementary school children’s life satisfaction. However, 
incarceration issues diminishes the quality of  parental style and relationship with offspring. Rodgers et al. 
(1997) stressed that divorce or separation issues in the family would bring children to experience psychological 
distress and emotional difficulties as an adult. Perceived social support was a important predictor which gives an 
insight into how different children with different problems deal with stressful situations in life. Social support 
from family members played a more important role in determining how children could adapt to the issues 
surrounding them. 

Social support was defined as a mutual network of caring that enables one to cope with stress better (Tam, 
2008). According to Hobfoll and Vaux (1993), social support refers to: having a group of family and friends 
who provide strong social attachments; being able to exchange helpful resources among family and friends; and 
the feeling of having supportive relationship and behaviors. Children with family incarceration issues usually 
need to cope in a variety of settings, including school, home, peer groups, and with a range of life problems. 
Advice and encouragement from sources of support, especially family members, might increase a child’s 
capability in managing troublesome circumstances, expending effort to solve life’s problems and seeking to 
master or deal with problematic situations.  
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Children growing up with more social support and psychological advantages tend to have more options in 
their everyday life and be more successful adults with better education attainment, health care, future 
employment and income. There are many conceptualized ways how social support, especially from close family 
members or caretakers, could influence child well-being. Tam (2008) examined how well perceived social 
support predicts the coping capabilities of early adulthood. It was clear enough through the study that the young 
adults perceived social support as important and it does help in creating an atmosphere of capability in coping 
with either studies, social life or whatever changes that happen in a particular time frame. This research also 
indicated that social support from family played an important role in determining coping capability of young 
adults. Furthermore, there were significant gender differences among young adults in coping capabilities 
whereby females generally had better coping capabilities compared with males.   

While Tam (2008) conducted research on coping capabilities and social support among young adults, Mark 
D. Holder and Ben Coleman (2007) had came up with research on the contribution of social relationships to 
children’s happiness. They examined the association between happiness of the child and social relationship 
which involved two positive categories (family and friends) and two negative categories (negative relations with 
peers and behaving badly towards others). This study suggested that family and friendship contribute to one’s 
happiness while still a child. Variance in children’s happiness was partially accounted for by positive social 
interactions involved in the family. They also found that the variables which correlated with happiness of the 
children were also related to those variables that predict happiness in adults and adolescents. The findings of this 
research also suggested that multiple dimensions of social relations, including both positive and negative 
categories, were associated with happiness.  

There were numerous tests of how coping was mediated by the relations between strands in the individual’s 
perceived support network. Caspi, Bolger and Eckenrode (1987) in their research found that social support 
reduced the duration of the negative effects such as sadness and disappointments created by the stressful events. 
The research also revealed that the use of negative or unfriendly coping strategies might provoke unsatisfactory 
support, which might in turn elicit further maladaptive coping response. It implied that there was a close 
relationship between perceptions of appropriate social support from family and friends and positive coping 
capabilities.  

Studies have also reported that up to 20 percent of university students experienced depression during their 
undergraduate education (Daughtry & Kunkel, 1993). Researchers had discovered that students who had 
received more social support from family members could cope better with their stressor during study period and 
cope better in their surroundings. Females had been found to receive support from family and friends more than 
their male counterparts. They also found that female students frequently visited their friends, were more 
emotional and able to share their feelings freely and readily with friends.  

When parents were imprisoned, their children often looked forward to the support, especially emotional 
support, from their family members or peers in order to cope with the situation they had to face. But they were 
often disappointed by the poor parental bonding, lack of familial environmental quality and parenting styles. 
Children with poor family support tend to have more resultant behavior, loitering and delinquency issues 
(Barber & Rollins, 1990; Baumrind, 1991). Research from Barrera (2001) had revealed that emotional bonding, 
support and proximity with parents in the course of childhood and adolescence had beneficial effects on 
psychological development. Children might feel lonely and lack self motivation when their parents were busy 
working and didn’t have much time to spend together and gave their attention to the children.  

A study from Czikszentmihalyi (1987) found that children spent most of the time with their family mostly 
focusing on dinner and watching television. This showed that parents had not enough quality time to be with the 
children, to advise them with their education and rarely monitor their children’s performance. This situation had 
caused children to find other ways to gain attention from their parents. Children of prisoners were likely to 
experience many life stressors prior to the arrest. They might be a victim of community violence, exposure to 
parental substance abuse and criminal activities and all the problems that come with living in chronic poverty 
(Poehlmann, 2005). Some of the children had developed some type of emotional or psychological problems, 
primarily in the form of aggressive or withdrawn behavior and academic problems in school (Kampfner, 1995; 
Myers et al., 1999).   

Children with incarceration issues need more emotional and social support especially from their family 
members or care takers so that they could cope better in their everyday life. This was supported by Zarinah and 
Rozumah (1997) where parents that prioritize cheerfulness, attention and love were able to develop children of 
good personality. When parents were imprisoned, children often received a lack of emotional support that they 
need to cope. Kampfner (1995) had reported that children from this population exhibit internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors, guilt, rage, sadness and anxiety. Conduct problems were associated with parent 
criminality, placing children of prisoners at a greater risk to engage in criminal activity and be imprisoned 
themselves (Eddy and Reid, 2003).      
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The proliferation of family’s incarceration issues in recent years had raised more concerns on the well-
being of effected children. The limitations of the literature about the social support and well-being of the 
children with family incarceration issues are because most of the previous research focused more on the effects 
of incarceration to the spouse, children delinquency and to a lesser extent on adolescents. Research on well-
being that included children had often examined children as a second actor in the research and most of the 
information received was based on interviews with parents and caregivers only. However, recent work has paid 
increased attention to promoting well-being in children and views them as the main subject of research (Ben-
Arieh, 2006; Dwivedi and Harper, 2004).  

The growing concerns on child well-being in Malaysia could be shown clearly with the higher level of 
commitment by the government through the implementation of National Policy on Children in July 2009. 
Objectives of the policies highlight the right of the child to survive, protection, development and participation, 
all of which are in line with the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). Although the government ratified 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1995 and introduced various national laws related to child 
protection, yet, scientific acceptance of children’s right to speak for themselves about their well-being due to 
family incarceration was still less wide-spread in Malaysia. Thus, this lack of research has resulted in less 
literature about what exactly children faced and the exact number of effected children in Malaysia. The 
objective of this study is to report on the relationship between a family’s economic resources and child well-
being from incarcerated families based on the pilot study done previously. The paper is organized as follows; 
Section Two will highlight the literature pertinent to the study followed by methodology in Section Three. 
Section Four will discuss the results and finally Section Five will draw the conclusions.   

 
Research Design: 

 
There were 75 participants involved in this study with 36 boys and 39 girls ages between 8 to 17 years old. 

The participants were selected purposely from families with incarceration issues. The questionnaires for this 
study were distributed to the selected participants around Kelantan. The questionnaire consisted of four sections, 
but children were only required to answer the demographic sections, well-being needs sections by ticking the 
respective boxes and perception of their well-being section by ranking their answers based on semantic scale.  

In the present study, the selection of component indicators for child well-being was based on the suggestion 
from Land and colleagues (2001). They had suggested six constituent domains for child well-being such as 
health, material needs, educational attainment, safety and risk, spiritual and housing. For the questions about the 
effects of the family’s incarceration to the child well-being, there were three items that included in social 
support group such as closeness with guardian, quality time and help in studying. In order to measure and 
examine the relationships between three items of social support group and child well-being score, correlation 
analysis using Statistical Package for Social Sciences version 17 (SPSS 17) were formed to calculate the results. 
Multiple regressions were used to explore factors explaining variation in the children well-being score.   

 
Findings: 

 
Reliability Analysis and Respondent Background: 

 
Cronbach’s Alpha was used to measure the internal consistency of the items used in the study. Table 1 

showed that the values of the Cronbach’s alpha ranged from 0.750 to 0.928. This indicated good internal 
consistency of the items used in the scale. Table 2 presents details about the sample. There were 36 boys and 39 
girls being tested and the age of the respondents was between 8 to 17 years old. Out of the 75 respondents, 23 
(30.7%) lived with grandparents, 29 (28.7%) mothers, 2 (2.7%) fathers, 5 (6.7%) siblings and the remaining 17 
(21.3%) stayed with relatives. For the family member incarcerated, there were 70.7% (53) stated father, 21.3% 
(16) mother and 8% (6) both. 41 (54.7%) of respondents had siblings less than 3, 1 (1.3%) had more than 6, 
while the remaining 33 (44%) children had from 4 to 6 siblings.  45 (60%) of respondents lived in rural areas 
while just 30 (40%) were from urban areas. 
 
Table 1: Reliability Analysis: Cronbach’s Alpha Value 

Indicator Items Cronbach's Alpha Value 
Education 0.889 
Health 0.750 
Housing 0.899 
Material Needs 0.775 
Safety and Risk 0.750 
Spiritual 0.792 
Overall 0.928 
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The Score of Seven Indicators of Child Well-Being: 
 
A total of 75 respondents answered all 23 questions on their perception of their well-being that represented 

each indicator. The scores were calculated to obtain the category levels of the child well-being by dividing the 
mean of each indicator with the standard deviation. Using the category level used by Prawitz et. al. (2006), the 
score of the child’s well-being was categorized into three levels; low (not satisfied), moderate (satisfied) and 
high (very satisfied). Table 3 represents the score level of the 75 respondents by gender; boys and girls. In 
general, a majority of the respondents were reported to have a moderate level of child well-being score for each 
indicator. As expected, the higher proportion of boy respondents had a higher level of satisfaction for each well-
being indicator compared to the girl respondents. 
 
Table 2: Descriptive Statistic of Respondent’s Profile 

  Description No. of Subject Percentage (%) 
Gender Boy 36 48% 
 Girl 39 52% 
 8 to 12 40 53.3% 
Age 13 to 15 27 36% 
 16 to 17 8 10.7 
 Mother 29 38.7% 
 Relatives 16 21.3% 
Care Taker Grandparent 23 30.7% 
 Father 2 2.7% 
 Siblings 5 6.7% 
Incarcerated Father 53 70.7% 
Family Mother 16 21.3% 
 Both 6 8% 
Siblings 4 to 6 33 44% 
 Less than 3 41 54.7% 
 More than 3 1 1.3% 
Neighborhood Rural 45 60% 
 Urban 30 40% 

 
Social Support Items Explaining Child Well-being: 

 
Correlation analyses were formed in order to measure and examine the relationship between three items 

from social support groups; closeness with guardian, concern from guardian and help child in study and seven 
indicators of child well-being. Table 4 showed that concern from guardian had a significant relationship to most 
of the seven indicators other than closeness with guardian and help child in study. Only two indicators; safety 
and risk and spiritual didn’t have a significant relationship with the concern from guardian. Education (r = 
0.686), health (r = 0.745), housing (r = 0.768), basic needs (r = 0.667) and overall (r = 0.745) were significantly 
correlated with concern with guardian. This results indicates that as the values of concern with the guardian 
increase, the score level of the child well-being also tends to increase. 

For the correlation between closeness with the guardian and indicators of child well-being, only three 
indicators; health, safety and risk and spiritual were not significantly correlated. Out of seven indicators, four 
indicators, education (r = 0.681), housing (r = 0.802), basic needs (r = 0.896) and overall well-being (0.802) 
were significantly correlated with work. Hence, these results show that these four indicators tend to increase 
when the value of the closeness increased. For the help in study item, results have shown that only three 
indicators were significantly correlated with the item. A positive correlation between help in study and 
education (r = 0.745), housing (r = 0.762) and overall (r = 0.842) indicated that as the value of income 
increased, the value of child well-being’s indicators also would increase. The remaining four items, health, basic 
needs, safety and risk and spiritual were not significantly correlated with guardian help in study.      

Multiple regressions were used to explore factors explaining variation in the child well-being score. The 
items included in the model were from social support group including closeness with guardian, guardian help in 
study and concern from guardian. Since the analysis was attempting to explore these factors, the ‘enter’ method 
was used to identify the factors. The results of the regression analysis are shown in table 5, two variables 
significantly explain variation in the child well-being score level. The f value for this model was 6.452 and 
significant level at 0.00. Table 5 clearly shows that guardian help in study and concern from guardian had 
positive influences on the child well-being score. Those who received more concern and help in studying from 
their guardians were found to have a higher well-being score compared to others. 
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Table 3: Child Well-Being Score by Category Level and Sex 

Indicator 
Sex 

Category Level 
Boys Girl 

  
0 

 
0 

 
Low 

Basic Needs 22 28 Moderate 

 14 11 High 

 0 0 Low 

Housing 28 34 Moderate 

 8 5 High 

 0 3 Low 

Education 26 27 Moderate 

 10 9 High 

 0 1 Low 

Health 27 28 Moderate 

 9 10 High 

 1 1 Low 

Risk and Safety 27 31 Moderate 

 8 7 High 

 0 0 Low 

Spiritual 30 27 Moderate 

 6 12 High 

 9 11 Low 

Overall 15 15 Moderate 

 12 13 High 

 
Table 4: Correlation between Social Support and Child Well-being Indicators 

Items 
Correlation (r) 
Education Health House Basic Needs Safety Spiritual Overall 

Closeness with 
guardian 

0.681* 0.535 0.802** 0.896** 0.425 -0.050 0.802** 

        
Concern on 
children 

0.686* 0.745* 0.768* 0.667* 0.373 0.138 0.745* 

        
Guardian help 
in studies 

0.745* 0.542 0.762* 0.538 0.542 -0.246 0.842** 

        
*   Significant level at P< 0.05 
** Significant level at P< 0.01 

 
Table 5: Regression Analysis: Standardized Coefficients and Significant Level 

Standardized 
Coefficients 
 Beta t Sig. 
(Constant)  7.224 0.000 
Closeness with guardian 0.083 0.37 0.25 
Guardian help in study 0.306 2.847 0.000 
Guardian concern on children 0.488 3.297 0.000 

 
Discussion: 

 
The results suggest that when there was more social support from the care taker, children would have a 

higher level of well-being score. This supports research findings that social support plays an important role in 
how children can survive in their life condition (Burton and Phipps, 2008). When parents were imprisoned, 
children often looked forward to support, especially emotional support from their family members or peers to 
cope with the situation they faced. But often they were disappointed by the caretakers or family members 
because of certain conditions and circumstances. One of the children that had been interviewed reported that she 
lacked social and emotional support to cope with the stress. She also said, “I had lots of homework to do, but I 



363 
Adv. in Nat. Appl. Sci., 6(3): 357-364, 2012 
 

 

had to help mother prepared dishes, clean the house and take care of my younger sister and brother. If not, 
mother would punish and scold me…mother doesn’t want to hear any excuses. I was really tired but I tried to 
make myself feel better.”    

People with a higher level of parental support tend to have higher levels of happiness and are less depressed 
than those with a lower level of parental support (Holahan, et al., 1995). Effective parents were always 
responsive to their children’s needs and provided them with support and warmth. They also regularly would 
engage and spend time with them. Solo parents (typically mothers) who lack a partner to cooperate and consult 
with about parenting decisions and stressor tend to exert less control and spend less time with their children 
(Dunifon & Kowaleski-Jones, 2002); Sandberg & Hofferth, 2001). There was evidence that children with a  
single parent as well as those whose relatives  act as care givers, tend to have worse outcomes than peers living 
with both biological parents (Kamerman, et al., 2003; Rodgers and Pryor, 1998).   

Children whose family had time helping them with their studies had better academic outcomes. This result 
was supported by the research from Tam (2008) which revealed that children who perceived higher attention 
from family in their studies and life had a higher level of competence and self-esteem. Children who perceived a 
higher level of support from their family or care takers experienced better environment with their surroundings 
and studies. They tend to cope better in educational, social and cognitive behavioral outcomes than do other 
children on average (Artis, 2007; Teachman, 2008). A good relationship among siblings and family members in 
addition would provide higher social support to the children. Lack of social support would impact on the 
capability of the children to cope and handling with the stressor. Thus, this will lead to poorer academic 
performance and increased psychology problems (Dwyer and Cummings, 2001). Orthner and Jones-Saupei 
(2003) also pointed to the importance of good family communication for getting children into activities and 
educational opportunities that will help them succeed.   

 
Conclusion: 

 
From the tables and findings above, this study indicated that well-being of the children with an incarcerated 

family was influenced by the social support from their family members. Support from family might help 
children cope better with all the issues from their surrounding environment such stigmatization, bullying, 
isolation and disturbance. Through this study, what was clear enough was that families with more concern and 
support helped in creating children with enough necessity, better atmosphere and capability to compete with 
other children in the society.  

In conclusion, this research revealed that social support from caretakers or other family members could play 
important roles in bringing up better well-being of the children. Children who received higher attention from 
their families, either in studies or about their everyday life, scored higher in their well-being than their 
counterparts. The findings of this study could provide useful implications for parents/caretakers, counselors, 
educators and policy makers. Since this was only a small part of my overall research, much more work should 
be done in future research. Furthermore, additional research is needed to examine children’s well-being need 
and assessing their life satisfaction on their own well-being.   
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