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ABSTRACT 
 

The effectiveness of family counseling services is crucial in ensuring family wellbeing and the  extent  of 
the family to be defensible and stay in harmony. The Islamic family counseling services run by the Islamic 
Religious Department is a marriage and family advisory assistance services made available by the authorities to 
the Muslim population in Malaysia. With a service area of extensive coverage, the Islamic Religious 
Department plays a crucial role in determining the image of the Islamic family counseling services whereby the 
effectiveness of such services is crucial in shaping a harmonious society. This study is conducted on 95 
counselors and 656 clients who have used the counseling services of the Islamic Religious Department at 
selected states in Malaysia. The study found the number of qualified counselors is insufficient  and not all 
counselors are suitably qualified for the task. And although a large number of clients are satisfied with the 
counseling services, they have suggested that the service be more client-friendly and  the number of counselors 
be increased. Therefore, efforts toward the strengthening of counseling services is much needed to enable it to 
give a positive impact on society. 
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Introduction 
 

Improving and upgrading human services and facilities are among the concern areas for most developing 
countries.  It is because certain priority must be put on social development beside the economic development 
(such as reduce poverty and unemployment). For example, Bangladesh emphasized on pattern of utilization of 
child health care services due to severe children health problems (Farazi & Zafrul 2009). In Indonesia, 
accessibility to health services for Malaria control among the citizens is taking into consideration in order to 
take care the quality of life (Ridwan, Dian, Akbar, Nurul, Jumriani, Puji & Syafruddin 2012). Whereas in 
Sudan, community accessibility to medical treatment for primary health care in rural areas is also being 
measured (Osman 2011). It shows that the good health services and facilities are considered to be the important 
indicator of development (Tahira 2001).  

Beside health, other human services are also important to determine the development of a country.  That is 
why in Bangladesh, government and non-government organizations enhanced elderly care services as aged 
people are increasing in alarming rate (Md. Ismail, Tahmina & Md. Taj 2006). Some developing countries 
improved their system implementation (Okoronkwo 2010). 

The good management and effectiveness of human services implementation are important.  Failed of 
development vision and ineffective implementation of development will affect the development of the country 
(Onyenekenwa 2011). Whereby, well-managed of development will give positive implication to the 
development of the country (Onyenekenwa 2011). Based on that, this study want to investigate the 
implementation of Islamic family counseling services in Malaysia.   

 
The effectiveness of family counseling services is crucial in ensuring family wellbeing and the  extent  of 

the family to be defensible and stay in harmony. Hahlweg and Klann (1997) opine that problems within a family 
may affect the health and wellbeing of family members. Disharmony which exists in a family also contributes to 
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the spread of social ills which are increasingly worsening nowadays (Noralina & Khaidzir, 2004).  Therefore, 
the strengthening of the family institution becomes an urgent necessity today. As one of its efforts to this end, a 
state should have an effective social services system to help families which face such incidents (of disharmony) 
or which experience the impact of such incidents. 

Family counseling is a specific service for issues relating to married couples and the family (Curtis & 
Miller, 1976). The method of assistance  used by the counselor needs to be adapted to the religion and culture of 
the client (Breuk et al., 2006; Chaundhry & Li, 2010).  The increasing population and changes occurring within 
the family institution indirectly increase the need for family counseling services (Curtis & Miller, 1976).  Thus, 
the entire situation and current needs need to be taken into account in determining the effectiveness of 
counseling services. 

Counselors are the pulse or lifeblood of the family counseling services. Thus, their credential (in terms of 
qualifications, skills and experiences) as the service provider directly involved in handling the counseling 
process needs to be given serious attention. Other than that,  the efficiency of the services provided plays a 
crucial role in determining the effectiveness of services in view of the clients’ serious need for such advisory 
and assistance services in solving their problems. Failure to get such services which clients need may adversely 
affect their welfare.  

In Malaysia, the Islamic family counseling services run by the Islamic Religious Department is a marital 
and family advisory assistance service provided by the authorities to the Muslim population. It is available free 
of charge (without service charges). It is the most extensive service network in Malaysia available in almost 
every district of the 14 states of Malaysia.  With this extensive coverage, the Islamic Religious Department has 
an important role in determining the image of Islamic family counseling services in the country. Among the 
main roles of this service is to help families in solving problems, administer family cases which require Shariah 
Court action as well as stimulate the development of a stable and harmonious Islamic family institution.    

Consequently, the effectiveness of such counseling services plays a crucial role in forming an intact society. 
However, how creditable (in terms of qualifications, skills and experience) are the counselors in handling cases?  
Based on current services, how satisfied are the clients with the services provided? This working paper will lay 
out  the results of the study conducted by a team of UKM researchers.  This paper describes the overall scenario 
of counseling services at the Islamic Religious Department in Malaysia. It describes the counselors with some 
information on their background and  their performance in handling family cases.  As regards the clientele, this 
paper describes a group of individuals who are  clients of the counseling service and complaints cases. 

 
Materials And Methods 

 
Data collection: 

 
This study uses the quantitative approach with survey method. The sample is divided into two groups, the 

first group consists of the counselors who handle cases at the Family Counseling Division, Islamic Religious 
Department, and the second group consists of clients who have used the counseling services at the Islamic 
Religious Department. 95 counseling officers and 656 clients have been selected as study respondents. The 
study location covers several selected districts of the Islamic Religious Department in all the states of Malaysia. 
The counselors and their clients fill up a set of different questionnaires respectively.  The questionnaire form for 
the counselor is divided into a few parts, which are the background and services, perception towards counseling, 
views on the counseling procedure and suggestions. The questionnaire form for the client is also divided into a 
few parts such as background of self and family, need for counseling services, views on counseling services, his 
opinion of the counselor and suggestions.  

 
Instruments: 

 
Part of the questions in the questionnaire were constructed by the team of researchers themselves. The 

instrument used to measure satisfaction over  counseling services is the Client Satisfaction Questionnaire (CSQ) 
(Attkinson, 1978). All the questions of the questionnaire have been subjected to a pilot test whereby the 
reliability test result for CSQ is high (0.9).  

 
Tools of analysis: 

 
The data was analyzed by using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) program. Simple 

frequencies and cross tabulations were used to get the respondents’ profile and understand the relationship 
among variables. 

 
 



442 
Adv. in Nat. Appl. Sci., 6(3): 440-446, 2012 
 

 

Results: 
 

Counselors: 
 
The majority of counselors comprise of female officers (55%) and the rest are male officers. This shows 

compatibility because  most of the clients who come for counseling services are women (61%). Counselors are 
considered experienced if measured in terms of age (majority are aged 30-40 years) and marital status, so they 
are ideal to be marriage and family counselors or advisers. Their experience can also be measured by their 
qualifications, most of them hold a diploma, degree or master’s degree (52%).  Of this total, 17 percent hold a 
qualification in the counseling field and 25 percent hold a qualification in Islamic theology and shariah. In 
addition, some of them attend training from time to time to reinforce their counseling skills. 

The study found a large number of respondents (72%) have a high level of counseling knowledge even 
though a number of them neither major in counseling nor have  high academic qualifications. The result shows 
that most of respondents (81.8%) are able to carry out responsibility as counselors with excellence. This is so in 
view of 59 percent of respondents having attended at least four courses related to counseling skills from time to 
time in order to reinforce their skills.   

 
Table 1: Knowledge of counseling and counselor’s responsibility 

Score Overall % Subsample A* % Subsample B* % 
Level of counseling 
knowledge 
 
Low (8-18) 
Medium(19-29) 
High (30-40) 
 
Total 

 
 
 
0 
22 
72 
 
94 

 
 
 
0 
23.4 
76.6 
 
100.0 

 
 
 
0 
11 
28 
 
39 

 
 
 
0 
28.2 
71.8 
 
100.0 

 
 
 
0 
11 
43 
 
54 

 
 
 
0 
20.4 
79.6 
 
100.0 

Counselor’s Responsibility 
 
Low (8-18) 
Medium(19-29) 
High (30-40) 
 
Total 

 
 
 
0 
16 
78 
 
94 

 
 
 
0 
17 
83 
 
100 

 
 
 
0 
2 
37 
 
39 

 
 
 
0 
5.1 
94.9 
 
100.0 

 
 
 
0 
14 
40 
 
54 

 
 
 
0 
25.9 
74.1 
 
100.0 

* Subsample A = counselor group qualified with a degree and higher 
  Subsample B = counselor group qualified with a diploma and lower 

 
Most of respondents (79.8%) agreed that the counseling flowchart procedure at the family advisory services 

of the Islamic Religious Department is systematic (mean=4.0) and practical every time (69.0%) (mean=3.7). 
However, there are respondents (45.8%) who are of the opinion that the existing counseling procedure is only 
practical at certain times (mean=3.1). On the average, respondents (86.9%) are of the opinion that the 
counseling procedure  smooth the counseling process (mean=4.2).  However, a number of respondents (15.6%) 
are of the opinion that the said procedure delays the counseling process.  Majority of the respondents (77.4%)  
agreed that the existing client self-information form for the counseling process is sufficient  to give information 
on the client background (mean=3.8). However, that opinion quite contradicts the following opinion. A number 
of respondents (61.9%) agreed that at times they experience difficulty in identifying clients’ problems based 
only on what they express (mean=3.4). In addition, a large number of respondents (79.5%) agreed that the 
exploratory process of the client’s problem sometimes takes too long because the matter related by the client is 
unclear (mean=3.7).  Many respondents (74.7%) agree that they occasionally feel tired from a counseling 
session which exceeds 1 hour (mean=3.8). 

Based on three listed suggestions  towards increasing the efficiency of counselors, most respondents agreed 
with the suggestion to give counselors the opportunity to attend reinforcing courses in counseling (mean=4.68). 
Majority of respondents  agreed most that the suggestion to give friendly service to clients (mean=4.54) towards 
improving the quality of counseling services. Based on the three suggestions related to the aspect which needs to 
be enhanced to achieve a quality of service to be proud of, majority of respondents agreed most with the 
suggestions to provide a more comfortable counseling room (mean=4.76) and to give quality service to the 
client (mean=4.76).   

 
Clients: 

A large number of respondents are in the age range of 20 to 40 years (Table 2). Respondents aged 20 years 
and below are school and college/university students with problems such as lack of concentration for academic 
study, default by guardian and  feelings of depression from parental conflict.  As for married respondents, most 
of them have been married for less than 6 years. Respondents with children have between 1 to 14 of them. 
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However, a number (126 persons) of them have 2 children as their focus. However, there are also respondents 
(14%) who are childless.  

 
Table 2: Respondents’ Background Information 

 n % 
Gender 
Male 
Female 
Total  

 
254 
402 
656 

 
39 
61 
100 

Marital Status 
Single 
Married 
Divorced 
Total 

 
9 
623 
24 
656 

 
1.4 
95.0 
3.6 
100.0 

Age 
(Range: 16 – 84 years) 
Average: 35 years 
20 years and below  
21-30 years 
31-40 years 
41-50 years 
51 years and above  
Total 

 
 
 
15 
234 
225 
141 
35 
650 

 
 
 
2.0 
36.0 
34.6 
22.0 
5.4 
100 

Duration of marriage 
(Range: 1 – 50 years) 
Average: 10 years 
5 years and below  
6 – 10 years 
11-20 years 
21-30 years 
30 years and above  
Total 

 
 
 
235 
141 
161 
69 
9 
611 

 
 
 
38.0 
23.0 
26.3 
11.3 
1.4 
100 

 

Respondents are came various backgrounds or work experiences, from professionals  such as lawyers, 
doctors, lecturers to the lower working class such as drivers, cleaners and security guards. There are also self-
employed respondents such as fishermen, rice farmers, rubber tappers and traders as well as wholly unemployed 
male respondents. 

Among the clients’ main complaints is the lack of  mutual understanding, irresponsible husbands, 
maintenance cases, third party problems, jealousy, polygamy and divorce applications. There are also other 
cases reported by respondents, among which are emotional stress or depression, child custody (after divorce), 
husband’s drug or cough medicine addiction, male impotency, wife’s neglect of duties, eviction of husband by 
wife, wife hinders polygamy and husband absconds from home.  However, these and other cases not mentioned 
are few in number (not more than 10). 

 
Table 3: Factors motivating respondents to seek counseling services 

 Motivating factor n % 
Seek advisory service 
Seek opinion 
Complain 
Resolve problem  
Claim rights 

206 
55 
102 
208 
62 

32.5 
8.8 
16.1 
31.7 
9.8 

 
Undeniably, not all clients come who seek such services wish to go through legal proceedings. Apart from 

coming to file complaints, assert their rights or resolve problems, there are clients who come only to seek the 
counselor’s advice or views (Table 3). These clients are from diverse backgrounds and all levels of social class.  

The main motivations for clients to seek counseling services are from their ownselves (63%), family 
members (17%), neighbours (2.4%) and relatives (11.6%) other than sons or daughters, imam or religious leader 
and staff of religious department. A large number (94%) of respondents have never sought counseling services 
at any agencies. This is so in spite of a large number (88%) having knowledge of counseling services procedure. 
Only a small number (12%) have no knowledge of such procedure. Information of such procedure is obtained 
from various sources. Most respondents obtained knowledge on such procedure from officers on duty including 
counter staff (68%), display on departmental notice boards (10.5%), brochures/flyers (4.5%) and  websites. 
However, a small number of respondents (8.8%) got their information on counseling procedure from sources 
other than above, especially prior to seeking the services. Among them are from friends, relatives, mosque 
imam, village heads, colleagues, teachers, family members and also from the media such as radio and television. 

Regarding clients of the family counseling services, research information shows that the monthly average 
number of clients  is 12 males and 16 females. This shows that on the whole, most of the clients are women.  
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The study also shows that clients who come for counseling services for several reasons that is, on their own 
initiative (82%) or encouraged by others such as family members and friends (3%). However, there are also 
clients (15%) who are referred by other agencies such as the court, hospital, social welfare department, police, 
military, tribal leader (specific for state of Sarawak), FELDA, institution of higher learning and non-
governmental organization.   

Regarding views on the counseling service, research results show that 76.9 percent of respondents are very 
satisfied with the services received (Table 4). And as regards views on the counselors themselves, results show 
that 81.7 percent of respondents are very satisfied with them.   

Based on the suggestions listed in the questionnaire form, the suggestion most agreed upon by a large 
number of respondents to improve the quality of counseling services is to give client-friendly service 
(mean=4.46) and to increase the number of qualified counselors (mean=4.31). 

 
Table 4: Views on counseling services and counselors 

Score Overall % 
Views on counseling services   
Low (8-18) 
Medium (19-29) 
High (30-40) 
Total 

 
9 
139 
494 
642 

 
1.4 
21.7 
76.9 
100 

Views on counselors 
Low (6-13) 
Medium (14-21) 
High (22-30) 
Total 

 
10 
107 
525 
642 

 
1.6 
16.7 
81.7 
100.0 

 
Discussion: 

 
Credential of counselor: 

 
The research found not all counselors are qualified in the field of counseling. This would to some extent 

affect the effectiveness of the services provided by the said department. Recognition of the person who counsels 
is important to increase society’s confidence in the services provided (Simmons, 2006). Consequently, 
recognition or accreditation needs to be given to counselors who do not have academic qualifications in 
counseling by providing them a training scheme (Huppert, 2000). In America, for example, a guideline named 
basic competency is developed to ensure that marriage and family counselors get recognition for their task 
(Nelson et al., 2007). In addition, the counselor’s personal characteristics need to be considered. Jaffe (2000) 
and Simmons (2006) opine that family counselors need to go through a careful selection process  whereby the 
selection criteria include interpersonal skills and ability  to be sensitive to surrounding conditions as well as 
being in a happy and stable marriage. In addition, a specific course on techniques and methods to handle family 
issues and problems is required for those who handle family cases (Negash & Sahin, 2011; Sori & Sprenkle, 
2004). 

The study found there are counselors who do not have degree level education. However, this group has vast 
experience in handling family cases. As evidence, the average duration of service in counseling for this group is 
7 years whereas 13.3 percent of counselors in this study have between 11 to 20 years experience. However, the 
available services is still the focus of society whereby a counselor handles up to six cases per day. The said  
counseling services can be said to satisfy society through research results showing 76.9 percent are very 
satisfied with counseling services rendered while 81.7 percent are very satisfied with the counselors’ 
performance. The shortage of professional and trained counselors is a problem which has long been affirmed by  
Curtis and Miller (1976). Thus, among the alternative solutions to resolve the problem, is to train semi-
professional counselors, as suggested by Curtis and Miller (1976) to fulfill this need.   The employment of semi-
professionals has long been in practice in the medical and teaching sectors and can be adapted to the marriage 
and family counseling sector to meet this increasingly pressing need (Curtis & Miller, 1976). Ali et al. (2005) 
even perceives a potential role for the imam to fulfill the needs of Islamic counseling. This seems feasible in 
view of the imam being an individual regarded as an expert in religion whereby many people refer to him 
problems, including family-related problems (Ali et al., 2005). Thus, if an imam were to be equipped with the 
related knowledge and skills, he would be able to counsel within his community (Ali et al., 2005). 
 
The need of family counseling services: 

 
A large number of clients in this study are self-motivated to seek counseling services. However, others are 

motivated by other individuals such as family members, relatives as well as neighbours and imam. This is in line 
with the findings of Bringle and Byer (1997) which showed that a person will seek counseling services if there 



445 
Adv. in Nat. Appl. Sci., 6(3): 440-446, 2012 
 

 

is a strong intention or encouragement from individuals in his environment. It is because people who live in 
social groups will convey their customs, rituals and belief in their behavior (Iqbar, Nazia, Saif & Farooq, 2002).   
It is also undeniable that many individuals avoid counseling services (Bowen & Richman, 1991). This is 
because for many people, their problems are too private to be shared, outsider’s assistance may not be able to 
reduce their problems or may only be needed for very serious problems (Bringle & Byers, 1997). Moreover, 
within the Muslim community, Muslims are not encouraged to reveal their personal and family difficulties to 
non-family individuals (Ali et al., 2004). They usually think of the impact of such action on the family and 
community before deciding to file a complaint (Ali et al., 2004).  

In terms of gender, more female clients in this study seek counseling services than males. This research 
finding is in line with the views of Bringle and Byers (1997) as well as Moynehan and Adams (2007) which 
state that women easily feel more stressed about their problems and desire to seek assistance more than men 
(Bringle & Byers, 1997). In fact, there are studies which find that there is a difference based on the gender of the 
clients who seek counseling services (Bringle & Byers, 1997). This is probably due to men being culturally 
trained to solve problems on their own as is found in a study by Moynehan and Adams (2007). 

 
The performance of the family counseling services: 

 
Research results show that 76.95 percent of respondents place a high score for counseling services. This 

means that 23.1 percent of respondents place counseling performance in the medium and low scores. Analysis 
of research results on the quality of procedure in eight Islamic Religious Departments of states in Malaysia 
found that there is no definite mechanism being practiced to identify the client’s problem other than being 
guided by the information in the complaint form and what is expressed by the client. In fact,  the complaint form 
in several states does not contain detailed information on a client’s background. This will lengthen the time 
duration of ‘building a relationship’ as the counselor needs to sufficiently know the background of the 
complainant before identifying the problem. This situation is different from that in developed countries in the 
West where, a marriage and family counselor, for example, uses a certain instrument as a diagnostic tool to 
identify a client’s problem before the process of intervention (Phillips, 1973). Boen (1988), for example, uses an 
instrument to obtain intrinsic information of the client’s problem and to get an initial overview of client’s needs. 
The use of measurement tools in marriage counseling in developed nations has long been practiced (Phillips, 
1973). The said method is more systematic and specific and helps the counselor to identify the root cause of a 
client’s problem. The said ‘pen and paper’ instrument  usually contains  other important information such as 
client’s background, attitude and views (Phillips, 1973). The use of such instrument can increase counselor’s 
efficiency (Boen, 1988). However, the effectiveness of the said instrument very much depends on the 
experience and training received by the counselor (Phillips, 1973).  
 
Conclusion: 

 
The Islamic family counseling services in Malaysia, specifically that run by the Islamic Religious 

Department plays the role of providing nationwide counseling services to married couples or other family 
members with problems. This department also provides counseling services which covers the most extensive 
area, hence the Islamic Religious Department plays a very important role in determining the image of Islamic 
family counseling services in this country. Undeniably, this is the sole Islamic counseling service which is the 
focus of the majority Muslim population in this country in their efforts to seek views and assistance in solving 
marriage and family problems.     

The findings of this research are important in helping to increase efficiency, effectiveness and suggesting an 
effective mechanism in Islamic family advisory assistance services, specifically of the Islamic Religious 
Department. Therefore, efforts directed towards the strengthening of counseling services and  upgrading of the 
counselors’ credentials are much needed and promise a positive impact to family counseling services. Indirectly, 
the wellbeing of family and society will be enhanced.        
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