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Abstract- Family functioning is an important factor that has been studied by many researchers from different fields, such as 
family therapy, education, family medicine, social work, counseling, etc. Most of the previous studies were conducted on 
Western population. A limited number of studies was conducted on non-White population who live in the West, such as, 
Asian American. In recent years, there is a growing number of researchers who studied family functioning in collectivist 
societies, such as in China, Taiwan, Korea, Malaysia, Iran, and Japan. Most of these studies used quantitative method that 
measures family functioning based on Western concepts. Researchers used instruments that were originally developed by 
Western researchers, and tested on Western population. Examples of the instruments are Family Assessment Device, Family 
Adaptation and Cohesive Scale, and Family Environment Scale. The present study tried to explore and understand factors 
that may contribute to family functioning in Malaysian society. Malaysian is a collectivist society, which emphasizes on 
family harmony and hierarchal structure of family.  The researchers used qualitative method in order to understand family 
functioning. Focus group interviews were conducted on 20 professionals from different fields who work with family. 
Individual interviews were also conducted to improve the validity and reliability of the data. Six themes emerged from the 
analysis. They are (1) Family Role; (2) Parenting Styles; (3) Family Rule; (4) Communication; (5) Value Orientation; and 
(6) Cohesiveness. The study highlights the importance of understanding family functioning from the culture being studied. 
Implication for practitioners and future researchers are discussed. 
 
Keywords:  
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Previous studies on family functioning have attracted 
researches around the world to understand the factors 
that may contribute to functioning. Initially, the study 
on family functioning is done by Western researchers, 
especially in the United States of America. Many 
studies  has been conducted by not only western 
researchers, but non western as well suggested that  
(such as  Ker and Bowen, 1988; Kamphaus, 2006; 
Xu, 2007 ; Gefen, 2010), family functioning is 
closely related to individual family members’ optimal 
psychological functioning , competency and  improve 
individual behavior. Many researchers (such as 
Johnsonn et all. 2001; Buboltz et al. 2003;  Sabatelli 
and Bartle-Haring, 2003), have established a study 
that healthy functioning family help children cultivate 
positive identities, increase autonomy and decrease 
the likelihood of future problem behavior.  
According to Bronfenbrenner Ecological Theory, 
family is one of the most significant system that 
involve in individual’s environment (Bronfenbrenner, 
1986 in Rafidah & Ten Sook Tien, 2017). Family 
play an vital roles for each individuals. Therefore, for 
each family members to function effectively, a family 
first need to function effectively and healthily. Based 
on World Health Organization (WHO) (1978 in 
Ghazali, 2917), there are five main functions of 
family that need to be fulfilled by each family, which  
are biological function, psychological function, social 
function, economic function and educational 
function. Each of these functions provide specific 

meanings in values hold by each family members. A 
study conducted by Richardson & Gleeson (2012), 
found out that caregivers who reported healthier 
family functioning be likely to to report lower levels 
of behavior problems by the children in the child 
care. Other than that, Mandara & Murray, (2000) in 
their study, reported that the children who were raised 
in healthy family functioning have high self-esteem, 
while the children who were being raised in less 
healthy family functioning was reported that having 
low self-esteem.  
From theoretical perspective, Bowen’s family system 
model (Kerr and Bowen, 1988) theorizes that 
individual’s level of differentiation is mainly linked 
to family patterns of interaction and in all cultural 
regions the family plays an essential role in 
individual’s optimum functioning. And Structural 
Family Theory that was introduced by Salvado 
Municin in 1960s was also emphasize on the 
importance of family functioning.  A family who 
does not have a clear boundary and clear role, will 
impacted the family functioning that lead to the 
problems to the family. Structural Family Theory 
emphasized that effective communication and 
interaction is essential and need to be strengthen in 
order to create a suitable boundaries among each 
family mmbers to produce a good family structure. 
The reason is, the theory believe that any problems 
that happened in family is rooted from the parents. 
Therefore, Minuchin (1960s) believe that in order to 
improve the dynamic of family, it is importance to 
change the structure of the family first.  
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Shon and Ja (1982 in Hyejeong and Gale, 2009), 
viewed that the concept of healthy family functioning 
are socially and culturally ( individualistic and 
collectivistic society) constructed and therefore 
different cultures tend to conceptualize different types 
of healthy family functioning such as in terms of 
relationship patterns and communication style (Jung, 
1998). First the individualistic society tends to value 
relationship patterns that emphasis equality, 
independence and negotiation, while collectivistic 
culture are based on structure , conformity and 
customs (Hyejeong and Gale, 2009). A major sign of 
healthy family functioning in an individualistic 
society is the support of children to be independent 
and self-sufficient, while the main emphasis in the 
family of collective culture such as Korea, China and 
Japan may be on family relationship, 
interdependence, conformity and harmonious 
interpersonal relationship (Choi 2002). In the 
collectivistic culture, cohesion and harmony through 
proper conduct and attitudes are highly valued (Hsu , 
1971) , and therefore an independence sense of self 
may not necessarily be encouraged in the child’s 
development ( Hyejeong and Gale, 2009). In 
particular, in collective Korean society, interpersonal 
values such as being patient and attentive to other’s 
needs are highly encouraged (Choi et all, 1993). In 
terms of communication aspect, effective family 
function of individualistic society encourage open 
expressions of feelings and thoughts, while for the 
collectivistic society,  open expression is consider 
disrupting family harmony.  However, due to rapid 
change and development ( i.e. in aspect of technology 
and social media), the concept of family functioning 
for individualistic and collectivistic society tend to 
mixture and each family tend to live in  their own 
lifestyle.  
As for Malaysia, the country has implemented several 
policies such as Government Transfomational 
Programme (2010-2010) to make Malaysia into a 
developed nation by 2020.  However, despite of 
economic and social development rate, majority of 
families in Malaysia are facing with a very difficult 
issues in which the family has to face with many 
kinds of pressure and challenges in order to achieve 
the mission of Government Transfomational 
Programme (2010-2010) .  Among the impact are the 
breakdown of the extended family ties, and lead to 
the loss of support systems, as well as the increasing 
number of  social problems ( Noraini, Anjali, 
Ismahalil & Saodah, 2012).  Therefore, to balance 
this imbalance, the family institution and family 
relationship must be strengthened. This is important 
since the family is the basic social unit which 
prepares and supplies human capital resources for 
national development. (Noraini et al, 2012). Given 
the importance of the healthy family functioning, 
therefore this study was conducted with the aims to 
identify what are the elements that contributes to the 
healthy family functioning for Malaysian society. 

And ultimately, to develop an instrument of family 
functioning. 
 
II. METHODOLOGY 
 
2.1. Participant 
The researchers used qualitative method in order to 
understand family functioning. Focus group 
interviews were conducted on 20 professionals from 
different fields who work with family. The 
professional who involved in this study are 
counsellors from school and higher institutions, 
psychologist, sharia lawyer, religious teachers, and 
social workers. Each participant have at least 10 years 
experiences in helping profession. 
 
2.2 Data Collection and Analysis 
According to Merriam (1998), data collection in 
qualitative research includes interview, observations 
and documentation. Due to the main objectives of this 
research is to gather the important information about 
the family functioning from the experienced 
professional helpers, therefore, in depth semi 
structured interview has been conducted in this focus 
group interview. Semi-structured in-depth interviews 
were based on the conceptual framework of the 
research, literature reviews, and research purposes, so 
that the researcher could be more focused on the 
purpose of the study during the interviews with 
participants (Yin 2009). In addition, follow-up 
questions were also presented to obtain the 
information needed for the study (Merriam 2009; Yin 
2009).The interview was recorded through audio and 
video. All participants has been interviewed to get the 
information related to experiences that they have and 
all issues related to family functioning. 
 Prior to the focus group interview being 
conducted, each participants has been contacted 
individually to get their consent to involve in the 
discussion. Each participants was informed regarding 
the topic and objectives that are going to be 
discussed.  
  A focus group is a small group of six to ten 
people led through an open discussion by a skilled 
moderator that nurtures disclosure in an open and 
spontaneous format to generate a maximum numbers 
of different ideas and opinions from as many different 
people in the time allocated. (Krueger, 2002). 
Therefore the choice of this method is consider 
appropriate because the researcher is able to collect 
the complete data and information from different 
individual who has different experiences to discuss 
the pre determine topic.   
This focus group interview was completed in six 
hours and in two different days. Individual interviews 
were also conducted to improve the validity and 
reliability of the data.  
Sample questions included: “how should the family 
members play a role?” “How does the role played by 
each family member’s l influence the family 
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functioning?” “How the family rule should be 
implemented?” “How autonomy is defined in a 
family?” 
The data gathered from the focus group interview 
then was transcribed verbatim by the researchers and 
analyzed (Creswell, 2009).  To ensure 
trustworthiness, researchers do triangulation and 
member checking. Triangulation is triangulate 
different data sources of information by examining 
evidence from the sources and using it to build a 
coherent justification for themes. Other than 
triangulation, researcher also completed member 
checking. Member checking is important activity to 
determine the accuracy of the qualitative findings 
through taking the final report or specific descriptions 
or themes back to participants and determining 
whether these participants feel that they are accurate. 
The procedure can involve conducting a follow up 
interview with participants in the study and providing 
an opportunity for them to comment on the findings 
(Creswell, 2014). 
 
III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
3.1.  Results  
The feedback from the participants provided a great 
information regarding their experiences on family 
functioning. Six themes emerged from the analysis. 
They are (1) Family Role; (2) Parenting Styles; (3) 
Family Rule; (4) Communication; (5) Value 
Orientation; and (6) Cohesiveness. 
 
3.1.1 Family Role  
The findings indicated that each members in family 
should play their role accordingly to ensure that the 
family can function healthily.  Example can be found 
from the statement such as “…functional family 
usually depends on each family members, they now 
how to play their role accordingly.”  
Another participant mentioned that , “ healthy family 
is based on the role play by each members, regardless 
whether  the children still stay with their parents or 
not..”. Another participant also share the same idea, 
by saying: “I can conclude that functioning family is 
those family who fulfill the role and responsibility 
accordingly…” 
The participants then highlighted the important of 
each family members know and understand their role 
very well either as a father/ husband or mother/ wife 
and child. Comment with the  regard to the father’s 
role  is: “father is a leader in family, therefore father 
has to play a role as breadwinner…” This idea was 
supported by the other participant by saying that: 
“…a father must work and then guide their children 
to the right path, because many social problems 
happens due to the father who does not play a role as 
a father…”  
Meanwhile, a woman also need to play a role 
accordingly as a mother or wife. Woman’s role is 
important as to support the role of a father figure. 

“…as a mother, mother is an assistant to a father. 
Mother will manage the household, the children 
regardless the mother is working or not…” Another 
participant said that : “ mother must taking care of the 
household , taking care of father, children, but should 
refer to father if cannot handle the domestic 
issues.…”.  
Children also need to play their role . In healthy 
functioning family, children also have responsibility 
and should be trusted by their parents to fulfill that 
responsibility. One particapnt mentioned that: “ … if 
parent teach their children with  a good manner, the 
children will respect their parents. They will obey 
what is being asked by their parents.” Another 
responsibility of children is, as told by one participant 
is “…children responsibility is to respect their parents 
and study hard.”  
In summary, in healthy family functioning, everyone 
in the family should know their role and perform it 
accordingly. 
 
3.1.2 Parenting Styles 
Parenting style also important aspect in a family. A 
participant said that, “… there are three ways to 
educate our children, either autocratic, democratic, or 
laissez faire. If parent be too autocratic, everything 
cannot be done, will make children having split 
personality. In front of parents, they will behave 
nicely, but when parents is not around, they will act 
differently.” Parents should implement the 
authoritative parenting style as another participant 
said that: “ …his father did not use high tone to 
communicate with the children. So the children will 
talk exactly the way their father talk to them..” 
Both parents need to have the same parenting style, as 
a participant said that: “…if mother has A parenting 
style and the father has B parenting style, it is not 
good. Because for me, both parents need to have 
same parenting voice…”. 
In summary, parenting style give a huge impact on 
children development and  will infleunce the way 
children behave in the future. Therefore, both mother 
and father should clear about their parenting style. 
 
3.1.3 Family Rule 
In order to implement family rules, it  has to 
understand the family needs and it should be realistic. 
A participant said that: “for me, even it is inserted 
with religious practice, but if, is not realistic, then for 
me, it consider as crazy rule.” “to set up the rule, 
parents must look at the age of their children.”  
A rule that is going to be implemented need to be 
informed to the family members, so that everyone in 
the house can understand it,  as one participant said 
that:           “ …the father explain to his children about 
the family rule, if the children do what the parents ask 
them to do, they will get reward.” This is because 
according to one participant “  a family is a  system, 
therefore in order to implement anything, all the 
family members in that system must agree about it…”    
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However, parents should firm with any rule that is 
going to be implemented or already implemented. A 
participant said that: “meaning that, the rule must be 
started with the parent first. They must show clear 
example for children to follow...” “The family rule 
need to be clear, realistic and specific, starting from 
early marriage, between the spouses itself must 
already have the rule…” “the first rule in any family 
is pray. Islamic teaching emphasized the importance 
of pray and it must started and showed by the leader 
of the family that is a  father.” 
As a summary, both parents must  have a clear idea 
and view about what they are implementing towardss 
their family. 
 
3.1.4 Communication 
Communication is another factor for successful and 
healthy family. It is “verbal or nonverbal 
communication…” “ and what should we understand 
about communication is, it should not create conflict 
between verbal and nonverbal communication…”  
and another participant respond that: “communication 
can include many things, such as touch and 
everything…”  Another participant add that: 
“communication is related with emotion. That is why 
communication is important because with proper 
communication it will lead to sense of empathy…” 
“A parent should go to the children, hug them talk to 
them, kiss them and usually if parents do this action, 
the children will be okay…” and was supported by 
other participant “…when we talk with our children, 
we need to touch our children…”. Another participant 
add that: “I see the importance of communication in 
family functioning. If there is no communication, 
then the family is not functioning.” 
Communication is also important so that the parents 
can give a clear instruction about anything like one 
participant said that: “communication is important so 
that we can deliver the rule clearly…”. “ we should 
have two ways communication- and two ways 
communication will only exist when we are ready to 
accept and to listen”. 
A clear and proper communication and interaction 
among the family members are very essential to 
develop and maintai healthy family  functioning. 
 
3.1.5 Value Orientation 
Value orientation is the direction given to a person’s 
attitudes and thinking by his or her beliefs or 
standards. In regard to this matter, a participant said: 
“manner is related with how we deal with other 
people…” and “if success, then we give rewards. If 
not yet success, don’t simply punish. We should 
guide them first. Because maybe if they did not yet 
success, is due to the they did not get proper 
guideline” and another participant add that: “I see the 
importance of having good relationship with our 
Creator. Both spouse have to have a very good 
relations to Allah…” “Achievement should balance in 
terms of physical achievement and spiritual 

achievement. We have to tell to our children that, the 
achievement and success should have both that is 
dunya and akhirah.” “Therefore, our children will 
excel in all aspects; academic and  manner .”  
 
A participant also add that “as  a parent, we need to 
believe that, each child have their own potential and 
that is parents responsibility to encourage their 
children to work according to the potential that they 
have.” 
Before put any value to the children, parents have to 
understand first what are the values that they hold, so 
that it would not have contradiction between the 
values that parents hold and the value that they want 
their childern to obey. 
 
3.1.6 Cohesiveness 
Cohesiveness means the relationship among the 
family members are very close. And this is also 
important in a healthy family functioning. It should 
exist in the family to create a harmony family. 
Regarding to this theme, a participant said that: “ if 
there are no availability of physical and there is 
emotion connection, the relationship actually  is still 
good, but if there is only physical availability without 
emotion connection, therefore the family will have a 
big problem…”. Another participant add that; “ the 
family is not functioning because they don’t feel the 
love exist in their family…”. “…as a family member, 
we need to care for each and every one in our 
family…”. “…when there is no emotional 
connection, the spouse will feel abandon…” “…as a 
man, we have to appreciate our wife, because when 
our children look at us, they will love us, because we 
love their mother, therefore, our family will function 
well…”. Another participant also add that: “ love is a 
key in a family” 
Each family members should have a strong 
connection between each other. When a realtionship 
is strong, they will respect each other and healthy 
family functioning will be available in the family. 
 
3.2. Discussion  
Families are considered to be fundamental units of 
society and the most important of all human 
institutions (Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001). 
According to Melati & Norfaezah, (2017) family is a 
basic element in individual development because it 
provide the first environment for individual to 
develop a manner and it also play a role in  
developing the children in terms of emotion, physical, 
spiritual and intellectual. An individual cannot be 
fully understood if we do not try to understand his 
whole family because the interaction and role played 
by each family members are interrelated to each other 
and give a huge impact to the individual functioning 
(Rafidah & Ten Sook Tien, 2017).  As family system 
theory  suggested that families are goal directed, self-
correcting, dynamic, interconnected systems that both 
affect and affected by their environment and by 
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qualities within the family systems itself ( Klein & 
White, 1996). Therefore, a healthy family functioning 
is essential for each and every individual to function 
properly in society. The study conducted , concluded 
that family role, parenting styles, family rule, 
communication, value orientation and cohesiveness 
play an important role in developing healthy family 
functioning in Malaysia and actually is a must have 
‘items’ in a functioning families.  
 
Husband or  father is the most important figure in 
creating a healthy family functioning. And the wife or  
mother is considered as an assistant to manage the 
household. Both husband and wife or father and 
mother need to be rational and matured in handling 
the family matters especially when it involves the 
upbringing children in that particular family. This is 
due to the research finding of Hasan Bahrom (2008 in 
Hamidah Sulaiman et all, 2017) found that, family 
economic pattern, family income, lack of religious 
education, lack of parent’s attention and the need to 
have extra money has contributed to the juvenile case 
among adolescent. And this finding is supported by 
the research of Norfaezah, Nur Hasbuna & Melati 
(2017),that found , the family roles have a great 
influence in alcohol intake among children. Other 
than that, impaired family functioning is associated 
with depression in mainland China ( Na Du et all, 
2014). 
 
Therefore, each individual should work in achieveing 
a healthy family functioning in order to create a 
healthy life conditions as well as  a  balance and 
harmony society.   
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
This study has important implications for professional 
who involve in helping profession and counseling 
practice in particular, to have a deeper understanding 
regarding the phenomenon that happen in the society 
that related to families. The social problems that 
happened nowadays, maybe impacted from the poor 
family functioning. Therefore, the findings of this 
study is hoped to contribute idea to all professional in 
helping relations to plan a new specific module to suit 
the needs of the different clients.   
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