
 
Academy of Strategic Management Journal                                                                                                    Volume 17, Issue 5, 2018 

 

                                                                                             1                                                                                  1939-6104-17-5-279 

 

A SYSTEMS THINKING ON DEVELOPING HOLISTIC 

WELL-BEING AMONG YOUTH 

Jeffrey Lawrence D’Silva, Universiti Putra Malaysia 

Nor Aini Mohamed, Universiti Putra Malaysia 

Asnarulkhadi Abu Samah, Universiti Putra Malaysia 

Dzuhailmi Dahalan, Universiti Putra Malaysia 

Hayrol Azril Mohamed Shaffril, Universiti Putra Malaysia 

ABSTRACT 

There is much deliberation on the concept of well-being and as well as the appropriate 

mechanism to measure holistic well-being. This study attempts to use a systems thinking approach to 

develop a youth holistic well-being by constructing a causal map encompassing domains that contribute 

towards Malaysian youth well-being. The results depict the balancing and reinforcing loops that would 

enable resources to be used effectively and efficiently to achieve the mission of elevating youth holistic 

well-being. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Well-being continuous to garner interests among researchers and policy-makers as it is 

deemed fundamental to human happiness (D’Silva, 2017). Historically during the period of 

Aristotle, individuals’ progress to acquire knowledge and skills, income, social bonding, and 

health is closely related to well-being. Then came an era of classical economists that emphasized 

the importance of wealth on well-being and happiness. However, arguments continue to exist on 

just equalling individual happiness with national income (Easterlin, 2001; Cummins et al., 2003; 

Sen, 1987). Thus, more researchers began to examine the possible domains that contribute 

towards well-being from the perspective of economy, psychology, sociology and public policy. 

In this process, it generated a number of terms namely quality of life, happiness, objective well-

being and subjective well-being (Diaz & Bui, 2017). Well-being has been divided into two 

approaches, namely the objective and subjective approaches (Western & Tomaszewski, 2016), 

and because it is believed that an individual’s subjective evaluation of their emotions and quality 

of life is important as it reflects their position on their objective achievement. Lately, the concept 

of holistic well-being is being advocated as a means to measure well-being whereby it combines 

both objective and subjective well-being indicators (Forgeard et al., 2011). Another important 

element in the process of measuring well-being is the use of systems thinking and complexity 

science and a recent study by Rusoja et al. (2018) highlighted the importance of systems thinking 

to improve the execution of the Sustainable Development Goals. This study is an initial attempt 

to apply a systems thinking mechanism by using causal maps to depict the dimensions that could 

elevate youth holistic well-being. 
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Youth Well-Being 

Youth undoubtedly is considered as a significant group in the world as they possess the 

creativity, potential, and capacity for changes to happen (UNESCO, 2018). UNESCO describes 

youth as the transition period between the over-dependence period of childhood and the 

independent period of adulthood. The age-range of youth varies according to countries whereby 

it could range from 15 to 35 years. Youth face a myriad of problems beginning from education 

right up to employment and thus the well-being of youth is paramount in the quest for 

sustainable development. There are a number of indicators used to measure youth well-being. 

For instance, the Global Youth Well-being Index encompasses seven dimensions, namely, 

economic, education, health, safety & security, information & communication technology, 

gender equality, and citizen participation (Sharma, 2017). On the other hand, the Malaysian 

Youth Index has 12 indicators to measure well-being. This study is intended to identify 

contributing factors on the holistic well-being of youth with the spatial range based on their 

current location. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Previous literature shows that there is a multidimensional linkage on the concept of well-

being as it is placed together with other concepts like happiness, quality of life, life satisfaction, 

etc. Beginning from the hedonistic point of evaluating happiness, the research on well-being has 

been expanded to obtaining views from the economic, political and social dimensions. Another 

point revealed is that well-being can be linked to the objectivity and subjectivity indictors 

(Gasper, 2004). In objective well-being, it focuses on the needs whereas individual evaluation 

about life satisfaction constitutes subjective well-being (Diener et al., 1999; Tay et al., 2015). 

Some scholars argued that it is inappropriate to combine both this measurement of well-being. 

However, Forgeard et al. (2011) and Yassin et al. (2015) proclaimed that the complexities of 

well-being can be further understood if there is a mix of objective and subjective indicators. 

Thus, the study proposes the concept of holistic well-being taking into account the pivotal 

contributions of both the objective and subjective well-being domains. 

The theoretical frameworks to comprehend the concept of well-being are focused on 

three main disciplines. Firstly, the Capability Approach by Sen (1987) states that well-being is 

firmly rooted in terms of what the people can do and can be, and the real opportunities that they 

have in their disposition. On the other hand, well-being, as suggested by Allardt (1973), is a 

system comprising three distinguished dimensions of needs: having (material conditions such as 

facilities), loving (social support) and being (personal growth) and it can have objective and 

subjective approaches in every dimension. Baker et al. (2004) see well-being as equality in terms 

of economic, working and education, cultural, political, and affective.  

From the methodological perspective, previous studies focussed mainly on obtaining data 

using the quantitative approach and a few concentrated on qualitative research with mixed 

methods strategy. Globally some of the measurements that applied the quantitative indicators are 

the Human Development Index that constituted three dimensions of: (i) life expectancy, (ii) 

education achievement, and (iii) standard of living, OECD (2013) Better Life Index that had the 

domains of income, employment, housing, environment, education and skill, health, personal 

safety, social relationship, civic engagement, work-life balance, and subjective well-being, and 

Legatum Institute (2017) Prosperity Index that proposed economy, governance, social capital, 

education, health, safety and security, individual freedom, and entrepreneurship and opportunity 
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as the domains of measurement. Undeniably, most of the previous studies on community well-

being were carried out using the linear models (Rusoja et al., 2018). Only limited studies were 

carried out using the systems thinking approach to explain well-being in the context of inter-

linkage between variables and even then it is limited in the context of health well-being (Rosas & 

Knight, 2018). Thus, the theme of youth holistic well-being applying the systems thinking 

approach is novel and gives opportunities for policymakers to provide feasible solutions to 

enhance the well-being of youth. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The study is designed using a systems thinking mechanism to identify the path and 

structure of interactions among the domains that affect youth holistic well-being. Thus, it evades 

the traditional forms of analysis that used either regression or structural equation modeling. It is 

believed that a systematic, causal and structural relationship method will help to better 

understand the direct and indirect effects of variables related to youth holistic well-being. 

Previous literature had identified a number of factors that contribute towards youth holistic well-

being (Sharma, 2017). The variables as in Figure 1 are life-style (lifestyle), safety environment 

(safety envi.), public physical facilities (public phy.fac.), education/skills, economic 

opportunities (econ. oppor.), debt, asset/savings, housing, social activities (social actv.), media, 

volunteering, water, electricity, living conditions (living condi.), exercise, sleep, obese, 

alcohol/smoking, illness, and health status (health stat.). 

RESULTS 

Figure 1 shows the causal map that depicts the overall relationships between the variables 

of youth holistic well-being. It is demonstrated using arrows and ‘+’ with ‘-’ signs. The ‘+’ sign 

shows a positive relationship while ‘-’ indicates a negative relationship. Jang et al. (2018) 

mentioned that the loop is a reinforcing loop if the number of ‘-’signs are even, and, if it is odd, 

the loop is a balancing loop.   

 

FIGURE 1 

CAUSAL MAP OF YOUTH HOLISTIC WELL-BEING (HWB) 
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Reinforcing Loop of Public Physical Facilities 

The loop of Public Physical Facilities (A & B) is being detailed out in Figure 2: 

A1. More availability of public physical facilities will lead to greater social interactions. 

A2. Greater social interactions will enhance youth usage of media and volunteerism. 

A3. Wider usage of media and volunteerism will enhance the youth holistic well-being. 

B1. More availability of public physical facilities will enable youth acquiring higher education and skills. 

B2. The higher the education and skills acquired, the higher the economic opportunities will be. 

B3. The greater the economic opportunities, the lesser the youth’s level of debt. 

B4. The lesser the level of youth’s debt, the higher will be their asset and savings. 

B5. The higher the youth’s asset and savings, the higher its holistic well-being will be. 

 

 

FIGURE 2 

 CAUSAL MAP OF YOUTH HOLISTIC WELL-BEING (HWB) 

Reinforcing Loop of Lifestyle  

The loop of Lifestyle (C & D) is being detailed out in Figure 3: 

  C1: The better the lifestyle of youth, the lower will be the level of excessive smoking and drinking and   

obesity. 

  C2: The lower the level of excessive smoking and drinking and obesity, the lower will the number of youth 

facing illness. 

C3: The lower the number of youth facing illness, the higher the level of health status will be. 

C4: The higher the level of youth health, the higher its well-being will be.  

D1: The better the lifestyle of youth, the higher will be the times spend on exercise and sleep. 

D2: The higher the time youth spend on exercise and sleep, the lower will be the number of youth facing    

illness. 

D3: The lower the number of youth facing illness, the higher the level of health status will be. 
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D4: The higher the level of youth health, the higher its well-being will be.  

 

FIGURE 3 

CAUSAL MAP OF LIFESTYLE ON YOUTH HOLISTIC WELL-BEING 

Balancing Loop of Safety Environment 

The loop of Safety Environment (E) is being explained in Figure 4: 

E1: The greater the safety environment is, the larger will be its housing areas. 

E2: The larger is the housing areas, the higher will be the providence of electricity and clean water for 

youth. 

E3: The higher the providence of electricity and clean water for youth, the higher its living conditions will 

be. 

E4: The higher the living conditions of youth, the higher its holistic well-being will be.  

 

FIGURE 4 

 CAUSAL MAP OF SAFETY ENVIRONMENT ON HOLISTIC WELL-BEING 
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CONCLUSION 

This study has endeavored to portray youth holistic well-being by developing a systems 

axiom to navigate domains affecting youth holistic well-being. The reinforcing and balancing 

loops can be used by the concerned parties to effectively utilize all the limited resources to 

accomplish the mission of the framework. It is proposed that more studies should be carried out 

utilizing the systems thinking mechanism to further elevate the level of youth holistic well-being. 
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