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Abstract 
 

An increase in the number of the elderly population (aged 60 and above) is a global phenomenon, 

specifically in the developed and developing countries. This is due to development in terms of 

socioeconomic status such as improved education, healthcare, employment, increasing life 

expectancy, as well as decreasing fertility and mortality rate of these countries. In fact, Malaysia 

also has had an increase in population growth and will become an ageing country by 2030. 

Statistics show that there is an increase in the number of elders aged 60 and above, while the 

percentage of the young people aged 14 and below decreases over the years. The growing number 

of elders results in socioeconomic and political issues in these countries due to healthcare costs, 

as well as economic, physical, and social support from family members, community and 

policymakers in terms of living arrangements. This article will discuss about some policies and 

planning with regards to the elders, but the author shall focus on policies and planning related 

elderly support from their family, especially from the children. This article secondary sources such 

as previous studies, statistical data on the improvement of the elders, newspapers and official 

websites. It is aimed to help the Malaysian government in reviewing the current policies and further 

focus on strategies and plans that require the children to support their elders and prevent the issue 

of elderly neglect as being highlighted in the news. 
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Introduction 
 

The increase in the elderly population indicates socioeconomic progress and demographic changes 

in the increasingly developed society. However, the growth of the ageing population has 

significant implications on the need for care, financial resources, and facilities to improve their 

wellbeing and quality of life (Nur Syakiran, et al., 2017). This leads to the increase in retirement 

age and the of elderly dependents. For example, in Malaysia due to the elderly population growth, 
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the government has extended the mandatory retirement age from 58 to 60 during 2012 Budget on 

7th October 2011 (Ministry of Finance Malaysia, 2014). Moreover, the impacts of the elderly 

population growth on the economy, social support, and healthcare of the countries involved raise 

a concern. To ensure the wellbeing of the senior citizens, more physicians are required to provide 

geriatric care in the government and private hospitals. The former Minister of Family, Women and 

Community Development, Dato’ Seri Rohani Abdul Karim said Malaysia needs to prepare at least 

700 geriatricians and specialists 2020 to accommodate the increasing elderly population (Berita 

Harian, 12.8.2015). The social welfare system to care for the elders must be fulfilled so that they 

can lead a prosperous and healthy life (Berita Harian, 21.5.2015). This article will look at the 

growth trend of the elderly countries in developing countries, including Malaysia, as well as 

policies related to the elders in country, that involve support from family members of the elders. 

Some of the elders who have neglected were featured in the newspapers. The authors hope 

Malaysia can come up with policies and legal action to be imposed on children who do not want 

to care for their parents. 
 

 

The trend of ageing population in developing countries 
 

Nowadays, the rate of population aging increases rapidly over the years, especially in the industrial 

countries. According to the United Nations (2019), the percentage of people aged 65 and above 

was 9.1% while the life expectancy at birth was 72.9 in 2019. Life expectancy at birth refers to the 

average period (in years) that a newborn is expected to live (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 

2018). Besides, population percentage of people aged 65 and above in the developed, developing, 

and least developed regions in 2019 was 18.9%, 7.2% and 3.6%, respectively (United Nations, 

2019). Ageing process a huge challenge in the Asian countries since there were 53% of the elders 

in this word live on this continent, particularly in Japan, China, and India (Dhillon et al., 2016). 

ASEAN countries such as Cambodia, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam are dealing with increasing 

wlderly population (aged 65 and above). In fact, elderly population is projected to increase to 

26.6% in Singapore and 22.8% in Thailand by 2035 (New Straits Times, 2019). In fact, a country 

is deemed as an ‘old’ country when 8% of its population are 65 years old and above. However, 

according to the United Nations (UN), a country is deemed as an ageing country if the those who 

aged 65 and above make up 15% of the population (United Nations, 2011).  

According to the UN, almost 81% of the world elderly population in 2050 will be from the 

developing countries (2011). This raises a concern in the aspects of socioeconomic status, health, 

healthcare, housing, and politics. The elderly population growth is significant on socioeconomic 

progress and demographic changes in the developing countries. However, the increase in the 

number of elders poses a challenge in geriatric care, financial resources, and facilities. Since the 

number of elders in developing countries increases, this leads to increased retirement age and old-

age dependency ratio. According to Matras (1977), population ageing is due to the increased ratio 

of elderly persons, while the ratio of children and adolescents decreases due to declining fertility 

rate (Matras, 1977; Rosniza & Asmah, 2010). This will affect the socioeconomic development in 

terms of education, health, transportation, finance, and housing (Matras, 1977). In fact, population 

composition is associated social patterns, which are influenced by changes in age and gender 

structure in a society and nation. In the study of demographic, changes in the age distribution 

affects a country’s development. The age distribution of a population is influenced by changes in 

fertility and mortality rates (Goldstein, 2009). The demographic transition due to the decline in 
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birth and death rates contribute to ageing population, especially in the developed countries (United 

Nations, 2019). 

However, in a developing country such as Malaysia, population ageing affects the 

socioeconomic because of declining fertility rate since the 1960s. According to the Department of 

Statistics, Malaysia is also facing the growing elderly population issues since out of 28.3 million 

Malaysians in 2010, those who aged 60 and above makes up 7.9% of the country’s population 

(2011). In 2017, those who aged 65 and above was estimated to be two million, an increase by 

0.2% from 2016. Malaysia is expected to experience elderly population growth up to 7% of the 

country’s population by 2020 (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2017). According to Ju and 

Gones (1989), the growth of the elderly population in Malaysia or other Asian countries is faster 

compared to other age groups. This can cause a huge impact on the country and must be dealt with 

so that this group can contribute to the country’s development (Teerawichitchainan & Knodel, 

2018). United Nations reported that the increase in the ageing population becomes a major issue 

in the aspects of healthcare and social support (Kesby, 2017). 

Changes in demographics and family structure have resulted in the lack of family support 

for the elders. Nowadays, the younger generation prefer to have a smaller family, some do not plan 

to get married and some prefer not to live with their old parents, all these reduce the amount of 

support can be provided to the elders (National Institutes on Aging in the National Institute of 

Health, 2011). The migration of children to cities has affected family support for their elderly 

parents and their wellbeing (WHO, 2012). An increasing elderly population is caused by the 

growth of life expectancy and improvement in healthcare aspects (Farhah Hanun Ngah, 2017). The 

life expectancy of population increases due to better nutrition, medical advancement, hygiene, 

education, healthcare, and economic wellbeing (UNFPA, 2012). Indeed, the elderly population has 

experienced growth in socioeconomic status, especially in healthcare. 

 

 

Trends of ageing population in Malaysia 
 

Malaysia is expected to be an aged nation by 2030 when 15% of the population are 60 years and 

above. The ageing population is expanding over almost four decades from 316,858 in 1970 to 

1,427,340 in 2017. The number of elderly people is expected to keep growing up to 7.8% by 2020 

(Neville, 1992). Figure 1 shows the number of elders in Malaysia from 1970 to 2019, however the 

value in 2019 is only an estimation. Figure 1 shows the increase in the number of elders from 1970 

to 2019, with annual increment of 546,000 in 1970 to 3.4 million in 2019. On the contrary, in 1970, 

only 5.2% of the population are the elders, but in 2019 the elderly population had increased to 

10.3%. When it comes to states in Malaysia, the Department of Statistics (2019a) stated Perak has 

reached the ‘old’ status when the people 60 and above reached 15.3% of the state population in 

2020 (MyMetro, 31 October 2019). 

 Statistics shows that the life expectancy of Malaysians increases in line with 

socioeconomic status and medical advancement. The death rate of all age groups declines over the 

years because of improvements in healthcare and in 2020, the life expectancy of the Malaysian 

population is expected to increase to 80 (Abdul Aziz Jemain, 2000). In 2018, the life expectancy 

of Malaysians was 75 (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2018). According to the Department of 

Statistics Malaysia (2018), a newborn in 2018 was expected to live within 75 years on average, 

until 2093. Besides, Malaysian males and Malaysian females at the age of 65 are expected to live 

for 15.0 and 17.2 more years, respectively. The increasing elderly population in Malaysia is due 
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to lower fertility rate. According to the Department of Statistics Malaysia (2019), the crude birth 

rate is 15.5 per 1,000 populations. Meanwhile, the total fertility rate per woman aged 15 to 49 was 

1.8 births. The fertility rate in Malaysia since 2013 is below 2.1, which indicates that the average 

babies born per woman throughout her reproductive age is insufficient to replace herself and her 

partner. The decline in the fertility rate has affected labour market and family support. 

 

 

  Source: Department of Statistics Malaysia (2019a)  
 

Figure 1: Percentage of the elders in Malaysia, 1970-2019e 

 

Moreover, the increase in the number of elders affects the dependency ratio of the 

population aged 65 and above. This shows that the working class is now facing the burden to care 

for the elders, which is expected to increase in the future. The dependency ratio is the ratio of 

dependents to 100 people in the working-age group. The total dependency ratio consist of youth 

dependency ratio (those below 15) and old-age dependency ratio (65 and above) (Department of 

Statistics Malaysia, 2017). Figure 2 shows a decreasing dependency ratio of 92.3 per 100 working 

people (15-64 years old) in 1970 to 44.0 per 100 working people (15-64 years old) in 2015. The 

dependency ratio decreased to 43.0%. The ratio of young dependents aged 0 to 14 shows a decline 

from 86.3 per 100 working people (15-64 years old) in 1970 to 35.3 per 100 working people in 

2010, recording a decrease by 32.6%. The decline in youth dependency ratio is because of lower 

number of people aged 15 and below due to declining fertility rate in Malaysia. Contrary to the 

old-age dependency ratio, this increased from 6.0 per 100 working people (15-64 years old) in 

1970 to 8.7 per 100 working people in 2016, indicating the increase by 8.0 % within the period 

(1970-2016). 
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   Source: Department of Statistics Malaysia (1975; 1984; 1995; 2001; 2011; 2017). 
 

Figure 2: Dependency ratio of the population in Malaysia, 1970-2015. 

 

 Low fertility rate can increase or reduce the lifespan of a human. This leads to population 

ageing issues and efforts to address those issues in terms of healthcare, housing, general care, lack 

of income, relationship and family support to manage the life of the elders. The community should 

be prepared to accommodate growing number of elders in the community and take steps to address 

this issue, especially elderly males. This is because more elderly males who have problems to 

manage themselves, especially when their wife have died. However, more elders are now aware 

of these issues of self-care and some have become productive members of the society. One concern 

is that children are not willing to live with their parents, leaving the elders to live alone without 

any help from the family, particularly in healthcare and nutritional needs. This issue becomes more 

evident in the developed and developing countries, since the phenomenon of older people living 

alone in big cities has become a norm. 

 

 

Implementation of policies for the elders in Malaysia 
 

By 2030, Malaysia will become an ‘old country’ with a population of 60 and above makes up 15% 

of the country’s population. Issues of ageing population such as health, particularly mental health, 

savings, labour, and social support for the elders have to be addressed. To cope with an aged nation, 

Malaysia has implemented several policies and programmes aimed at caring for the elders and for 

the sake of their welfare. One of the policies implemented is the National Policy on Older Persons 

(Dasar Warga Tua Negara, DWTN) in 1995, which was later improved and renamed as Dasar 

Warga Emas Negara (DWEN) in 2011. 

DWTN that was launched in 1995 reflects the government’s commitment to create a 

prosperous and dignified elderly population, to enable this group to enjoy every opportunity during 
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their later life and receive care and protection (Ministry of Women Development, Family and 

Community Development, 2011; Aziz Shafie et al., 2004). There are three objectives outlined in 

DWTN; 1) enhancing the dignity of the elders in the family, community and nation, 2) fostering 

the elders’ potential so that they remain active and productive in the course of the country’s 

development as well as creating opportunities to help them survive independently, and 3) provide 

facilities that ensure the care and protection of the elders (Ministry of Women, Family, and 

Community Development, 2011; Aziz Shafie et al., 2004; Tengku Aizan Hamid & Nurizan 

Yahaya, 2008). To ensure successful implementation of DWTN, relevant agencies had initiated 

integrated and comprehensive efforts towards this cause. There are 11 action plans under DWTN, 

one of them is related to the family support, which aims to ensure that the elders stay with their 

family. Family support focuses on living arrangement and this contributes to the wellbeing of the 

elders. Undoubtedly, the elders need attention and support from their families, local communities 

and leaders to help them to live in their twilight years (Suhana Saad, 2001). 

Recognising the fact that the number of elders keeps increasing over the years, the Cabinet 

approved Dasar Warga Emas Negara (DWEN) that was proposed by the Ministry of Women, 

Family and Community Development on 5th January 2011 (Department of Social Welfare, 2013). 

The policy is the re-evaluation and improvement of The National Policy for Older Persons DWTN. 

The philosophy of DWEN is to recognise the elders as citizens with diverse backgrounds and 

experiences, therefore they have the right to enjoy a prosperous life, be respected and keep 

contributing to national development. DWEN has six objectives; 1) developing societies that are 

concerned with the ageing phenomenon and can cope with old age, 2) facilitating access to lifelong 

learning among elders, families, and communities, 3) ensuring the elders are safe and protected, 

4) establishing an effective and integrated senior citizen delivery system, 5) increasing the elders’ 

involvement in the community, and 6) promoting the use of research findings as a basis for 

planning, monitoring, and evaluating programmes for the elders (Ministry of Women, Family and 

Community Development, 2011a). 

In addition, a centre known as the Senior Citizens Activity Centre (PAWE) was established 

under DWEN. PAWE was established in collaboration with several NGOs and it needs to be 

improved to ensure the care of the elders while they family members are out working. PAWE is 

also a place where the elders can be self-reliant and interact with their elderly friends and the local 

community. Furthermore, the elders can gain knowledge and other benefits from the establishment 

of PAWE. For instance, PAWE serves as a community centre for the elders to socialise so they 

will not feel isolated or experience the empty nest syndrome. It is hoped that the government can 

establish more PAWE in rural areas so that children can bring their elderly parents in the morning 

to this centre and pick them up after work. Some of the activities carried out at PAWE are related 

to health, sports, recreation, therapy or rehabilitation, training/courses religion, and volunteering 

services (Department of Social Welfare, 2013a). PAWE was established to prevent loneliness and 

depression among the elders and prevent them from being sent to welfare centres. 

    In line with the increasing life expectancy in Malaysia, Dasar Kesihatan Warga Emas 

Negara (DKWEN) was established in 1995. The policy was introduced to ensure healthy, active 

and productive ageing by empowering the elders, families, and communities with the knowledge, 

skills, and environment besides providing optimal healthcare services in many sectors. The 

purpose of DKWEN is to ensure the elders enjoy optimal health via fitness and health-related 

services. It also considers the elders’ changes in health needs over time (Ministry of Women, 

Family and Community Development, 2012). DKWEN outlines four objectives; 1) improving the 

elders’ state of health, 2) encouraging the elders’ participation in health and disease prevention 

https://doi.org/10.17576/geo-2021-1703-17


GEOGRAFIA OnlineTM Malaysian Journal of Society and Space 17 issue 3 (234-245)  

© 2021, e-ISSN 2682-7727   https://doi.org/10.17576/geo-2021-1703-17              240 

activities throughout their whole life, 3) providing healthcare services that are age-friendly, cost-

effective, affordable, culturally appropriate, gender-neutral, and sustainable, and 4) supporting an 

environment that enables independent living (local ageing) (Ministry of Women, Family and 

Community Development, 2012).  

Moreover, health professionals are required to review current policies to improve the 

readiness of the population to care for the elders (New Straits Times, 2019a). Furthermore, despite 

many initiatives to assist the elders, Malaysia still does not have enough healthcare facilities to 

accommodate the growing elderly population. In honour of the elders in Malaysia, the government 

has announced Hari Sambutan Warga Emas Kebangsaan in 1992 to be celebrated on 1st October 

every year (Department of Social Welfare, 2016). This is to celebrate the elders and reminds 

everyone that the elders should not be a burden to anyone, especially to their loved ones. The 

activities organised on this special day include physical activities and health talks to ensure the 

elders remain active and undergo healthy ageing.  

 In fact, it is proven that the government is committed and aware of the increasing number 

of elders in Malaysia. However, there is no ordinance that mandates children to take care of their 

elderly parents and the need to provide support in terms of economic, physical and social supports. 

This bill is necessary to ensure the wellbeing of the elders and prevent them from experiencing 

empty nest syndrome and depression. Empty nest syndrome refers to the feeling of loneliness 

experienced by the elders especially those who live alone after their children leave the house (Jun-

E et al., 2015). They children leave their parents’ house due to marriage, further education, and 

work (Abraham, 2012) 

 

 

The Issue of elderly neglect in the Malaysian newspapers 
 

Although Malaysia has implemented policies regarding the welfare of the elders, some have been 

neglected and abandoned, especially by their own family. Studies have highlighted the 

implications of this phenomenon that plagues the elderly group, which have been reported by the 

media. This includes children who neglect their elderly parents, send their parents to welfare 

homes, financial abuse, leave their elderly parents in the hospital and even let their parents live 

alone without paying attention to their necessities. This shows to what extent the elders are being 

dismissed and marginalised in their golden age, indicating how much family values has faded.  

 Today’s media features a lot of heart-breaking stories about the elders who are plagued 

with neglect and abandonment by their own family. The terms ‘anak derhaka’ and ‘Si Tanggang 

Moden’ reflect the scenarios where children seldomly care for their elderly parents (MyMetro, 

9.7.2017; MStar, 11.3. 2016; Jal Zabdi Mohd Yusoff, 2009; Kosmo, 22.11.2014; Berita Harian, 

29.8.2012, 21.9.2012). The Sunday News (18.9.2011) reported the story of children chasing their 

parents away after claiming their parents’ property and forcing their parents to live in a welfare 

home. The issue of overcrowding in the welfare centres or old folk’s homes has been addressed in 

the media (Kosmo, 9.11.2013). There are also children who ‘discard’ their sick parents, the whole 

family are Muslims, in the non-Muslim nursing home, making it difficult for the parents to perform 

their religious obligations (Berita Harian, 2.7.2010). 

 There are reports of some children who have made hospitals the ‘dumping ground’ for 

elderly parents, changing hospitals of their original roles into welfare centres (New Strait Times, 

29.9.2011). The incidents of elderly parents ‘living’ in hospitals occur in big cities such as Penang 

and Kuala Lumpur. Hospitals have become a centre for children to ‘leave behind’ their elderly 
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parents with the excuse of being busy and having no time to manage their parents. Some children 

purposely register themselves using fake information and phone contacts when their parents are 

admitted to the hospitals so that the health authorities cannot trace them. This predicament is a 

sign that some elders are being neglected by their children and family members. In fact, there is a 

case reported in Harian Metro (2.11.2006) about the elderly parents who had been killed by their 

own children in Japan because the children were no longer able to care for their old and sick 

parents. Japan is the oldest population in the world, hence, the issues of caring for elders and 

suicide rate among the elders aged 60 and above are high. 

Besides, there is story of an elderly woman living alone despite having many children in 

the local newspaper (Utusan Consumer, July-August 2011). The children only send their money 

but rarely visit her even she is living alone. Indeed, single parents are often hit by the empty nest 

syndrome when more and more children migrate to the city (Berita Harian, 22.9.2011). The 

children leave their parents’ home due to marriage, furher study, working, creating an empty nest 

with only the elderly parents left behind (Abraham, 2012). According to a United Nations (2005), 

the elders in developed countries tend to experience the empty nest syndrome, especially when 

their youngest child leaves home to further their education, for working or du to marriage (United 

Nations, 2005). They were left unattended, and some of the elders even became homeless. Children 

today are deemed to be only pursuing wealth and luxury without considering their family 

responsibility to their parents 

 

 

Discussion and recommendations 
  

In 1995, Singapore passed the Maintenance of Parents Act (Mehta, 2006) into law. The Act aims 

to ensure the children take care their parents’ welfare by providing monthly expenses, food and 

clothing, as well as healthcare facilities (Rozario & Kay, 2014). Those who disobey the law shall 

be fined. Also, Singapore has established an agency that provides accommodation for elderly 

parents. The agency provides free services to elderly parents who complain they have been 

neglected by their children. The purpose of this agency is to reiterate that if parents have raised 

their children, then the children should return the favour by shouldering the responsibility to 

support their parents without solely relying on the government to support and care for the elderly 

parents. 

 The approach taken by Singapore should be adopted in Malaysia so that children will be 

more aware to care for their elderly parents and this will hinder the children from neglecting their 

responsibility since the number of cases reported in the local media concerning elderly parents 

being abandoned has increased. Not only that, China also passed a law effective 1st July 2013 

regarding protection and welfare of the elders (Berita Harian, 2.7.2013). On 1st May 2016, the City 

of Shanghai announced a drastic move whereby children are required to visit their parents more 

often even if the parents are living in a foster home (BH Online, 9.4.2016). This is a reminder for 

the family members and children to not leave the elderly parents at the welfare home without 

paying regular visits. During the visit, children are required to provide financial and emotional 

support. The law states that those children who fail to visit their elderly parents and leave them 

alone without any support, they are liable to fine. Therefore, the author hope Malaysia country will 

enact a legislation to ensure children take care of their parents’ welfare rather than leave the elders 

alone to reduce the influx of elderly parents living in welfare homes and care centres elders. In 

addition, the Ministry of Women, Family, and Community Development needs to address issues 
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related to the elders, especially when the number of elderly women is greater than elderly men. 

So, the responsible authority should give more focus to elderly women, especially those living 

alone. As there are more elders, the issues concerning them such as abuse and abandonment 

become a norm. Hence, a legislation that protects the elders should be enacted to ensure the 

wellbeing of this group. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, looking at the current policies and initiatives, Malaysia is prepared to deal with the 

issue of ageing population or ‘old’ nation status. However, the author hope there is a specific bill 

to be passed into law in Malaysia to ensure the children to be more concerned with their parents’ 

wellbeing and do not leave their parents living alone to prevent overcrowding in the welfare or old 

folk’s homes, as reported by local media. It is time for the Malaysian government to approve a bill 

or enact legislation to address the issue of elderly neglect by the children. The legislation is aimed 

to ensure children care for the parents and they do not abandon their responsibility to look after 

their parents, as has been implemented in Singapore and China. Children who care for their elderly 

parents and live with them have to safeguard the wellbeing of their elderly parents. All parties 

should be aware that ageing is a major challenge to the country. This requires due care, 

commitment and action by all parties, including the community to enable healthy ageing among 

the elders. Considering many cases of elders being abandoned by their own family, it is time for 

the author to develop a comprehensive policy on the elders that allows the government, NGOs, the 

community and individuals to take part and act in caring for the elders. A legislation that protects 

the elders is crucial as more and more children are neglecting the welfare of their parents. Some 

have even left their parents stranded in welfare homes. Looking at the healthcare perspective, the 

government has provided healthcare facilities to ensure that the elders can take care of their health. 

However, the availability of health facilities are still limited, and not many elders living in rural 

areas have access to healthcare. Furthermore, many elders in the rural areas are not aware of the 

importance of undergoing medical check-ups to detect the early signs of any chronic diseases. 

Therefore, the rural community have to be exposed to better healthcare initiatives so that the elders 

living there can remain active and productive in their golden age. 
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