INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF
ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN

BUSINESS & SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol 14, Issue 10, (2024) E- ISSN: 2222 6990

Social Isolation among Ageing Population in
Malaysia

Norshafigah Baljin Abdul Bagi?, Nurshafigah Abd Latif?,
Nurayuni Hanis Mohd Saleh?, Nurul Ain Shafika Md Yunus?,
Nurin Aina Fatin Hazigah Mohd Azlin?, Puvaneswaran
Kunasekaran'?, Mohd Roslan Rosnon'? & Muhammad Afig
Abdul Razak? & Rahimah lbrahim?:2

!Malaysian Research Institute on Ageing, Universiti Putra Malaysia, Serdang, 2Faculty of
Human Ecology, Universiti Putra Malaysia, Serdang
Corresponding Author Email: puvaneswaran@upm.edu.my

To Link this Article: http://dx.doi.org/10.6007/1JARBSS/v14-i10/23269 DOI:10.6007/1JARBSS/v14-i10/23269
Published Date: 13 October 2024

Abstract

Social isolation is an increasingly significant issue within the social sciences and healthcare,
particularly concerning aging populations. Defined by a deficiency in social interactions and
meaningful relationships, social isolation has profound effects on the well-being of older
adults. In Malaysia, the demographic shift towards an aging population, fueled by rising life
expectancy and declining fertility rates, exacerbates the risk of social isolation. Contributory
factors include deteriorating health, unemployment, and evolving family structures. This
study explores issues related to social isolation among the elderly in Malaysia, including its
contributing factors, impacts, and potential solutions for addressing these challenges. The
findings underscore the urgent need for comprehensive interventions, such as policy reforms,
community-based initiatives, and spiritual support programs, to improve the quality of life
and foster social connectedness among older adults. The outcome also suggests that the main
stakeholders especially government agencies, society members and the older adults must
work together towards understanding and supporting the existing policies.
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Introduction

In the social science and healthcare fields, social isolation has been identified as a widespread
issue and one of the key emerging concerns associated with aging (Donovan & Blazer, 2020).
Due to its complexity, social isolation is defined in various ways within social and
gerontological literature (Tragantzopoulou & Giannouli, 2021). It is often described as the
lack or reduction of social interactions, contacts, and relationships with others, especially with
family and friends, as well as low levels of societal integration and involvement, and a limited
number of social contacts and interactions (Rohr et al., 2021). Based on these definitions,
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social isolation can be understood as the objective aspects of personal relationships that can
be measured by the size and composition of one's social network and the frequency of
meaningful and supportive interactions within that network (Czaja, Moxley, and Rogers,
2021).

Population demographics have garnered significant attention in contemporary society
(McCallum, 2023). This demographic imbalance is not solely a result of natural aging but is
also influenced by social factors, including social isolation among the elderly (Huxhold,
Suanet, and Wetzel, 2022). With increasing life expectancy and declining birth rates in many
regions globally, there is a notable shift in population composition towards older age groups
(Andreev and Dupre, 2021). Concerns regarding social isolation and loneliness among older
individuals have heightened as the global population ages and more individuals experience
living alone (Wigfield and Alden, 2018).

According to the United Nations (2020), the proportion of the global population aged
65 and above is projected to nearly double from 9.3% to 16.0% by 2050 which leading to a
rise in the number of older individuals living independently. These demographic changes carry
extensive implications for societies, impacting workforce composition, healthcare
requirements, and social welfare systems (Osareme et al., 2024). However, underlying this
broader demographic shift is a subtler yet significant issue: the prevalence of social isolation
among the elderly, which further compounds the imbalance in age distributions within
populations (Burholt et al., 2020).

Furthermore, modern lifestyles, which include increased reliance on technology and
shifting family structures, can contribute to feelings of isolation and loneliness among older
adults (Latikka et al, 2021). Examining the impact of social isolation on population
demographics reveals the complex interplay between social factors and demographic trends,
emphasising the importance of addressing social isolation as a means of achieving a more
balanced age distribution within communities (Franssen et al, 2020). Scrivens (2024)
mentioned that understanding the complex relationship between social isolation and
population demographics is crucial for developing effective strategies to balance
demographic changes. Social isolation has far-reaching consequences for community
cohesion, social support networks, and public health, in addition to its impact on individuals
(Maleku et al,2022). (Han et al (2021) stated that societies can work towards a more balanced
age distribution and create age-friendly environments that benefit people of all ages by
implementing interventions that promote social inclusion, community engagement, and
support networks for the elderly. These efforts are critical in creating resilient and inclusive
communities that promote the well-being and dignity of all people, regardless of age.
Therefore, this study want to explore issues related to social isolation among the elderly in
Malaysia, including its contributing factors, impacts, and potential solutions for addressing
these challenges.

Literature Review
Ageing Population
The elderly population in Asian countries has grown rapidly amid social and economic
transformations (Tengku Aizan, 2015). This growth has significant impacts on economic
development and security, healthcare systems, and the ability of family support structures to
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maintain the well-being of older adults. Malaysia is on track to become an aging nation by
2030, as indicated by the Department of Statistics Malaysia (2022). The percentage of the
population categorized as elderly increased to 4.1% in 2022 from 2021. According to the
United Nations (UN) definition, Malaysia is already considered an aging country, with the
median age rising from 30.1 years in 2021 to 30.4 years in 2022 (Department of Statistics
Malaysia, 2022). It is projected that by 2030, approximately 15.3% of Malaysia's population
will be over 60, and as of 2022, about 11.1% or 3.6 million Malaysians are already over the
age of 60 (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2022).

With aging, there is an increased risk of social isolation (Freedman, 2020). One
significant consequence of an aging population is the heightened strain on healthcare services
(Tun, 2021). As individuals age, the demand for medical care and long-term assistance
significantly increases, putting pressure on the healthcare system and necessitating a
reevaluation of healthcare policies and infrastructure to meet the needs of the expanding
elderly population. In conclusion, Malaysia's aging population presents a complex and
multifaceted challenge that requires careful consideration and planning. By acknowledging
the implications of an aging population and implementing strategic measures, Malaysia can
effectively address the needs of its elderly citizens and maximise the potential of an aging
society.

Sosial Isolation

Social isolation is characterised as the objective absence of social connections, support, and
interaction with others (Elmer, 2020). It differs from loneliness, which is the subjective feeling
of being alone and lacking social connections (Kekkonen, 2020). Loneliness is a personal
emotional experience, while social isolation is quantifiable and observable (Seeman, 2022).
Among the elderly, social isolation can arise from various factors such as reduced social circles
due to life changes, physical and cognitive decline, chronic health conditions, and economic
constraints (Medical Dimensions of Social Isolation, 2020). Additionally, societal attitudes and
stereotypes regarding aging can lead to exclusion and marginalization (Jose, 2022). To address
social isolation among older individuals, communities and support networks must recognize
and tackle these contributing elements.

Social isolation within the elderly demographic has become a pressing issue in modern
society, carrying implications for both individual well-being and public health (Ganesan,
2021). Social isolation and loneliness are acknowledged as serious difficulties affecting older
persons, with several studies highlighting their devastating impact on the health and well-
being of people aged 50 and up (Clair, 2021). Many older persons experience risk factors such
as living alone, losing family or friends, chronicillnesses, and sensory impairments, all of which
can contribute to or worsen social isolation and loneliness. Evidence suggests that these
disorders can be as harmful to their health as smoking or obesity, emphasizing the need for
public health measures and additional study (Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults,
2020).

Several studies have brought attention to the common occurrence and negative
consequences of social isolation in the elderly population. For example, a longitudinal study
carried out by Cornwell and Waite (2009), revealed that social isolation was correlated with a
heightened mortality risk among older adults, even when adjusting for different demographic

1637



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 14, No. 10, 2024, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2024

and health-related variables. Likewise, Shankar et al (2011), conducted research showing that
social isolation was associated with an elevated likelihood of developing chronic health issues
like cardiovascular diseases and depression in older individuals. Furthermore, research has
identified various factors that contribute to social isolation in older adults, including changes
in social circles, the death of a spouse or close friend, limited mobility, and retirement (Victor
etal., 2005). These findings highlight the need of addressing social isolation among the elderly
through personalized interventions and community efforts aimed at fostering social
connections and improving the well-being of seniors.

However, interventions designed for socially isolated youth could offer valuable
lessons for developing strategies tailored to older individuals. Interdisciplinary approaches
that concentrate on interventions based in homes and communities appear to hold promise
for young people facing social isolation. These interventions foster a sense of empowerment
and anticipation, indicating that comparable strategies could potentially help alleviate social
isolation among the elderly. It is crucial to establish a supportive environment that
encourages social reconnection and provides the essential support systems for this
demographic (Social Isolation Experienced by Youth in Social Withdrawal: Toward an
Interdisciplinary Analysis and Practice, Wong et al., 2020). While social isolation can affect
individuals of all ages, its manifestations and consequences in older adults might differ. The
social technology currently available tends to address health needs rather than take a holistic
approach that includes social connectedness. The lack of targeted social technology that
addresses the specific nuances of older people's social interaction indicates the necessity for
more research into the daily lives of the elderly to create better-suited solutions social
isolation of older people (Pedell et al., 2010).

Issues and Challenges of Ageing Population

It cannot be denied that the life expectancy of the population is improving not only in
Malaysia but it is also happening in foreign countries due to medical progress and economic
development (Alavi et al., 2011). This increase in population leads to an increase in the
population aged 65 years and above which can be categorized as elderly (Jaafar et al., 2021).
Statistics from the Department of Statistics Malaysia (DoSM) show an increase in the
composition of individuals aged 65 and above which is 7.2% in 2022 and increased to 7.4% in
2023 which includes 2.5 million people. Furthermore, DOSM expects that in 2024, the
demographics of the population in Malaysia will show an almost equal distribution between
the young (18.6%) and the elderly which is 14.5%. The demographic of the elderly is expected
to exceed six million which shows the transition for the elderly society in Malaysia.

The increase in the number of people who are ageing has led to the issue of social
isolation. Social isolation can be defined as a negative feeling that can occur in any individual
due to a lack of social contact or dissatisfaction with relationships. Furthermore, this social
isolation can lead to increased morbidity and mortality if not addressed immediately (Gu et
al., 2021). This shows that social isolation or the lack of social interaction and support can
negatively impact a person's physical and mental health which potentially resulting in serious
health problems or even premature death if not properly managed. According to Ibrahim &
Ahmad (2022), marginalization can be defined as the absence or limitation of the amount of
social interaction between individuals. The elderly tend to feel marginalized or marginalized
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due to poor quality social relationships even though they have a high level of social
interaction.

Social connections play a crucial role in the well-being of the elderly by offering
emotional support, companionship, and a sense of belonging (Suragam, 2021). Nevertheless,
the growing prevalence of social isolation among older individuals is a significant worry. As
indicated by Ganesan (2021), social isolation can lead to various adverse outcomes, such as
an elevated risk of mental health conditions like depression and anxiety, along with physical
health issues. Recognizing the impacts of social isolation on the elderly is essential for creating
effective interventions and support systems. By tackling this issue, we can strive to enhance
the overall well-being and quality of life for older people (Public Health, 2020).

Statistic on Social Isolation Research Among Elderly

Based on Figure 1, the number of reviews published between 1984 and 2017 is depicted in
the graph above. This graph shows the trend in the publication of reviews on social isolation
and silent interventions for the elderly. There were just two reviews published annually
between 1984 and 2000, which is a low and steady quantity of reviews. The number of
reviews published annually increased gradually but steadily after 2000. However, the number
of published reviews increased significantly after 2010, reaching a peak of eight in 2016. This
suggests that, within the past ten years, research on strategies to lessen social isolation and
loneliness among the elderly has received more attention. Overall, this graph demonstrates
that, particularly after 2010, the problem of loneliness and social isolation among the elderly
has drawn more attention and in-depth research in the past few decades.

=
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Year of publication

(Source: Fakoya, McCorry & Donnelly, 2020)

Figure 1: Number of review articles on loneliness and social isolation interventions published
from 1984 to 2018

There are three type of loneliness which is social loneliness, emotional loneliness and family
loneliness (Siti Zuhaida, Azera Hasra & Suraya Hanim, 2021). Based on study conducted by Siti
Zuhaida, Azera Hasra & Suraya Hanim (2021) emotional loneliness is the most common
among Malaysian elderly where 40.3% of respondents experienced social loneliness.
Regarding social loneliness, 37.6% of respondents stated that they experienced social
loneliness. While only 10.8% respondents reported experienced family loneliness. This makes
family loneliness the lowest level of loneliness experienced by elderly in Malaysia. The
principal causes of loneliness in the elderly can have serious consequences for their health
and mental well-being (Sokolova & Sokolova, 2024). According to Sokolova & Sokolova (2024),
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social isolation is associated with a higher risk of chronic illnesses such as heart disease,
hypertension, and depression. Additionally, a lack of social contacts is linked to an increased
incidence of dementia and contributes to the development of Alzheimer's disease (Sokolova
& Sokolova, 2024).

Types of loneliness Percentage experienced loneliness (%)
Social loneliness 37.6
Emotional loneliness 40.3
Family loneliness 10.8

(Source: Siti Zuhaida, Azera Hasra & Suraya Hanim, 2021)
Table 1: Types and Percentage of Loneliness Among Malaysian Elderly (n=380)

Methodology

In this conceptual paper on social isolation among the elderly in Malaysia, thematic analysis
is used to explore and interpret key themes related to the issue. This approach involves
examining the literature and theoretical frameworks to identify recurring themes and
patterns that shed light on the factors contributing to social isolation, its impacts, and
potential solutions. By analyzing these themes, the paper aims to deepen the understanding
of how social isolation affects elderly individuals in Malaysia and to develop a comprehensive
framework for addressing the issue effectively.

Factor of Social Isolation Among Elderly

Health

There are several factors that lead to social isolation among the elderly, one of which is the
level of health. Health levels can include physical health and mental health. This is said to be
so because individuals with health problems such as spinal cord injury, TBI and other severe
health problems and mental illness will lead to social isolation (Ibrahim & Ahmad, 2020).
Furthermore, chronic diseases, disabilities and mental health problems experienced by the
elderly such as depression and anxiety will make it difficult for them to engage in social
activities. This situation causes them to feel lonely and isolated because they cannot do social
activities with the rest of the community. In addition, there are also elderly people who have
lost their spouses or close friends. This prompts them to feel lonely and sad because they
have no one to share problems with or so on (Razman & Shaban, 2023).

Unemployment

Next, the unemployment factor is also one of the factors that encourage social isolation
among the elderly. This is said to be so because the unemployment that occurs in the
community will cause an individual to not have an income that can help him to support his
life. This situation causes an individual to experience a multidimensional poverty problem and
they will be set aside from other groups of society (Ibrahim, 2020). Economically, the lack of
income causes the community to be below the poverty line because they are unable to meet
their daily needs. A study from Indri (2016) emphasizes that individuals who are marginalized
from the system and social relations are caused by poverty. According to him, the life
challenge experienced by those who are poor is the inability to meet the necessities of life
such as housing, food, clothing and health.
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Family

Lastly, the social isolation factor that occurs among the elderly is caused by the level of the
family. Malaysia is a country that firmly adheres to the concept of "filial piety", which is a
concept that emphasizes the need to respect and appreciate the elderly (Ng, 2019). This
concept explains the responsibility of children to care for and provide for their parents' needs.
However, this pattern of life has limitations due to unavoidable constraints. For example,
today's society has high career demands and makes it difficult for them to support life and
bear the responsibility of being a child to his parents. This situation causes the time and
attention given to parents to decrease and causes parents to feel lonely and do not have
enough time for them to spend time together (Ibrahim & Ahmad, 2022).

Strategies and Solution

Improve Policies Related to The Elderly

In addition, there are several suggestions that can be made to deal with the problem of social
isolation from getting worse among the elderly. Among the recommendations that can be
made is to improve policies related to the elderly in Malaysia. For example, Malaysia has also
taken steps to address the issue by adopting an active aging policy framework to optimize
opportunities for the social and mental well-being of the community. This is because it can
help to promote a good quality of life as people age. The National Social Welfare Policy (1990)
is one of the policies that have been implemented in Malaysia. The National Social Welfare
Policy was established to help the elderly improve their standard of living and well-being
through welfare programs and services.

Spiritual Intervention Program

In addition, another suggestion that can be made to overcome the issue of social isolation
among the elderly is to create a spiritual intervention program. Spiritual intervention
programs are important to society, especially to the elderly because it can help to improve
their well-being. This is said because for the elderly who are Muslims, a calm state of mind is
very important especially when reaching the end of life (Jaafar et al., 2021). A study by Tengku
Aizan (2015) found that empirical studies to examine the relationship between psychological
aspects and spiritual aspects for the elderly are still under-conducted. Therefore, this program
needs to be carried out because there are many issues that occur among the elderly related
to the psychology of the elderly such as depression, loneliness, mental health problems and
so on.

Proposed Model of Social Isolation Among Ageing Population in Malaysia

The proposed model is a framework that can be seen about social isolation among the elderly
as shown in Figure 2. Social isolation aging refers to the lack of social connections, support
and interaction with others (Elmer, 2020). According to Jaafar et.al, (2021) composition of
individuals aged 65 and above. This matter will indirectly relate to the issue of social isolation
among elders in Malaysia. Social isolation also happens because of various factors which is
physical & cognitive, level of health, and shrinking social circle. In addition, this issue also has
a higher risk of mortality. Therefore, there are two suggestions that can be done to overcome
this issue, namely by improving policies related to the elderly in Malaysia and creating a
spiritual intervention program.
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Social isolation among aging individuals is influenced by several interrelated factors
that significantly impact their overall well-being. One major factor is the physical and cognitive
decline that often accompanies aging. These declines can manifest in various medical
conditions that limit an individual’s mobility, reduce cognitive functioning, and consequently
diminish their ability to engage in social activities. This physical and cognitive deterioration
forms a significant barrier to maintaining social connections, contributing to a heightened
sense of isolation. The overall level of health plays a critical role as well, with Ibrahim and
Ahmad (2020) highlighting that poor health status in older adults increases dependency on
others, limits their social participation, and enhances feelings of loneliness. Poor health not
only affects the individual’s capacity to socialize but also restricts their access to social support
and community resources, further isolating them. Additionally, the shrinking social circle is a
significant concern. As people age, they often experience the loss of friends, family members,
and peers due to various factors such as death, relocation, or deteriorating health. The decline
in social connections can result in deep-seated feelings of loneliness and isolation. The
medical aspects of social isolation, as explored in 2020, underscore how the loss of a strong
social support system can negatively impact the mental and emotional well-being of older
adults. These factors collectively form a intricate set of obstacles that foster social isolation
among the elderly, underscoring the necessity for holistic approaches to tackle and alleviate
these concerns, ultimately improving the quality of life for aging individuals.

The risk of social isolation among aging individuals is significantly linked to a higher
risk of mortality. Cornwell and Waite (2009), highlight that older adults who experience social
isolation face a substantially increased likelihood of death compared to their socially
connected peers. This heightened risk can be attributed to several factors. Socially isolated
individuals often have limited access to healthcare and social support, which can lead to
neglect of medical needs and a decline in physical health. Additionally, isolation can
exacerbate mental health issues such as depression and anxiety, further diminishing overall
well-being. The lack of social interaction and emotional support weakens the immune system,
making isolated older adults more vulnerable to illnesses and chronic conditions.
Furthermore, without a network of friends and family, these individuals may not receive
timely help in emergencies, further elevating their risk of mortality. Therefore, addressing
social isolation is crucial for improving the health and longevity of the elderly population.
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Figure 2: The Proposed Model of Social Isolation Among Ageing Population in Malaysia

Therefore, the potential scientific model proposed includes the integration of various
elements, taking into account scientific practicality and reasoning, including factors such as
physical and cognitive dimensions (Medical Dimensions of Social Isolation, 2020), health
levels (Ibrahim & Ahmad, 2020), shrinking social circles (Medical Dimensions of Social
Isolation, 2020), and the associated risks. Hence, the primary recommendation to address this
issue is to enhance policies related to the elderly in Malaysia. Malaysia has already taken steps
to tackle this issue by implementing the Active Ageing Policy framework aimed at optimizing
opportunities for social and mental well-being within society. This initiative seeks to promote
a high quality of life alongside the increasing aging population, thereby fostering societal
welfare. Another suggestion is to establish a spiritual intervention program, which is crucial
for the community, especially for the elderly, as it can significantly improve their well-being.
Research suggests that maintaining a peaceful state of mind is particularly important for
elderly individuals of Islamic faith as they approach the end of their lives (Jaafar et al., 2021).

Conclusion

The issue of social isolation among the elderly has emerged as a major worry in the context
of an ageing global population (Walsh et al., 2021). With rising life expectancy and decreased
childbearing rates, there is a clear demographic shift toward older age groups, emphasizing
the significance of tackling aging-related concerns, including social isolation (Vaupel,
Villavicencio & Bergeron, 2021). Social isolation, defined as a lack of meaningful social
connections and relationships, can lead to serious health consequences, including increased
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morbidity and mortality (Donovan and Blazer, 2020). Demographic data in Malaysia show an
increasing senior population, which has important consequences for social welfare systems
and community health (Ismail et al., 2021). Factors contributing to social isolation among the
elderly include health issues, unemployment, and changing family dynamics. (Koehn, Ferrer
and Brotman, 2022). Health problems such as chronic diseases and mental illnesses hinder
the elderly from engaging in social activities, exacerbating feelings of loneliness.
Unemployment and economic hardships further isolate the elderly by limiting their ability to
participate in societal activities (Okechukwu, 2021).

Addressing social isolation requires multifaceted interventions (Ma et al, 2020). Policy
improvements, such as active aging frameworks and welfare programs, can enhance the
quality of life for older adults (Fulmer et al,2021). Besides that, spiritual intervention
programs also can provide mental and emotional support, promoting well-being among
elderly populations. (Abdolahrezaee et al 2020). Community-based programs and targeted
interventions are crucial in fostering social connectedness and improving the overall well-
being of the elderly (Smith et al., 2023). The issue of social isolation is not confined to Malaysia
but is a global challenge that demands comprehensive strategies (Tan at al, 2023). Therefore,
addressing social isolation through public health interventions, community engagement, and
supportive networks is essential for creating age-friendly environments (Hossen et al 2023).
These efforts will contribute to resilient and inclusive communities, ensuring the dignity and
well-being of individuals across all ages (Sanche et al., 2020).
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