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ABSTRACT 
 

 One of the most significant demographic changes of the twentieth century is the aging of the world’s 
population. At the same time industrialization that taking place in developing countries has created a new 
pattern of family structure, that is nuclear conjugal family that resulting family care for the older persons 
become problematic. The purpose of this paper is to analyze the living arrangement of the older persons in rural 
Kelantan, Malaysia. The design in this study was a cambination of the sociological method of face-to-face 
interviews, and the anthropological method of participant-observation. Results show that nearly half of the 
respondents still living in the extended family, but the majority of the them feel that they want to choose to be 
living with their spouse only. 
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Introduction 

  
Masitah and Nazilah through their reseach conducted in Melaka, Selangor and Negeri Sembilan, Malaysia, 

found that 56.8% of older persons in their survey living with their families in extended family (Masitah and 
Nazilah, 1988). The remainder of older persons in that survey live independently in nuclear family. Why this 
could be happened? Why a lot of older persons in Malaysia living independently in nuclear family, not in 
extended families? This is an important issue to be addressed because nowdays older person is not a marginal 
group anymore in Malaysia. The increased of older persons living in nuclear family, couple with the population 
of Malaysia has shown signs of ageing, have caused increasing concern about the support implications of older 
persons in recent years. Since Malaysia gained independence 50 years ago, the average age of the population has 
increased markedly. The older population of Malaysia is growing. In 1957 at the time Malaysia gained 
independence, the number of the population aged 65 years and older in numbered around 175 500 persons, that 
constituted 2.7 percent of the population of Peninsular Malaysia at that time. In 1970, it was estimated to be 316, 
852 persons, and in 1991 there were 657 401 persons aged 65 and above. The number of the elderly persons in 
Malaysia almost doubled over the twenty years time between 1970 and 1991. Therefore,there has been growing 
interest and concern on the ageing of population and the elderly in Malaysia in recent years (Wan Ibrahim, 
W.A., and Zainab, I., 2011). 

Because of the number of older population is increasing, these category of population has become an 
important focus of studies in Malaysia in recent years (Wan Ibrahim, W.A., Zainab, I., & Asyraf, H.A.R., 2011). 
Despite there  have been a large number of studies to explore the daily life of older people in Malaysia, the 
qualitative study to explore the social forces behind living arrangemet of these older populations in rural areas is 
still relatively unexamined. Very sparse information is available about the nature of living arrangemet of the 
older rural people. Many questions regarding the perception of these older people on the nature of living 
arrangemet remain unanswered. We do not know for sure whether these older people are more likely to live with 
their adult children, or choose to live alone if they are given oppurtunity to do so. 

In an attempt to fill the gap, therefore, this paper aims to analyze the patterns of living arrangemet of these 
older populations in rural areas in Kelantan, Malaysia. The older population in this article is defined as persons 
aged 60 years and above. The paper is organized into five sections. After introducing the topic of discussion in 
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this section, the second section presents a brief discussion on material and method used in this study, while 
information regarding the socio demographic profile of the elderly respondents is presented in section four. The 
main focus of this paper, that is living arrangemet of the older rural Malaysian then presented in the fifth section.   

 
Material and Method 

 
Design: 

 
The design used in this study was a mixed method approach, that is a combination of the sociological 

method of face-to-face interviews, and the anthropological method of participant-observation. The purpose of 
this paper is to analyze the patterns of living arrangemet of the older populations in rural Kelantan, Malaysia. 
The data reported in this paper is part of a larger study conducted on the rural elderly to explore the factors 
effecting the well-being of these elderly in the state of Kelantan, Malaysia in the late 1998 and early 1999. 
Several field visits were also  conducted between 2000 to 2005, and between 2006 to 2010 to see the continuity 
and the changes. The study employs both quantitative and qualitative methods to collect data. Data for the 
qualitative analysis are derived from unstructured interviews, information from key informants, and field 
observation. Major data for the quantitative analysis are derived from face-to-face interviews. Data were 
collected during 90-minute structured interviews conducted in respondents home. The interview schedule, 
containing both closed-ended and open questions, covered a wide range of questions regarding demographic, 
socio-economic, marriage and family background. Relevant to this paper are variables related to their socio-
economic status, and living arrangement of these rural elderly.  

 
Sample: 

 
Population from which samples of the study were drawn, was the older people aged 60 years and above 

numbered 1 067 living in rural areas in the district of Limbongan, Kelantan, Malaysia. Out of this number 20% 
of them, that is a total of 214 older population were selected as respondents using simple random sampling 
technique. The study area is devided into six mukims, namely Pengkalan, Gong Chapa, Wakaf Bunut, Alor 
Pasir, Tok Adam, and Bandar. Because the study area is devided into six mukims, the proportion of the 
respondents for each mukims also taken 20%, which meaning that mukim Pengkalan (59 respondents), Gong 
Chapa (32), Wakaf Bunut (29), Alor Pasir (25), Tok Adam (20), and Bandar (49).   

   
Measurement: 

 
The seven socio-demographic profile presented in Table 1 were measured in the following manner: The sex 

of each respondent was coded as a dummy variable, with a score of 0 if the respondent was female, and 1 if the 
respondent was male; the age of respondent was coded as actual age, the marital statuses was coded as (1) never 
married, (2) currently married, (3) divorced, and (4) widowed. Lenght of marriage was coded as (1) newly, if the 
respondents reported being marriage up to 29 years, while if they were being married for after 30 years and over, 
was recorded as (2) Long. Number of children also was coded as dummy variabel, with a score of 0 if the 
respondent did not own children, and 1 if the respondent owned children; the educational attainment was 
measured as (1) never attended school, (2) primary level, (3) lower secondary level, (4) upper secondary level, 
and (5) tertiary level; the employment status of each respondent was coded as a dummy variable, with a score of 
0 if the respondent was not employed, and 1 if the respondent was employed.  

 
Results and Discussions 

 
Socio demographic profile: 

 
Information regarding the socio demographic profile of the elderly respondents is presented in Table 1. As 

in any other community elsewhere, due to the fact that the life expectency of the elderly women is higher, the 
majority of the elderly population is women. Contrast by this general trend, in this study the majority of the 
respondent is man. The everage age of respondents was 68 years, while median and mod of age was 67 and 60 
years respectively. The age of olderst respondent was 95. When this age is categorized to four category, that is 
60-64 years, 65-69 years, 70-74 years, and 75 years+, then 40% of the responden was in 60-64 years category. 
The older population in other three categories is quite similar, around 20%.  

In terms of marital status, three respondents was never married. The respondents currently married was 
143, four divorced, and 64 respondents were  widowed. In the category never married, there was two elderly 
male, and one elderly female. Male respondents who currently married outnumber female respondents (112 
male compared to only 31 female respondents). The majority of male respondents still have spouse. As 
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indicated elsewhere (see, Kinsella and Wan He, 2009 for instance), older men are more likely to be married as 
compared to older women. The higher number of male respondents currently married, and the higher number of 
female respondents currently divorced was related to the fact that the higher tendency elderly male to be 
remarried after the death of their spouse. Even in the present day, this habbit is considered norms of the Malays 
in the study area. In the Malay culture, older people, although their age was to old, is accepted to become 
husband even for the young women. Another reasons are males themselves could not afford to mannage their 
domestic matters, and for this reason, they choose to be remarried when their spouse dies. On the other hand, 
the elderly women can survive without husband. They can manage the domestic matters by themselves.  

   
Table 1: Distribution of socio demographic profile of the elderly 

Socio demographic profile         Number Percentage   
Gender 
Males                  131    61.2  
Females                        83  38.8  
Age 
60-64      83    38.8  
65-69      43    20.1  
70-74       47    22.0  
75 +       41    19.1  
Marital Status  
Married         143    66.8  
Divorced      4     1.9  
Widowed      64    29.9  
Single          3     1.4  
Lenght of Marriage 
Newly       13     9.0  
Old         130    91.0  
Number of Children 
Yes         208    97.2  
No       6     2.8  
Education 
Schooling      91    42.5  
No Schooling        123    57.5  
Employment Status 
Working      88    41.1  
Not Working       126    58.9  
Number        214    100.0  

 
The educational attainment or educational level of the respondents reflect the level of academic among the 

Malaysian as a whole before Malaysia gained independence in 1957. At that time not many people, especially in 
rural areas, has the opportunity to attend formal school. As all of the elderly respondents are those who were 
brought up at the time before independence, they did not have much opportunity to attend formal school. 
Analyzing the educational attainment, the level of education of the respondents was low. More than half of them 
were never attend formal school (57.5%). Although the number of respondents who attended formal school was 
quite big (42.5%), around one-third has only an elementary school level. At that time there was no secondary 
school provided for them to further their education. As in rural areas in other parts of developing countries, the 
elderly woman who did not attend formal school was higher than the elderly man. 

 
Living Arrangement of Older Population: 

 
This paper argues that with the urbanization process that taking place, the living arrangements of the family 

changes, and more and more older persons will be living alone (see, e.g. Parson, 1949; Goode, 1964; Ogburn, 
1968; Linton, 1971; Masitah Mohd. Yatim & Nazileh Ramli, 1988; Yaacob Harun, 1992; Fatimah Abdullah, 
2000). The above scholars admitted that the urbanization, particularly industrialization, has changed the family 
structure from the extended to conjugal nuclear family. Nguyen Thanh Binh (2011) who reviews the definition 
of these term, states that urbanization is also defined by the United Nations as movement of people from rural to 
urban areas with population growth equating to urban migration. Because of the urbanization, the children in the 
productive age migrated to urban areas to look for suitable work in the industrial sector, left older population 
living alone in rural areas.  

The nature of this family structure and living arrangements can be explained through several indicators. 
With whom the older population lives in their family is used as an indicator of their living arrangements. Living 
arrangement of older population of the respondents is shown in Table 2.  
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Table 2: The Distribution of Living Arrangement of Older Population 
Household Member     Total   Percent 
Nuclear Family     106   49.5 
Alone      19    8.9 
Elderly + Spouse     45   21.0 
Elderly + Unmarried Children      6    2.8 
Elderly  + Spouse + Unmarried Children   36   16.8 
Extended Family     108   50.5 
Elderly + Unmarried Grand Child   11     5.1 
Elderly + Parents        1      0.5 
Elderly + Nephew       2     0.9 
Elderly + Unmarried Children + Married Children  28    13.1   
Elderly + Unmarried Children + Grand Child   2   0.9  
Elderly + Spouse + Married Children   21   9.8 
Elderly + Spouse + Grand Child         9   4.2 
Elderly + Spouse + Unmarried Child+Parents    7   3.3 
Elderly + Spouse + Unmarried Child+Siblings    1   0.5  
Elderly + Spouse+Unmarried Child+ Nephew    1   0.5  
Elderly + Spouse+Unmarried Child+ Married Children   20   9.3  
Elderly + Spouse + Grand Child+Parents     1   0.5 
Elderly + Spouse + Grand Child+Nephew     4   1.9 
Total      214    100.0 

 
Based on the household membership, the results of the study show that 90% of married adults did not lived 

in the same roof with elderly parents. These married children lived with their own children in a separate 
hosehold. The older persons living in extended family represent about 50.5% of all elderly, outnumbered the 
older persons living in small conjugal nuclear family (49.5%). There are 17 combinations of household 
membership in study areas, where four of them are categorized as nuclear family, while 13 more are extended 
family. From the combination of nuclear family, the elderly live with spouse (21.0%) are the highest, followed 
by the elderly living with spouse and unmarried child (16.8%), elderly alone (8.9%), and living with unmarried 
child (2.8%). As for the extended family, there are 13 combination of household. The highest among these are 
the elderly living with unmarried and married children (13.1%). The second in the rank is the elderly with their 
spouse and with married children, and the elderly, spouse, unmarried, and married children (20%). 

Unstructured interviews indicate that some of the elderly respondents are more likely to be living alone 
unless when they reach certain age in life that they can not manage for their daily activities by themselves. For 
the young elderly, they prefer to live alone with their spouse. These elderly are reluctant to move to their adult 
children. This is because, at this time these elderly feel that they want to be free from any tasks of taking care of 
their grand childen. According to these elderly, when they sick, they need their children to take care for them. 
Moreover, although these elderly are not living under the same roof with their adults children, they continue to 
depend on their adult children in terms of support and interpersonal warmth.  

Unstructured  interviews with adult children indicate that these adults children, are also more likely not to 
live  with their parents in the same house. Although they are living separately with their parents, they feel that it 
is their responsibility to take care for their elderly parents. For those who live away from their elderly parents, 
they usually come to visit their parents every weekend, or when they have time. Geographical distance 
influences the frequency of visit. There have been some of the adults children who choose to be living nearby, 
or in a location that not too far with their parents, so that eventhough they do not live together in the same 
household, these adults children still can functions as care giving, and can still reach to their elderly parents’s 
home any time if needed.   

 
Conclusion: 

 
The main objectives of this paper was to analyze the the patterns of living arrangemet of the older 

populations in rural Malaysia. In terms of the sosio demographic profile, data showed that the majority of the 
respondents was males, did not attend any formal school, still being married and has children. Some of the 
respondents at the time of survey did not have spouse because of the death of the spouse. The majority of these 
elderly are elderly females. Quite a number who reported as not being employed because they feel too old to 
work. In terms of living arrangement, although quite a lot of older population living in nuclear family, the 
majority of older population living in extended family. The highest among those living in extended family are 
the elderly living with unmarried and married children. For the young elderly, they prefer to live alone with 
their spouse because they want to be free from any tasks of taking care of their grand childen. Only when they 
are too old and sick, they are likely to live with their adults children. Although these elderly are not living with 
the adults children, they continue to depend on their children in terms of support and interpersonal warmth.  
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