
Diverse
Asia – the 
demographic 
challenge



Why Diverse  
Asia? 
Retirement is often seen through the lens  
of developed markets, where relatively more 
robust Social Security, healthcare, and defined 
contribution systems exist. 
Asia, however, offers compelling lessons (for within Asia) in what the future 
of retirement looks like as the region’s markets currently offer differing levels 
of retirement protection, and with varying demographic profiles, they’re 
looking at policy innovations to prepare for the future. The main objective of 
the Diverse Asia series is to show how the selected markets of Hong Kong, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Taiwan are forging their own path to meet the 
challenges and to offer new opportunities for their populations. We hope to 
show how the diversity of Asia, as well as the diversity of populations served, 
provides a potential template for others to learn and study.
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See Diverse Asia 
through a quantitative 
and qualitative lens
In the first of a series of articles, Manulife 
Investment Management explores the retirement 
readiness of different populations in the  
Asia-Pacific region while considering the issues 
and responses from Hong Kong, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, and Taiwan. 
The content has been developed with insight and research from the Sau Po 
Centre on Ageing at the University of Hong Kong1.

Our intention is to take a deep dive into Asia’s retirement readiness in a 
contextualised way and explore the subject through both a quantitative and 
qualitative lens. For the purposes of this series, we focused our research 
on Hong Kong, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Taiwan, as these represent a truly 

1 Manulife Investment Management engages the Sau Po Centre on Ageing at the University of Hong 
Kong (“HKU”) in the capacity of consultant (consultancy fee incurred) to perform the consultancy 
services for the Diverse Asia thought leadership series.
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diverse Asia due to differences in demographic stages. They all have young,  
ageing, and aged populations, and their respective governments and industries have 
started introducing their own solutions to their respective demographic and  
healthcare challenges. 

Meeting diverse demographic challenges 
by creating new models 
With Asia home to a diverse set of markets with young, ageing, and aged populations, our 
findings demonstrate that there truly is no one-size-fits-all approach for Asian retirees to 
consider. We analyse socioeconomic factors such as ageing, gender, and family structures 
as key to the retirement conversation. What works for Hong Kong’s population may not work 
as well for the people in Malaysia. But diversity is a strength, and when it comes to solving 
the retirement readiness puzzle, markets within Asia have much to learn from each other. 

We believe the best way to cater to the retirement needs of various diverse groups is to 
offer various perspectives, trigger new thoughts, and empower individuals with the literacy 
and digital tools to make informed decisions and become financially better off in the long 
term. This series has been created because we want to encourage more open and direct 
discussions around these issues because none of us can afford for these factors to  
be ignored. 

At Manulife Investment Management, our presence within these markets gives us a unique 
investment footprint. It allows us to serve different populations and presents us with the 
opportunity to tell their story and to show a side of Asia that those without local presence 
can’t see. We’re therefore pleased to present our findings and to tell the unique story of each 
of these markets. We believe that the insight we’ve gathered can also be used to benefit the 
rest of Asia. 

We believe the best way 
to cater to the retirement 
needs of various diverse 
groups is to offer various 
perspectives, trigger new 
thoughts, and empower 
individuals with the literacy 
and digital tools to make 
informed decisions and 
become financially better 
off in the long term. 
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An era in which Asia can 
take charge of its own 
retirement landscape
The world’s ageing population is a well-known 
concern. Demographic shifts are being guided 
by a declining birth rate, shrinking households, 
rising healthcare costs, and fragmentation among 
traditional family structures. 
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), by 2030, one in every six 
people in the world will be aged 60 years or over. But beneath that underlying 
fact, different populations are ageing at different rates, and nowhere is this 
variation more visible than within Asia. According to the Asian Development 
Bank, by 2030, one out of four people in Asia will be over 60; however, some 
Southeast Asia markets such as Laos and Cambodia have some of the youngest 
populations in the world, with populations aged 65+ at merely 5.5% and 
4.4%, respectively. This only underlines the point that Asia is a hugely diverse 
region, characterised by different markets at varying stages of economic and 
demographic development. 
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Take Hong Kong as an example: Hong Kong is an aged population, with 19.1% of its 
population over 65; moreover, 24.5% of Hong Kong adults are aged between 50 and 64. 
This makes the median age of the total Hong Kong population 44.9 years old, the second 
highest in Asia. Markets such as Japan are now considered super-aged, with 28.7% of the 
population above 65 years old. At the other end of the spectrum is Indonesia, considered 
to be much younger, with just 6.3% of its population aged 65+. But Indonesia has its own 
demographic challenges and has suffered a dramatic decline in its old-age support ratio—
the number of people aged 15 to 64 per one older person aged 65+, which is estimated 
to drop from 13.8 in 2000 to 4.1 in 2050—ever since the Indonesia government took 
steps to control overpopulation in the 1970s. 

In short, just as with many markets in the West, broadly speaking, Asia must address the 
dual challenge of more elderly people in retirement and fewer younger people able to care 
for them. But despite this challenging backdrop, there are positive developments across 
different markets to highlight. 

These come both in the form of government policy initiatives and from individuals who 
are willing to take their retirement planning firmly into their own hands and consider all 
the available investment options. Solutions are there in the form of varying degrees of 
state support, open-market options for pensions and retirement-focused investments, 
and family structures. The degree of diversity within the concept of ageing presents fertile 
ground for exploring and testing solutions, given Asia is less locked into legacy pension 
systems compared with developed regions. Moreover, a broad range of demographic, 
economic, and social contexts is injecting several dynamics into Asia’s retirement 
landscape. As a result, Asia’s retirement landscape remains both hopeful and notably more 
positive when compared with Europe and the United States. 

According to the World 
Health Organization (WHO), 
by 2030, one in every six 
people in the world will be 
aged 60 years or over.
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Defining the concept  
of ageing across 
different Asian markets
To consider the complexities of Asia’s demographic 
challenges, as well as the responses to those 
challenges, it’s important to start with some clear 
definitions of what ageing means on a region-by-
region basis. 

Our definitions are as follows, with references to the United Nations and 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD):

•  Young—Regions in which less than 7% of the population is aged 65+ 
•  Ageing—Regions in which 7% to 13% of the population is aged 65+ 
•  Aged—Regions in which 14% to 20% of the population is aged 65+ 
•  Super-aged—Regions in which more than 20% of the population is aged 65+

According to these definitions, only a handful of Asia populations is in the young 
category, including Indonesia, the Philippines, and Cambodia; Mainland China 
and Malaysia are in the ageing category; and Hong Kong, South Korea and  
Taiwan alike are in the aged category. 
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Male 5.6%
Female 7.6%
Total 6.6%

Myanmar

Male 4.4%
Female 6.7%
Total 5.5%

Cambodia

Male 4.0%
Female 4.7%
Total 4.4%

Laos

Philippines

Male 4.6%
Female 6.1%
Total 5.3%

Indonesia

Male 5.8%
Female 7.7%
Total 6.8%

Young population regions 
Proportion of people aged 65+

Source: “World Population Prospects 2022, Online Edition,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2022. 

Why is age not just a number?
It’s important to note that besides measuring just age, we’re also adopting a portfolio concept — aggregating a range of demographic 
statistics holistically — in defining whether a society is aged. To understand the impact of ageing on social and economic development 
in a specific demographic context, a portfolio concept can provide us with a different lens that could yield organic views. 
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Male 7.1%
Female 10.4%
Total 8.8%

Vietnam

Male  11.7%
Female  14.7%
Total  13.1%

Mainland China

Macao

Male 12.8%
Female 11.9%
Total 12.3%

Malaysia

Male 6.7%
Female 7.8%
Total 7.3%

Aging population regions 
Proportion of people aged 65+

Source: “World Population Prospects 2022, Online Edition,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2022. 
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Aged population regions 
Proportion of people aged 65+

Source: “World Population Prospects 2022, Online Edition,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2022. 

Male 13.0%
Female 15.9%
Total 14.5%

Thailand

Male 20.0%
Female 19.3%
Total 19.6%

Hong Kong

Male 14.4%
Female 18.9%
Total 16.7%

South Korea

Singapore

Male 13.1%
Female 15.3%
Total 14.1%

Taiwan

Male 14.7%
Female 17.2%
Total 16.0%
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A portfolio concept of demographic statistics to measure whether a society is aged

Median age Old-age dependency ratio

Source: “World Population Prospects 2022, Online Edition,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2022.

Source: Life expectancy and old-age dependency ratio/support ratio data is from “World Population Prospects 2022, Online Edition,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2022; health-
adjusted life expectancy data for regions other than Hong Kong and Taiwan is from “Healthy life expectancy (HALE) Data by Market,” World Health Organization, 2020; healthy life expectancy data for Hong Kong is adapted from “Are We 
Living Longer and Healthier?” Journal of Aging and Health, 2020; and data for Taiwan is adapted from “Mortality, morbidity, and risk factors in Taiwan, 1990–2017: Findings from the Global Burden of Disease Study 2017,” Journal of 
the Formosan Medical Association, 2021. 

Cambodia

26.5

Philippines

24.5

Indonesia

29.4

Vietnam

32.0

Malaysia

29.9

Thailand

39.3

43.4

South Korea

Singapore

41.8

Taiwan

41.3

Hong Kong

44.9

Macao

37.6

Laos

23.8

Myanmar

29.0

Mainland China

37.9

Cambodia

8.5%

Philippines

8.3%

Indonesia

10.0%

Vietnam

12.7%

Malaysia

10.4%

Thailand

20.8%

23.3%

South Korea

Singapore

19.1%

Taiwan

22.4%

Hong Kong

28.7%

Macao

16.9%

Laos

6.7%

Myanmar

9.7%

Mainland China

19.0%
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Source: Life expectancy and old-age dependency ratio/support ratio data is from “World Population Prospects 2022, Online Edition,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2022; health-
adjusted life expectancy data for regions other than Hong Kong and Taiwan is from “Healthy life expectancy (HALE) Data by Market,” World Health Organization, 2020; healthy life expectancy data for Hong Kong is adapted from “Are We 
Living Longer and Healthier?” Journal of Aging and Health, 2020; and data for Taiwan is adapted from “Mortality, morbidity, and risk factors in Taiwan, 1990–2017: Findings from the Global Burden of Disease Study 2017,” Journal of 
the Formosan Medical Association, 2021. 

Health-adjusted life expectancy at age 60 years

Male Female Both

Cambodia 12.0 14.1 13.2

Indonesia 12.7 14.0 13.4

Laos 12.5 14.0 13.3

Mainland China 15.0 16.9 15.9

Malaysia 14.0 15.3 14.6

Myanmar 12.4 14.6 13.6

Philippines 12.1 14.6 13.4

Singapore 18.8 21.0 20.0

South Korea 18.2 21.2 19.8

Thailand 17.0 18.8 18.0

Vietnam 12.9 16.4 14.8

Impairment-free life expectancy at 65-69 years
Hong Kong 12.94 13.72

Life expectancy at 65 years
Macao 20.63 24.48 22.56

Health-adjusted life expectancy
Taiwan 68.17 71.80 69.93
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Moreover, for many Asian markets, the speed of the transition from an ageing to an aged society is increasing. According to the Asia Health and Wellbeing Initiative, East and 
Southeast Asia alone are expected to have 572.5 million seniors aged 65+ by 2050, which is more than double today’s number. We believe the unique challenge for Asia is the 
pace of this transition, which is occurring at a rate 3x to 4x faster than any other market. 

We can also consider the future trajectory of population ageing in each Asia market, which can be indicated by the number of years it takes for the population to switch from ageing 
to aged. Based on current information, we therefore estimate Asia will become aged in less than 20 years (by 2040) and super-aged in less than 40 years’ time (by 2060). 

In our view, a sustainable world in the context of ageing would therefore depend on a sustainable Asia. By 2050, the elderly population in Asia will account for 63% of the world’s 
aged population and will have its own ageing features as already discussed (diversified ageing speed, heterogenous demographic stages); therefore, Asia must develop its own 
retirement strategies from both a public (government) and private (industry) market point of view. In other words, there is no model to follow: Asia must develop its own.

Total Asian population aged 65+ by 2050

Source: “World Population Prospects 2022, Online Edition,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2022. 
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Source: “World Population Prospects 2022, Online Edition,” United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2022. 

The data highlights the size of the demographic challenge each Asian market faces, but there are opportunities as well as risks. Crucially, there is no single magic bullet 
that governments can fire. The sheer diversity within Asia means each market must meet its demographic issues with a highly specific methodology. That said, Asian 
markets with less comprehensive state schemes may also have greater room for innovation and fewer legacy costs when compared with the West. Asian markets can 
also learn a great deal from the different routes being explored within the region, as we explain in the next section, which focuses on the responses—both from the 
government and from individuals—currently under way in the subregions of Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia, and Indonesia. 

Projected data a�er 2021

1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030 2040 2050 2060 2070

China

Hong Kong 30

26

18

23

18

17

21

24

25

30

33

23

Taiwan

Indonesia

Laos

Malaysia

Myanmar

Philippines

South Korea

Singapore

Thailand

Vietnam

Speed of aging

Number of years for transitioning from an aging society (7% of population aged 65+) to an aged society (14% of population aged 65+)
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The effects of COVID-19:  
a reality check
Since the first outbreak recorded in December 2019, COVID-19 
has caused tremendous life loss and cast major threats to the 
medical and healthcare systems in every affected region. While 
the threat of COVID-19 remains prevalent across many markets, 
including Asia, some clear and common demographic headwinds 
strengthened and, in some cases counterintuitively, amplified but 
not alleviated three trends—higher mortality rates among the older 
age cohort, fertility concerns, and decreased retirement readiness 
and potentially longer working years—making these existing 
challenges more difficult.
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1 Higher mortality among the older age cohort
COVID-19 has increased the mortality rate, especially among older age groups that are more susceptible to 
severe complications resulting from COVID-19 variants. For example, in Hong Kong, more than 9,000 people 
died during the first five waves of the virus, the majority of these the vulnerable elderly. According to WHO 
estimates, by December 2021, Indonesia recorded COVID-19 related excess deaths of more than 1 million. 

COVID deaths by region among the vulnerable older age groups2

2 Source: Hong Kong: Centre for Health Protection of the Department of Health, data captured since the outbreak of the fifth wave (provisional data), as 
of 15 August 2022; Taiwan: Taiwan Centers for Disease Control, as of 15 August 2022. Malaysia: The official Malaysia government website for data and 
insights on COVID-19, cumulative death since the outbreak of COVID-19 from 2020 (number of death cases in the past 24 weeks, age group 60+), as of 
15 August 2022; Indonesia: World Health Organization, cumulative death since the outbreak of COVID-19 from 2020as of 15 August 2022.

Source: Malaysia: Ministry of Health Malaysia; Hong Kong: Centre for Health Protection; Taiwan: National Health Command Centre; Indonesia: World 
Health Organization. All data accessed as of 15 August 2022.

 Hong Kong Taiwan Malaysia Indonesia

Total deaths 9,341 8,604 36,085 157,226

% of 60+ 96.04 90.35 76.22 N/A

% of 80+ 70.93 55.87 32.36 N/A
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2 Fertility concerns
COVID-19 has potentially had a damaging effect on fertility rates. While the longer-term trends aren’t yet clear,  
a more protracted decline in fertility rates would exacerbate the already imbalanced population age structures in 
those markets with aged or ageing societies, such as Hong Kong and Taiwan. In Indonesia, government officials 
have been worrying that COVID-19 would post severe limits on people’s access to contraceptives, which could lead 
to a surge in pregnancies and births, but the fertility rate in 2021 remained at a low level. 

Total fertility rates keep declining since COVID-19 broke out

Hong Kong

Taiwan

Indonesia

1.05
0.88

0.77

1.05
0.99
0.98

2.29
2.27

0 0.5 2 2.5

2019

2021
2020

2019

2021
2020

2020
2019

Malaysia 1.80
1.702020

2019

1 1.5 

Total Fertility rates 

per woman

Hong Kong: “Total fertility rate” by Census and Statistic Department, HKSAR, 2022; Taiwan: Department of Household Registration Affairs, Taiwan, 
2022; Malaysia: Department of Statistics, Malaysia, 2022, data as of 2020; Indonesia: “Fertility rate, total (births per woman) - Indonesia” by World 
Bank Open Data, data as of 2020. Data are rounded to two decimal places.
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3 Decreased retirement readiness and potentially 
longer working years 
COVID-19 has weakened people’s finances and forced them to dip into their long-term savings, potentially 
eroding their retirement income. Some markets also chose to relax pension contribution requirements, which is 
likely to mean more citizens pushing back their retirement in order to rebuild their retirement savings.  

For example, in Malaysia, under severe pressure during the pandemic, the market’s government reduced 
employee contributions and allowed employees facing economic hardship to make withdrawals from their 
national defined contribution system, known as the Employees Provident Fund (EPF). Since the hardship 
withdrawal programme was introduced, more than 7.3 million members of the EPF had taken advantage of 
the facility, applying to take out more than RM101 billion in retirement savings. 

The Malaysian Ministry of Finance has warned of the long-term erosion effect of such special withdrawals 
and suggested that members will need to work for an additional four to six years to rebuild their retirement 
savings. It’s also worth noting that Malaysia has a relatively early retirement age (55 years) compared with 
other Asia markets, which has contributed to Malaysia’s ongoing pension savings gap problem, already 
serious pre COVID-19.
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Government support 
systems in Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, Malaysia,  
and Indonesia 
As more people across Asia leave the workforce 
and enter their retirement years, the financial 
burden on governments is increasing. 
Many markets are trying to establish a workable government/state-funded support 
or welfare regime that alleviates some of that burden from the state by applying 
a blended approach that encompasses the role of state, market, and family in 
welfare provision and a social welfare system that covers multiple domains, 
including social pension, healthcare (primary and acute care), and public housing.

In Hong Kong, for example, the social welfare system features a mixed 
model and holds a market-oriented view that welfare services are there to 
assist people and families in need, while many domains in welfare and Social 
Security are heavily subsidised by the government. While the welfare systems 
of developing markets are still very much under development compared with 
Western equivalents, efforts are being made toward a more comprehensive 
approach to welfare, including universal healthcare.
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Hong Kong
Middle class

58.4%

Social
Protection

Old Age Allowance (OAA), 
Old Age Living Allowance
(OALA), Comprehensive
Social Security Assistance
(CSSA), Coverage 
ratio: 59.7%

Health
Care

Child &
Family

Bene�ts

Universal Health
Care service

coverage index 90

Public rental housing ~30%

Housing

Child Care Centre (CCC)

Housing

Child &
Family

Bene�ts

Bantuan Orang Tua
Coverage ratio: 27.3%

Social
Protection

Health
Care

Universal Health
Care service

coverage index 76

People’s Housing Programme for Sale (PPRM) 
& People’s Housing Programme for Rent (PPRS) ~1.2%

Malaysia
Middle class

51.5%

Child &
Family

Bene�ts

Old-age Allowance
Coverage ratio: 76.7%

Universal Health
Care service

coverage index 87

Social
Protection

Health
Care

Social housing & public housing

Housing

Taiwan
Middle class

55-57%

Child-rearing Allowance 
(for children aged 2 to under 5)

Child &
Family

Bene�ts

Program Jaminan 
Sosial Lanjut Usia
Coverage ratio: 27.8%

Social
Protection

Health
Care

Universal Health
Care service

coverage index 59

Rusunawa & Rusunami 

Housing

Indonesia
Middle class

32%

PKSA (Special Conditional
Transfer for Children)

Source: Hong Kong – Legislative Council (2018) and MPFSA (2022); Social pension, child and family support data compiled from “Statistics on social protection” by ILOSTAT, 2022 (https://ilo/org/topics/social-protection/); Health 
care data for regions other than Taiwan are compiled form “Universal Health Care Service Coverage Index”, WHO, 2022; Health care data for Taiwan is adapted from “Universal Health Coverage: Taiwan International Nursing Conference 
2020” by Ministry of Health and Welfare, 2020; Housing data for Hong Kong is adapted from “Population by Census 2016” by Census and Statistic Department, 2016; Housing data for Taiwan is adapted from “Public Housing Policy 
in Taiwan” by Chang & Yuan, 2013, The Future of Public Housing: Ongoing Trends in the East and the West, p.86; Housing data for Malaysia is adapted from “KPKT statistics 2020” by Ministry of Housing and Local Government, 2020;  
Housing data for Indonesia is adapted from ”Indonesia-A Roadmap for Housing Policy Reform” by Kementerian PPN/Bappenas, 2015, p.116.     
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Our analysis suggests that the governments of Hong Kong and 
Taiwan are playing a relatively significant role in terms of healthcare, 
employment, and housing, with a relatively dominant middle-class 
population (the middle class here is represented by middle income 
group in each market, adopting a relative approach to set the threshold); 
meanwhile, the role played by the Indonesian and Malaysian governments 
is comparatively weak. Nevertheless, Malaysia and Indonesia still 
rely heavily on the support of family and community as a means of 
overcoming the risks of an impoverished old age. From the perspective 
of shared roles among the government, the industries, and the family, 
it might could be recommended that the market focus could be better 
placed on fine-tuning wealth management legacy in Hong Kong and 
Taiwan, and more emphasis could be placed on protecting retirement 
incomes in Indonesia and Malaysia.  

Pension provisions and  
retirement planning
Of course, when it comes to funding a population in retirement, there’s 
only so much the state can afford. Investing in a pension is still the best 
way for individuals to maximise their chances of enjoying a comfortable 
retirement. Generally, the effective coverage ratio of labour force covered 
by active contributors to pension schemes remains significantly lower in 
Asia and the Pacific (54.7%) than North America (95.0%) and Europe 
(84.3%). We would further highlight the diverse coverage situation in 
Asia as recent figures suggest better coverage in South-Eastern Asia and 
the Pacific (70.7%) compared with Southern Asia (26.1%).

Labour force aged 15+ years covered by pension scheme 
(active contributors), by region, subregion, and income 
level (2020 or latest available year) (%)

Africa Asia 
and the 
Paci�c

World South-
Eastern

Asia 
and the 
Paci�c

Northern,
Southern,

and Western
Europe

Southern 
Asia

Northern
America

13.4

54.753.7

70.7

88.3

26.1

95.0

0

20

40

60

80

100

Source: Data compiled from ILO, World Social Protection Database (2022). based on the SSI; ILOSTAT; 
national sources. Green represents Asia regions.
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One important indicator of the relative health of different markets’ pension systems is 
the replacement rate, which measures how effectively pensions pay out a similar level 
of income compared with their earnings before retirement. According to the OECD, net 
pension replacement rates (defined as the individual net pension entitlement divided 
by net preretirement earnings, taking account of personal income taxes and Social 
Security contributions paid) show great diversity across Asia-Pacific markets (ranging 
from 39.3% in Thailand and 41.4% in Hong Kong to 85.5% in Malaysia and 99.3% in 
India), while the OECD market average is around 63%. In other words, across some 
Asian markets, people could receive a pension that would still be insufficient to allow 
them to live comfortably in retirement. 

All these indicators lead us to believe that many of Asia’s retirement income systems 
are unprepared for the rapid population ageing that’s expected to occur over the next 
two decades. Therefore, across Asia, government policies need to undertake pension 
reform and through government’s introduction of greater incentives to save more (both 
on a mandatory and voluntary basis) for retirement. For their part, financial institutions 
can help meet the rising demand for retirement income products that deliver on the 
return expectations of pension savers. On an individual level, if people wish to achieve 
a comparable living standard during retirement, they must make their own preparations 
while also considering the need for continued family support. 

All these indicators lead 
us to believe that many of 
Asia’s retirement income 
systems are unprepared for 
the rapid population ageing 
that’s expected to occur 
over the next two decades.
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The emerging 
opportunities in 
Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Hong Kong and Taiwan
Technology advancement and exploring digital 
healthcare trends

Arguably, the COVID-19 pandemic has helped to accelerate some digital 
healthcare services that will benefit those ageing populations. In Indonesia, 
for example, the Ministry of Health partnered with the ride-hailing firm 
Gojek and telemedicine provider Halodoc to deliver faster diagnostics of 
COVID-19 in rural areas. Indonesia’s government also successfully launched 
PeduliLindungi, a COVID-19 tracing app that warns users in real time when 
they come into contact with a patient with a suspected COVID-19 infection. 
In Malaysia, the Ministry of Health partnered with telemedicine platform 
DoctorOnCall to establish a virtual health advisory portal to deliver free 
consultations with family medicine specialists. Indeed, both Indonesia and 
Malaysia are quite advanced within Asia in regulating telemedicine, and they 
have provisions in place on telemedicine-related data privacy. 
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The demographic dividend

A shrinking working age population can be observed in some Asian middle-income 
markets, but this is by no means a universal trend; in Indonesia, for example, the 
working age population increased from 53.4% in 1971 to 70.7% in 2020. This gives 
Indonesia and other young Asian nations a demographic dividend, which gives them 
the opportunity to develop their respective economies and invest in the health and the 
quality of life of its citizens. 

Long-term care systems

In Hong Kong, which leads the world in terms of life expectancy, the government has 
committed significantly greater resources into developing a long-term care system and 
the promotion of greater health services to cope with mounting needs. According to  
its Labour and Welfare Bureau: “The total expenditure on elderly services in 2021-22 
is estimated to reach $14.2 billion, which is around 89 per cent higher than the actual 
expenditure in 2017-18. The increase in resources allows the Government to provide 
more subsidised elderly services, hence reducing the waiting time for services by 
elderly persons in need.”

Taiwan crossed the threshold for an ageing society in 2018, undergoing similar trends 
to Hong Kong in terms of healthy life expectancy, with its elderly experiencing more 
years lived with impairment or disabilities. In 2016, Taiwan launched its Long-Term Care 
(LTC) Plan 2.0, a more comprehensive system designed to support the implementation 
of more services for the elderly. The plan includes expanded coverage and easy-to-find 
services, a three-tier community-based system to promote ageing in place, and a new 
subsidy schedule with customised care plans. The Taiwan government also lowered the 
minimum age for care recipients (from people aged 65 years) to 50 in the LTC Plan 2.0.

Empowering individuals to take charge 
of their own retirement

Evidence suggests that living longer doesn’t necessarily 
mean living healthier; for example, in Hong Kong, 
people are becoming far more aware of the dangers of 
not saving enough to enjoy a comfortable retirement. 
A Hong Kong study on money management of those in 
mature adulthood (defined as individuals aged 50–69 in 
this study) showed that more than half of the people in 
this age group (59%) expressed their awareness on the 
upcoming challenges in their later life stage and were 
concerned they could outlive their retirement savings. 

On a more optimistic note, people are also becoming 
more financially astute and keen to do more to change 
their financial situation where possible. A majority 
of the survey’s participants (85%) agreed that they 
would benefit from access to increased resources 
aimed at educating them on how to achieve a healthier 
retirement. Increased awareness therefore brings with 
it the possibility of change—and hope. However, the 
same report also suggested there’s no one-size-fits-all 
approach when it comes to financial education 
or solutions for those who are either preparing for 
retirement, approaching retirement, or are already 
retired. Different strategies must be tailored to fit the 
needs of these subgroups.  
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Conclusion
The demographic challenge facing markets 
in Asia is stark and sobering. But despite 
the troubling backdrop, which has only been 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, there 
are some positive developments to consider. 
Asia’s retirement landscape remains very different from Europe and the United 
States. Pressures certainly exist, but people are becoming increasingly 
financially aware and are keen to learn, adapt, and prepare themselves. 
Governments also recognise the issues facing them and are exploring different 
ways to meet the challenge. Some economies, such as Brunei, have raised the 
retirement age, Indonesia has increased Social Security contributions, and 
Thailand and Vietnam have both enhanced non-contributory pensions. While 
clearly more can—and must—be done in terms of policy initiatives, we expect 
these will follow. 

As noted, the pandemic and its aftermath should spur governments within Asia 
to continue to improve their respective healthcare provisions, and we’re already 
seeing some exciting healthcare innovations and new treatments. If the goal 
of society is to improve the quality of life for all of its citizens, then the current 
outlook deserves to be viewed with a sense of optimism. 
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From a financial perspective, an ageing population will continue to present unique 
opportunities within certain industries; in particular, the rise in the retiring population 
should drive the demand for wealth management services. Greater financial 
education for this cohort of the population should only accelerate that demand, 
helping to create a populate that feels financially empowered and in charge of their 
own financial future. But people can’t solve this problem alone: Government policy 
has an increasingly important role to play. Affordable and accessible healthcare is 
one important aspect; another involves pension reform and introducing meaningful 
incentives to save for retirement. In this respect, markets within Asia can learn a 
great deal from one another. Asia’s diversity is one of its greatest strengths, and 
through this diversity lies the path to overcoming its demographic challenges. 
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In our next article, we’ll 
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how this income gap can  
be bridged. 
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Important Note

A widespread health crisis such as a global pandemic could cause substantial market volatility, exchange-trading suspensions and closures, and affect portfolio performance. For example, the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has resulted in significant 
disruptions to global business activity. The impact of a health crisis and other epidemics and pandemics that may arise in the future, could affect the global economy in ways that cannot necessarily be foreseen at the present time. A health crisis may 
exacerbate other pre-existing political, social and economic risks. Any such impact could adversely affect the portfolio’s performance, resulting in losses to your investment.

Investing involves risks, including the potential loss of principal. Financial markets are volatile and can fluctuate significantly in response to company, industry, political, regulatory, market, or economic developments.  These risks are magnified for 
investments made in emerging markets. Currency risk is the risk that fluctuations in exchange rates may adversely affect the value of a portfolio’s investments. 

The information provided does not take into account the suitability, investment objectives, financial situation, or particular needs of any specific person. You should consider the suitability of any type of investment for your circumstances and, if necessary, 
seek professional advice.

This material is intended for the exclusive use of recipients in jurisdictions who are allowed to receive the material under their applicable law. The opinions expressed are those of the author(s) and are subject to change without notice. Our investment teams 
may hold different views and make different investment decisions. These opinions may not necessarily reflect the views of Manulife Investment Management or its affiliates. The information and/or analysis contained in this material has been compiled or 
arrived at from sources believed to be reliable, but Manulife Investment Management does not make any representation as to their accuracy, correctness, usefulness, or completeness and does not accept liability for any loss arising from the use of the 
information and/or analysis contained. The information in this material may contain projections or other forward-looking statements regarding future events, targets, management discipline, or other expectations, and is only current as of the date indicated. 
The information in this document, including statements concerning financial market trends, are based on current market conditions, which will fluctuate and may be superseded by subsequent market events or for other reasons. Manulife Investment 
Management disclaims any responsibility to update such information.

Neither Manulife Investment Management or its affiliates, nor any of their directors, officers or employees shall assume any liability or responsibility for any direct or indirect loss or damage or any other consequence of any person acting or not acting in 
reliance on the information contained here.  All overviews and commentary are intended to be general in nature and for current interest. While helpful, these overviews are no substitute for professional tax, investment or legal advice. Clients should seek 
professional advice for their particular situation. Neither Manulife, Manulife Investment Management, nor any of their affiliates or representatives is providing tax, investment or legal advice.  This material was prepared solely for informational purposes, does 
not constitute a recommendation, professional advice, an offer or an invitation by or on behalf of Manulife Investment Management to any person to buy or sell any security or adopt any investment strategy, and is no indication of trading intent in any fund 
or account managed by Manulife Investment Management. No investment strategy or risk management technique can guarantee returns or eliminate risk in any market environment. Diversification or asset allocation does not guarantee a profit or protect 
against the risk of loss in any market. Unless otherwise specified, all data is sourced from Manulife Investment Management. Past performance does not guarantee future results. 

Manulife Investment Management is the global wealth and asset management segment of Manulife Financial Corporation. We draw on more than a century of financial stewardship to partner with clients across our institutional, retail, and retirement 
businesses globally. Our specialist approach to money management includes the highly differentiated strategies of our fixed-income, specialized equity, multi-asset solutions, and private markets teams—along with access to specialized, unaffiliated asset 
managers from around the world through our multimanager model.

This material has not been reviewed by, is not registered with any securities or other regulatory authority, and may, where appropriate, be distributed by the following Manulife entities in their respective jurisdictions. Additional information about Manulife 
Investment Management may be found at manulifeim.com/institutional

Australia: Manulife Investment Management Timberland and Agriculture (Australasia) Pty Ltd, Manulife Investment Management (Hong Kong) Limited. Canada: Manulife Investment Management Limited, Manulife Investment Management Distributors 
Inc., Manulife Investment Management (North America) Limited, Manulife Investment Management Private Markets (Canada) Corp. Mainland China: Manulife Overseas Investment Fund Management (Shanghai) Limited Company. European Economic Area 
Manulife Investment Management (Ireland) Ltd. which is authorised and regulated by the Central Bank of Ireland Hong Kong: Manulife Investment Management (Hong Kong) Limited. Indonesia: PT Manulife Aset Manajemen Indonesia. Japan: Manulife 
Investment Management (Japan) Limited. Malaysia: Manulife Investment Management (M) Berhad  200801033087 (834424-U) Philippines: Manulife Investment Management and Trust Corporation. Singapore: Manulife Investment Management 
(Singapore) Pte. Ltd. (Company Registration No. 200709952G) South Korea: Manulife Investment Management (Hong Kong) Limited. Switzerland: Manulife IM (Switzerland) LLC. Taiwan: Manulife Investment Management (Taiwan) Co. Ltd. United Kingdom: 
Manulife Investment Management (Europe) Ltd. which is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority United States: John Hancock Investment Management LLC, Manulife Investment Management (US) LLC, Manulife Investment Management 
Private Markets (US) LLC and Manulife Investment Management Timberland and Agriculture Inc. Vietnam: Manulife Investment Fund Management (Vietnam) Company Limited. 

Manulife, Manulife Investment Management, Stylized M Design, and Manulife Investment Management & Stylized M Design are trademarks of The Manufacturers Life Insurance Company and are used by it, and by its affiliates under license.
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