
1

Introduction

In our previous article, Rethinking How to Prepare for Your Old Age[1], we argued for ‘healthy and active 
ageing’ which requires preparing for our senior life beyond its financial aspects. Among others, healthy and 
active ageing entails keeping your mind and body young and maintaining a healthy social life. While there 
are various dimensions to support ageing in the city, especially healthcare services and living arrangements, 
this article focuses on the specific dimension of public spaces and amenities. It asks whether our city is fit 
to support active ageing for its ageing population, and, if not, what essential social infrastructure would be 
required to make that happen? 

Ageing in the city, how is it different?

Kuala Lumpur underwent significant urbanisation, as a result of both an increase in population and in-migration, 
which has kept its population relatively younger than the rural areas. While it was once common for people to 
work in cities and then retire in the countryside, the current trend suggests that living in the city during one's 
senior years may become a more common reality than it once was. This is based on an increasing number of 
senior citizens living in the city, projected to grow from roughly 7% in 2020 to 16% by 2040 (Figure 1)[2]. With 
this transition, it pushes us to assess if Kuala Lumpur is conducive to a healthy ageing population and whether 
its residents can construct a healthy and fulfilling lifestyle as they head towards retirement.
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Social infrastructure in a city encompasses the physical 

and institutional elements that facilitate social interactions, 

community engagement, and the overall well-being of its 

residents. It includes various spaces, facilities, services 

and arrangements that contribute to a sense of belonging, 

promote inclusivity, and enhance the dwellers' quality of life. 

The trend of seniors living in cities reflects a broader societal 

shift driven by a combination of lifestyle preferences, 

economic factors, and evolving family dynamics. 

As the trend continues, cities will need to adapt and 

develop strategies to ensure that urban environments 

are truly inclusive and accommodating for the seniors.  

Focusing on Kuala Lumpur as an illustrative case,  

this article provides an interesting perspective on the 

unique challenges and considerations related to aging 

in urban environments. It also explores whether our 

city is conducive to a healthy ageing population and 

the required social infrastructure to make it happen. 
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Figure 1: Percentage of age structure (%), Kuala Lumpur; Source: DOSM Census 2020

To recap, Healthy and Active Ageing involve the ‘preservation of one’s ability to grow, to make relationships, 
and to learn new things into the later parts of their lives’[1]. Consider the possibilities of these in the current 
cities we live in – do you see yourselves able to grow as individuals, meet new people, maintain existing 
relationships, and pursuing life-long learning? How much does this ability vary from one city dweller to the 
other? We may learn from the recent pandemic-related lockdown: amidst dense living, access to open space 
is uneven, loneliness and anxiety rose, and the digital divide still exists in well-networked urban areas.

Following ASEAN’s Commitment 9 under the 2015 Kuala Lumpur Declaration on Ageing to ‘Promote age-
friendly communities/cities in the region through sustainable and accessible infrastructure’[3], we will look at 
how strengthening our social infrastructure might help us get on this path through three possible functions 
– as spaces for maintaining social, physiological, and mental wellbeing for elders. Eric Klinenberg's 2018 
book, Palaces for the People, elaborates on the concept of 'social infrastructure'[4] as physical and institutional 
infrastructures that contribute to the social life of cities. While social infrastructure focuses on social interaction 
and promoting social cohesion (Table 1), it also contributes to individual health and well-being. 

Table 1: Relevant infrastructure types, simplified from Aldrich, 2023[5]

Type of infrastructure  Examples  Benefits 

Gray Roads, bridges, electrical, water 
and waste management systems 

Standard form of hard infrastructure 
necessary for transportation, supply chain 
management, flood control,utility etc. 

Green (or blue/green) Roof gardens, rainwater harvesting, 
biomimetic designs  

Less expensive and environmentally 
damaging form of managing flood risks, 
cooling down heat islands 

Social Community centers, libraries, parks, 
cafes, community courts, museums, 
public spaces, mosques, churches 

Places to interact, coordinate, develop 
relationships horizontally and vertically 
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Maintaining social connections and feeling part of a community

Social isolation and loneliness can seriously impact the physical and mental health of individuals, which can 
be exacerbated in urban settings. Khazanah Nasional’s 2023 Hari Raya short film ‘Rumah Mak’ sheds light 
on the experiences of an elderly mother who finds it challenging to adapt to the solitude of her daughter's 
urban home, longing for the vibrant social interactions available in her kampung (village) life[6]. But the same 
may not apply to her daughter Putri, who having built her career and social life in the city, may prefer to 
maintain that connection as she ages. As households become smaller, older individuals or couples may rely 
more on external ties to sustain social life. In building her life towards retirement, social connections do not 
necessarily only involve family and friends, but also ‘strangers’ who are similarly part of the urban community. 

However, making social connections as you get older is neither easy nor necessarily desirable. Vibrant 
common spaces like public parks, street cafes, warung (roadside stalls), and civic centres are examples 
of social infrastructure that allow citizens to ‘linger’ rather than engage with planned activities. As a result, 
there is less stress and pressure to participate or make an effort to meet new individuals. Rather, it provides 
a space where you can be alone, yet still be part of a crowd. This leverages on theories of ‘encounters’ and 
‘contact hypothesis’[7]  which are deemed to lower the unknowns between differing groups and improve social 
cohesion.

Taking cues from other ageing Asian societies, we see more cities actively enabling greater social access for 
their populations. Akita town in Japan for instance introduced a multi-generational city hall where citizens can 
gather and socialise. Singapore's publicly developed HDB housing integrates housing with generous meeting 
space, pocket parks, and hawker centres within short walking distance for people of various ages to gather[4]. 
We have key infrastructure that already serves this purpose, for example religious spaces like mosques, 
churches, and temples, local kopitiams and mamak eateries, as well as urban parks. A key dimension is 
maintaining their ability to make different generations feel equally at ease, as some space can be too age- or 
gender-exclusive.

Staying fit and closer to open space

Another key aspect of active ageing is staying active and healthy, which are enabled by a city designed for 
an active lifestyle, be it walking, cycling, or other recreational activities. Kuala Lumpur has invested in around 
15 public parks around the city with ample amenities and 10 sports complexes located across the city which 
are, available for use at very affordable rates[8]. However, these facilities may not be sufficient to keep up with 
population growth. Kuala Lumpur residents currently have access to nearly 11 square metre per person, short 
of DBKL’s aim of 20 square metres per person by 2040[2]. It is estimated that we need 4,500 hectares of open 
space to reach this target. While this may seem like a massive gap to close, it is important to remember that 
our public parks have always been rehabilitated spaces, from abandoned tin mines, squatter residentials, 
and idle lots. In the past there have also been radical suggestions such as rehabilitating golf courses into 
parks or shared spaces[9].

However, access to these open spaces is also currently limited. Think of your nearest public park and whether 
you can reach it by other means than driving. Indeed, surveys reveal that 6 out of 10 visitors use private 
vehicles to reach Kuala Lumpur public parks due to ‘lack of pedestrian access, public transport, and distance 
from homes’[2]. As it turns out, our public parks are primarily public car parks. The same applies to outdoor 
spots like hiking spots, beaches, camping sites, and waterfalls. Not only are they hard to access without 
private vehicles, but those managed by private parties lack safety standards. While generous investments 
have gone into improving our public parks, we also need to improve access to and safety standards in these 
spaces.
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Sharpening the mind through life-long learning

The transition from work to retirement can potentially affect our cognitive state, making life-long learning ever 
more important. Learning can and should continue outside of formal educational institutions all throughout 
a person's life, regardless of their line of work. To encourage this learning culture, knowledge needs to be 
accessible and habitual within society. Social infrastructure like libraries, museums and community centres 
houses important opportunities for lifelong learning and intellectual stimulation.

Kuala Lumpur is blessed to have both the National Library and the Kuala Lumpur Library serving the public. 
In fact, the Kuala Lumpur Library established 15 mini libraries called Pustaka KL around the city, located 
either within residential complexes or service centres. DBKL’s Music Unit also began community music 
programmes to provide more access to the public despite being stalled by the pandemic[10]  while Istana 
Budaya has recently launched orchestra performance of classical music with a special ticket priced as low as 
RM30 to encourage people from all walks of life to experience the concert[11]. In addition, it is common to have 
community initiated religious classes at mosques and private homes.

With all these investments, it is worth asking whether all citizens use it enough to pursue their interests and 
skills. Are our libraries providing the relevant resources for individuals pursuing continuous learning? Are the 
shelves (physical and online ones) well-stocked with current materials? Are our museums and concert halls 
attracting and engaging the public? Is it  only certain socio-economic groups that tend to use these facilities?

We see a convergence in what social infrastructure can offer towards life-long learning. The Oodi Central 
Library in Helsinki is probably the best way to imagine how libraries are evolving into living spaces for citizens. 
Aside from the top floor library, there are event spaces, music studios, game rooms, workspaces for 3D 
printing, sewing and cooking (Figure 2 & 3) – a space for all types of interests and open to all. 

     

Making sosial infrastructure work for us

Building the necessary infrastructure is only half the equation; the other half is making it accessible and 
inclusive because these infrastructures do not stand in isolation. Rather, they are very dependent on hard 
infrastructure like transportation access and utilities to function properly. Importantly, social infrastructure is 
more than just the hardware – the building, space, and facilities – but also the plans and programming to 
attract usage and optimise its use. 

 Figure 2: Music equipments and computers equipped with 

media tools for patron use in Oodi Central Library; Photo by 

author, July 2022

Figure 3: Communal space for 3D  printing and sewing in 

Oodi Central Library; Photo by author, July 2022
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While the most common funding method for social infrastructure is through government and municipal 
funding, private funds have also been channelled through large museums and libraries which are then 
opened for public access. To diversify their funding, some of these establishments offer subscription or 
membership to access special collections or private events. Customer segmentation can be built into the fee 
structures, such as student and elderly concessionaires to attract use. Malaysia may also consider boosting 
ongoing support through foundations, endowments, and Waqf structures.

The next question is: What would spur private investment in a public social infrastructure? There is much 
to be gained, and much at stake. The benefits discussed earlier, such as the creation of inclusive urban 
spaces, better social mobility, and social cohesion – all contribute towards better ecosystems for corporate 
companies and retailers alike to thrive. Patronage of social infrastructure has in fact always been part and 
parcel of the urban fabric.

That being said, we must exercise caution when discussing the confluence of public and private finance, 
especially with relation to spatial authority. While the infusion of private funds into social infrastructure has 
become normalised, it is not always a seamless process. Overreliance on private financing may lead to a 
shift in the government's sense of responsibility to fund such initiatives, potentially resulting in the unintended 
privatisation of public space over time.

Conclusion - ageing together

The concept of social infrastructure certainly covers a wider set of institutions, all of whose forms undoubtedly 
change over time. However, it will need to retain a key feature, which is allowing people to interact and be 
present in each other’s company. Maintaining physical health, mental stimulation, and emotional fulfilment 
are the three main pillars of healthy ageing, and they can all be achieved with the help of a well-designed 
social infrastructure.  

As we look ahead, it is essential to consistently question whether we are conscious and purposeful with the 
type of city we are constructing – an integrated city or a closed city?

Ageing will inevitably happen in either scenario, but its process and its outcomes can and will vary significantly. 
In a socially segregated city, spaces that support active and healthy ageing may exist, but they are likely 
to be restricted to those who can afford private home libraries, condominium pools, and exclusive lawns. 
This arrangement seems inefficient when we have the obvious potential to optimise resources by choosing 
instead to build a city that accommodates growth and a healthy and active ageing for everyone.

While private efforts to build senior care homes are beginning rampantly in anticipation for our urban ageing 
society, it is even more crucial to prioritise the development of organisations, places, and spaces that foster 
social connections for our future elders, allowing communities to establish and maintain relationships that 
contribute to their overall well-being and prosperity. Perhaps the best way to demand such a city can begin 
with ‘voting with our feet’ – which is to start with collectively using and experiencing our existing social 
infrastructure firsthand, and providing feedback on how it can better serve our society.
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