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Abstract

Purpose – This paper aims to explore the aging society situation, long-term care (LTC) policy preparation,
COVID-19’s impact on older people, and post-pandemic preparations in Thailand and the implications for The
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries.
Design/methodology/approach – Online databases from international, national, academic agencies and
SCOPUS database from January 2019 to July 2021 were utilized for analysis. Relevant literature and data were
selected for review.
Findings – The evidence suggests that the proportion of the aging population is increasing due to declined
fertility and rising life expectancy. Current and future demand for effective healthcare in ASEANwill be better
achieved with policies like the Universal Health Coverage and Primary Health Care system. While some
countries, specifically Thailand, are developing and expanding their LTC policies, some concerns regarding the
active aging policy remain. Most ASEAN countries are using public domain for LTC policies. However, the
COVID-19 pandemic has posed a major challenge in implementing LTC and affected the vulnerable aging
population in many aspects, including social protection issues in Thailand.
Originality/value – With the support from international organizations, ASEAN countries have framed
several policy strategies in response to the increasing aging population, such as providing more LTC in the
community. The unexpected challenges from the COVID-19 pandemic compel policymakers to consider
resource allocations and community-based services. On the positive side, as the pandemic has made the
vulnerable group exposed, social protection issues have been brought to the forefront of the political debate and
called for an appropriate policy response.
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Introduction
Population aging is a global phenomenon happening all over the world. According to United
Nations’ estimation, one in six people will reach 65 years old or over by 2050 (United Nations,
2019a). The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is not an exception to this
trend. ASEAN, initially established in 1967, is now composed of 10 countries – Brunei,
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Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand,
andVietnam (Baker, 1989). There has been a rapidly growing trend of population aging in the
ASEAN countries as the population aged 60 years or over was projected to be more than
double from 59.5 million in 2015 to 127 million in 2035 (ASEAN, 2015). It was also reported
that South-Eastern Asian and East Asian countries covered the largest aging population in
the world (260 million) in 2019 (United Nations, 2019b).

Among the ASEAN countries, Thailand, along with Singapore, remains to have the
largest proportion of older adults (United Nations, 2019a). By 2021, Thailand has become
the third most rapidly aging country globally, with people aged 60 years and above
accounting for 20 percent of the total population (ERIA and ABCD Centre, 2021). To meet
the need of a growing older population, the considerable challenges Thailand is facing
include long-term care plans and aging-friendly environments (HelpAge Asia, 2021).
Hence, it is crucial to obtain a comprehensive understanding of what is being implemented
in Thailand to deal with its rapidly aging population and plan for appropriate care
strategies.

In response to the demographic change of aging societies, long-term care (LTC) is
formulated globally to ensure that older peoples’ demands for social care and health care are
met. World Health Organization (WHO) regards LTC as “all activities undertaken by others
to ensure that people with, or at risk of a significant ongoing loss of capacity can maintain a
level of functional ability consistent with their basic rights, fundamental freedoms, and
human dignity” (WHO, 2015). While formal LTC has already been framed in developed
countries decades before (Barber et al., 2021), manyASEAN countries are not yet prepared for
the rising needs of older people and, consequently, do not yet have a formal provision of LTC
services to meet the needs of their aging population.

Thailand is one of the leading countries in ASEAN that has been making significant
progress in establishing its own LTC system. Since 2016, Thailand government has
introduced a proactive community-based LTC program and identified ways to shift regular
institutional care to community-based care in 1,000 out of 7,255 sub-districts (Asian
Development Bank, 2020a) and they are being scaled up annually. However, many challenges
remain and need to be addressed.

To better prepare for the rapidly aging societies, ASEAN countries are expected to
prioritize LTC provision for older people, considering that Asian older adults heavily rely
upon informal care. Research evidence reveals that understanding the determinants and
facilitators of LTC for older adults in ASEAN is still limited. In addition, the evidence-based
recommendations to support the public health leaders and policymakers in addressing and
improving the LTC strategies among ASEAN population aging are essential not only for the
current time but also for the next few decades.

In March 2020, the WHO (2020b) called for strong combat mechanisms in the South-East
Asia region toward the global pandemic of COVID-19, as older adults worldwide continue to
be at greater risk of severe illness and death. While the ASEAN geriatric and LTC care
system is not yet ready for the complexity of caring for the older population, the COVID-19
pandemic has magnified this problem.

Objectives of the study
All things considered, a narrative analysis relating to the responses of the ASEAN countries,
especially Thailand, toward the aging society situation and the COVID-19 pandemic was this
study’s approach to inquiry. This review aimed to explore the most updated aging society
situation in the ASEAN countries; to have an overview of how their LTC is being prepared;
how has COVID-19 affected older people; and howASEAN countries, including Thailand, are
preparing for geriatric care in the post-pandemic times.
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Methods
A narrative review using guidance for the assessment of review articles was conducted
(Baethge et al., 2019) as shown in Figure 1.

Eligibility criteria
Literature included those that met all of the following eligibility criteria:

(1) A review, report, or article of any type.

(2) Available in English language or Thai language.

(3) Reported on demography, long-term care strategy, COVID-19 related impact on
health and well-being of older people, and related policies.

(4) Reported on the findings from the geographic region of tenASEAN countries: Brunei,
Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore,
Thailand, and Vietnam.

(5) Included study participants aged 60 years and above according to different
retirement age and varied government’s regulations on the definition of older adults
in each country.

(6) Published data from 1 January 2019 until the time that the search was conducted (30
July 2021) were included. As this study intended to gather the most updated
information on LTC, specifically during the COVID-19 period, to understand how
sectors have put effort into enhancing LTC response to current and future
emergencies, only literature published within the past three years was included.

Search strategies for literature identification
The search strategy was used to identify relevant literature published from January 2019 to
July 2021. An initial search of three databases: PubMed, SCOPUS, and ASEAN Citation
Index, was conducted. Some international reports were searched via Google Scholar, and the
most relevant results (sorted by relevance) were compared against the inclusion criteria.
Thailand national research data was also utilized.

Keywords included “older adults”, “older people”, “elderly”, “senior”, “ASEAN”,
“Southeast Asia”, “Asia”, “long term care”, “COVID-19” and “pandemic”.

The selection of relevant literature was conducted in three steps: 1) Initial screening of the
title and abstract; 2) Retrieval and screening of the full text with discrepancies resolved
through discussion amongst three co-authors; and 3) data extraction and synthesis.

PubMed SCOPUS
International Reports

Literature Sources

Academic Literature Gray Literature
e.g. Macro-level Reports

Academic Databases Google Scholar National research data

Thailand's Reports
ASEAN Citation Index

Figure 1.
Search strategies for

literature identification
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Selection of studies
The three co-authors independently screened titles and abstracts retrieved from the searches
and assessed these for inclusion eligibility. All reports, titles, and abstracts meeting the
inclusion criteria in full text are retrieved. Three of them read full-text articles to assess
eligibility. Disagreements are resolved by consensus.

Data extraction and synthesis
Two authors, NNC and VTHM independently reviewed the eligible literature. The
following data were extracted: LTC policy, demography of aging population in ASEAN,
COVID-19’s impact on older adults, solution for older adults’ health and well-being
care under the pandemic, and future solution. The other author, PT, checked the
extraction for accuracy. Discrepancies are resolved through discussion before the final
decision.

Narrative synthesis was conducted by using data from included literature. Thematic
analysis was performed on each of the selected literature. The findings were categorized into
four themes:

(1) Demography and population aging trend in ASEAN countries and Thailand

(2) Existing LTC strategies in ASEAN countries and Thailand

(3) Facilitators and challenges of the LTC system in Thailand

(4) COVID-19’s impact on the health and well-being of older people in ASEAN countries

Characteristics of included literature
A database search resulted in 16 pieces of literature that met the inclusion criteria. Of the 16
literatures identified, eight were official reports from international agencies or organizations
(UnitedNations,World Health Organization, TheASEANSecretariat, HelpAge International,
Asian Development Bank, and World Bank Group); four were scientific articles; three were
national reports from Thailand, and one from an online database (Statista).

Meaning and understanding of LTC found in the study
By definition, LTC refers to services supporting the activities of daily living of a dependent
person (Huber and Hennessy, 2005). LTC includes disabled persons from all age groups
(Wiener and Sullivan, 1995; Kane et al., 1998), but the terminology’s utilization is found
more on the dependent older adults than the other groups. Apart from the definition of LTC
published by WHO as mentioned in the background, the definition of LTC in Thailand is
slightly different, which specifies who needs care, the care settings, and the types of care
provided. In Thailand, LTC for older persons refers to all dimensions of care, including
social, health, economic, and environmental aspects. Older persons who have difficulties
due to chronic disease or disability and are partially or totally dependent on others for a
daily living need LTC. It is provided by formal care personnel and informal caregivers
(NHCO, 2009).

Meaning and understanding of COVID-19 found in the study
COVID-19 is a “severe acute respiratory disease” that is highly infectious caused by
coronaviruses (Hossain et al., 2020). As found in the literature, ASEAN countries were
affected early in the 2020 outbreak of the COVID-19. Thailand identified its first case on 13
January 2020 – the first country apart from China to detect a case of COVID-19
(WHO, 2020a).
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Demography and population aging trend in ASEAN countries and Thailand
An estimated data from the United Nations (United Nations, 2019b) on top ten countries with the
largest percentage point increase in the share of older people from2019 to 2050 reported that 9 out
of 10 countrieswere from theEastern andSouth-EasternAsia region. Interestingly, two countries
in the list were from Southeast Asia: Singapore (20.9 percent) and Thailand (17.2 percent).

Based on the statistics from the ASEAN datasheet in 2020 (United Nations, 2020), there
were approximately 74 million older adults who were 60 years old and above in the ASEAN
countries. Among that, more than 36 percent (27 million) were in Indonesia, followed by 17.6
percent (13 million) in Thailand and approximately 16 percent (12 million) in Vietnam.
However, the projected proportion of the aging population differs depending on each country
as presented in Figure 2.

Figures 3a and 3b illustrate the proportion of older people in Thailand. The National
Economic and Social Development Council of Thailand states that the proportion of people
aged 60 and overwasmore than 18 percent among the 66.5million people in 2020. This number
will reach 31.4 percent in 2040 (NESDC, 2019). Accordingly, as one of the upper middle-income
countries, Thailand had an estimated old-age dependency ratio in 2015 and 2020 at 18.5 and
22.6 and is expected to reach 28.6 and 51.4 in 2025 and 2040, respectively (United Nations,
2019b). On the other hand, the aspect of the social issue causes the aging society’s problems to
be ofmore concern. Since urbanization expanded and female education improved, the extended
family is reducing while the nuclear family increases over time (Phayungphong, 2020). Hence,
the empty-nest situation is increasing. It has been found that the percentage of older adults live
alone tends to be continually increasing (Suwanrada, 2008; Knodel et al., 2013; Chamchan, 2018).
Higher life expectancy and lower fertilization rate (World Bank, 2019a; 2019b) are also the
co-factors affecting the aging society situation that Thailand has to prepare for solutions.

Existing LTC strategies in ASEAN countries and Thailand
The highly increasing care need due to the high prevalence of chronic disabilities and
morbidities among older people, combined with the rising LTC need, has alarmed the public
policymakers to address the consequences of these changes.

40.30%

35.80%

27.20%

23.60%

21.10%

18.60%

28.70%

16.50%

16.40%

15.70%

Singapore

Thailand

Vietnam

Malaysia

Indonesia

Myanmar

Brunei Darussalam

Philippines

Cambodia

Lao PDR

Source(s): United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and
the Pacific (2020)

Figure 2.
Share of population

aged 60 years or over
in 2050
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In 2013, a regional consultation on LTC for older people was organized by theWHORegional
Office for South-East Asia (WHO, 2019), aimed to promote LTC for older people in these
countries. The Regional Framework was developed based on various guiding principles
recognized at both global and regional levels, aiming to impact healthy aging in the region
through multiple strategies. One of the strategies is to provide a comprehensive system of
LTC at home, in communities, or within institutions.

Focusing onThailand, the LTC system is public domain-driven and comprises both health
and social care aspects (Thonchaithanawut, 2019). This undergoing system functioned under
the directions and support from multiple sectors and authorities. Currently, the system relies
on the Universal Health Coverage (UHC) system. In 2015, the UHC system covered more than
73.7 percent of Thailand’s total population.

According to The National Health Security Office (NHSO) of Thailand (Thonchaithanawut,
2019), Thailand’s community LTC is being implemented by adopting the following six main
strategies:

(1) Information: with accurate number of the dependent older adults by each dependency
level.

(2) Collaboration: with collaboration in each community within primary health care
setting to provide prevention, care, and rehabilitation.

(3) Financing mechanism: develop the financial mechanism for the community-based
long-term care system.

(4) Human resource development: meet the needs of community-based long-term care
services.

(5) Knowledge management: the long-term care knowledge management and relating
data and information to monitor and assess the services.

(6) Legal framework and regulations: under the legal support framework to enable the
stakeholders involved with the long-term care system.

Regarding the funding system, NHSO is responsible for allocating the capitation for all
eligible persons (Thai people aged 60 and over with dependent conditions). The local

81.9%

18.1%

The other age group Aging population

68.6%

31.4%

The other age group Aging population
Source(s): NESDC (2019)

(a) (b)

Figure 3.
(a) Proportion of Thai
people aged 60 or over
in 2020, (b) Proportion
of Thai people aged 60
or over in 2040
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government is another player supporting community-based long-term care. It plays the role
of non-medical services and financial management support.

A person screened as a dependent is eligible for the public community-based long-term
care with four benefit packages based on older adult’s dependency level and cognitive
function. The first group of the community-based LTC benefit packages refers to the older
adults who need help when eating and toileting but can still move independently. Older
adults in this group will receive health services at least once a month and non-medical care
and housing services at least twice a month covered by lump-sum compensation, not over
4,000 Baht (around 120 USD) per capita. The second group refers to the elderly who needs
help when eating and toileting, still have the ability tomove independently but are suffering
from cognitive impairment. This group receives health services at least once a month and
non-medical care and housing services at least once a week, covered by lump-sum
compensation of about 3,000-6,000 Baht (around 90-180 USD) per capita. The third group
refers to the elderly who lack the ability to move and need eating and toileting assistance or
those who suffer from severe illness. Older adults in this group receive services similar to
the second group, with lump-sum compensation covering about 4,000-8,000 Baht (around
120-240 USD) per capita. The last group of the LTC benefit packages refers to the persons of
the third group with end-of-life stage. This group receives health services at least twice a
month, receives non-medical care, and housing services at least twice a week, covered by
lump-sum compensation of about 5,000-10,000 Baht (around 150-300 USD) per capita
(Thonchaithanawut, 2019).

Facilitators and challenges of the LTC system in Thailand
One of many facilitators that enabled the LTC system in Thailand to achieve three UHC
components was its supply-side, such as infrastructure at the district level, which has been
continually developed and maintained since 1970. In this regard, Thailand’s primary health
care system is accessible to the local residents. This profound and well infrastructured
primary health care and UHC is the foundation for Thailand’s public community-based LTC
system (Thonchaithanawut, 2019). The other reported facilitators were the investment in
research evidence for policy and program design with support frommany stakeholders. Still,
there are some challenges for Thailand to overcome. In particular, the quality control agency
for community-based LTC, workforce, and shared responsibilities for coordination from
many government agencies and authorities are still on the way for development (Asian
Development Bank, 2020b).

COVID-19’s impact on health andwell-being of older people inASEANcountries
COVID-19 has been reported to disproportionately affect older people and those with chronic
health conditions. Although most middle-income countries in ASEAN had the social
assistance systems that could support poor and vulnerable groups throughout the pandemic,
a comprehensive picture of the pandemic’s impacts on older people and other vulnerable
groups is still not yet available for longer-term predictions (ASEAN Secretariat, 2020).

The significant impact of COVID-19 on older people can be categorized as (1) the impact on
health and care; (2) violence, abuse and neglect; and (3) income security and social protection
(HelpAge International, 2021). Older people are at higher risk of severe health complications
and death from COVID-19 due to their underlying health risks because of old age. Moreover,
social issues on older people during the pandemic have serious implications not only for
physical health but also mental health such as anxiety, stress, and depression, which have
been recently reported in many ASEAN countries (Srifuengfung et al., 2021; Pothisiri and
Vicerra, 2021; Marini et al., 2020; Catindoy et al., 2021).
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Regarding income security and social protection of older people, it was explained that
because older Asian people mainly work in the informal sector, which provides little
protection against income shocks, they need to rely on family support, savings and work.
However, under much pressure during the pandemic, family support may be inadequate
(HelpAge Asia, 2021).

In Thailand, for the total confirmed COVID-19, aging cases as of July 2021 were 44,804 or
about 0.39 percent of total 11,627,130 aging people, but the percentage of the death cases
among confirmed cases was found to be at 10.44 percent (DOP, 2021). Some existing and
active policies were utilized to respond to the COVID-19 outbreak that benefited Thailand’s
aging population. For example, the government had set the target number of the COVID-19
vaccination for older adults at 10,906,142 people because the aging population was one of the
six priority groups at that time (DDC, 2021). As a result, from 28 February to 31 July 2020,
there were 2,876,581 people reported as the aging populationwhose vaccinated or about 21.45
percent of the total number of aging people in Thailand. Focusing on social aspect, the
pandemic situation has brought about more challenges and uncertainty to Thai’s labor
market, which seriously affected the social protection for the Thai aging group. It was
reported that the people who take care of older people lacked the financial support for aged
care. Also, population aging is shrinking the working-age population. Generally, this
pandemic has exposed the vulnerable aging group, which has brought social protection to the
forefront (Moroz et al., 2021). For information management related to health behaviors,
thanks to the community-based LTC in Thailand, especially in rural areas, rural aging has
benefited from the community network of Village Health Volunteers (VHV). VHV provided
information during the pandemic as they had a higher level of disease knowledge compared
to the urban residents. However, this function might not work well when considering the
frequently updated disease development access (Vicerra, 2021). In the health resource
utilization issue, when some areas in Thailand were overwhelmed with a lot of cases of
COVID-19 and the supplies in those areas were not enough, there were strategies to circulate
the medical staff from other areas and set up emergency COVID-19 field hospitals. This
harmonized strategy acts as the social health protection for its citizens (Chongsuvivatwong,
2021). Also, the Thai government suggested prioritizing and providing free COVID-19
vaccines for older adults as soon as possible (Wanlapakorn, 2021).

Discussion
Strengths and limitations of this review
The authors identified 16 reports and articles on the aging population, particularly focusing on
LTC and COVID-19 pandemic’s impact published between 2019 and 2021 in the ASEAN
countries. The information extractedwas on the presence of demography andpopulating aging
projection, available LTC strategieswith its facilitators and challenges, and COVID-19’s impact
on older people. Since COVID-19 emerged, there have been increasing publications in these two
years indicating the growing focus on health and care for older adults in ASEAN during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This serious communicable illness is one of the major key changers for
services management under the aging society. Reviewing these studies has strengthened
related literature and provided a foundation for further attention to the aging population and
improvement of LTC policies in Thailand and the ASEAN countries in the pandemic and post-
pandemic situations.

There are several limitations to this review. It is possible that some articles or reports
relating to aging policy in ASEAN and Thailand were not included explicitly using key
selected databases. According to the language issue, only English and Thai language
literaturewere considered the searching strategy for this narrative review, which implied that
there could be other relevant literature in local languages that we may have missed. In

PAP
25,1

44



addition, our review is limited to public LTC strategies by the main purchaser in the health
system, specifically in the context of Thailand as an example, and the general situation of the
COVID-19 pandemic from November 2019 until July 2021, not covering all geriatric
healthcare and relating social issues in ASEAN countries as a whole. Therefore, the
interpretation and transferability of the findings of this review should be made with caution
by the finite literature. Future reviews that exclusively evaluate this topic are highly
recommended.

The significance of the identified evidence
The found literature revealed a similar situation of the aging population in the whole ASEAN
region: increased proportion of older adults (United Nations, 2019a; United Nations, 2020;
NESDC, 2019) due to higher life expectancy and decline fertility (World Bank, 2019a; 2019b).
This demographic transition has led to a certain shift in living arrangements, causing more
aging people living alone in their older ages (Phayungphong, 2020; Suwanrada, 2008; Knodel
et al., 2013; Chamchan, 2018), which is considered as one of the significant social issues that
should be addressed when proposing the country’s health or/and social policy relating to the
aging population.

All things considered, the LTC system should be provided to meet the growing needs of
the dependent aging population and help address the issues; though, this would require
multiple factors to be established, such as human resources, adequate care, or service
institutions. Similar to geriatric care, LTC system is also labor-intensive. Literature on
preparing and strengthening the workforce for LTC in the coming time has been limited.
Therefore, in the long term, it is highly necessary to prepare an effective and efficient aging
workforce, adequate enough to provide effective and efficient LTC services for the recipients
of aging care. Possible approaches could be considered, for example, delaying the retirement
age and considering the retention of older staffs; adoption of advanced technologies;
increasing the international labor markets.

In response to the rapid increase of care demand in the region, international organizations
and agencies should be called to pay more attention to these issues. In 2013, WHO Regional
Office for South-East Asia held a regional consultation on the LTC of older people (WHO,
2014), which established several LTC programs ranging from initiatives or pilot projects to
national programs, which was reviewed later in a report (WHO, 2019). However, action from
the national government is also important. In many ASEAN countries such as Indonesia,
Myanmar, Philippines, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Lao PDR, LTC generally remains an
underdeveloped area (Yeung and Thang, 2018) with a lot of rooms for improvement or just
starting to emerge as a concept between health and social care services.

Policy windows and policy challenges
Thailand’s LTC system, as the proposed example for ASEAN countries in this study, has
been gradually developed and reinforced since the first introduction of LTC definition in 2009
(NHCO, 2009). Thailand has focused on the community-based approach, including family
caregivers and VHV as the primary service providers on the activity of daily living part
(Thonchaithanawut, 2019). Considering the fact that the establishment of a proper LTC
system is inevitable in any country with the growing aging population, and the time scope of
this study was during the COVID-19 pandemic, the evidence on the updated LTC policies
from most of the countries in ASEAN in response to older adults’s care still remained scarce.
Our results highlighted a stronger focus on this emerging and important aging issue.
Although there are considerably remaining challenges to overcome (Asian Development
Bank, 2020a), other countries with uncompleted LTC systems can learn from what Thailand
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is doing, starting with a clear definition of LTC in their own context and defining the
eligibility criteria for the target population. In addition, an integrated model of programs of
services for LTC at the community level, while utilizing potential resources in the community
for supporting older people, could be effective strategies for countries in ASEAN.

When the COVID-19 pandemic emerged, dependent older adults were one of the most
vulnerable group who needed the most assistance. The vast impact of COVID-19 on the older
population in ASEAN has been widely reported among countries in the region (ASEAN
Secretariat, 2020; HelpAge Asia, 2021; Srifuengfung et al., 2021; Pothisiri and Vicerra, 2021;
Marini et al., 2020; Catindoy et al., 2021) including impacts on health well-being and social
protection. The pandemic has awakened governments of the countries to realize the cruciality
of a well-established healthcare system in the time of emergency and in preparation for
possible future challenges, focusing on vulnerable populations. Moreover, the pandemic has
strengthened the critical importance of community services to support health and social care
for the aging population. Considering the specific impact of COVID-19 responses on older
Thai people in meso-level and micro-level, including each community-based LTC
management and personal health behaviors during the pandemic, the authors also found
that VHV could be a potential mechanism to raise COVID-19 awareness under the LTC
system. This function might not work well when considering the issue of accessing
frequently updated disease development (Vicerra, 2021). These obtained pieces of literature
could urge policymakers to understand the urgent needs for enhancing awareness and
resources utilization toward improving healthcare and LTC for older people, the need to offer
immediate solutions during the pandemic, and the timely provision of protection for the older
population. Protection such as prioritizing the older adults to receive vaccines, just like in
Thailand (Chongsuvivatwong, 2021), to ensure that they are protected and adequately
cared for.

Conclusion
This review has provided an updated overview of the aging situation, existing LTC
strategies, and how the older adults in ASEAN countries were affected by the COVID-19
with focus on Thailand. These results might be helpful to further inform future policy
direction by supporting public health workers and policymakers to understand the current
incomplete healthcare system, the inadequacy to face unexpected situations such as the
COVID-19 pandemic, and to better prepare for post-pandemic challenges and other possible
future crisis.
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