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More workers feeling the pinch

Slashing of medical benefits could lead to overburdened public hospitals

PETALING JAYA: Faced with
shrinking company medical ben-
efits, employees are increasingly
turning to personal health insur-
ance, spousal coverage and even
part-time work to fill the gap.

Rising costs are at the heart of
this trend.

According to Aon’s 2025
Malaysia Employee Benefits and
Wellbeing Report, employers are
facing annual cost hikes of 5% to
10%, driven by medical inflation
and increased benefits use.

This financial pressure has led
some Malaysian companies (o cut
back on health benefits, leaving
workers to fend for themselves in
the evolving healthcare land-
scape.

Mizi, a 33-year-old engineer
who declined to give his full
name, said his employer had
slashed almost all health perks,
leaving him with only RM500 a
year for outpatient clinic visits.

“Previously, the company pro-
vided extensive coverage such as
unlimited outpatient visits for
staff and their families, unlimited
hospitalisation, plus RM500 each
for optical and dental care.

“All these benefits have been
removed,” he said.

To compensate, Mizi has taken
up a personal insurance plan,
while sug_gl:menting his income
through lance consulting and
investment returns to prepare for
potential medical emergencies.

Consumer price index (CPI) of health services
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Network engineer Ridzwan these perks. (MSMEs), could respond by

Mohamed said his employer
removed outpatient health bene-
fits earlier this year.

“There were also changes to
inpatient coverage, where only
certain hospitals are included,”
said the 33-year-old.

To cope with the reduced cover-
age, Ridzwan relies on his spouse’s
health plan,

“Fortunately, my wife’s employ-
er provides benefits for depend-
ents, so our family is making use
of that,” he added.

A 35-year-old writer, prefer-
ring to remain anonymous, noted
that while the company he works
for has largely maintained its
health benefits for both union-
ised and non-unionised staff,
there are evident efforts to limit

“Management is reportedly
considering pro-rating medical
leave, which seemns to target older
employees who require longer
recovery times.

“Though I'm not directly affect-
ed yet, older colleagues are feel-
ing the pinch, often having to
purchase additional insurance
themselves.

“l may have to do the same
eventually,” he said.

The concerns raised by employ-
ees mirror what industry and
consumer groups describe as a
growing strain on both business-
es and the healthcare system.

Instead of cutting medical ben-
efits for employees, they say com-
panies, particularly micro, small
and medium  enterprises

rewarding preventive health
measures, while the government
should consider universal health-
care as a long-term solution.

Sunway University economist
Dr Yeah Kim Leng recommends
that MSMEs consider reducing
health benefits only as a final
option.

He said such actions can trans-
fer the financial burden of
healthcare onto employees, who
may then rely more heavily on
public hospitals for their medical
needs.

This shift can lead to increased
demand and strain on public
healthcare facilities, potentially
overwhelming their capacity and
resources.

Yeah urged the government to

promote affordable health plans
for MSMEs, along with tax incen-
tives, subsidies and co-financing
to help maintain staff benefits.

HELP University’s Prof Dr
Chung Tin Fah said MSMEs, being
highly cost-conscious, often cap
benefits or shift them into insur-
ance plans.

He suggests employers inte-
grate risk-prevention incentives
into salaries, encouraging healthi-
er lifestyles while cutting long-
term costs.

“This creates a win-win situa-
tion by promoting healthier life-
styles among employees while
reducing long-term costs for busi-
nesses,” Chung said.

Consumers’ Association of
Penang president Mohideen
Abdul Kader suggests universal
healthcare as the best long-term
fix, saying subsidies for the B40
are only temporary.

Since June, eligible Sumbangan
Tunai Rahmah (STR) recipients
have been able to receive treat-
ment at private clinics registered
under ProtectHealth Corporation
Sdn Bhd through the Madani
medical scheme.

Free treatment under the
scheme includes consultation,
examination, medicines, proce-
dures and follow-up treatment,
with a RM250 allocation for each
family, RM125 for single senior
citizens and RM75 for single STR
recipients.



Cost drivers contributing to the rise
in companies' benefits costs

Shrinking health
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nies are slashing employee health
benefits, jeopardising morale and
threatening Malaysia’s competi-
tive edge.

The Malaysian Employers
Federation (MEF) warns that this
trend, particularly among micro,
small and medium enterprises
(MSMES), could lead to higher
turnover and difficulties in attrac-
ting talent.

MEF president Datuk Dr Syed
Hussain Syed Husman said high-
er premiums for employee medi-
cal, liability, fire and property
insurance are affecting business-
es across all sectors, with MSMEs
hit hardest due to limited cash
flow.

Employers are responding by
adopting basic policies, co-pay-
ment schemes, and reducing den-
tal, optical and dependent cover-
age.

“Employers have made tough
choices, such as lowering benefit
ceilings, limiting medical proce-
dure coverage, or switching to
basic plans.

“These measures may help
finances but erode ermployees’
security and competitiveness in
benefits.

“Some pass increased costs to
employees through higher co-pay-
ments or salary deductions, while

rising costs will deter employers

from offering coverage, worsening

the social protection gap and
lacing greater strain on public
ealthcare facilities.”

Datuk Dr Syed Hussain Syed Husman
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others raise prices to offset
expenses,” Syed Hussain said.

He was responding to a survey
by global professional services
firm Aon, which found healthcare
costs to be a major concern for
Malaysian employers.

The Aon 2025 Malaysia
Employee Benefits and Wellbeing
Report indicates a 5% to 10%
annual increase in benefits costs,
driven by rising medical expenses
and increased benefits usage.

The report, based on a survey
of 130 companies and 507 employ-
ees, suggests financial pressure
may prompt employers to recon-
sider benefit levels, challenging
them to maintain competitive
packages.

Bank Negara Malaysia projects
a 15% rise in healthcare and med-

ical costs this year, compared to
10% globally and 11% in the Asia-
Pacific region.

According to the Statistics
Department, the Consumer Price
Index (CPI) for health-related
insurance jumped to 124.3 in July
2025, up from 108.8 the previous
month.

Factors include an ageing popu-
lation, rising non-cormunicable
diseases, advances in medical
technology, and increased invest-
ments in medical equipment and
treatments.

Syed Hussein said larger
companies, such as multination-
als and government-linked
corporations, often absorb higher
premiums to maintain staff
morale, but this reduces profita-
bility and diverts resources from
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growth initiatives.

“While many firms maintain
an appearance of providing ‘cov-
erage’, the quality and breadth of
healthcare  benefits have
declined.

“For MSMEs, which employ the
majority of Malaysia’s workforce,
this trend may accelerate labour
informality, pushing some to
forgo formal insurance benefits
altogether.

“The lack of transparency in
premium determination, espe-
cially in group medical coverage,
is a major concern.

“Employers are calling for
intervention to ensure fair pric-
ing, pooled risk-sharing mecha-
nisms and more affordable
options for MSMEs,” Syed Hussain
said.

He said employers are coping

by renegotiating policies, consoli-
dating coverage, trimming
ancillary benefits and introduc-
ing co-payment models.

“Many are shifting to takaful-
based coverage for its transparen-
cy and value, exploring hybrid
arrangements like combining
basic insurance with self-insur-
ance and investing in wellness
programmes to reduce long-term
claims,” Syed Hussain added.

He urged insurers and authori-
ties to engage more closely with
employers to keep medical insur-
ance costs affordable and predict-
able.

“Without a balanced approach,
rising costs will deter employers
from offering coverage, worsen-
ing the social protection gap and
placing greater strain on public
healthcare facilities,” he said.
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Unsung guardians of safe medication use

EVERY year on Sept 25, the world
celebrates World Pharmacists Day

to reflect on the vital yet often
invisible role of pharmacists in
keeping nations healthy.

In Malaysia, thousands of
registered pharmacists
serve across hospitals,
community pharmacies,
the pharmaceutical
industry, academia and
research. Despite their
widespread presence,
their contributions are
still not fully recognised.

For many, the image of
a pharmacist ends at the
counter of a community
pharmacy. In reality, their
responsibilities stretch far
beyond. In hospitals, pharmacists
are not only responsible for dis-
pensing medicines but also form
part of the ward team. They
review prescriptions, adjust doses
and monitor for side effects.

In specialised units, they pre-
pare highly sensitive medicines
such as chemotherapy and sterile
formulations for intensive care,
where even the smallest error
could be life-threatening.

This commitment often
requires personal sacrifice.
Hospital pharmacists take over-
night shifts or remain on call,
ensuring medicines are always
available. Their work is rarely in
the spotlight, but it guarantees
that every patient receives safe
and timely treatment.

Pharmacists also safeguard
medicines at the national level. In
the pharmaceutical industry, they

Image: Pixabay

oversee the research, develop-
ment and manufacturing of
drugs, ensuring every product
that reaches the market is safe,
effective and of the highest quali-
ty. Without their oversight, the
public’s trust in medicines would
quickly erode.

The Covid-19 pandemic made
their importance clearer than
ever. Pharmacists ensured that
vaccines were properly stored
and distributed nationwide, and
community pharmacists became
the most accessible source of
healthcare when hospitals were
overwhelmed.

During lockdowns, many
Malaysians turned to their local
pharmacies for essential medi-

cines, masks, sanitisers, vitamins
and advice. This shows how com-
munity pharmacists serve as
trusted health partners, not
just medicine suppliers.
Beyond emergencies,
pharmacists are indis-
pensable in tackling
non-communicable
diseases (NCDs), which
remain a major
national challenge.
The National Health
and Morbidity Survey
(NHMS) 2023 reported
that 15.6% of
Malaysian adults live
with diabetes, 29.2% suf-
fer from hypertension and
33.3% are living with high
cholesterol.
Alarmingly, around 40% of
people with diabetes are unaware
of their condition, and about half
of adults with high cholesterol
don’t know they have it. Such
silent threats require consistent
medication and monitoring after
diagnosis - roles where pharma-
cists are essential. They counsel
patients on proper medicine use,
encourage adherence and help
prevent complications such as
stroke or kidney failure. These
interventions improve quality of
life and also reduce long-term
healthcare costs.

The World Health Organisation
has long warned of widespread
misuse of medicines through
skipped doses, self-adjustments or
unsafe drug-herb combinations.
Pharmacists act as the final
checkpoint of safety. They verify

prescriptions, spot harmful inter-
actions and provide counselling
before patients leave with their
medicines.

In today’s digital world, where
misinformation spreads easily,
pharmacists bring clarity ground-
ed in science. Their influence also
extends to regulation and policy.
Pharmacists are involved in
removing counterfeit or danger-
ous products from the market,
evaluating health product adver-
tisements and protecting the pub-
lic from misleading claims.

In academia, they train the next
generation of pharmacists and
contribute to cutting-edge
research on issues ranging from
chronic disease management to
pharmacogenomics, where medi-
cines are tailored to an individu-
al’s genetic profile.

World Pharmacists Day is a
reminder that healthcare is
incomplete without pharmacists.
From hospital wards to neigh-
bourhood pharmacies, from
national policy tables to research
laboratories, pharmacists are
there educating, protecting, inno-
vating and caring.

This Sept 25, let us celebrate not
only the doctors and nurses we
often see, but also the pharmacists
working quietly behind the scenes.
They are the unsung heroes of our
healthcare system, and the nation
owes them deep gratitude.

DR IRMA WATI NGADIMON
Pharmacy lecturer

Faculty of Pharmacy
Universiti Malaya
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HIV awareness initiative
uses peer-to-peer education

# Programme reflects realities of campus life, from dating

culture togaps inknowledge about sexual health: AIDS council

8 BY QIRANA NABILLA MOHD RASHIDI

newsdesk@thesundaily.com

KUALA LUMPUR: A new youth-driven HIV
awareness programme is taking root in
universities, aiming to dismantle stigma and
close dangerous knowledge gaps through peer-
to-peer education.

The initiative, called Kami, is backed by the
Higher Education Ministry and is being piloted
at five campuses, with plans to expand to 14 by
next year.

Malaysian AIDS  Council (MAC)
vice-president Dr Nur Afiqgah Mohd Salleh said
the approach breaks away from traditional
lectures or exhibitions because it was
co-developed with students themselves.

“This is not just another talk or exhibition.
We worked closely with students to shape the
content in a language that speaks to them and
aims to train more young people to understand
what HIV is and the services available, and
dispel the myths that still surround it”

She said the initiative reflects the realities of
campus life, from dating culture and

social media to gaps in knowledge about

Nur Afigah (second from left) during an event to urge critical, pragmatic action 1o address HIV ameng youths. - AMIRUL SYAFIQ/THESUN

“We encourage abstinence, of course. But the
reality is that some students would still engage
in sexual activity.

“For them, information must be available
without barriers, stigma or judgement. We want
them to understand responsibility to their
health, values and religion, and to know the risks
of HIV and other STDs (sexually transmitted
diseases),’ she said.

Unlike conventional awareness campaigns,
Kami creates student “champions” who are
empowered to share accurate information
within their own circles.

Nur Afigah said peer educators provide a
comfort level that may not exist between
students and authority figures.

“Kami does not involve the direct
distribution of condoms or PrEP (pre-exposure
prophylaxis), but ensures students know where
to access services if needed.

“It is not about encouraging behaviour, it is
about protecting health. If a student asks about
STDs, the response should not be ‘why do you
have it? Instead, we provide education,
prevention and, if necessary, care.

She added that while abstinence campaigns
remain vital, some students inevitably “fall
through the cracks], which is why safe,
stigma-free spaces are crucial.

In April, MAC reported that 44% of HIV cases
involved individuals aged between 20 and 29.

Health Deputy Minister Datuk

i Awang Sauni revealed that 1,091
HIV cases were recorded among higher
education students between 2021 and 2024,
including 222 last year alone.

Nur Afigah said the figures show why direct
interventions, such as Kami, cannot wait.

“We need to be cautious and start having
honest conversations about the risks and
realities. The priority is ensuring students know
the facts and have access to support services.

“We cannot pretend all young people would
follow abstinence-only messages. Kami
provides a safety net for those who do not,
ensuring they make informed, responsible
decisions,” she said.

The initiative has been endorsed by the
Higher Education Ministry under the leadership
of its secretary-general Datuk Prof Dr
Azlinda Azman, who brings extensive HIV
policy experience.

“Nothing is cast in stone. This is a pilot. We
are leaming what works and what does not.

“But the early response has been
encouraging, especially because students
recognise the safe space created for them.”
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THE proposed Paramedic
Practitioners Bill is a timely step to
update and strengthen the regulation
of the medical assistant profession,
which has long operated under an
outdated framework.

Medical assistants have been
central to Malaysia’s healthcare
system for decades, yet they remain
the unsung heroes in the shadows
while the law governing them has
not kept pace with their evolving
responsibilities.

According to the Health Ministry's
consultation paper, the bill seeks to
give the Medical Assistant Board
greater powers in governance and

regulation.
Among its provisions are
recognition of specialisations,

temporary practice certificates for
foreign practitioners, competency
monitoring to safeguard patient
safety, disciplinary powers to
curb malpractice and enforcement
measures to tackle fake or
unregistered practitioners. These
reforms are necessary to protect
patients and to raise the standing of
medical assistants in line with
international standards.

While MCA welcomes this
progress, we must also emphasise
that the bill should not only focus
on regulation but also on the welfare
and recognition of medical assistants
themselves.

They are often the first responders
in emergencies, stabilising accident
victims and making split-second
decisions that save lives. Beyond this,
they support doctors and nurses
in procedures, manage equipment,
conduct tests and carry out vital
public heaith work in the community.

Their contribution, however,
extends far beyond clinical tasks.
Medical assistants endure long and
irregular hours, the emotional toll of

AT A 3
Medical asgstants have been central to Malaysia's bealthcare system for decades, yet

Honour unsung heroes of healthcare_,

they remain the unsung herces in the shadows while the law gaverning them has
not kept pace with their evalving responsbilities. - MASRY CHE ANI/THE SUN

high-pressure situations and the
unseen labour, such as preparation
work and logistical support, that
keep hospitals and clinics running
smoothly. This is demanding and
essential work that deserves an
acknowledgement of dignity and
respect.

It is also hoped that current
diploma course for medical assistants
will be upgraded to degree level with
newer medical technologies on
treatment and care inserted into the
course to reflect the professionalism
of duties undertaken.

For this bill to succeed, it must
strike a balance, ensuring professional

accountability while also uplifting
those who serve at the frontline of
healthcare.

MCA urges the Health Ministry
to engage medical assistants
meaningfully in this process so that
their voices and experiences directly
shape the law.

At the same time, we stress that its
ultimate measure of success will not
only be stronger governance but also
whether it empowers and honours
medical assistants in carrying out
their crucial duties to the rakyat.

Datuk Dr Mah Hang Soon
MCA Deputy President

Thesun Daily 25/9/2025 MS:11



LIFE & TIMES

11

Malnutrition causes

unrecognised type

of diabetes

ALNUTRITION can

cause its own form

of diabetes, health

experts say, calling

for "type 5 diabetes” to
be recognised globally to help fight the
disease in countriesalready struggling
with poverty and starvation.

The most common form of diabetes,
type 2, can be caused by obesity and
occurs when adults become resistant
to the hormone insulin. Type 1, mostly
diagnosed in childhood, arises when
the pancreas does not produce enough
insulin.

But diabetes researchers have been
tracking another form of the disease,
which often appears in people aged

Diabetes researchers have been tracking another form of the disease which
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under 30. It also affects insulin pro-
duction but is less severe than type 1.
And rather than being linked to
being overweight or obese like type 2,
it affects people who are underweight
because they do not eat enough.
A paper published in the medical

often appears in people aged under 30. PICTURE CREDIT: PRESSFOTO — FREEPIK

journal ‘The Lancet Global Health®
shows that more than 25 million peo-
ple suffer from this “type 5 diabetes”,
mostly in developing countries.

“We call upon the international dia-
betes community to recognise this dis-
tinct form of the disease,” the authors
wrote, reflecting a consensus reached
by the International Diabetes Federa-
tion earlier this year.

The experts settled on calling this
form of diabetes type 5, though types
3 and 4 have not been officially recog-
nised.

Diabetes driven by malnutrition is

DIABETES

nota newdiscovery — in the 1980s and
1990s, the World Health Organisation
classified a form of "malnutrition-
related diabetes”.

But the United Nations agency
abandoned this classification in 1999
due to a lack of agreement among
experts about whether undernour-
ishment alone was enough to cause
diabetes.

Since then, numerous studies in
countries including Bangladesh, Ethio-
pia, India, Indonesia, Nigeria, Uganda,
Pakistan and Rwanda have indicated
that this is possible.

Malnutrition can cause
its own form of diabetes,
according to health
€XPerts. PICTURE CREDIT:
MACROVECTOR — FREEPIK

The exact link between malnutrition
and this strand of diabetes remains
unknown. The efficacy of existing dia-
betes treatments that do not focus on
weight loss on type 5 is also unclear.

The best way to fight the disease
involves supporting programmes
that combat poverty and hunger, the
authors of the paper said.

This includes giving people access
to “low-cost, energy-dense staple
foods high in protein and complex
carbohydrates™ such as lentils, leg-
umes, oil-enriched cereals and forti-
fied grains, they added.
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