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Views 

 
Of all the statistics in health, death is the easiest, because you can go out and ask people, “Hey, have you had any 
children who died, did your siblings have any children who died?” People don’t forget that. 

- Bill Gates1 
 

150,300 people died in Malaysia in 2014. This is equivalent to 4.9 out of 1,000 people living in 
Malaysia. This number, 4.9—also known as the crude death rate or mortality rate—is one of the 
many statistics that was published by the Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOS) in December 
2016 in its “Statistics on the Causes of Death, 2014” report. 
 
The collection of vital statistics on death for the nation began more than a century ago, with the 
earliest record for the year 1911. The crude death rate then, in 1911 was 39.1. In 1957, the rate 
stood at 12.4. Since then, the collection of these statistics has continuously been enhanced and 
expanded upon, and it now provides a wealth of information on not just the crude death rate, but 
also the myriad causes of death in the country. The latest report for 2014 contains a very rich set 
of information, with details on a vast permutation of dimensions such as age, gender, state, and 
ethnicity.  
 
In this issue brief, we provide a summary of some of the insights that can be gleaned from this 
latest report. We have also built six different interactive charts based on these statistics and we 
encourage readers to explore and hopefully get a deeper appreciation of the richness of the 
information. 
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So, what are the statistics telling us?  

 

Comparing the number of deaths across three major age groups (see Chart 2), the oldest 

generation, that is, those above the age of 64 years, unsurprisingly recorded the highest number of 

deaths, representing 55% of total deaths in 2014. Their mortality rate indicates that for every 1,000 

persons who are above 64-year-old, approximately 48 of them died. In comparison, the mortality 

rates for adults and children show that only three adults and one child died amongst every 1,000 

people in their respective age groups.  

 

Although children represent a smaller proportion of total deaths, it is important to note that the 

group recorded an increase in the number of deaths in 2014 after experiencing a declining trend 

over the past four years. This unanticipated rise is mainly due to an 11% increase in the number 

of infant (aged less than 1 year old) deaths from 3,199 to 3,543 deaths, as illustrated in Chart 3. 

Unfortunately, the precise reason on why this is so cannot be ascertained from the existing 

statistics. 
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Dying later 

 

Nonetheless, our life expectancy2 has improved (see Chart 3). In 2010, the highest number of 

deaths was recorded amongst those aged 70 to 74 years. In 2013, the highest number of deaths 

was recorded amongst those aged 75 to 79 years. 

 

This pattern of death differs by gender. The median age of death for women was between 70 and 

74 years, compared to 60 and 64 years for men. This is consistent with our understanding that 

men die younger than women. As discussed in our “The State of Households II” report, life 

expectancy for women is higher compared to men—a new born baby girl in 2015 is expected to 

live to the age of 77.4 years compared to a new born baby boy who is expected to live to the age 

of 72.5 years.   

 

 
 

Identifying the cause of death 

 

Medical practitioners usually declare patient’s cause of death by referring to the patient’s disease 

and medical history. However, complications occur if the patient is diagnosed with more than one 

disease. For example, a patient may have lung cancer and is admitted to the hospital for treatment. 

However, during the stay in the hospital, the patient developed severe pneumonia (i.e., lung 
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infection) which give rise to death. Hence, the cause of death is identified as “hospital acquired 

pneumonia with underlying lung cancer”. Another example is when a patient is diagnosed with 

breast cancer and is undergoing chemotherapy. Chemotherapy can lead to low immunity, which 

exposes the patient to septicaemia3, and eventually causes the patient to go into shock. Hence, the 

cause of death is recognised as “septic shock secondary to neutropenic sepsis4 with underlying 

breast cancer”5. 

 

Therefore, the most probable cause of death is determined by looking at what occurs at the time 

of death and not merely at the type of diseases the patient has developed. In some cases, a patient’s 

cause of death may not be at all connected to their comorbidities6 . The official cause of death 

would normally be declared by medical practitioners after examining the patient’s medical history, 

physical examination and investigation i.e. blood test, chest X-ray, changes in electrocardiogram 

(ECG) reading before the death and during the resuscitation etc. Nevertheless, the actual cause of 

death is identified accurately only through a post mortem report, which details all the diseases and 

complications incurred by the patient.   
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Box 1: Classification of the causes of death by DOS 

 

 
 

Heart disease: The principal cause of death in Malaysia 

 

Chart 4 allows for the exploration of the principal causes of death by gender and age group for 

both medically and non-medically certified.  

 

Overall, more than a quarter of all deaths in Malaysia for 2014 were due to old age, which is 

categorised as not medically certified cause of death. However, it could be misleading to state old 

age as the major cause of death. Most of the time, it is challenging for non-medical officers to 

identify the exact reason causing the death of aged people and they tend to certify the cause of 

death as old age. Hence, in this brief, we will focus on medically certified cause of death.   
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Looking at the medically certified cause of death, coronary (ischaemic) heart disease emerged as 

the principal cause of death—approximately one in fourteen deaths in Malaysia was due to it. The 

other major causes of death include, pneumonia, cerebrovascular diseases (i.e., stroke) and 

septicaemia (i.e., blood poisoning). Transport accidents come next—it caused 4.3 thousand deaths 

in 2014. It is noticeable that the aforementioned causes of death remained their positions for the 

last five years. Chart 4 provides further details into this. 

 

 
 

Additionally, the most common cancer among men is different from the one among women (see 

Chart 4). It is observed that malignant neoplasm of trachea, bronchus and lung (i.e., lung cancer) 

is more prevalent for men whereas malignant neoplasm of breast (i.e., breast cancer) is more 

prevalent for women.  

 

108.7 thousand of dengue cases were recorded in 2014—increased by 151% from 2013. Despite 

its high incidence, dengue is still not the major causes of death in the country as death resulting 

from dengue is less compared to other major causes of death listed in DOS’s report. In 2014, 215 
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casualties’ due to dengue was reported which is five times less compared to breast cancer—the 

tenth top cause of medically certified death7 . 

 

 
 

Chart 5 summarises the causes of death across three age groups8. For Malaysian adults between 

the age of 15 and 64, the differences in the causes of death (medically certified) for men and 

women are striking. For coronary heart disease, 79% of the recorded deaths were men. 

Approximately one in ten adult men died due to heart disease. Compared to women, the same 

statistic is much lower with only one in eighteen deaths were due to it. More interestingly, transport 

accident is the second major cause of death for adult men – the number of deaths amongst men 

due to transport accidents is six times to that of women. 

 
On the other hand, pneumonia is identified as the leading cause of death for women in this age 
group—nearly one in eighteen death amongst women were due to it. This is followed by heart 
disease, septicaemia and cerebrovascular disease. Breast cancer is the fifth top cause of death for 
adult women, with one in twenty-five death amongst women were due to it.  
 
For children below the age of 15 who died in 2014, 61% died before they turned 1-year-old and 
76% before 2-years-old. The main cause of death is categorised as “certain conditions originating 
in the perinatal period”, amounting to 1,217 deaths (see Chart 5). Maternal factors, complications 
during pregnancy and delivery, and disorders related to gestational length are a few examples of 
conditions originating in the perinatal period that leads to death. About 7%, or 400 children died 
from non-disease factors such as transport accidents and drowning.      



Death in Malaysia – What are the statistics telling us?| 23 October 2017 10 

 
 
Similar to adult women, pneumonia emerged as the top cause of death (medically certified) for 
those aged 65 years and above, recording 5.7 thousand of deaths. This is followed by heart disease, 
cerebrovascular disease and septicaemia. Looking at both medically and not medically certified 
causes, it can be concluded that almost half of all deaths were due to old age. As discussed earlier, 
the higher number of older female deaths indicates the survival of more woman at an older age 
compared to men.  
 
Looking at the statistics, there are several trends that are evident. Firstly, the mortality rate for 
children, although low, has increased, reversing a trend that we have seen prior to 2013. Secondly, 
the large proportion of death for adults attributable to non-communicable diseases, such as heart 
diseases, strongly informs the need for both policy makers and the public at large to focus on this 
issue. Thirdly, although the number of accident deaths has been on a declining trend, it has 
stubbornly remained as one of the top causes of death in Malaysia over the past five years. The 
next section, this brief explores this issue in greater depth. 
 

 
 
Roads kill 
 
As the figures (see chart 5) show, death on the roads is alarming. As discussed, transport accident 
is one of the major causes of death among children and adults. Selangor is the state with the highest 
record for transport accidents death after Johor, Kedah, and Perak, as illustrated in Chart 6.   
According to the statistics released by Malaysian Institute Road Safety Research (MIROS), 477.2 
thousand road crashes was reported in 2013, more than double the amount recorded in 1997. 
However, the death index per 10,000 vehicles and the death toll per 100,000 population has 
reduced from 7.37 and 29.1 in 1997 to 2.9 and 23.1 in 2013, respectively9 .   
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Death index per 10,000 vehicles and death index per 100,000 population are two indicators used 
to measure the level of road safety in a country. With the aim to improve the road safety in 
Malaysia, the Ministry of Transport (MOT) targeted to reduce the death index per 10,000 vehicles 
to 2.88 by 2014—one of their Key Performance Indicator (KPI). By employing several initiatives, 
MOT has effectively reduced the death index to 2.66 in 201410. 
 
Despite the positive progress shown, Malaysia is above the world in terms of road traffic fatality 
rate11 , as estimated by the World Health Organisation (WHO). In fact, Malaysia registered a higher 
fatality rate compared to its regional peers such as Singapore, Philippines, Cambodia and Myanmar 
(see Chart 8). 
 

 
 
Conclusion – from death statistics to better lives 
 
Death statistics is a critical input for policy-making. Insights from these statistics are essential for 
the formulation and monitoring of evidence-based health, social and economic policies. For 
example, deaths from road accidents in Malaysia continues to be alarming, particularly for adult 
men. This insight can inform new and adjustments to existing policy interventions. This is true for 
other related policies, such as those pertaining the high incidence of non-communicable diseases 
related deaths. 
 
As alluded to from the quote by Bill Gates at the beginning – good policies to save live begin with 
statistics, including death statistics. 
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ENDNOTES  
 

1. From Washington Post’s interview with Bill Gates on global health and how his foundation’s work to 

save lives begin with statistics, especially statistics on death (Klein, E. (2013, May 17). Bill Gates: ‘Death 

is something we really understand extremely well’. Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com). 

2. For more information on life expectancy, readers may wish to read “Population ageing: Can we “Live 

Long and Prosper”?” here: http://www.krinstitute.org/Discussion_Papers-@ 

Population_Ageing_Can_We_Live_Long_and_Prosper.aspx 

3. The example given is applicable only to vulnerable patients as not all of them undergoing chemotherapy 

will eventually exposed to septicaemia. 

4. Neutropenic sepsis occurs due to decreased neutrophils caused by chemotherapy. 

5. The examples provided in this paragraph are gathered from discussions with several medical 

practitioners. 

6. Comorbidity is the presence of multiple underlying chronic diseases such as diabetes mellitus, and 

hypertension. 

7. The statistic on the number of dengue cases and casualties is sourced from ‘iDengue untuk komuniti’ 

website. Retrieved from: 

http://idengue.remotesensing.gov.my/idengue/page2.php?kandungan=content/statistik.pdf 

8. Readers can also view the overall cause of death included in Chart 5. Overall causes of death were 

calculated by adding both the medically and not medically certified death. The figures might not add 

up due to rounding up error and the limitation of “not medically certified” causes of death, which were 

identified based on information received from the deceased’s family members or relatives. 

9. For more information, refer to General Road Accident Data in Malaysia published in MIROS website. 

10. For more information, refer to the official portal of Ministry of Transport Malaysia. 

11. Fatality rate refers to the number of road traffic deaths per 100,000 population. 
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