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This report seeks to understand an ASEAN-wide youth identity and analyse the importance of it
relating to the broadening and deepening of an ASEAN community as envisaged in the “Cha-am Hua
Hin Declaration on the Roadmap for the ASEAN Community 2009-2015” (ASEAN, 2009) and the
“Kuala Lumpur Declaration on ASEAN 2025: Forging Ahead Together” (ASEAN, 2015).
It will seek to understand how multifaceted diversity across ASEAN countries impacts any approach
to shaping and forming a pan-ASEAN youth identity, especially how exclusive national-ethnic
identities can bridge to an inclusive supranational identity. This is complemented by a review of the
prospects for identifying and leveraging common ground towards building an ASEAN youth identity.
From here, what is sought is a case study overview of an existing ASEAN youth organisation, and
their initiatives, in terms of a trans-ASEAN youth identity. Finally, this report proposes some
learnings that may form the basis of future policy recommendations centering on articulating and
enhancing a common ASEAN youth identity, as well as potential valued outcomes that may arise
from this identity.
Understanding an ‘ASEAN Community’
Using the Kuala Lumpur Declaration (ASEAN, 2015) as a starting point, what is clear is that
governments of individual ASEAN countries have been envisioning the evolution of ASEAN via
greater integration across common political-security, economic and socio-cultural objectives
(ASEAN, 2009, 2015). While ASEAN has made real progress under the aegis of broad-ranging
consensus-based declarations, these have been achieved by a community of national governments.
Furthermore, in building up towards both the 2009 and 2015 Declarations (ASEAN, 2009; ASEAN,
2015), the focus of community and community building efforts has also largely been with regards to
member states being conceived as members of these communities.
Going forward, what is argued is that this focus needs to be broadened, in real terms, to a
community of people – this would give meaning to several aspects of the 2015 ASEAN Declaration
whose objectives focus directly on the ASEAN public per se in different ways (see Box 1.0). Relatedly,
focusing on forming a community of peoples also echoes multiple commitments in the same
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declaration to increase awareness of ASEAN initiatives and objectives amongst the more than 649.1
million inhabitants that collectively make up the population of the ten ASEAN nations (ASEAN, 2019,
p. 1).

ASEAN Community Vision 2025: Examples of People-Centric Objectives
• “An inclusive and responsive community that ensures our peoples enjoy human rights and
fundamental freedoms as well as thrive in a just, democratic, harmonious and gendersensitive environment in accordance with the principles of democracy, good governance
and the rule of law”;
• “A resilient, inclusive, people-oriented and people-centred community that engenders
equitable development and inclusive growth”;
• “A committed, participative and socially-responsible community through an accountable
and inclusive mechanism for the benefit of our peoples, upheld by the principles of good
governance”;
• “An inclusive community that promotes high quality of life, equitable access to
opportunities for all and promotes and protects human rights of women, children, youth,
the elderly/older persons, persons with disabilities, migrant workers, and vulnerable and
marginalised groups”;
Box 1.0 – ASEAN Community Vision 2025: Examples of People-Centric Objectives
Source: (ASEAN, 2015)
The implications on any community on who or what is focused on as its constituent members
critically impacts both the nature and extent, or depth, of the said community. In the context of
ASEAN, whether the discrete constituent members of a community are conceived of as aggregates,
e.g. national governments within Southeast Asia, or as individuals, e.g. the hundreds of millions of
people living in Southeast Asia, can be significant, especially in terms of building support and
pursuing objectives in the interest of citizens living in the ten ASEAN nations.
Given that ASEAN governments have already agreed that increasing public awareness of ASEAN and
ASEAN initiatives (ASEAN, 2015, pp. 21, 26, 96, 121 etc.; ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on Youth, 2019)
are important objectives, it becomes essential to interpret this in tangible terms as far as the youth
element of Theme 1 of the ASEAN Development Outlook 2019-20 centering on identity is concerned
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(University of Cambridge, 2020). Furthermore, and in view of the longer term, the role of youth, and
a common ASEAN youth identity, in increasing awareness of ASEAN and building a people-centric
ASEAN community is crucial. This is so especially in terms of enhancing public understanding and
support towards sustainably optimising outcomes of major ASEAN objectives.
Identity out of a Diverse Youth Group
This report now turns to understanding how this youth identity can be exercised and engaged with
from amongst the diversity of ASEAN itself, i.e. a region that includes a multiplicity of ethnic and
religious groups across nations and geographies. It is crucial that any programs seeking to build a
cross-cutting youth identity adhere to the principle that any common ASEAN-wide identity arises
only out of recognition and respect of the inherent diversity across ASEAN’s member countries and
peoples (ASEAN, 2015, pp. 14, 22).

Identity Diversity within Malaysia
Amongst other major elements of identity, Malaysia has a long history of ethnic diversity, with
Malays, Chinese, Indians and Orang Asli comprising the main groups (and each with sub-ethnic
groups) in Peninsular Malaysia, whereas in East Malaysia, the Kadazandusun along with 32
other ethnic groups comprise Sabah’s population while the Iban and 27 other ethnic groups
comprise Sarawak’s population. Overlaid on this is significant religious diversity with Islam,
Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Confucianism and Taoism making up the major religion
groups of the bulk of the population. This ethnic and religious diversity, along with other major
elements of identity (e.g. class, age, gender, outlook etc.), translates into a plethora of
identities which are simultaneously exclusive and inclusive across Malaysia’s people.
Box 1.1 – Case Study 1: Identity Diversity in Malaysia
Source: (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2010; MyGovernment, 2020)
Case Study 1 is meant to illustrate the reality of drawing a common national identity from a
remarkably heterogenous body public. While this process is not without its own challenges, which
shall not be covered in this report, it is plausible to argue that the plasticity and broadening of
individual identity can, and indeed has, come to include elements of a common Malaysian identity.
This particular broadening has been formed by, and has in turn formed, Malaysia’s symbols and
culture as well as sports. Official symbols of nationhood and membership thereof, e.g. the
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monarchy, flags, identity cards etc. are complemented with organic and evolving cultural notions of
Malaysianness centering on the Malay language, food, festivals and many other more minor but
nonetheless clear examples of practices and norms that clearly demonstrate that a Malaysian
identity has emerged out of the multi-faceted diversity of Malaysia’s people.
The challenge that emerges is therefore to take the next step and bridge exclusive national identities
to inclusive supranational identities. There are certain key factors here that have to be considered:
firstly, allowances must be made here for the significantly different historical context by which
members belonging to different sub-groups within a community interpret their community-hood,
e.g. Malaysian youth and their parents may each interpret Malaysian nationhood quite differently.
There is a parallel here, related to the earlier point about who the constituent members of the
ASEAN community, that can be drawn centering on the difference between how the governments of
ASEAN interpret an ASEAN-wide identity, and, how the youth of ASEAN may (re)interpret it.
Secondly, in addressing this bridging challenge, it is also clear that there will be similarities and
differences in terms of the levers used to engender the formation of a supranational identity
(ASEAN) compared to those engendering a national (Malaysian) one. Relatedly, while some
categories of levers may be applicable to both identities, e.g. in terms of official or formal symbols or
authority, the extent to which these are manifest or known may differ. For example, the symbols
and powers of any of ASEAN’s 10-member states nation state are both legion and tangible from the
perspective of their people (including their youth), while those of ASEAN (logo, flag, leadership etc.)
are not.
Moving from these two points centering on interpretations and levers of identity as these influence
the bridging of exclusive national identities to inclusive supranational identities, the Case Study of
Malaysian Indian youth expounded below (see Box 2.0) is intended to take us to the empirical basis
for an ASEAN youth identity and community. It is presented below to both illustrate the multifaceted
nature of an ethnic-centric intra-national identity as well as to explore how key elements of an
ASEAN youth identity can emerge from this particular national-ethnic youth identity.
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Malaysia Indian Youth Identity
• While every individual is different, the identity of a 25-year old Malaysian man who is
ethnically Indian (Tamil) can be characterised as follows:
o
o
o
o
o
o

Family: Married, and with close extended families
Language: Trilingual (Malay, Tamil and English to different degrees of fluency)
Religion: Hindu (Practicing)
Location: Urban Malaysia
Employment: Salaried with income at RM2,500 per month
Education: Up to Tertiary Level

• The above traditional bases of identity will influence, along with key age-relevant
contemporary as well as regional/global trends, other aspects of his identity that will define
his:
o
o
o
o

Lifestyle
Career
Social life
Values / Aspirations

Box 1.2 – Case Study 2: Malaysian Indian Youth Identity
Source: Author
The first point that arises from Case Study 2 above is that many other national ethnic (or other) subgroups in ASEAN may not share aspects of a Malaysian Indian youth identity, i.e. from spoken
language to practiced religion, and therefore, at a glance, there will be very little identity overlap
between a Malaysian Indian male youth and an Tagalog-speaking Filipino female youth apart from
the fact that they are both citizens of ASEAN member states, and that they live within the geopolitical boundaries of the member states of ASEAN. As an aside, while the Malaysian Indian youth
would have a substantial awareness of Southeast Asia centered on travel and leisure, given
increasingly affordable and accessible travel options, he would equally have a limited understanding
of ASEAN, especially its past successes, current initiatives and future objectives, despite knowing
about ASEAN’s existence (see Graph 1.3 & 1.4 and Table 1.5).
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Are you aware of ASEAN (Association of South East Asian Nations)?
80%
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72%

70%
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Graph 2.0 – Malaysian Youth Awareness of ASEAN
Source: (Ponniah, 2020)

What do you think ASEAN is?
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56%
48%

44%

52%

40%
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21 – 30 years

31 – 40 years
Don't Know

Generally Know

Graph 2.1 – Malaysian Youth Understanding of ASEAN
Source: (Ponniah, 2020)
Note: The “Generally Know” category refers to those respondents who gave an answer to the
question posed that may or may not answer the question posed in this instance - see Table 1.5.
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What do you think ASEAN is?
#

Answer
Category

1

Positive
Perception of
ASEAN

2

Neutral
Perception of
ASEAN /
Definition of
ASEAN

3

Negative
Perception of
ASEAN

Examples of Translated (from Malay) Responses
Guarantees a secure ASEAN free from any agitation
An organisation that cultivates a neighbourly country-to-country spirit
Growing the economy of all ASEAN countries
An organisation that has a positive agenda towards poor countries in
Southeast Asia
Growing the economy of all ASEAN countries
An organisation that has a positive agenda towards poor countries in
Southeast Asia
Helps resolve diplomatic problems between countries
Organises ASEAN conferences
[An organisation] of all countries in Southeast Asia
ASEAN is a group of Asian countries
A grouping of 5 countries namely Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippines,
Singapore and Thailand
An organisation of Asian countries
Supports the Belt & Road initiative
ASEAN has increasingly been lost from view
[An organisation] in name only, no function.
Not cooperating in overcoming the Rohingya issue in Malaysia
Oppression of foreign peoples

Table 2.2 – Malaysians Understanding of ASEAN
Source: (Ponniah, 2020)
Do you feel like an ASEAN citizen?
100%
90%
80%
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83%

70%
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No

Graph 2.3 – ASEAN ‘Citizenship’
Source: (Ponniah, 2020)
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Have you benefited from Malaysia being a member of ASEAN?
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Graph 2.4 – Direct Benefits due to ASEAN
Source: (Ponniah, 2020)

In your opinion, has Malaysia benefited from being a member of ASEAN?
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Graph 2.5 – Country benefits due to ASEAN
Source: (Ponniah, 2020)
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All the data shown in the graphs and table above (2.0 – 2.5) represent the results of a survey1 of the
views of Malaysians. As an overview, the data encapsulates a solid ASEAN awareness base, and
possibly indicates the emergence of a supranational ASEAN citizenry given the significant majority of
Malaysian youth who feel that they are ASEAN citizens2. Furthermore, many instinctively feel that
their country benefits from being a part of ASEAN and that they also benefit directly from their
country’s membership of ASEAN. In this, it should be noted that a sizeable minority feel that while
their country benefits from ASEAN membership, they do not. This links back to an earlier point made
in this report relating to whether ASEAN is a community of national governments and/or a
community of peoples.
However, despite the many positives in terms of how ASEAN is perceived by Malaysians under 40,
the data also simultaneously illustrates a poor understanding of what ASEAN does (see graph 2.1
and table 2.2). In terms of the focus of this report of developing an ASEAN youth identity, this gap
can be a point of focus both in terms of pivoting to issues, challenges and outcomes relevant to
ASEAN youth as well as a fresh focus on what unites people, especially the youth, across ASEAN.
Put another way, to build on this clearly existing but somewhat notional (and potentially precarious)
feeling of ASEAN-ness, at least amongst a wide majority of younger Malaysians, the distinct
possibility is that elements of their identity relating to lifestyle, career, social life and values may
critically overlap with other younger people across ASEAN’s member states. This overlap will likely
be manifest in how these elements of their identity are lived or manifested on a day-to-day basis.
Relatedly, elements of youth identity that transcend individual member states’ boundaries “tend to
occupy the innovative, uncharted borderlands along which the global meets the local” (Comaroff &
Comaroff, 2001, p. 308) . In 2020 and towards 2025, youth identity in this space will be further
intensified by evolving living and working trends, media consumption and economic uncertainty
amongst others (Jenkins, 2004). What can distinguish an ASEAN youth identity from a more generic

1

A stratified random face-to-face survey was conducted amongst 1,068 Malaysian respondents over the age of
21 from 05 - 12 July 2020.
2
It should be noted that upon querying the respondents further with regards to this question centering on
ASEAN citizenship, some felt they were technically answering the question, i.e. given that they live within a
country that is part of ASEAN, they are therefore ASEAN citizens. This is as opposed to feeling a sense of
ASEAN-ness or a kinship with others living in other countries that comprise ASEAN.
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global youth identity is the focus of exchange and location of members within the ten countries of
Southeast Asia, and all the possible implications this has on defining geographical, cultural and other
evolving ASEAN exclusivities.
In terms of work identity, the disappearance of many traditional jobs and the simultaneous
emergence of new economy opportunities can create a shared space for youth entering the
workforce across ASEAN. Another possibility for overlapping youth identities and priorities now
driven by common values are a predilection for intergenerational concerns centering on the
environment, sustainability and economic equality (see also ERIA, 2017). The strong demand for
transparency and a free flow of information as well as a disproportionate consumption of media via
social media are other highly likely points of shared identity across ASEAN youth (see also ERIA,
2017).
Given these examples, and as argued earlier, building a common ASEAN youth identity need not
emerge by negating existing national identities but rather by optimising an awareness of ASEAN
focused on prevailing commonalities to begin with. Put another way, ASEAN programs and projects
towards establishing, and then broadening and deepening a truly ASEAN youth identity have to be
underwritten by increasing and realising ASEAN opportunities in line with youth identity priorities,
e.g. developing new economy opportunities for graduates in urban hubs across Southeast Asia.
The report now moves to an overview of the ASEAN Youth Organisation (AYO), an “ASEAN-approved
non-profit organization that spreads awareness of ASEAN to over 200 million young people in
Southeast Asia” (ASEAN Youth Organization, 2020), with a focus on AYO’s efforts to develop an
ASEAN youth identity. The first point to note is that while developing an ASEAN youth identity is not
a stated objective of AYO, the first, second and fifth objectives of the AYO (see Image 2.0) clearly
speak to motivations for an ASEAN-wide youth identity.
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Box 3.0 – Case Study: Overview of ASEAN affiliated ASEAN Youth Organization (AYO)
Source: (ASEAN Youth Organization, 2020)
Through a review of AYO’s signature programs, what is probably illustrated is an overlap between
any likely priorities driven by ASEAN youth identities on the one hand, and AYO’s initiatives on the
other. For example, AYO’s Youth Empowerment programs focuses on entrepreneurship and
education workshops, seminars and conferences (ASEAN Youth Organization, 2020), thereby
appealing to key aspects of youth identity. Furthermore, its Economic Enhancement Program
focuses on providing access to underprivileged youth segments of ASEAN society to key marketable
skillsets (ASEAN Youth Organization, 2020) and so aligns with a likely youth identity principle of
seeking equality as argued earlier on. The third prong of AYO’s programs, which centers on Social
Volunteerism run by circa 5,000 active members (ASEAN Youth Organization, 2020), is also expected
to coincide with overriding common youth values centering on change and direct action.
What is more difficult to ascertain is the effectiveness of formally affiliated ASEAN youth-based
organisations, and the programs delivered by these organisations, as well as ASEAN itself is insofar
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as building an ASEAN youth identity and consequently, a sustainable ASEAN community is
concerned.
In building this ASEAN youth identity, it is crucial to first differentially understand ASEAN youth from
an earlier generation of the ASEAN public as well as to understand ASEAN youth in comparison with
global youth. Other supranational bodies such as the EU have approached this via specific projects,
e.g. Europe 2038 (Europe 2038, 2020). This survey project was geared towards an up-to-date
empirical study of Europe’s youth and their aspirations across seven countries with different
histories vis-à-vis the EU. A similar pan-ASEAN survey could provide valuable quantitative and
qualitative information about what an ASEAN youth identity can actually be based on young
Southeast Asians think, feel and prioritise about ASEAN, but also about wider relevant issues.
Secondly, it is important for ASEAN to provide institutional and resource support to its youth based
organisations to play a real and tangible role in delivering specific and relevant ASEAN objectives
across all 3 pillars of its ASEAN 2025 vision and other key policy visions beyond this. Thirdly, ASEAN
youth organisations have to be given a leading role in delivering positive outcomes and better lives
for youth themselves throughout Southeast Asia e.g. via the development of an ASEAN Youth
Development Index to begin with (ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on Youth, 2019, p. 2).
Taken together, this may be the strategic steps needed to build an ASEAN Youth Identity towards
achieving the long-term goal of forming an effective ASEAN Community, an objective that is crucial
in both providing reliable indicators of ASEAN’s future and in realising ASEAN’s crucial goals in 2025
and beyond.
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