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Abstract: Autism, encompassing conditions such as Asperger Syndrome, Childhood Disintegrative Disorder,
and Pervasive Developmental Disorders, is marked by social communication deficits and repetitive behaviors.
In Malaysia, the Persons with Disabilities Act 2008 provides general protections but lacks enforceable
provisions, while the Employment Act 1955 does not address autism-specific workplace adjustments.
Consequently, individuals with autism face high unemployment rates and financial hardships, with limited
government support for specialized services or employer incentives. This paper explores the challenges faced
by individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in Malaysia, comparing its legal and social frameworks to
those in the United Kingdom. The following paper presents a qualitative study based on secondary data
collected through scientific databases and library research that examines the legal protection systems for
persons with autism in Malaysia and the United Kingdom. Through statutory interpretation and comparative
analysis, key features of each jurisdiction point out remarkable similarities and differences in the
responsibilities of the government in the discharge of rights and protection for persons with autism. It is
recommended that Malaysia adopt a comprehensive autism strategy similar to the UK's, including mandatory
autism assessments for individuals in the criminal justice system, as well as implementing clear employment
protections for autistic individuals by amending the Employment Act 1955 and establishing a workplace
adaptation funding scheme, inspired by the UK's Access to Work system.
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1. Introduction and Background

Autism, first introduced by Kanner in 1943, was used to describe a group of children with severe social and
communication abnormalities, alongside narrow or restrictive interests (Vaxobov, 2022). Over time, the
understanding of autism has evolved significantly, and today, the diagnosis encompasses a range of conditions
under the umbrella term Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (Manolova & Achkova, 2014).

According to Sorenson (2022), and Barros & Soares, (2021), ASD is a neurodevelopmental problem
characterized by a person's deficits in social communications, and restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior,
interests, or activities. Bhakare & Vinchurkar (2015) added that it is representative of a complex, multifactorial
developmental disability that disrupts typical development during critical periods of infancy and toddlerhood,
leading to atypical patterns of social interaction, language, and behavior (Tantucci & Wang, 2023). The autism
spectrum encompasses Asperger Syndrome, Childhood Disintegrative Disorder, and Pervasive Developmental
Disorders. Outlined below are detailed explanations of each item.

Asperger Syndrome

Asperger Syndrome, now included under the ASD umbrella, is characterized by difficulties in social interaction
and communication, along with restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior or interests (Fombonne &
Tidmarsh, 2003). However, Chiang et al, (2014) revealed that individuals with Asperger’s typically have
average to above-average intelligence and do not show significant delays in language development, which sets
them apart from other forms of autism.
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Childhood Disintegrative Disorder

Childhood Disintegrative Disorder (CDD) is a rare condition in which there is a significant loss of previously
acquired skills (Ellis, Larsen, & Havighurst, 2022). A child with CDD will typically lose previously mastered
language, social interactions, motor skills, and self-care tasks after at least two years of normal development.

Pervasive Developmental Disorders

Pervasive Developmental Disorders (PDDs) include a class of neurodevelopmental disorders characterized by
delays and/or peculiarities in the development of social interaction, communication, and behavior (Coutelle,
2023). These may significantly interfere with functioning in major life activities (Carbone & Dell’Aquila, 2023).

In Malaysia, individuals with autism face discrimination and a lack of understanding due to societal stigma and
limited public awareness (Low, et al, 2021). The researcher believes that many autistic people struggle to gain
access to employment and healthcare as misconceptions prevail about their supposed capabilities. Employers
may refuse to hire them, and adequate coverage often excludes autism-related therapies and treatments from
their policies. This lack of financial support further limits their access to essential healthcare services,
exacerbating the challenges they face in achieving a good quality of life.

In addition to that, beyond these systemic barriers, persons with autism may face setbacks at the level of the
justice system (Roseliza, Kusrin & Yusuf, 2024). Charging autistic individuals has occurred in Malaysian courts;
there arise questions as to how neurodiverse persons can be accommodated into the justice system-for
example, court proceedings do not take into account the cognitive and communicative limitations that will lead
to processes being conducted fairly and wrongful convictions. In essence, Yang (2022) portrays the dire need
for reforms in specialized training for law enforcement and judicial officers, support measures with
appropriate communication aids, and inclusion of mental health professionals to ensure a fair deal for autistic
defendants.

While several kinds of literature relate to problems in autistic people, current policies related to these problems
and awareness about them are still not noticeable in the studies. Furthermore, not much empirical data is
available as to how attitudes in society impinge on daily life and life opportunities for individuals with autism
in Malaysia. Indeed, more awareness campaigns, policy reforms, and inclusive education can create acceptance
and equal opportunities in Malaysia for the autism community.

This paper presents a qualitative research study using secondary data retrieved from scientific databases and
library searches on the protection afforded by Malaysian and United Kingdom legislation to persons with
autism. Doctrinal legal research shall be applied herein in this study, analyzing legislation, policies, and
academic literature in determining whether proper legal protection is accorded to persons with autism.
Documents used in the research include statutory provisions and relevant policies that outline the rights and
obligations of key stakeholders. The study examines key features of each jurisdiction through statutory
interpretation and comparative analysis, highlighting similarities and differences in the legal responsibilities
of stakeholders, including educators, healthcare providers, and government entities in ensuring the rights and
protection of persons with autism.

2. Autism Statistics in Malaysia

Recent statistics from the Ministry of Women, Family, and Community Development in Malaysia (2024) show
a significant rise in the number of children diagnosed with autism. The number of children registered with the
Department of Social Welfare (JKM) has increased by 663% from 6,991 in 2013 to 53,323 in 2023. This sharp
rise highlights both an increase in awareness and a growing demand for specialized services for individuals
with autism in the country.

Nevertheless, according to Chu, et al (2023), in Malaysia, the participants generally exhibited a moderate

degree of both knowledge and attitude. This finding highlights the potential for further educational or
awareness-raising efforts to enhance their knowledge and attitudes on the subject in question.
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The Current Legal Landscape for Autism in Malaysia

Various laws in Malaysia cover individuals with autism, each designed to protect their interests. However, it
should be realized that there are no specific laws dedicated to people with autism. In other words, like other
forms of disabilities, individuals with autism are generally protected under broader disability-related
legislation rather than laws tailored specifically to their needs. Among these laws are the Persons with
Disabilities Act 2008, the Employment Act 1955 and National Autism Policies and Programs. Outlined below
are comprehensive explanations for each item.

Persons with Disabilities Act 2008

In Malaysia, the Persons with Disabilities Act 2008, or PWD Act, is the main legislation protecting the rights of
persons with disabilities, including persons with autism. Key provisions of the act include non-discrimination,
access to education, and access to healthcare. However, the act does not carry any enforceable penalties for
discrimination but instead relies on advocacy and policy implementation.

It is worth noting that, when it comes to access to healthcare, most insurance companies do not provide
coverage for individuals with autism (Chu, et al, 2020). Bahry (2019) believed that this is because the majority
of policies in Malaysia, including those addressing autism, exclude pre-existing conditions from their coverage.
It is thus quite a task for a person suffering from autism to obtain health or life insurance that will address their
needs. In addition, policies or riders specifically targeting healthcare, therapy, and support needs are generally
scant in the Malaysian insurance market.

Thankfully, FWD SpecialMed 2 protects Persons with Disabilities, including those with autism. It is Malaysia's
first online family takaful medical plan specially set up to provide persons with disabilities with affordable,
accessible health insurance, with medical and financial protection to meet their needs.

When it comes to education, the Malaysian government, under the 2025 National Budget, has introduced
several initiatives to support individuals with autism and their families. Eleven new PERMATA centers will be
opened across the country to provide specialized care and education for families. Additionally, two new schools
for children with autism will be established in Johor Bahru and Tuaran, Sabah, designed to offer special
education tailored to the needs of these children. To assist families with additional expenses, over 110,000
special needs students, including children with autism, will receive a monthly allowance of RM150 each. A total
of RM15 million will be allocated for the education of up to 30,000 children with autism, while RM10 million
will be dedicated to supporting private schools that specialize in educating children with autism (Kementerian
Kewangan Malaysia, 2024).

Criminal Justice System

In Malaysia, individuals with autism may not always receive the necessary accommodations in the criminal
justice system. Clearly, in general, autism is not taken into consideration in the normal criminal trial process,
and this seriously hinders proper understanding and non-application of proper consideration in cases dealing
with autistic individuals.

One pressing concern is the vulnerability of autistic individuals to being coerced, manipulated, or unknowingly
involved in criminal activities, including drug trafficking (Richman, Krause-Jensen & Rodogno, 2022). Due to
difficulties in social communication, impaired executive functioning, and a tendency to take instructions
literally, autistic individuals may not fully comprehend the legal implications of their actions (Gibbs & Pellicano,
2023). They may also struggle to navigate interactions with law enforcement officers, who might misinterpret
their atypical behavior—such as avoiding eye contact, delayed responses, or heightened anxiety—as signs of
guilt or deceit.

There have been cases globally and in Malaysia where autistic individuals were charged with drug-related
offenses without due consideration of their cognitive and psychological conditions (Yang, 2022). Some may
have been used as unwitting couriers, exploited by criminal syndicates that take advantage of their trusting
nature and lack of awareness of illegal activities (Smith, 2024). Others may have had substances for personal
therapeutic use yet were treated as traffickers due to the rigid application of drug laws.

306



Information Management and Business Review (ISSN 2220-3796)

Vol. 17, No. 1, pp. 304-310, 2025

The absence of clear legal provisions or judicial guidelines for accommodating autistic defendants further
exacerbates the issue, particularly in drug-related cases, which account for a significant portion of the prison
population in Malaysia (Nawawi, et al, 2024). Unlike some countries that allow for expert testimony on
neurodevelopmental conditions or alternative sentencing measures, Malaysian courts largely follow
conventional legal procedures that may not account for the unique circumstances of autistic individuals,
particularly in complex cases like drug-related offenses. While individuals facing charges such as murder may
be evaluated in mental health institutions to assess their cognitive and psychological conditions, this process
is not consistently applied to all cases, especially for those with autism. This raises serious concerns about the
fairness of trials and the risk of wrongful convictions, as the unique needs of autistic defendants may not be
fully understood or considered.

Employment Act 1955

Similar to individuals without disabilities, people with autism also need to work to support themselves and
their families, particularly those with mild autism. Article 5 of the Federal Constitution guarantees that no
person shall be deprived of their life or personal liberty. This provision can be interpreted to encompass the
right to work and earn a living, as it relates to personal freedom (Ahmad, 2022).

Nevertheless, Ghuzal and Nordin (2023) highlighted that individuals with autism in Malaysia often encounter
considerable difficulties in finding and maintaining meaningful employment. The research made by Ibrahim,
Rahman & Dahlan (2021) also stated that young adults with ASD represent one of the highly unemployed
populations in Malaysia. Even though there is no statistical data on the employment rate of persons with ASD
available in Malaysia because ASD is not a separate category in the National Registry of PWDs, parents of
individuals with ASD still face dire financial constraints and emotional distress emanating from the
employment challenges their children encounter.

Fortunately, Individuals with autism are recognized as disabled under Malaysian tax law and thus eligible for
tax relief of RM6,000. Furthermore, taxpayers supporting a dependent with autism can also claim up to
RM6,000 per child, regardless of age, to help cover additional costs. Additionally, the tax relief for medical
treatment expenses for children with autism has increased from RM4,000 to RM6,000 (Inland Revenue Board
of Malaysia, 2024).

It is significant to mention that there are no specific provisions under the Malaysia Employment Act 1955, that
address the challenges of working people with autism. The Act does not call upon the employer to make
reasonable adjustments, such as flexible working hours, sensory-friendly working environments, or additional
resources to support communication. Further, the lack of apparent legal protection against discrimination
grounds of autism hinders a person with autism from trying to gain and maintain employment.

3. Comparing the UK and Malaysia

Unlike Malaysia, the UK offers more comprehensive legal protections and supports individuals with autism.
Stephenson (2022) mentioned that the Equality Act 2010 for instance explicitly protects individuals with
autism from workplace discrimination, offering stronger legal safeguards compared to Malaysia's Employment
Act (Martin, 2021). UK employers are legally required to make reasonable adjustments, such as flexible
working hours and sensory-friendly workspaces, to support employees with autism (Richards, et al, 2023).

According to Fong (2021), publicly funded employment programs in the UK include special employment, such
as job coaching, interview preparation, and on-the-job accommodation, also available for individuals with
autism. The UK government also offers financial incentives to employers for making necessary workplace
accommodations; these efforts aim to foster a world that is inclusive of individuals with autism (Financial
Times, n.d, Gov.UK, n,d). Additionally, Davies et al. (2024) praised awareness and training programs for helping
employers to better support employees with autism, thereby fostering greater inclusion in the workplace.

In contrast, the employment support for persons with autism in Malaysia is not holistic. The Employment Act

of 1955 does not specifically provide for protection or provisions for persons with autism and also falls short
of specifying the requirements for workplace adjustments. Although there are initiatives as specified by Maidon
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et al (2024) such as the Vocational Program under The National Autism Society of Malaysia, the system is
piecemeal, there are fewer government-funded programs of employment support and a lack of incentives for
employers to hire persons with autism.

Moreover, Hassan, et al (2024) emphasized the absence of a nationwide training and awareness program in
Malaysia is restricting the employment of autistic people in this country. In contrast, the better legal framework
and structured support system in the UK exhibit marked differences between the ways the two countries
address challenges in the employment of persons with autism.

When it comes to the criminal justice system, the UK legal system is more responsive to the needs of persons
with autism. The Autism Act 2009 ensures that autism is recognized as a condition that may affect criminal
behavior and mental capacity (Beazley et al (2023). The criminal justice system has appropriate support, such
as intermediaries during police interviews and special consideration during trials (Smith, 2024). Unlike
Malaysia, there is no dedicated legislation in Malaysia that specifically addresses the unique needs of
individuals with autism within the criminal justice system leaving individuals with autism and their families
without sufficient legal protections or accommodations during criminal proceedings.

4, Conclusion and Recommendations

The Equality Act 2010 has set clear legal protection for persons with autism in the United Kingdom, especially
in employment. Section 6 of the Act defines disability to include autism, while Section 20 requires employers
to make "reasonable adjustments" to accommodate persons with disabilities to avoid placing them at an unfair
disadvantage. Section 15 also prohibits discrimination arising from disability, where an employer is not
allowed to treat an autistic person unfavorably because of their condition unless objectively justified.
Additionally, under the Autism Act 2009, the UK government has to formulate and regularly review a national
autism strategy to ensure support regarding employment, healthcare, and education. Also, Section 1 of the Care
Act 2014 imposes a duty on local authorities to promote individual well-being, which includes social care
support for adults with autism, reinforcing workplace assistance, and independent living.

In contrast, Malaysia has no specific autism legislation, relying mainly on the Persons with Disabilities Act 2008,
which lacks strong mechanisms for enforcement. Malaysian law does not impose clear legal obligations on
employers to accommodate autistic employees, unlike the UK's mandatory reasonable adjustments under the
Equality Act 2010. In this line, Malaysia is supposed to provide a similar framework by incorporating clearly
stated employment protection under national legislation, such as the amendment to the Employment Act 1955,
including specific provisions on making workplace adjustments for persons with autism.

Malaysia could also offer a scheme, like the Access to Work system in the UK, which provides funding for
adapting the workplace and special job coaching for autistic people. Setting statutory standards on job training
schemes, incentives for employers, and clear legal protection through a revised Persons with Disabilities Act
would ensure greater access to work. The same work accessibility for persons with autism will similarly be
better realized if Malaysia implements a comprehensive national autism strategy inspired by the UK
experience.

When it comes to the criminal justice system, is recommended that Malaysia implement a comprehensive legal
framework that specifically accommodates autistic individuals within the criminal justice system. This can be
achieved by establishing Mandatory Autism Assessments for individuals charged with serious offenses,
including drug-related cases. These assessments should be conducted by qualified mental health professionals
or specialists in neurodevelopmental disorders to ensure that the defendant's cognitive and communicative
challenges are adequately considered.
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