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Abstract 
This paper discusses the implementation strategy to achieve harmony between ethnic groups among 
the Malaysian youths. The study focuses on Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM) students who have 
joined the National Service Training Program (PLKN). PLKN is a national agenda which aims to train 
the young people to be an excellent future generation, especially in the context of multiethnic 
Malaysians. The main goal of PLKN's implementation is; (i) to enhance the spirit of patriotism and 
love the nation among the younger generation; (ii) to foster national unity and  national integration; 
(iii) to develop positive character through the application of good values; (iv) to promote the spirit of 
volunteerism among the youth; and (v) to produce a young generation with strong physical and 
mental as well as high self esteem. There are 207 respondents participated in this study which is 
comprising of Malay and Chinese youths. The findings show that almost all measured dimensions are 
at a high level of intensity. The intensity of the Malay youths was higher than the Chinese youths. In 
general, the implementation of PLKN is the best strategy in establishing harmony among ethnic 
groups, especially among youths who are the future generation of the nation. However, the national 
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service program has been abolished after the conversion of the federal government in the 14th 
General Election.   
Keywords: Harmony, Ethnic Relation, Youth & National Service. 
 
Introduction  
Malaysia, as a multiethnic society, always faces various challenges in the societal life. The variances 
of the Malays, Chinese, Indians and other indigenous people have affected inter-ethnic relations 
among the Malaysian multiethnic societies due to the diversity of identities, customs, and traditions, 
as well as beliefs and lifestyles (Ismail et al.,2019).  Furthermore, the current challenges through the 
era of globalization that struck the world has now increased the diversity of Malaysian society in 
Malaysia. The formation of national identity is also very important in order to eradicate the problems 
related to multiethnic relationship (Ismail et al.,2019). Therefore, various action plans and strategies 
have been implemented by the government in creating and maintaining harmony among the ethnic 
groups. According to Suffian, et al., (2017) many countries including Malaysia invest in planning and 
implementing various programs to educate and propel youth to greater heights. One of the strategies 
implemented is the National Service Training Program (PLKN) as a framework for developing youths 
comprehensively in all aspects of life. Young people are the future generation of the nation that need 
to be given special attention consistently.  According to records from the Department of Statistics, 
Malaysia (2017), the total number of populations aged between 15 to 19 is about 2,873,000 while 
the total number aged between 20 to 24 is about 3,251,000 from the whole population of 32,049.7 
million. Individuals aged between 20 to 24 are the group scattered for both genders of males and 
females (Department of Statistics, Malaysia, 2017). 
 
Implementation of the National Service Training Program (PLKN) 
The implementation of PLKN has the ultimate goal in achieving a comprehensive unity in the life of 
Malaysian multiethnic society. The effort should be applied in realizing the construction of a desired 
nation-state (Jayasankaran, 2004; Ismail, 2015). Its implementation becomes a national agenda to 
train the young generation to be an excellent, and glorious in the future. The successful of developing 
the today’s younger generation is a benchmark for future development of the country. In catalyzing 
the implementation of a nation-service program, several approaches have been adopted, including; 
 
(i) The implementation is based on the principles of Rukun Negara as the national ideology which 
is the foundation of the Malaysians. PLKN focuses the observation and practice of the principles of 
Rukun Negara as a harmonious way of living in a society. 
 
(ii) The formation of a multidisciplinary curriculum by focusing on holistic human development 
in life to face the everyday challenges. PLKN’s curriculum is not deprived of force, or military conscript 
in nature but is characterized to educate, construct, and learn the process through experience. 
Therefore, PLKN does not contain punishment in the form of torture but imposes punishments aimed 
at teaching. 
 
(iii) The training period only takes three months which involving youths from various ethnics, 
genders, and religious backgrounds. The participation is voluntary and those interested may submit 
the application from time to time based on the appointed date. The age of the trainee is between16 
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to 35 years old, but is more targeting to Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) students aged between 17 to 
18 years old. 
 
(iv) Implementation of PLKN is held in training camps and dormitories that allow trainees to 
interact and know with one another, as well as to understand and tolerate their differences. 
Therefore, the National Service Training Department (JLKN) sets the number of trainees in each camp 
between 300 to 400 persons. 
 
(v) PLKN brings and reflects its own image and identity. This can be seen through its custom-
designed army uniforms, symbols, mottoes, logos, and songs. For example, the concept of the logo 
that is highlighted is a burning fire symbolizing the spirit of deep and strong patriotism. 
 
(vii)  PLKN trainer is based on his expertise and experience. Most PLKN trainers are the members 
of the Malaysian Armed Forces (ATMs) and certified coaches from military retirees, university 
graduates, as well as public and private sector officials. All PLKN trainers must undergo and pass the 
Training of Trainers (TOT) courses based on the established modules. In order to enhance the 
excellence and quality of the trainers, the JLKN also organizes courses of expertise and refresher 
courses to their trainers. 
 
(viii)  The Naziran Group has been established as a program observer and will be chaired by National 
Service Council (MLKN) member that consists of several special appointees. The role of this group is 
to ensure that the implementation of the program meets the established standards, monitor the 
progress of the trainers, and review the implementation of the training modules. 
 
The implementation of PLKN’s approach with the mix of ‘military’ and 'volunteerism' makes this 
program attractive, comprehensive, and holistic. The process of 'learning through experience' gives 
the opportunities for trainees’ experience and appreciate themselves on every activity that is applied 
during the training. Clearly, this program is not giving burden and boring but it is well-aligned with 
the mentality of the trainees at that age level which is still easy to flex and educate. 
 
Objective of National Service Training Program 
By referring to the JLKN website, the government has outlined some of the following objectives to be 
achieved through PLKN, namely; 
 
(i)  Enhance the spirit of patriotism and love the nation among the young generation. 
(ii)  Foster national unity and integration. 
(iii)  Form a positive character through good values. 
(iv)  Strengthen the spirit of volunteerism among the adolescents. 
(v)  Producing a strong, intellectual, and high self-esteem of young generation 
(www.khidmatnegara.gov.my/plkn/objektif/). 
 
Study on Implementation of National Service 
The study on national services has been carried out by previous researchers such as Aziz et al. (2004); 
Ibrahim (2004); Muhammad et al. (2004); Hussin et al. (2005); Abdullah et al. (2006); Yahya et al. 
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(2005); Herman et al. (2006); Ismail et al. (2009); Aziz et al. (2004); (Darwish, Abdo, & AlShuwaiee, 
2018) has focused on the idea of statehood in PLKN. Statistically, their study found that there has 
been an increase in the level of nationalism, patriotism, unity, and significant concern among PLKN 
trainees. In the meantime, the study also found that there were differences in perceptions from 
different ethnic groups regarding the measured state element (Aziz et al., 2004). The study by Ibrahim 
(2004) has evaluated the goals and the implementation of PLKN which stated that the goals of the 
program are unclear and majority of the trainees are still immature, adopting a free social lifestyle, 
over thinking of pleasure and having a low religious attitude which then has affected the achievement 
of PLKN's goals. While the study by Muhammad et al. (2004) has identified that there are religious 
elements applied in PLKN, as well as in its approach and implementation in the program. His findings 
show that the application and approach of religion in PLKN is still not comprehensive and insufficient 
based on the current situation of the Malaysian society that comprising of religious and ethnic 
diversity. In addition, study by Hussin et al (2005) which focuses on the management and 
administration of PLKN, found that the implementation of PLKN is effective in developing a young 
generation which has successfully fostered the spirit of patriotism and the love of the nation through 
various forms of physical and mental activity, character building approaches, state modules and 
community activities. 
 
Abdullah et al. (2006) has focused on the study of state values among PLKN trainees and found that 
the male trainees show a higher value of patriotism, unity and volunteerism than the female trainees. 
In terms of ethnic composition, the trainees among the aborigenes showed a high patriotism while 
the Malay trainees showed the low value of patriotism (Abdullah et al., 2006). Meanwhile, the study 
by Yahya et al. (2005), has evaluated PLKN through the idea of physical training which found that min 
spirit decorps and self-confidence showed a very small increase at the end of the training program. 
The mean value of self-esteem and leadership skills at the end of the program is relatively lower than 
the mean of the program (Yahya et al., 2005). Based on gender, the training effectiveness of female 
physical trainees is better than male trainees (Yahya et al., 2005). 
 
The study by Herman et al. (2006) revolves around the effectiveness of PLKN through psychological 
ideas. Their findings show that there is significant improvements in the personality aspects of the 
trainees, and there is a relatively small increase in the leadership aspect at the end of the training 
program. On the other hand, the idea of good values and self-esteem shows a decrease in the end of 
the training (Herman et al., 2006). This situation explains that the idea of good values and self-esteem 
cannot be improved within three months of PLKN training (Herman et al., 2006). The effectiveness of 
the training through this psychological idea also illustrates that female trainees have a higher moral 
values and self-esteem than male trainees (Herman et al., 2006). Furthermore, the study by Ismail et 
al. (2009) found that the appreciation level of the spirit of patriotism and nationalism among PLKN 
trainees is generally at a high level and can be proud of. However, the study specifically found that 
the involvement in PLKN did not contribute significantly to the spirit of patriotism and nationalism 
(Ismail et al., 2009). This is because the spirit of patriotism and nationalism among PLKN trainees has 
been at a good level before they undergoing the PLKN program. 
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Methodology 
The study employs quantitative approaches through survey techniques by using questionnaires. The 
sample of the study was among the students in Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM), who are the alumni 
of PLKN. The snowball techniques were used in the distribution of questionnaires to obtain the 
respondents who had participated in PLKN. As a result, the total of 207 PLKN alumni have been 
participated in this study which is 115 Malay students and 92  Chinese students. This study focuses 
only on the Malay and Chinese youth groups as the two ethnic groups are the dominant group in 
Peninsular Malaysia (Ismail, 2015). The analysis applied is descriptive by using percentage. 
 
Implementation Strategy of Harmony Between Ethnic Among Youth in Malaysia 
The era of borderless world, with full of modernity and high technology, has brought great changes 
to society and the nation. The changes have not only changed the value of the society towards being 
more individualistic and materialistic (Oesterle et al., 2004) but also has led the society to ignore their 
surroundings (Wasitah, 2013) that could affect the harmony between the ethnics. This is proven in 
Malaysian Youth Index (IBM), that produced by the Malaysian Youth Development Research Institute 
(IPPBM), as a parameter in measuring nine youth welfare domains has shown a drop in 2011 score 
of 65.4 percent compared to 2008 score of 67.4 percent (Wasitah, 2013). Due to this unsatisfactory 
situation, the government has launched a multi-dimensional approach to enhance the involvement 
of the society, particularly the youths, in community activities. 
 
In the beginning, many community programs and activities were established with the involvement of 
the Malaysian Youth Council (MBM), and various Non Govermental Organization (NGO) movements 
such as Salam Foundation and Malaysian Relief Agency. On top of that, the government has 
implemented other initiatives such as Rakan Muda, Skuad Muda Rela, Crime Awareness Team (CAT), 
Anugerah Remaja Perdana, MyCorps and 1Malaysia For Youth (IM4U) approach. The implementation 
of these various approaches has raised the spirit of the young to contribute services to religion, race, 
and nation. For instance, the My Beautiful Malaysia Day 2013 program that has been implemented 
through IM4U received a very encouraging response. This was proven through a study conducted on 
3691 youth respondents, where 96.8 percent felt that the activities carried out had prompted them 
to remain active in the community services (Shariffah, 2013). 
 
Meanwhile, through the national service program, the efforts to enhance ethnic harmony have been 
considered as the main agenda. Implementation of national services is a mechanism to strengthen 
the national identity and to express the feelings of unity. Thus, various forms of national service 
programs that implemented in various countries such as Singapore, South Korea and Thailand have 
applied the form of military force deployments (Ismail, 2015). However, national service programs in 
India, South Africa and Brazil are more voluntary in nature (Ismail, 2015). The main aim of national 
service in India, for instance, is to raise awareness amongst their students about the reality of life, to 
create an understanding about the society and to explore the problems of the people as well as to 
develop their personality (Abraham, 2010; Ismail, 2015). South Africa and Brazil provide 
opportunities for their young generations to engage in the activities that benefit the community 
(Fehnel et al., 2000; Brooke et al, 2000; Ismail, 2015). While the implementation of national service 
in Malaysia embraces the form of military and volunteerism services. 
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In order to measure the implementation strategy of harmony between ethnics among youths through 
PLKN, there are five dimensions have been used, including; (i) the spirit of patriotism and the love of 
the state; (ii) ethnic unity and national integration; (iii) positive character through good values; (iv) 
voluntary spirit; and (v) a young generation with strong, intelligent and high self-esteem.  
 
Enhancing the Spirit of Patriotism and Love of the State among Young Generation 
The efforts to enhance the spirit of patriotism and love of the state among youths are strengthened 
from time to time. These efforts are emphasized through the implementation of the PLKN Be Safe Be 
Alert Module which aims to instill the sense of pride in every individual who are the Malaysian citizens 
while providing an understanding of responsibility as a citizenship. In the meantime, this module aims 
to assure that the trainees will appreciate the current peaceful surroundings, reject any forms of 
threats that could jeopardize national security, appreciate the history of the nation's struggles 
pioneered by previous generations and respect the leader of the country. 
 
In addition, the implementation of MalaysiaKu Module is also aimed at strengthening the spirit of 
patriotism based on the experience happened in the country. The implementation of this module is 
expected to raise awareness among the individuals about the importance of unity as a Malaysian 
nation based on the Malaysian Constitution and the principles of Rukun Negara. At the same time, 
the MalaysiaKu Module aims to build the identity of the trainees so that they will not be easily 
influenced by external elements that could undermine the unity of all ethnic groups.  
 

Table 1: Spirit of Patriotism and Love of the State 

 Sense of Belonging (%) Patriotisme 
(%) 

Historical Sharing (%) 

Malay 
 
Chinese 

98.3 
 

82.6 

93 
 

71.7 

94.8 
 

97.8 

 
Based on Table 1, the findings on the spirit of patriotism and the love of the state, that has been 
implemented through the PLKN, shows a very positive achievement. The Malay respondents showed 
excellent level of intensity for all measured dimensions which is more than 90 percent. Meanwhile, 
Chinese respondents showed a good level of intensity for the historical sharing dimension and sense 
of belonging, but moderately good for the dimension of patriotism. 
 
Cultivation of Ethnic Unity and National Integration 
In cultivating ethnic unity and national integration, PLKN has implemented the Fit4Life Module with 
the primary focus in building individual skills, mental resilience, emotional, spiritual, and physical 
stability. Explicitly, this module aims to create awareness and improve the quality and performance 
of individuals in terms of health, nutrition, and physical fitness. Implicitly, the forms of training, 
regardless of ethnic differences, can strengthen unity and foster integration among the trainees. This 
module encompasses various forms of military-style, sports, leisure, and traditional games that instill 
collaborative elements and teamwork. 
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In addition, during the three-month training camps, the trainees need to do their daily activities 
together thus they can develop a sense of co-operation, tolerance, respect, and understand the 
difference between them. They are exposed and trained with the characteristics of a multiethnic 
nation of Malaysia as a strength to the country. 
 

Table 2: Ethnic Unity and National Integration 
 

Based on Table 2, the findings on the ethnic unity and national integration that has been applied in 
PLKN shows a proud achievement. The 90% of the respondents for both Malay and Chinese ethnics 
showed a positive intensity for the three measured dimensions namely, cooperation, respect and 
Malaysian nation or Bangsa Malaysia. However, the intensity for the tolerance of the Malay 
respondents is only 80 percent compared to the Chinese respondents' intensity which is only 60 
percent. 
 
Formation of Positive Character Through Good Values 
PLKN has implemented the I-Upgrade Module and the Spiritual Module in order to create a positive 
character through the application of good values. The I-Upgrade module aims to nurture seven core 
values for self-development, establish good relationships with the others and form a contribution 
that can be distributed to the community. Through this module, trainees are given the understanding 
and awareness about the core values by using artistic and creative approaches such as acting, poetry, 
quizzes, presentations, drawings and so forth. 
The Spiritual Module is implemented to foster awareness for all trainees and to appreciate the good 
values in their life. The implementation of this module involves all Muslim, Christian, Buddhist and 
Hindu trainees towards the formation of holistic human capital. The trainees are given an 
understanding of the good values and the importance of religious life as claimed by the teachings of 
their respective religions. The trainees are taught on how to apply the noble morals through the 
religious history, prayer activities and practices of special doa. 
 

Table 3: Positive Character Through Good Values 

 Honesty (%) Courage (%) Positive Thinking (%) 

Malay 
 
Chinese 

93.5 
 

88.1 

90.4 
 

78.3 

93.9 
 

75 

 
Based on Table 3, the result of positive character through the application of good values in life, as 
already applied in PLKN, shows a proud achievement for the Malay respondents and moderately good 
for the Chinese respondents. The Malay respondents show a high intensity of the three measured 
dimensions, namely honesty, courage, and positive thinking, which is 90 percent and above. 

 Cooperation (%) Respect (%) Tolerance 
(%) 

Malaysian Nation or  
Bangsa Malaysia (%) 

Malay 
 
Chinese 

95.7 
 

90.2 

97.4 
 

95.7 

80.9 
 

60.9 

98.3 
 

96.7 
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Meanwhile, the Chinese respondents showed the intensity levels at around 75 percent to 88 percent 
for all measured dimensions. 
 
Enliven the Voluntary Spirit among Youth 
The application of the voluntary spirit is one of the main thrusts through national service program. In 
this regard, PLKN has implemented a Learning Service Module which is aimed at developing soft skills, 
improving the spirit of nationality, as well as nurturing the identity that is always ready to contribute 
to the society and spirit of volunteerism. This module is designed specifically to educate the trainees 
to plan, implement and undertake the community service projects to the local communities. Through 
the implementation of this module, the trainee is exposed to empathy values, engaging in good deeds 
and willing to provide assistance to those in need. 

Table 4: Voluntary Spirit 

 Volunteerism 
(%) 

Ready to Help 
(%) 

Community Participation 
(%) 

Malay 
 
Chinese 

88.7 
 

67.4 

96.5 
 

80.4 

52.2 
 

42.4 

 
Based on Table 4, the result of the voluntary spirit which is applied in PLKN, has shown an equally 
accomplished achievement. The Malay respondents show a positive intensity level for ready-to-help 
dimensions, good intensity for the dimension of volunteerism and relatively low for dimension of 
community participation. While the findings on the Chinese respondents show a good intensity level 
for ready-to-help dimensions, moderately good for dimension of volunteerism and relatively low for 
dimension of community participation. 
 
Creation of a Strong, Intelligent and High Self-Esteem Young Generation  
The PLKN's approach in creating a more strong, intelligent, and high self-esteem young generation 
has been implemented through the Fit4Life and My Future Module. The Fit4Life module aims to 
enhance the mental strength for self-survival, self-discipline, leadership, self-confidence, teamwork 
skills and a high spirit of friendship. Implementation of this module will not only help the trainees to 
make the right decision in determining their future direction, healthy lifestyle, and a spirit of self-
reliance, but also to construct a creative, strategic and innovative thinking. These elements are very 
important in ensuring the future survival. 
The My Future module has the goal in exposing the understanding to the trainees that life is always 
colored with a variety of choices. In addition, this module also teaches the trainees in identifying their 
interests and tendencies. From self-interest and inclination, the trainees are taught to pursue their 
dreams of becoming a successful professional in the future. Thus, the trainees must always be strong, 
intelligent, and high self-esteem to express their personal dreams. 

Table 5: Strong, Intelligent and High Self-Esteem Young Generation 

 Self-Discipline (%) Self-Confidence 
(%) 

Leadership (%) 

Malay 
 
Chinese 

86.1 
 

85.9 

92.2 
 

89.6 

93.7 
 

92.4 
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Based on Table 5, the results of a strong, intelligent, and high self-esteem young generation, as 
implemented through PLKN, demonstrate a positive achievement for all measured dimensions 
namely, self-discipline, self-confidence, and leadership. The intensity of the Malay respondents is 
slightly better than the intensity of Chinese respondents for all measured dimensions. 
 
Main Findings 
Overall, the implementation of PLKN is the best strategy for creating and maintaining harmony 
among the ethnic groups, particularly among youths in Malaysia. Application of the Fit4Life, Service 
Learning, I-Upgrade, Be Safe Be Alert, Tech Talk, MalaysiaKu, My Future and Spiritual module have 
improved the spirit of patriotism, ethnic unity and national integration, positive character, voluntary 
spirit and self-esteem. This is proven through findings that show high intensity rates for most 
measured dimensions. Although there are several dimensions held at moderate intensity of good or 
low, but it does not affect the goal of PLKN's implementation in realizing the formation of a Malaysian 
nation-state. 
 
The implementation of PLKN is seen to be comprehensive in order to continuously harmonize the 
multiethnic society in Malaysia through a centralized consolidation process in all training camps and 
the learning process through experience. The effort coincided with the concept of national service 
that provided a platform for the young generation of different communities and ethnic groups in 
creating a new spirit of unity and strong national identity, high self-respect, and loyalty to the beloved 
country (Grigsby, 2008). In the meantime, the application of national service can create a sense of 
belonging particularly in a society and among the youths who are viewed as being individualistic and 
selfish (Smith, 1990). In addition, national service becomes a medium and civic responsibility sharing 
method that binds the community together in a strong manner (Moskos, 1988), promotes the 
reconstruction of patriotism (Janowitz, 1983) and is a moral development program that forms 
collective self-discipline and responsibility (Smith 1990). National service is also a mechanism for 
inculcating community service, volunteering services and the best approach to address social issues 
that are mostly related to the young generation (Smith 1990). Therefore, the implementation of 
national services by the government has significant implications for the long-term in building a 
brilliant, glorious and distinguished identity especially among youths who will be the future of the 
nation (Ismail et al., 2016). 
The implementation of national service is actually a new platform as a political socialization agent, 
because its approach is not only fosters racial harmony among the youths but is also a basic 
mechanism in applying political literacy, cultivating a high patriotic spirit and being a catalyst for the 
building of a united Malaysian (Ismail, 2015). The 'learning process through experience' approach 
opens a wider social spectrum for the young generation to interact and know each other closely. This 
is in line with a new approach in political socialization that assumes the youth development programs 
as a more effective political socialization agency (Youniss, 2005). In fact, youth development 
programs that are practiced outside the learning period, outdoor activities at training camps and 
weekend programs are seen as fun, interesting and have a greater impact on the development of 
youth identity. Such forms of program may also be an additional political socialization agent towards 
the traditional agents and complementary to all the weaknesses of those agents (Youniss, 2005). 
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Conclusion 
The implementation of PLKN which is based on national service makes it an attractive program, 
contains many benefits, not burdensome, not boring and well-aligned with the thinking of a young 
trainee. The approach taken was not only as a implementation strategy of harmony between ethics 
among the youths, but also a mechanism that strengthens the foundations of national identity and 
binds the people to a national platform. The process of 'learning through experience' approach gives 
a broad social spectrum to the trainees in experiencing a multi-ethnic life exposure, more familiar 
with each other, showing a high tolerance and understanding the differences between them. The 
importance of PLKN is to enhance the spirit of patriotism, to foster national unity and integration, to 
create a positive character, to embark on the spirit of volunteerism and to produce a quality young 
generation. In fact, there are other elements that are implied in the implementation of PLKN such as 
to deal with social changes that occur in society, creating civic consciousness and building a unified 
nation-state. However, the national service program has been abolished after the federal 
government's conversion in the 14th General Election as its implementation involves high 
expenditures. 
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