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Chapter 1: Talent—the key to Vision 2020

Malaysia’s ambition is to emerge as a developed nation by 2020. Our 
transformation will not be in the image of other developed nations, 
but in the words of YABhg. Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, “We should 
be a developed country in our own mould”. Our mould is shaped and 
developed by our people, Malaysian talent—the key to Vision 2020.

“By the year 2020, Malaysia can be a united nation, with a confident 
Malaysian society, infused by strong moral and ethical values, 
living in a society that is democratic, liberal and tolerant, caring, 
economically just and equitable, progressive and prosperous, and in 
full possession of an economy that is competitive, dynamic, robust 
and resilient.” 

The Way Forward–Vision 2020 by YABhg. Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, 1991 

1.1 Malaysia intends to be a high income, advanced nation by 2020

Malaysia’s development story is one of transformation: from a low 
income agriculture-based economy, the economy has evolved today 
into an upper middle income nation with a diversified economy 
anchored on services and manufacturing.  

Between 1988 and 1996, Malaysia’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
grew at an average rate of above 9.5 percent annually (Figure 1.1). 
During this period, Malaysia was labelled the fifth “tiger” of East Asia 
or Newly Industrialised Economy along with fast-developing Taiwan, 
South Korea, Hong Kong, and Singapore.1 Double-digit growth rates 
were recorded in the period leading up to the 1997/98 Asian Financial 
Crisis, but the subsequent volatility, including the 2008 global 
financial crisis, served to disrupt Malaysia’s progress along the path 
to developed nation status.  

1 Commonly used categorisation for countries whose economies have not yet reached 
developed status but have outpaced their developing counterparts.   
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Source: Ministry of Finance, Malaysia (MoF)

Figure 1.1 Malaysia has had relatively strong economic performance 

With a volatile global macroeconomic environment, combined with 
intensifying competition from other nations, a new approach to 
economic development was required for Malaysia to resume its 
journey towards becoming a high income, advanced nation by 2020. 

Real Gross Domestic Product,
Malaysia and World Economy
(% Annual Change)

Note:
GDP 1971-2011: Malaysia 6.2%; World 3.6%
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The Growth Report

The Growth Report (2008) by the Commission on Growth and 
Development celebrates the success of Malaysia as one of 
only 13 countries that successfully sustained growth of more 
than seven percent over at least 25 years since 1950. Fast and 
sustained economic growth is achievable but clearly challenging 
given the few that succeeded. The Growth Report highlighted 
the absence of any one single growth formula between the 13 
countries. However, one important common success factor was 
communicating a credible vision of the future and strategy for 
getting there.

Of the 13 high growth countries, only six eventually achieved high 
income status. The challenge faced by middle income countries 
was introducing transition policies to drive the evolution from 
labour intensive to a knowledge intensive economy. This includes 
letting go of policies which were previously successful.
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1.2 Malaysia has a comprehensive framework to maintain trajectory towards 
becoming a high income, advanced nation

“I cannot build this future alone and so I need each and every one of 
you to walk with me in this journey to bring transformation and the 
light of hope to all Malaysians.”

YAB Dato’ Sri Mohd Najib 
(April, 2012)

To ensure that Malaysia remains on track to achieve high income, 
advanced nation status within the desired timeframe, YAB Dato’ Sri 
Mohd Najib is set to introduce the National Transformation Policy 
(NTP), a holistic national agenda that will focus and drive Malaysia’s 
transformation goal. This policy framework comprises existing 
national policies, including the New Economic Model (NEM), the 
Economic Transformation Programme (ETP), the Government 
Transformation Programme (GTP), and the Political Transformation 
Programme (PTP). 

The 10th Malaysia Plan (10MP) charts the country’s development 
agenda from 2011 to 2015. Underlying each of these programmes 
is the guiding philosophy of “1Malaysia: People First, Performance 
Now” which recognises the need for the full commitment of all 
stakeholders, namely, the Rakyat (citizens) as well as the private 
and public sectors, to drive the effective implementation of action 
plans and ensure the attainment of the Vision 2020 goal. 

From now until 2020, Malaysia aims to achieve a Gross National 
Income (GNI) of USD 15,000 per capita by 2020. Implicit in the 
programmes is the recognition that the foundation of any advanced 
economy is a sustainable, globally competitive, highly skilled, 
productive, creative, and innovative workforce. 
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Figure 1.2 The NEM is an economic blueprint towards Vision 2020 
premised on the SRIs

Source: National Economic Advisory Council, “New Economic 
Model for Malaysia Part 1”, 2010

Break logjam of
vested interests
through political
will and leadership

Prepare Rakyat for 
change

Enabling Actions Strategic Reform Initiatives

Feedback : Review, Revise

Outcomes

Coherent “big push” to boost transformation and growth

High
Income

Rakyat
Quality of Life

Inclusiveness Sustainability

1. Re-energising the Private Sector
2. Developing Quality Workforce 

and Reducing Dependency on 
Foreign Labour

3. Creating a Competitive Domestic 
Economy

4. Strengthening of the Public 
Sector

5. Transparent and Market Friendly

 

6. Building the Knowledge-base 
Infrastructure

7. Enhancing the Sources of Growth
8. Ensuring Sustainability of Growth

The NEM, an economic blueprint to transform Malaysia into a high 
income, advanced nation, is premised on eight Strategic Reform 
Initiatives (SRIs), one of which calls for the intensification of Human 
Capital Development. This SRI involves measures to transform both 
the workplace and workforce with the aim of improving the quality 
of human capital in the country (Figure 1.2).
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The new framework for development also embodies the GTP, which 
focuses on seven National Key Result Areas (NKRAs) to address the 
people’s expectations of the Government. The people-centric NKRAs 
are related to enhancing the quality of life and addressing cost of 
living issues in Malaysia. 

The PTP is Malaysia’s most recent plan to develop legislation that will 
enable Malaysia to become a modern, progressive, and functional 
democracy. This Programme complements the Government’s 
existing initiatives in crafting an environment for economic and social 
transformation to flourish. 

Figure 1.3 There are 12 NKEAs to achieve high income status

Source: PEMANDU, Economic Transformation Programme

The ETP aims to accelerate the NEM’s high income agenda by building 
on the sectors in which Malaysia demonstrably has a competitive 
advantage, as embodied in the 12 National Key Economic Areas 
(NKEAs) (Figure 1.3). 
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The 10MP is Malaysia’s five-year agenda of action for development 
covering 2011 to 2015. It charts the strategies and programmes 
required to actualise the policy changes necessary to drive the 
economy to high income levels.  The Plan contains talent development 
and management initiatives to nurture, attract and retain the first-
world talent base required to attain developed economy status, 
including the establishment of Talent Corporation Malaysia Berhad 
(TalentCorp). 

Zainal Abidin Jalil
CEO of Malakoff Corporation Berhad

Returning Expert Programme 
Global Talent back in Malaysia

I believe there are opportunities to transform our 
corporate mindset to be global in thinking. Rising 

competitiveness globally leads to rising productivity and 
income levels. I see strength in our own people and we 

need to believe we can play the global game.
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1.3 Talent drives the Economic Transformation Programme

Globally, talent is recognised as an integral element of economic and 
business growth, competitiveness, and innovation. Malaysia is no 
different. Talent is acknowledged as the key enabler to drive Malaysia’s 
economic transformation and support an economy that aspires to be 
productivity-driven, knowledge-intensive, and innovation-led.  

Under the ETP, the private sector, as the designated primary driver, 
is projected to invest 92 percent of the RM1.4 trillion investments 
required to ensure the successful transformation of the economy 
up the value chain. The new opportunities generated are expected 
to pave the way for skills improvements in the progression towards 
higher paying and higher value-added jobs.  

In this context, the 12 NKEAs are expected to generate approximately 
3.3 million new jobs by 2020. While 60 percent of the total, or 
approximately two million of the jobs created, are expected to be in 

Stuart Dean
CEO of GE ASEAN

Residence Pass –
Talent
Global Talent in 
Malaysia

Our focus in 
Malaysia is to 

play a key role 
in supporting 

the growth of the 
country. We are 
very proud of 

our Entry Point 
Project (EPP) on a 

diagnostics service 
nexus for Malaysia 
with our Malaysian 

partners.
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The materialisation of private sector investments is heavily dependent 
on the availability of top talent and a highly skilled workforce. The 
talent required to advance the economic transformation agenda 
must possess skills and qualities to match industry requirements. 
In addition, top talent are needed to support Malaysia’s economic 
strategy of moving up the value chain. The availability of such top 
talent will complement and accelerate the transformation from an 
input-driven to a productivity-driven growth strategy. 

It is therefore increasingly important that the supply, in terms of 
quantity and quality of talent, meets the growing demand for higher 
skills.  Industries have high demand for top talent and a highly skilled 
workforce both at the entry and experienced levels. The qualities 
sought range from technical to “soft” or “people” skills. Gaps in these 
areas are particularly acute within the engineering, life sciences and 
pharmaceutical, CCI, and retail sectors.2

Figure 1.4 The ETP requires the creation of skilled jobs to achieve 
Vision 2020

Source: PEMANDU, Economic Transformation Programme

the middle to high income salary bracket, the actual number could be 
higher because of spin-offs in business opportunities. In addition, by 
2020, more than 80 percent of the workforce in the Communications, 
Content, and Infrastructure (CCI) and Business Services NKEA would 
comprise skilled workers (Figure 1.4).
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2 Kelly Services, “Kelly Skills at Work”, 2010
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These range of core skill become critical especially given the 
demands for new types of skills as industries move up the value 
chain or undertake new activities. In the Electronics and Electrical 
(E&E) sector for example, key in moving up the value chain is having 
a wider pool of engineers with Research and Development (R&D) 
competencies. In the Oil and Gas (O&G) sector, the current expansion 
into deepwater and marginal fields requires expertise, such as 
deepwater drilling and reservoir optimisation, which are not readily 
available. 

Beyond the highly skilled expertise required for transformation 
and growth by industries, top talent is also required to support 
organisational expansion. In line with transforming to a developed 
nation, an increasing number of Malaysian companies are going 
international and establishing themselves as regional champions. 
This creates a demand for new skills sets to support companies 
embarking on international growth and transformation. 

Kala Kularajah Sundram
Head of Talent & Organisation
Maxis Communications

Member of TalentCorp Lab 2010
Global Talent Manager in Malaysia

The Telecommunication industry is evolving at a dramatic 
pace. This translates into demand for new specialised 

technical expertise, which are not available here in Malaysia.
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The Electronics and Electrical (E&E) sector faces significant challenges in 
maintaining growth in the face of competition from other regional countries. 
Over the last 10 years, the E&E’s share of Malaysian exports has declined. To 
remain competitive, the E&E sector can ill afford to remain with lower value-
added activities within the sector’s value chain (i.e. assembly), while competing 
countries like Singapore and Taiwan have moved towards higher value-added 
activities (i.e. R&D).

One of the core elements of success in moving towards higher value-added 
activities is a ready supply pool of skilled talent. Besides being highly skilled, 
this talent pool would also be required to be continuously up-skilled, multi-
disciplinary, as well as innovative.

To realise the transformation of the E&E sector as envisioned in the ETP, the 
availability of adequately trained and skilled talent, both at entry and experienced 
levels will need to be enhanced, particularly in the areas of R&D and to some 
extent, Engineering Support (Figure 1A).

Why Talent is a Key Enabler in the Growth of 
Electronics and Electrical Sector

Figure 1A Skilled talent is required along the E&E value chain

Source: TalentCorp, E&E Sector Study, 2012

Box Article 1
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To close the skills gaps and take the Malaysian economy to the 
next level, an integrated approach towards nurturing, attracting, 
and retaining top talent and a highly skilled workforce is vital. The 
objective is to ensure a sustainable pool of highly skilled talent who 
are able to take up the new opportunities generated as Malaysia 
transforms into a knowledge-based economy.  

My work on embedded software development 
and learnings at FasTrack upskilling programme 

has given me strong foundation to add on new 
knowledge. I like how I am able to make a 

contribution to my country and am eager to witness 
a big change in Malaysia.

Ting Kher Yee
FasTrack Trainee
Intel Corporation

Charting a career in R&D in the E&E sector
Emerging Talent in Malaysia
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The Oil, Gas, and Energy (OGE) NKEA targets a five percent annual growth for 
the sector from 2010 to 2020. This will deliver an estimated RM131 billion in GNI, 
creating an additional 52,300 jobs within the sector. 

Oil and Gas (O&G) companies will be the key engine of growth for the sector. 
Access to a sustainable pool of top talent both at the entry and experienced level 
is crucial for O&G companies to support the country’s economic transformation 
goal. Today, many top O&G companies across the value chain are in need of an 
adequate supply of talent to fill in job positions that are critical for the expansion 
of the sector. Figure 1B provides the list of jobs and skills that are in high 
demand for the next three years. 

While many top O&G companies are willing to spend extra time and effort to 
locate and train entry level talent, they do not have that option when it comes to 
experienced professionals. 

Why Talent is a Key Enabler in the Growth of 
Oil and Gas Sector

Figure 1B Technical talent in the O&G sector is in high demand 
over the next three years

Source: TalentCorp, O&G Sector Study, 2012
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1.4 Conclusion

Malaysia is committed to pursuing strategies to become a fully 
developed nation as envisioned by 2020. The availability of highly 
skilled talent is central in achieving this goal. Towards this end, 
this Roadmap outlines our journey towards nurturing, attracting, 
and retaining talent for Vision 2020. It encompasses strategies and 
initiatives that complement efforts by both the public and private 
sectors to ensure a talent pool that meets the needs of the key 
industries driving the national economic transformation agenda. 
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