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Chapter 2: Success from Investment in Talent

Malaysia has transformed itself from a input-driven growth strategy 
to one that is increasingly driven by knowledge. This notable 
achievement in transforming the Malaysian economy and ensuring 
sustainable growth would not have been possible without significant 
and consistent investments from the public and private sector in 
nurturing talent, as well as developing an ecosystem in which talent 
can develop and thrive. 

2.1 Malaysia has invested substantially in developing talent

Recognising the importance of human capital development in driving 
the nation forward, Malaysia has committed substantial resources 
in improving and enhancing its talent pool over the last five decades. 
The Government has introduced various measures, focusing on 
the development of talent at all levels: primary education, through 
to secondary and tertiary levels, and onwards to the working level. 
These efforts are intended to cultivate and improve the talent and 
capabilities of Malaysia’s workforce, which forms the bedrock of the 
nation’s socioeconomic growth.

Extensive investment in education
One of the Government’s primary focuses has been on expanding 
access to, as well as improving the quality of education at all levels. 
This commitment is the main proponent behind Malaysia’s expenditure 
on education in its five-year development plans, which has seen a near 
threefold increase from 6.9 percent under the 2nd Malaysia Plan to 
17.8 percent under the 9th Malaysia Plan (Figure 2.1).

Source: Economic Planning Unit

Figure 2.1 Malaysia’s expenditure on education as a total of 
development expenditure increased three-fold from 1971 to 2010

Malaysia Plan Year Expenditure
(RM million)

Expenditure (% of Total 
Government Expenditure)

2nd 1971-1975 676 6.9

3rd 1976-1980 1,548 7.3

4th 1981-1985 4,688 10.1

5th 1986-1990 5,700 16.2

6th 1991-1995 7,315 13.4

7th 1996-2000 19,724 19.9

8th 2001-2005 43,729 25.7

9th* 2006-2010 30,299 17.8

* Estimates based on available data

Federal Government Development Expenditure on Education and Training 
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Jacintha Tagal could never quite decide what 

to major in while at Harvard University, so she 

dabbled in multiple fields such as Economics, 

Religion, Health Policy, Sociology, and East Asian 

Studies. But now it is her mathematical skills 

that come into play as she teaches Mathematics 

to Form 1 and Form 2 students at an under-

performing school in Kuala Lumpur.

 

At the age of 24, Jacintha is one of the 50 pioneer 

fellows of Teach For Malaysia, a recent initiative 

aimed at addressing education inequity in Malaysia. 

Aside from teaching, her experience thus far has 

included multiple roles as mentor, data manager, 

counsellor, nurse, planner, and even interior 

decorator! She also serves as a teacher-advisor 

for several clubs and societies and works hard 

everyday to ensure that her students are motivated 

to learn, to think, and to develop the values and 

soft skills that will help them in the future. 

 For Jacintha, her time as a teaching fellow is a 

golden opportunity to impact young lives. With 

that focus in mind, every experience keeps her 

motivated, be it the daily grind of lesson planning, 

the setting of big ambitious goals, or something as 

simple and touching as a salam from a student at 

the end of a long day. 

Jacintha hopes to be able to change the trajectory 

of her students’ lives, and believes that one day, 

they will remember her as someone who cared 

enough to ensure that they became more than 

what their background dictated them to be. For 

her, this is an investment in which she may never 

reap or see the benefits, but one that she will 

never regret making.

Malaysia has talent, global talent contributing to 

Malaysia like Jacintha Tagal.

Jacintha
Tagal
Fellow at Teach 
For Malaysia
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The Government has placed great emphasis on providing strategic 
education enablers, as well as facilitating a conducive environment 
for learning and education. One of the initiatives, as part of the Eighth 
Malaysia Plan (2001 – 2005) was the building of 144 new schools, 
providing 3,456 new classrooms to tackle the issue of overcrowding 
in urban schools. 

Positive returns on investment in education
Malaysia has seen its investment in education reap significant returns 
– an improvement in Malaysia’s literacy base, increased overall 
attendance rates in schools, as well as enhanced quality of education 
nationally. In 1991, Malaysia’s primary school net enrolment ratio 
was already universally comparable at 94 percent (Figure 2.2), and 
completion rates have since also achieved parity to universal rates – 
rising to 99 percent in 2009. Gender disparity, which continues to be 
an issue in other parts of the world, is absent within the Malaysian 
primary school system – showing significant awareness by parents 
regarding the importance of education in securing a better future, 
regardless of gender.
 

Significant improvements have also been noted at the secondary and 
tertiary education levels. In 1970, only 24 percent of the population 
received secondary education, with one percent had received tertiary 
education. By 2000, these numbers rose substantially, to 53 percent 
and nine percent respectively (Figure 2.3).  

=

Source: United Nations, “Malaysia: The Millennium Development Goals 
at 2010”, 2010

Figure 2.2 Net enrolment ratios in primary schools have risen 
from 1991 to 2003
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1 United Nations, “Malaysia: The Millennium Development Goals at 2010”, 2010

Literacy rates are also on the rise – in 1970, literacy rates for 15 – 
24-year olds was 75 percent, increasing to 97 percent in 2000. This 
increase is a direct reflection of the effectiveness of the Malaysian 
primary education system over the last 10 years, and is often used 
internationally as a proxy measure of social progress and economic 
achievement.1

Figure 2.3 Improvements have been made in the attainment of 
education for persons aged six and over

Source: United Nations, “Malaysia: The Millennium Development Goals 
at 2010”, 2010

1980

Never attended 
school 23%

Ever attended 
school 77%

10,932.6 thousand

1991

Never attended 
school 16%

Ever attended 
school 84%

14,705.3 thousand

2000

Never attended 
school 10%

Ever attended 
school 90%

19,206.2 thousand

1970

Never attended 
school 33%

Ever attended 
school 67%

8,682.9 thousand

Primary 38%

Secondary 53%

Tertiary 9%

Primary 47%

Secondary 46%

Tertiary 8%

Primary 59%

Secondary 38%

Tertiary 4%

Primary 75%

Secondary 24%

Tertiary 1%
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The expansion of Malaysia’s tertiary education has been achieved 
while maintaining and improving the quality of education, allowing 
Malaysians to compete and excel at the international level. The 
accounting field, for example, has seen eight global prizes in 
accountancy between 2004 and 2010. In 2010 alone, two Malaysian 
students were awarded Joint First Place by the Institute of Chartered 
Accountants in England and Wales (ICAEW), a world-leading 
professional accountancy body. 

Tertiary education in Malaysia has also developed considerably with 
the establishment of more local institutions of higher learning. This 
has provided access to tertiary education for a significant number 
of the populace, with the number of students enrolled at local 
institutions of higher learning more than doubling from 2000 to 2010. 
Areas of studies offered by both local public and private institutions 
have been diverse and aligned to the country’s current and future 
talent requirements – spanning more popular fields of social science, 
business, law, sciences, mathematics and computer studies, as well 
as more niche areas like agriculture and veterinary sciences (Figure 
2.4). 

Source: Ministry of Higher Education, “Statistics of Higher Education 
of Malaysia”, 2011

Figure 2.4 A majority of graduates from institutes of higher 
learning studied in the field of social sciences, business, and law

Fields of Study

10%
10%

1%

15%

15%

32%

13%

4%
Education

Arts and Humanities

Social Sciences, Business and
Law

Science, Mathematics and
Computer

Engineering, Manufacturing
and Construction

Agriculture and Veterinary

Health and Welfare
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2 Ministry of Higher Education

Active participation from private and foreign institutions of higher 
learning have been encouraged to meet with increasing demand 
for affordable and high quality tertiary education in Malaysia. As 
a result, prestigious foreign institutions and universities, such as 
Monash University, Swinburne University and Curtin University from 
Australia; John Hopkins University from the United States;  and the 
University of Nottingham from the United Kingdom, have set up 
branch campuses in Malaysia.

With such achievements within the tertiary education sector, Malaysia 
has gradually built its reputation as a global education hub, with an 
international student population of more than 80,000 students drawn 
from regions such as South Asia, the Middle East and Africa, among 
others. Reflecting this, Malaysia has been ranked 11th in the world 
as a destination for higher learning among international students2. 
To date, there are 20 public and 33 private universities in Malaysia, as 
well as more than 400 colleges, polytechnics, and industrial training 
institutions that offer courses leading to certification, diploma, 
undergraduate, graduate and post-graduate qualifications. 

Increasing pool of Malaysian professionals
The Government has invested substantial amounts into developing 
our best and brightest through scholarships. Between 2010 and 
2012, the Government committed between RM1 billion and RM2 
billion towards enabling top secondary school leavers to pursue 
further education, both locally and abroad.

•	 Globally	recognised	entrepreneur	and	philanthropist	

•	 Visionary	Founder	and	Chairman		of	Sunway	Group

•	 Businesses	include	Sunway	Monash	University	and	

Sunway-TES

•	 Sunway-TES	has	produced	world	prize	winners	in	

ACCA, ICAEW and CAT examinations. 

Tan Sri Dato’ Seri Dr. Jeffrey Cheah
Founder and Chairman of Sunway Group
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“I grew up in a large extended family in Kota 
Bharu, none of whom were doctors, and we 
now have six doctors in my immediate family 
alone”.

Professor Dr Adeeba Kamarulzaman’s path 

to medicine was made possible through a JPA 

scholarship to study in Australia.

She returned to Malaysia in 1996 and set up the 

Infectious Diseases Unit at University of Malaya 

Medical Centre which has become one of the 

country’s	 leading	 infectious	 diseases	 and	HIV/AIDS	

tertiary referral centre. 

Professor Dr Adeeba was also the President of 

the Malaysian AIDS Council from 2006 to 2010 and 

continues to serve as an Executive Committee 

member.

Malaysia has talent, global talent like 

Professor Dr. Adeeba Kamarulzaman.

Professor Dr. Adeeba Kamarulzaman
Dean Faculty of Medicine, University of Malaya

Taking into account the needs of both the public and private sector, 
funding has been spread across specific and strategic fields of 
tertiary education. Combined with greater access to education, this 
has facilitated the entrance of a larger number of professionals into 
the workforce. From fields as diverse as medicine to accountancy, 
the Malaysian professional pool has more than quadrupled from 
1982 (487,000) to 2010 (2,278,000). This, in turn, has catalysed the 
development of competitive sectors such as healthcare, business 
services, and other key economic areas.
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More importantly, the Government recognises the role that 
scholarships play in providing a source of potential leaders for 
the public and corporate sector, which will directly impact the 
development of the nation. Malaysia’s corporate leaders of today, 
such as Tan Sri Dato’ Azman Mokhtar, Managing Director and Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) of Khazanah Nasional Berhad, Dato’ Sri 
Abdul Wahid Omar, President and CEO of Maybank Group, and Dato’ 
Sri Che Khalib Mohamad Noh, CEO of Tenaga Nasional Berhad, are 
but a few who benefitted from being awarded scholarships from the 
Government or government-linked companies, and who are now 
playing leading roles in driving the Malaysian corporate sector.

Strong emphasis on upskilling and upgrading the workforce
There has been significant investment, at both the national and 
sectoral level, in continuously upgrading and upskilling human 
capital – designed to support and facilitate the country’s move 
towards a knowledge-based economy. The establishment of the 
Human Resource Development Fund (HRDF) in 1993 was one of 
the efforts to incentivise the private sector to continuously invest 
in their human capital. Under the HRDF, contributing employers in 
the manufacturing and services sectors are reimbursed for costs 
incurred in training their employees.

Figure 2.5 The number of professionals in Malaysia have grown

Source: Department of Statistics Malaysia

Note:
* Includes professional, technical and related workers, administrative, and 

managerial workers under the Dictionary of Occupational Classification, 1980
^ Includes legislators, senior officials and managers, professionals, technicians, and 

associate professionals under the Malaysia Standard Classification of Occupations 
(MASCO), 1998 

487*

2,278^

1982 2010

Number of professionals in Malaysia (’000)
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There are also initiatives in place to encourage self-development 
among the populace. The Skills Development Fund was established 
to provide loans to individuals intending to pursue further training and 
development in accredited training institutions. This complements 
efforts under the Eighth Malaysian Plan which saw increased 
capacities of public training institutions through the establishment of 
20 skills training institutions and the upgrading of 10 existing ones. 

With a view towards sustainable long term development, efforts have 
been made to strengthen the institutional capacity and framework 
of skills development in the country through the Skills Development 
Act 2006.

From the sectoral perspective, complementary efforts to upskill 
and upgrade the workforce have been undertaken by several key 
industries. One such example would be the banking and finance 
sector, where institutions such as Bank Negara Malaysia and the 
Securities Commission of Malaysia have developed various programs 
that manage and enhance the talent pool for the sector. One such 
programme, developed by Bank Negara Malaysia, is the Financial 

R&D work has instilled in me the belief and confidence 
to do highly technical work. I choose not to move to the 
US because I believe that I can be one of the best R&D 

engineers in Malaysia. People look up to you as you have a 
lot of credentials for the things you’ve accomplished

Akmarul Ariffin. Master Level R&D Electrical Engineer. Agilent Technologies
Hand-picked to work on US based project, right here in Malaysia. Homegrown Talent in Malaysia
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Figure 2.6 The number of workers who have undergone training has increased from 2000 to 2010

Source: Economic Planning Unit, “Ninth Malaysia Plan”, 2006

Course

Number of Trainees Average Annual Growth Rate 
(%)

2000 2005 2010 2001 - 2005 2006 - 2010

Public Private Total Public Private Total Public Private Total Public Private Public Private

Engineering 16,428 9,730 26,158 31,633 17,337 48,970 58,330 44,627 100,957 14.0 12.2 12.2 20.8

     Mechanical 9,606 2,232 11,838 17,380 4,866 22,246 30,966 10,608 41,574 12.6 16.9 12.2 16.9

     Electrical 5,234 7,378 12,612 11,677 12,221 23,898 19,828 33,498 53,326 17.4 10.6 11.2 22.3

     Civil 1,588 120 1,708 2,576 250 2,826 5,536 521 6,057 10.2 15.8 16.5 15.8

Building Trades 1,417 547 1,964 2,566 1,200 3,766 4,232 2,633 6,865 12.6 17.0 10.5 17.0

Information & 
Communications 
Technology

903 7,520 8,423 1,016 11,844 12,860 1,853 12,886 14,739 2.4 9.5 12.8 1.7

Others 2,133 928 3,061 3,550 2,730 6,280 9,379 1,630 11,009 10.7 24.1 21.4 -9.8

Total 20,881 18,725 39,606 38,765 33,111 71,876 71,794 61,772 133,566 13.2 12.1 13.1 13.3

Sector Talent Enrichment Program (FSTEP) which was designed to 
overcome the talent shortage faced by the banking sector in Malaysia. 

In the Information, Communications and Technology (ICT) sector, 
various training programmes have been introduced by the Multimedia 
Development Corporation (MDeC) to further enhance the quality of 
ICT workers in the country. The Graduate Training Programme is 
one such initiative – it seeks to match capable fresh ICT graduates 
with MSC Malaysia status companies. Another significant effort in 
this sector is the apprenticeship program MIMOS Centre of Domain 
Expertise Acceleration – a joint effort between the Malaysian 
Institute of Microelectronic  Systems (MIMOS) and Ministry of Higher 
Education (MoHE). Through this program, graduates are developed 
and equipped with value-add skills specific to the ICT industry. 

As a result of efforts from these and other sectors to continuously 
develop the Malaysian talent pool, the number of employees who 
have participated in upskilling and training programmes rose from 
39,606 in 2000 to 133,566 in 2010 (Figure 2.6).
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2.2 Malaysia is continuously improving living standards for talent to thrive

In the last three decades, Malaysia has witnessed considerable 
improvements in economic and social development. These 
advancements have been achieved through targeted Government 
policies and initiatives, designed to enhance the quality of life and 
create a nurturing environment for Malaysians to develop. 

I would certainly look at Malaysia as a long term 
option to live and work.  Malaysia has a fantastic 

quality of life and it’s truly the hidden jewel of Asia. 
Cost of living is very attractive and there are enough 

recreational options.

Sanjeev Nanavati.
CEO of Citbank, Malaysia

President of American Malaysian 
Chamber of Commerce
Global Talent in Malaysia
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Source: United Nations Development Programme, “Human Development 
Index Report 2011”, 2011

Figure 2.7 Malaysia’s performance in the HDI has been improving

Life 
expectancy 
at birth

Expected 
years of 
schooling

Means years 
of schooling

GNI per 
capita 
(2005 PPP$)

HDI value

1980 67.4 9.1 4.4 4,722 0.559

1985 68.8 10.0 5.6 5,125 0.600

1990 70.1 9.8 6.5 6,375 0.631

1995 71.1 10.5 7.6 8,765 0.674

2000 72.1 11.8 8.2 9,461 0.705

2005 72.9 12.7 8.9 11,220 0.738

2010 74.0 12.6 9.5 13,192 0.758

2011 74.2 12.6 9.5 13,685 0.761

The Malaysian Quality of Life Index, developed by the Economic 
Planning Unit (EPU) also monitors changes in critical areas significant 
to the overall quality of life for Malaysians since 1990. Measuring 
key areas such as health, education, environment, housing and 
other focal areas, the Index has shown improvements in most areas, 
corroborating with the HDI’s results (Figure 2.8). Together, both 
indices indicate progress in achieving a high quality of life for all 
Malaysians.

The Human Development Index (HDI) which is published by the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has shown Malaysia’s 
steady improvement in its rankings. The HDI measures life expectancy, 
income per capita and literacy as an index, with Malaysia’s score 
improving from 0.63 in 1990 to 0.76 in 2011 (Figure 2.7). 
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Source: PEMANDU, “Government Transformation Programme”, 2010

Figure 2.8 The Malaysian Quality of Life Index has improved over 
the last two decades since 1990

Quality of life  index, Base=100 (1990)
Income and distribution

Culture and leisure

Public safety

Social participation

Family life

Environment Housing

Education

Health

Working life

Transport and
communications

123.54

109.41

79.41

112.44

100.81

95.75 137.02

128.41

130.31

121.74

1990

2007
(index)

132.27

2.3 Multicultural Malaysia has produced notable talent

Malaysia’s substantial investment in human capital development, 
both from an education perspective, as well as from an industry 
perspective, has paid dividends – producing Malaysians who are highly 
skilled and sought after, both locally and internationally. Malaysians 
can be found all over the world, excelling in their respective fields, 
may it be academia, business, technology, medicine, and even in the 
entertainment sector. Some, including luminaries such as Tan Sri 
Dato’ Dr. Tony Fernandes, have developed homegrown brands into 
international players, whilst others have built their success abroad, 
such as Pua Khein-Seng who was one of the inventors of the USB 
flash drive.

Source: World Bank, Malaysian Economic Monitor, “Modern Jobs”, April 2012

Figure 2.9 Malaysia’s workforce is young and well educated
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Pua Khein-Seng is the Founder, Chairman, and 

CEO of Phison Electronics Corporation, the 

company in Taiwan responsible for the world’s 

first single chip USB flash controller—now an 

indispensible tool that can be found in offices 

and households around the world. Under Pua’s 

leadership, Phison has become a global leader in 

controller technologies in the domain of USB flash 

drives, flash memory cards, SSD, and embedded 

NAND Flash solutions.

Malaysia is proud to have Pua, a successful 

entrepreneur, representing Malaysia at the global 

stage. As a global talent based in Taiwan for the 

past 19 years, Pua fondly remembers childhood 

memories of paddy fields and fishing trips in 

Sekinchan, where he was born. Today, he regularly 

visits Malaysia for business purposes.

During his recent visit in March 2012, Pua 

announced that Phison would establish a unit 

in Penang to design and develop flash memory 

controller and related products. Phison would 

in turn leverage on Malaysian companies to 

manufacture and assemble products designed 

in Penang. In this way, Phison is contributing to 

Malaysia’s development by promoting transfer 

of technology and strengthening the electronics 

industry ecosystem here. 

Malaysia has talent, global talent contributing to 

Malaysia like Pua Khein-Seng.

Pua Khein-Seng
Founder, Chairman and CEO of Phison Electronics Corporation
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Business runs in the family for Tan Sri Dato’ Dr. 

Tony Fernandes. His mother pioneered direct 

marketing Tupperware business in Malaysia. 

Such entrepreneurship helped in sending him to 

England for his education.

Unfortunately for a young Fernandes, the cost of 

an airplane ticket to return home for the holidays 

was prohibitively expensive. Instead, he spent his 

holidays in London, mostly at Heathrow Airport. “I 

was a bit of a planespotter,” he says. “My friends 

and I used to stand on top of the Queen’s Building, 

Car Park 2, and just watch planes land. Around 

that time, Freddy Laker had just launched Europe’s 

first no-frills carrier, Skytrain. “I loved the Laker 

idea. I thought, ‘I should take that to Asia.’ “And 

so he did.

But not before Fernandes honed his talent, 

graduating from London School of Economics 

and transforming the Malaysian music landscape 

leading Warner Music Malaysia. Fernandes joined 

up with some friends in the music industry to 

persuade Malaysian officials to let them launch a 

budget carrier. 

In a token gesture, they paid a single ringgit to 

take over AirAsia, the RM40 million debt-ridden 

subsidiary of a conglomerate. Mortgaging his 

home for working capital, Fernandes quickly 

turned AirAsia profitable by tapping into pent-up 

demand for cheap tickets.

In 2010, AirAsia celebrated two significant 

milestones: flying its 100 millionth guest and 

breaking the RM1 billion profit barrier. AirAsia is 

currently the biggest budget carrier by fleet size, 

flying 132 routes, 40 of which are offered by no 

other airlines. 

As for the man himself, Fernandes was named 

as one of the world’s most creative people in 

business by New York-based business magazine 

Fast Company and is also the recipient of the 

prestigious Forbes Asia Businessman of the Year 

2010 award.  

He is the first Malaysian and Southeast Asian to 

receive both awards. 

Malaysia has talent, global talent like 

Tan Sri Dato’ Dr. Tony Fernandes.

Tan Sri Dato’ Dr. Tony Fernandes
CEO of AirAsia
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2.4 Conclusion

Malaysia has consistently emphasised the provision of affordable 
and quality talent development from basic education right up to 
professional development. Such efforts have always been made 
in tandem with the country’s evolving economic requirements. 
Recognising the importance of a conducive environment in nurturing, 
attracting and retaining talent, Malaysia continuously strives to 
improve the quality of life for its citizens. All these factors have 
combined to create the global Malaysian—homegrown individuals 
who are highly sought after, capable of competing and excelling in 
the global arena.


