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INTRODUCTION
Reskilling, upskilling and cross-skilling have become popular 
policy buzzwords in Malaysia, promising a path out of low-skilled 
and low-wage jobs. The need for reskilling has become even more 
critical with Malaysia’s stated drive to automate and digitalise as 
the nation’s economic sectors and firms.

But is reskilling available and accessible to all workers, especially 
those without tertiary qualifications and who work in informal 
sectors? According to the 2019 Labour Force Survey Report, 86% 
of the Malaysian labour force comprise non-graduates. Can this 
massive segment be reskilled and what would it take?

In partial answer to this question, we conducted a study 
throughout August-September 2020 focusing on a key 
subsegment of non-graduate informal workers: delivery riders. 
The study aimed to understand the needs, obstacles and 
expectations held by this key worker segment on their future 
prospects and the role of reskilling. 
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ABOUT THE STUDY
STUDY DESIGN 
Exploratory phase: In-depth individual interviews with non-graduates in their 20s and 30s to inform 
development of main study instrument (questionnaire).

Main phase: Structured questionnaire developed, tested and disseminated to targeted respondents 
fitting sampling criteria.

SAMPLING CRITERIA
Informal workers aged 20 to 45 years old without a degree or postgraduate degree and currently not 
on a degree program. The sampling focus was on delivery riders, a key subsegment of the informal 
worker category. Delivery riders comprised 83% of the study’s respondents, with the remaining 17% 
comprising other informal workers such as e-hailing drivers and others.

DATA COLLECTION METHOD
Digital copy of the survey questionnaire was distributed via snowball sampling through The Centre’s 
social media platforms, gig worker networks and research collaboration partners foodpanda and Majlis 
Belia Malaysia.
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SAMPLE BREAKDOWN

GENDER
Male 92%

Female 8%

AGE
20-25 years old 34%

26-30 years old 26%

31-35 years old 18%

36-40 years old 13%

41-45 years old 9%

ETHNICITY
Malay 77%

Non-Malay Bumiputera 7%

Chinese 10%

Indian 6%

QUALIFICATIONS
No qualification 3%

UPSR or equivalent 7%

PT3, PMR or equivalent 10%

SPM or equivalent 35%

STPM, foundation, A-level or equivalent 7%

Certificate and diploma or equivalent 42%

MARITAL STATUS
Married 45%

Single 51%

Divorced 3%

Widowed 1%

386 qualified responses out of 424 collected responses*
Survey period: 10/8/2020 - 17/9/2020

4*Responses that did not meet the sampling criteria were removed. 
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Do you have another job in addition to your 
gig work?

Source: The Centre. n=347. Survey period: 10/8/2020-14/9/2020

6

The majority of study respondents are 
gig workers. Of these, half do not have 
other jobs apart from their gig work.
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Informal/gig work taken up because of flexibility and ease of entry, but 
accidents and unstable incomes are concerns.

Why are you doing your current work? Pick the 
answer most applicable to you.

Source: The Centre. n=347. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

Which of the following worries you the most about 
your current gig work? Pick top 2

Source: The Centre. n=347. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020
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Reported types of housing reveal a predominantly lower-income 
background.

What type of house did you grow up in?

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/82020-17/9/2020

What is your current housing situation? “I live 
in___”

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020
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Most respondents chose to forgo tertiary education, mainly for 
economic reasons.

Did you ever apply for a degree program in a 
university or college?

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

If you answered ‘no’, what was the reason? Pick 
the answer that is most appropriate for you.

No

Yes

Reason not applying for a degree 
program

% of those who did not apply 
for a degree program before

I wanted to work 40%

I/my family could not afford it 36%

I did not qualify 15%

I don’t need a degree for the 
job/career that I want

6%

Others 3%

Total 100%
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Those with a post-SPM certificate/diploma lean towards technical fields.

Business & Marketing

Diploma in Retail Management

Diploma in Business Administration

Diploma in Accountancy

Diploma in Human Resources 
Management

Diploma in Business Management

Engineering

Diploma in Mechanical Engineering

Diploma in Electrical & Electronic 
Engineering

Diploma in Aircraft Engineering

Diploma in Quantitative Surveying

Certificate in Aircraft Maintenance

Diploma in Civil Engineering

Diploma in Aviation Management

IT

Diploma in Information Technology

Diploma in Computer Science

Vocational Diploma in Computer 
System and Networking

Diploma in Computer Engineering

Certificate in Computer System and 
IT Support

Hospitality

Diploma in Culinary Art

Diploma in Hospitality & Tourism 
Management

Diploma in Hotel Management

Certificate/diploma held by respondents with post-SPM qualifications.
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Respondents’ mother tongue is the primary language while growing up.

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

Which languages did you speak at home while you were growing up? (Tick all that apply)
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More English spoken now by respondents, but mostly occasionally.

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

How often did you speak English while you were growing up and 
in your daily life now (at home, at work or with friends)?



Respondents appear to rely mostly on family and friends for career 
guidance and job/learning opportunities.

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

How helpful are the following groups in giving you career guidance or introducing you to job 
opportunities/learning opportunities?
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Malay aged 20 to 45 years 
old with SPM or Diploma. Did 
not pursue tertiary 
education, wanted or 
needed to work.

Grew up in a kampong or 
terrace house; currently live 
in a rented room/house or 
with parents.

Have no alternative source 
of income other than gig 
work.

Family and friends are the 
major sources for career 
guidance and news on 
job/learning opportunities

Chooses informal/gig work 
for its flexibility; accidents & 
unstable incomes are main 
concerns.

RECAP: MAJOR CHARACTERISTICS

Spoke mostly in mother tongue 
growing up; English use in daily 
communication has increased 
but still only occasionally
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Half of study respondents believe their income will be better in coming 
years. Many pinning hopes on general economy, but many more expect 
a change in own career prospects.

What do you think your monthly income will be like 
in 2-3 years’ time?

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

Why do you think your monthly income will be 
better in 2-3 years? Pick top 2.

Source: The Centre. n=398. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020
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Majority of respondents aspire to earn less than RM5,000 a month, a 
perceived ‘realistic’ increase from current levels of less than RM3K.

On average, how much is your total monthly income 
today?

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

How much monthly income do you hope to earn in 
2-3 years’ time?

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020
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Do you think you will earn more than your parents in 
your lifetime?

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020
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Most respondents think they will 
earn more than their parents.

Yes

No



Most respondents hope to ‘be their own boss’ as a freelancer or 
business owner; only a third want a full-time job.

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

What would be your main goal for joining any upskilling/retraining program?
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Having a small business is a strong 
theme.

What is the job/business/industry that you want to be in?
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RECAP: FUTURE ASPIRATIONS
● Expectations on future income appear to be almost equally divided: 51% of study respondents are 

optimistic that their future income will improve while 49% feel that it will likely be the same or worse than 
today’s.

● Roughly a third of the ‘optimists’ are pinning hopes on improvement in general economic conditions but 
many more, 65%, are hoping for a change in career prospects, either in having a full-time job/own 
business or in gaining better skills/qualifications.

● The majority of respondents, 85%, currently earn under RM3,000 a month. The expectations of future 
income are somewhat constrained: 53% feel that they may earn up to RM3,500 a month while 19% feel 
that they may earn up to RM5,000 a month.

● There is expectation of social mobility: 70% of respondents feel that they will earn more than their parents 
in their lifetime.

● Only around a third of respondents say they would reskill in order to get a full-time job. 55% of 
respondents profess a desire to ‘be their own boss’, either as a freelancer or to start a business. Food & 
beverage is a strong theme amongst respondents’ answers on their areas of interest.
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Majority say they have a job/business aspiration and they know what’s 
needed to achieve it, raising questions on true nature of obstacles.

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

Please state whether you agree or disagree with the following statements:
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A large majority are interested in reskilling. ‘Having relevant skills’ owned 
as the most important factor in increasing future income.

What is your level of interest in joining any upskilling 
or retraining program today?

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

In your view, which of the following is the most 
important towards increasing your future income. 

Please rank from 1 = most important to 4 = least 
important.
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However, a large majority have not joined any reskilling program before; 
most claim difficulty in accessing the programs.

Have you participated in any skill development or 
retraining program before? (including online like 

Coursera, Udemy, etc.)

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

If no, why not?

Source: The Centre. n=264. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

Yes

No



The majority who took up reskilling before paid out of their own pocket.

Who paid for the program? (If partial, please pick 
the party that paid the highest amount)

Source: The Centre. n=122. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

Which agency or organisation conducted the 
program? (If more than one, please state all)

Private

foodpanda

99 Speed Mart Sdn Bhd

Udemy

Wangsa Holdings

GCH Retail Malaysia Sdn Bhd

Asri Ahmad Academy

Montfort Youth Training Centre

Masterclass

I-System Training Centre

Allied Aeronautics Training Centre

Harina Consultancy

Public

Malaysian Digital Economy Corporation 
(MDEC)

Lembaga Kemajuan Wilayah Kedah (KEDA)

Jabatan Kemajuan Masyarakat (KEMAS)

Human Resources Development Fund 
(HRDF)

GiatMara

Unit Transformasi Masyarakat India 
(MITRA)

Perbadanan Usahawan Nasional Berhad 
(PUNB)

Malaysian Construction Industry 
Development Board (CIDB)

Tekun Nasional

PERKESO

MARA

Institut Latihan Perindustrian (ILP)
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When asked about reskilling, MARA is the 
first institution that comes to mind.

What programs or organisations come to your mind when you 
hear the words ‘upskilling’ or ‘skill development’ or 

‘retraining’?
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Alignment with interest and income replacement are the top two 
considerations for joining a reskilling program.

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

How important are the following factors for you in considering to 
join an upskilling or retraining program?
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Respondents rated apprenticeship/on-the-job training as the most 
preferred learning mode.

What is the learning style you prefer? 
Please rank from 1=most preferred to 3=least preferred.

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020.
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Most Bumiputera respondents prefer to learn in Bahasa Malaysia 
(including online).

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020

What is your preferred language for any upskilling or retraining program (including online)?



31

The majority of respondents have attempted independent learning 
before.

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020.

Please choose ‘yes’ or ‘no’ for the following statements:
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Most respondents have never received career advice, but would like the 
opportunity.

Source: The Centre. n=386. Survey period: 10/8/2020-17/9/2020.

Please choose ‘yes’ or ‘no’ for the following statements:



RECAP: ATTITUDE TOWARDS RESKILLING
● A significant majority, two-thirds, of respondents say they have a clear idea of the job/business/industry that they 

want to undertake as well as what is required to achieve it, which raises questions on the true nature of the obstacles 
they face in realising aspirations. 

● 78% of respondents indicated interest in reskilling and in fact, having relevant skills is rated as the most important 
factor in improving future incomes. However, 68% have never undertaken a skills development or training program 
before, with over half of these claiming not to know where or how to access courses relevant to them.

● A large range of considerations indicate the nature of obstacles faced by this worker segment with regard to 
reskilling. Apart from not knowing where or how to access relevant courses, top considerations include:  having 
programs that genuinely match their interest, having sufficient income replacement during the program duration, 
and program effectiveness i.e. ensuring a job placement or a sustainable business.

● Apprenticeship or on-the-job training was voted as the most preferred learning mode. The majority of respondents 
(who comprise mostly Malay respondents) prefer to learn in Bahasa Malaysia.

● Around two-thirds of respondents report having experience with looking up online learning materials (Youtube, etc.), 
but this may be hard to apply in practice. 70% have not had experience with career counselling but 76% would like to 
have the opportunity of receiving career advice/guidance.
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FUTURE POLICY 
CONSIDERATIONS

Budget 2021 has allocated over RM19 billion on various 
training programs across several agencies and ministries.

To ensure that reskilling allocations truly benefit the most 
vulnerable worker segments, these segments’ interests, 
needs and learning preferences need to be understood.

Future policy should include complementary measures 
that help workers access available programs, from better 
course curation, to course and career guidance, to more 
comprehensive income replacement measures amongst 
others.
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KEY ISSUES
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

1 The ecosystem is difficult to 
navigate for this worker segment. 
A majority of respondents 
reported not knowing where to 
get reskilling information relevant 
to their interests and needs. 

SKILLS MAPPING & COURSE CURATION

Establish easy-to-navigate skills maps, in Bahasa Malaysia and English, that allow 
workers to assess their current competencies against in-demand occupational or 
entrepreneurship skills.

Link skill groupings to courses or programs which have been screened for time 
flexibility, language of instruction, student rating, eligibility criteria and funding 
availability.

2 High risk and opportunity cost. A 
majority of respondents would 
consider reskilling if there were 
income replacement or other 
accessible funding.

INDIVIDUAL RESKILLING ACCOUNTS

Current funding options are not uniformly accessible to all workers. Establishing 
and funding reskilling accounts for vulnerable segments, e.g. workers earning 
below the median wage, would ensure coverage while reducing implementation 
complexity.

3 Weak mentoring and social capital 
support. Unlike those from 
higher-income backgrounds, the 
majority of respondents have 
never received career guidance.

CAREER & RESKILLING GUIDANCE SERVICE

Fund and develop local networks of occupational or entrepreneurship mentors 
from similar backgrounds. Support development of competency assessment and 
career matching tools accessible for all educational backgrounds and language 
proficiencies.



36

WHO WE ARE
The Centre is a centrist think tank based in Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia.

Our mission is to develop and advocate 
progressive and pragmatic policy ideas related to 
three research pillars: public goods, safety nets 
and societal contracts.
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Reskilling should be seen as a key component of 
Malaysia’s social safety net, along with workers 
insurance, retirement savings, cash transfers and 
other measures.

As researchers, we seek to understand workers’ 
perspectives in order to assess real life reskilling 
obstacles. Interested to work with us on this issue? 
Email us at editorial@centre.my.
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