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Despite various efforts, women's participation in the labor force remains
significantly lower than men's, with over 80% of men globally engaged in the
labor force compared to around 50% of women. Numerous initiatives at
national, regional, and global levels aim to achieve gender parity across
various aspects of life, including education and employment, which is a core
objective of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) launched in 2015
and targeted for completion by 2030. While women have increasingly
dominated tertiary education in several countries, including Malaysia, this
progress has not translated into equivalent improvements in labor force
participation. This paper investigates the mismatch between women's
educational attainment and their participation in the labor force, seeking to
answer the fundamental question: Does higher education for women make a
difference? Data from sources such as the World Bank, the World Economic
Forum, and the Department of Statistics Malaysia were analyzed, alongside
theories like human capital, the U-shape hypothesis, and signaling theory to
conceptualize the education-labor force relationship. Findings indicate that
the gross enrollment rate of women in Malaysia increased from 28% in 2000
to 46% in 2022, compared to 26% and 35% for men in the same years.
Furthermore, labor force participation rates for those with tertiary education
rose from 71.7% in 2013 to 82.6% in 2022 for men, and from 61.4% to
66.2% for women during the same period. These results demonstrate that
although educational attainment has narrowed the gender gap in labor force
participation, significant disparities persist. The findings emphasize the need
for policymakers to address socio-economic, cultural, and demographic
barriers that hinder educated women from fully participating in the labor
force, especially in Malaysia and similar Muslim-majority countries.

© 2025 The Authors. Published by IASE. This is an open access article under the CC
BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

women in the labor force will improve the nation’s
social and economic standing, leading to the

Planners and policymakers worldwide are more
concerned about the lower rate of women's
participation in the labor force despite their rapid
increase in higher education. This is because women
represent more than half of the world’s population,
yet their contribution to economic growth is below
their potential (Bills, 2018). It has been documented
that if all women of working age have access to jobs,
it will increase the world economy and reduce all
socio-economic illnesses like poverty. As indicated
by Thaddeus et al. (2022), the full participation of
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empowerment of women, which in turn promotes
equity and boosts the utilization of human potential,
hence fostering economic growth and reducing
poverty. Available data worldwide confirmed the
low participation of the female labor force and an
inferior employment status for women. According to
the ILO (2022), the global labor force participation
rate is about 66%, while it is 53% for women and
79% for men, with a 26% gender gap. To close this
huge gap, several laws and policies have been
adopted to empower women and reduce gender
disparity, mostly through education.

Addressing gender inequality, mainly in
education and the labor force, has become one of the
fundamental objectives of the 17t Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) launched in 2015, to be
achieved by 2030 (UN, 2022). As documented by
Taheri et al. (2021), the elimination of the gender
gap in labor force participation has become one of
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the main challenges of achieving the SDGs in the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. For
example, goal four focuses on quality education,
“ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education
and promoting lifelong learning opportunities for
all.” Specifically, target three of the fourth goal (4.3)
ensures that both women and men have equal access
to affordable and quality technical, vocational, and
tertiary education, including enrollment in
universities. In addition, the fifth goal is achieving
gender equality and empowering all women and
girls. It is stated clearly in the first target (5.1),
"ending all forms of discrimination against all
women and girls everywhere". Also, goal eight aims
"to promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable
economic growth, full and productive employment,
and decent work for all". The tenth goal intends to
reduce inequality between and among countries.
Explicitly, the second target (10.2) is "to empower
and promote the social, economic, and political
inclusion of all by 2030, irrespective of age, gender,
disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion, economic
status, or other status". Many efforts have been made
by the assigned countries, including Malaysia, to
meet the SDG commitment and address gender

inequality.
Available literature has shown that the
relationship between education, economic

development, and female labor force participation
(FLFP) is often debatable. In other words, there is no
positive or negative linear relationship between
these three angles. The economic status of the
country is a very essential element in judging this
relationship. Several studies have confirmed that an
increase in economic development will speed up the
opportunities for educated women to enter paid
work and vice versa. This implies that education is a
key factor in furthering the contribution of females
to the labor force. According to Shuangshuang et al.
(2023), education plays an essential role in
furthering FLFP in the long run. Also, Beton Kalmaz
(2023) argued that education facilitates increasing
female labor force participation in Turkey, as they
are favorably connected. In the same vein, it is
approved that higher education can liberate women
from low-paying jobs to higher-paying job
opportunities. On the relation between economic
growth and the enrollment of females in higher
education, Bills (2018) argued that an increase in
economic development would surge female
enrollment in higher education. In the same line,
Salleh and Mansor (2022) stated that higher
women’s economic engagement increases women’s
access to higher-productivity industries and
occupations and accelerates global economic growth.
In contrast, the negative relationship between
education, economic development, and FLFP has
been documented in some Muslim nations. For
example, Assaad and Krafft (2013) found that the
FLFP rate fell even though women's educational
attainment has increased. According to the World
Bank, in Egypt, which is experiencing significant
improvements in education levels with higher
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graduation rates, labor force participation did not
increase due to the poor economic growth. In the
case of Iran, although Iranian women are receiving
higher levels of education, this has not been
demonstrated in FLFP. The same destiny appeared in
Pakistan; there is a negative relationship between
educational attainment and female labor force
participation in  Pakistan. About Indonesia,
Shuangshuang et al. (2023) demonstrated that
economic growth has no impact on the female labor
force participation rate in 34 provinces of Indonesia.
This negative relationship is not found only in
Muslim countries, but also in some nations like India.
Bhalla and Meher (2019) suggested that though
there has been a constant rise in the educational
level of women in India, the employment rates have
not increased at a similar pace. The data from the
World Bank (WB, 2021) confirmed the negative
relationship between the Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) and female labor force participation. As
indicated the South Asia has experienced the highest
GDP growth rate, from 4.1% in 2000 to 8.3% in
2021; however, the region had the second lowest
labor force participation of women (25.1%).

Malaysia is one of the Muslim countries that has
witnessed massive enrollment of females in higher
education, and now the situation is even more
revered (Elhadary and Samat, 2023). Despite this
fact, the participation of women in the labor force is
much lower compared to men (Elhadary and Ahmed,
2024). Currently, the labor force participation rate is
68.6%, with a high rate of 80.9% among males and
only 55.5% among females. This is not far from the
ILO (2022) data, as the female labor force
participation rate (population ages 15-64) is 56.3%
and the male is 81.8%, while the total is 69.4%.
Furthermore, the percentage of the labor force with
tertiary education increased from 71.7% in 2013 to
82.6% in 2022 for men, and from 61.4% to 66.2% for
women during the same period. This shows that
many women with higher education are still not
entering paid employment. This gap raises important
questions about why women’s participation in the
labor force remains low, even though more women
are attending higher education.

The main aim of this paper is to explore the
actions taken by different Malaysian governments to
increase FLFP and to examine the gap between
women’s educational achievements and their actual
employment. The paper specifically seeks to answer
two key questions: Why are more women enrolling
in higher education? And does higher education help
women participate more in the labor force? The
following sections aim to answer these questions
and present theories that explain the link between
education and labor force participation.

2. Female in the labor force participation:
Theoretical perspectives

This section discusses theories that explain the
relationship between education and FLFP. Existing
literature identifies three main factors influencing
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women's participation in the labor force: level of
education (measured by years of schooling),
economic growth, and socio-demographic factors. In
this paper, socio-demographic factors are only
briefly addressed. The focus is primarily on theories
that emphasize the role of education in shaping
FLFP. Specifically, the paper highlights Human
Capital Theory (HCT), U-Shape Theory, and Signaling
Theory (ST). These theories consider education a key
factor in enhancing productivity (as suggested by
HCT) and in helping employers distinguish between
potential workers (as proposed by ST). Further
explanation of these theories is provided below.

2.1. Human capital theory (HCT)

The theory dates to the work of Schultz (1960)
and Rosen (1976). It suggested that education has a
positive causal effect on student ability, which, in a
competitive labor market, translates into higher
earnings. Moreover, it assumes that everyone has an
“innate ability” that can be extended to (1) prior
participation in the labor force through education,
(2) employment through on-the-job training, and (3)
experience (Thaddeus et al,, 2022). In the same vein,
Alias et al. (2021) argued that when student
enrollment in the education system increases,
participation rates in the labor market would be
high. Not only participation but also people with an
education earn more compared to those who missed
this privilege. As stated by Becker (1993), schooling
raises earnings and productivity mainly by providing
knowledge, skills, and a way of tackling problems.

Regarding gender, the theory argued that
educating females would increase the productivity of
women at home (Becker, 1993) and in the workplace
(Schultz, 1960). According to the theory, females
with middle school or higher education have more
economic advantage than those without formal
education (Nam, 1991). This is because with
education, women acquire better skills, and their
labor force participation rate rises, leading to a rise
in their savings (Pal and Chaudhuri, 2020).
Moreover, education provides women a greater
opportunity to earn higher wages, which in turn
increases women’s labor force participation. In
contrast, when women are poorly educated, their
only wage labor outside the home and family is in
manual work, against which a strong social stigma
exists. However, when women are educated,
particularly at the secondary level, they enter white-
collar work, against which no social stigma exists
(Goldin, 1994). This paper uses this theory to
compare the massive enrollment of female in higher
education with their participation in the labor force.
Specifically, it is to highlight the relationship
between the levels of higher education and female
participation in the labor force.

2.2. U-shape theory

This theory confirms that there is a connection
between three variables: education, economic
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development, and the participation of females in the
labor force. It is almost like the Human Capital
Theory, but slightly differs as it assumes there is a
mutual relationship between females in the labor
force and economic development. The origins of
theory date to the work of Sinha (1965). Sinha
(1965) observed that the traditional economy has
high female participation, which tends to fall during
the early stages of development before declining
when shifting to urbanization and non-agricultural
production. Then the upward portion of the U-
shaped curve occurs when women return to the
labor force at advanced stages of development to fill
service sector jobs (Fatima and Sultana, 2009). In the
same line, Thaddeus et al. (2022) affirmed that in the
initial stage of economic growth, where limited
access to education brought forth a low-skilled
population, the agricultural sector was very
productive. Nevertheless, as the economy moves to
the industrial sector, female participation falls and
then rises when it shifts to the services sector. The
low participation of females in the industrial stage is
due to the underrepresentation of females in
education. This result confirmed the positive link
between the level of education and the labor market.
This led Pal and Chaudhuri (2020) to argue that
through education, more women can access the
labor force, which in turn improves productivity and
enhances economic growth.

Several studies have provided empirical evidence
that the female labor force participation rate exhibits
a U-shape during the process of economic
development (Goldin, 1994; Fatima and Sultana,
2009; Pal and Chaudhuri, 2020). Fatima and Sultana
(2009) explored the existence of a U-shape
relationship in the case of Pakistan. Their findings
affirm that the high rate of economic development is
encouraging female participation in the labor force.
They added that females are taking full advantage of
these opportunities by increasing their level of
educational attainment. Also, Thaddeus et al. (2022)
argued that a causal relationship exists between
female labor force and economic growth in sub-
Saharan Africa, and the direction of causality is
unidirectional, running from economic growth to the
female labor force. By contrast, several empirical
studies found that the U-shaped relationship was not
applicable in some countries, particularly those that
put high social and religious restrictions on women’s
desire to work. Dogan and Akytiz (2017)
investigated the relationship between economic
growth and female participation in Turkey and
reported a reverse U-shaped relationship. The same
result was found in India; as indicated by Sundari
(2019), the “U” curve does not find empirical
evidence in the case of Tamil Nadu. There is an
inverted “U” curve with a strong negative
relationship between the expansion of female
education and a lack of job opportunities. Also, Saqib
(2016) argued that the fast economic growth of
Saudi Arabia is not enough to increase female
participation in the labor force. Moreover, [dowu and
Owoeye (2019) studied twenty African countries,
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and their findings affirmed that there is an inverted
U-shaped relationship. Recently, Claudia Goldin, the
winner of the Nobel Prize in 2023 for her work
"women’s labor market outcomes over time," has
pushed back against the widespread view that
female employment rates are positively related to
economic development. In the case of Malaysia,
Pampel and Tanaka (1986) argued that women are
excluded from early industrial jobs due to physical
limitations, gender discrimination, and the domestic
demands of large families until white-collar jobs
emerge that reward education. This dichotomy
offers the paper a chance to see if a U-shaped theory
is applicable in the case of Malaysia or not.
Specifically, to trace whether massive enrollment in
tertiary education increases the demand for
women'’s labor force or not.

2.3. Signaling theory

HCT and U-shape theories have been criticized as
they concentrate only on the idea that education is
the sole factor in increasing productivity. Yes, it is
true for a few jobs that have a direct link to the
disciplines, like engineering and medicine, or jobs
based on scientific knowledge, such as academic staff
and researchers. However, most of the employees
occupied jobs that had nothing to do with the degree
they obtained or were not directly related to their
specialization. Every year, 40-70% of available
vacancies demand a degree in any discipline because
the knowledge content of the student's degree is
immaterial to the position. Only 27 percent of
undergraduate degree holders are working in a job
directly related to their college major. This argument
is supported by career adviser Stacie Haller, who
stated that one-third of the recent college graduates
are working at jobs that don’t require a college
education. This ongoing debate regarding the link
between education and labor force has led to the
appearance of ST. According to Arrow (1973) and
Spence (1974), employers use educational
attainment to identify individuals with certain
valuable ‘innate’ traits that cannot be observed
directly. They argued that education per se does not
enhance productivity; rather, employers use it as a
signal about an applicant’s potential productivity,
including their ability to learn during the job
(Pericles Rospigliosi et al,, 2014). Economists offer
two main explanations for the causal labor market
returns to education. The first is human capital
accumulation: education improves ability. The
second is signaling: education allows high-ability
students to distinguish themselves. This assumes
that university graduates have acquired the “ability”
to think critically and the skills to test ideas. Thus,
“ability” is used to identify workers as not limited to
intelligence but rather any quality that makes
someone a more productive employee (Spence,
1974). Moreover, the degree obtained provides
other signals that are relevant to employer
preferences, including the perceived quality of the
institution where a degree is obtained.
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Both HCT and ST have addressed the causal
relation  between  pursuing education and
participation in the labor force. The signaling theory
postulates that education has no direct effect on
productivity, while the human capital theory claims
that education raises wages by increasing
productivity. This is because individuals acquire
knowledge and useful skills during their studies. This
led Pericles Rospigliosi et al. (2014) to raise the
question: why are graduates more productive? The
answer concentrates on the fact that graduate
workers have both the ability and willingness to
learn, are self-managed, and have developed that
ability during their education. This explains why
most of the current graduates are running after
obtaining certificates rather than learning new skills,
concepts, and material. Thus, the shift to the
“universal” stage in education will leave no room for
employers to distinguish the potential of the
productive graduate. In this regard, employers have
no option but to search for other signals, which in
this case might obtain postgraduate degrees
(Master's and PhDs) rather than just a diploma or
bachelor.

This section concludes that both HCT and ST are
useful, especially when it comes to the participation
of females in the labor force market. For the former,
acquiring higher education is considered one of the
most essential factors in joining the labor force,
while having college credentials helps females signal
their ability in a workforce dominated by men. As
argued by Lang and Manove (2011), employers find
it more difficult to assess the productivity of female
workers in a male-dominated labor market. Thus,
education is more important for signaling ability and
helping females to escape gender discrimination in
the labor market (Nielsson and Steingrimsdottir,
2018). A common critique of the signaling model is
that, if education is largely about signaling, then
employers should be able to find far less expensive
ways than education to identify high-quality
workers. Moreover, education does not just signal
easy-to-measure things like intelligence but a host of
wider, inherently unobservable characteristics such
as conscientiousness (Lang and Kropp, 1986).
Detailed information on the connection between
these theories and their relation to the female labor
force can be found in the following section.

3. Methodology and materials

This paper primarily uses relevant statistical data
obtained from both national government agencies
and international organizations. The national
sources include the Department of Statistics
Malaysia, the Ministry of Education Malaysia, and
STATISTA Malaysia. While the international actors
incorporate the UN (2022), and the International
Labor Organization (ILO, 2022). The collected data is
organized in tables. Then the paper employed simple
statistical analysis like means and percentages,
aiming to highlight the findings and at the same time
facilitate comparisons among genders. It also
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includes a critical review of the most recent research
and studies on higher education and labor force
published in and out of Malaysia, as shown in the
methodical framework (Fig. 1). Fig. 1 starts by
showing the overall objective of the paper, which is
to address the relation between female enrollment in
higher education and their labor force participation.
This is followed by viewing the various sources of
the collected data, which are divided into two:
documents (text) and statistical types. With the help
of HCT, U-Shape, and Signaling Theory, the paper has

made deep analyses and interpretations. To put the
paper in the global context and to compare the
situation of Malaysia with that of other world and
regional countries, some indicators of female labor
force participation have been gathered from the
World Economic Forum reports. The paper has come
out with some conclusions; for that, education is not
the sole factor in expanding female labor force
participation in Malaysia and in other Muslim
countries.

Female in Labor Force Participation in Malaysia: Does tertiary education makes a Difference?

/ Statistical Data

Je—

Document and reports /

2

Ministry of Higher Education Malaysia
Department of Statistic Malaysia
Quick Facts

World Bank
World Economic Forum
ILO

-
<

Uncover the mismatch between educated female and their participation in labor force

Human capital Theory
Global Gender Gab Index

Discussion and

Signaling Theory
U-Shape Theory

]

Concluding Remarks

Fig. 1: Methodological framework

4. Result and discussion: Women's disparity in
the labor force: Does higher education matter?

Several studies and available data have shown
that the number of females enrolled in higher
education in Malaysia and, like elsewhere in some
developing countries, surpassed that of males
(Elhadary and Samat, 2023; Elhadary and Abdelatti,
2024; Elhadary and Ahmed, 2024). With reference to
the above-mentioned theories, this section aims to
highlight the implications of the massive enrollment
of females in higher education for participation in
the labor force. The analysis is based on the data
gathered from the official site of Malaysia named
STATISTA. Four levels of education have been
selected to uncover the relationship. These four
levels include basic, intermediate, tertiary, and
advanced education; see Table 1 for more details.

Table 1: Residents' labor force participation rate by level
of education, by gender in 2022

Levels of education  Total labor % Female % Male %
Basic 63.1 41.4 81
Intermediate 67.7 53.4 80.8
Tertiary 74.1 66.2 82.6
Advance 77.9 72.2 84.9
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Table 1 shows significant differences in FLFP
across education levels. Women with university
degrees have the highest participation rate among
the four education groups. In 2022, Malaysian
residents with no formal education had a labor force
participation rate of 56.1%, while those with tertiary
education reached 74.1%. This supports the view
that higher education is positively associated with
women's participation in the labor force.

However, the participation of women with basic
and intermediate education remains considerably
lower than that of university graduates, forming an
L-shaped relationship—low participation at the
lower education levels and higher participation at
the tertiary level. This pattern is consistent with
findings by Li and Bakar (2021), who observed that
Malaysian women with higher educational
attainment are more likely to join and remain in the
labor force.

Despite this, a gender gap persists. For instance,
in 2022, women with tertiary education had a labor
force participation rate of 66.2%, compared to
82.6% for men. This disparity is particularly striking
given that a higher proportion of women (47.3%)
than men (35.8%) held tertiary qualifications. As Pal
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and Chaudhuri (2020) argued, this paradox
contradicts the expectations of HCT, which posits
that higher education should enhance skills and
improve labor market outcomes. The authors
highlight that structural and institutional barriers
may limit the translation of educational gains into
employment opportunities for women.

Two important points emerge from this analysis.
First, there is a positive correlation between
education and FLFP. Second, higher education does
not guarantee labor market entry for all women.
Approximately 35% of female university graduates
in Malaysia were not part of the labor force in 2022,
compared to only 17% of male graduates. This
suggests a clear mismatch between women's
educational attainment and their actual labor force
participation. One possible explanation is that
employers may favor less-educated workers due to
lower wage expectations, making it more difficult for
highly educated women to find suitable employment.

The previous section demonstrated that the
number of women graduating from universities now
exceeds that of men. However, this advancement has
not translated into a corresponding increase in
women'’s participation in the labor force. This raises
two important questions: first, why do educated
women have fewer opportunities to enter paid
employment? And second, why are more women
continuing to pursue higher education?

In response to the second question, Taheri et al.
(2021) suggested that higher education empowers
women by helping them overcome traditional family
and societal restrictions and by enhancing their
bargaining power in both marriage and the marriage
market. Despite these social benefits, higher
education has not significantly improved women's
outcomes in the labor market.

Regarding the first question, several factors
continue to limit women’s full participation in paid
work. One of the key reasons is that, unlike men, the
decision for women to join the labor force is often
made collectively within the family rather than
individually. Elhadary and Ahmed (2024) supported
this by noting that women’s employment choices are
influenced not only by their own preferences but
also by those of other family members and the
dynamics of household decision-making. Similarly,
Heath et al. (2024) emphasized that for many
women, especially in Muslim-majority countries,
working outside the home remains a complex and
often restricted option.

In addition to family influence, several broader
factors contribute to the gender gap in labor force
participation. Halim et al. (2023) identified three
main types of constraints that hinder women's
employment. These include limitations on the supply
side, such as time constraints caused by childcare
and household responsibilities, as well as
restrictions on mobility for work. On the demand
side, women often face mismatches between their
education and the skills required by available jobs,
along with gender discrimination in recruitment and
job retention. The lack of benefits such as maternity
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leave, childcare support, re-entry programs, and
opportunities for career advancement further limits
their employment prospects. Contextual challenges,
such as cultural and social norms, restrictive laws
and policies, and the risk of gender-based violence,
particularly sexual harassment in the workplace,
also act as significant barriers.

Finally, socio-demographic factors such as
household income, family structure (nuclear or
extended), and family size further influence women'’s
ability to participate in the labor force, as noted by
Akhtar et al. (2020).

Among the contextual factors, cultural norms are
widely recognized as a major reason for the low
participation of women in the labor force. According
to Li and Bakar (2021), cultural and traditional
values in Malaysia contribute to the decline in female
labor force participation. A similar situation is
observed in Iran, where Taheri et al. (2021)
explained that gender norms, attitudes toward
working women, and the traditional division of
family responsibilities are key factors behind the
stagnation in female labor force participation.

The cultural norms that limit women'’s
employment can take different forms but often
revolve around three main ideas: restrictions on
women'’s social interactions and mobility, the belief
that men should be the main financial providers, and
the expectation that women should be primarily
responsible for childcare and household duties
(Jayachandran, 2020). These norms vary not only
between countries but also within the same country
or even between communities. For example, in
Odisha, India, two neighboring villages hold very
different views—one supports women working
outside the home, while the other opposes it.

This global issue has led Bursztyn et al. (2023) to
propose that changing public beliefs about women'’s
roles could be an effective way to increase their
participation in the workforce. Other contextual
barriers include workplace harassment and lack of
access to safe and affordable transportation.
Christensen and Osman (2023) found that in Cairo,
Egypt, concerns about travel safety influence
women'’s decisions about pursuing higher education.

Importantly, these challenges are not limited to
Muslim-majority countries. Workplace harassment is
also reported in Western societies. For instance,
Folke and Rickne (2022) reported that 12.6% of
women in Sweden experienced sexual harassment at
work within a 12-month period. In Uganda, 90% of
women surveyed across 2,910 organizations
reported being harassed by male supervisors.

Regarding the demand side constraints, the views
circulating among employers are that women are
weak, non-productive, and cannot contribute
substantially to development. Some even believe that
when they employ females, they will take numerous
maternity leaves, complain about their families, and
may be unable to concentrate on their jobs (Petersen
and Thea, 2006). In Malaysia, the common belief
until the 1960s was that women were ideally better
off as homemakers and, when educated, should be
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channeled into teaching, nursing, or other feminine
occupations. This type of thinking sheds a negative
light on the selection of women for paid jobs and
prevents them from doing any challenging tasks.
This negative view, coupled with biological instincts,
such as pregnancy, marital influence, and childcare,
has led some employers not to hire females in their
organizations. In this line, Weimann-Sandig (2020)
argued that small or middle-sized companies employ
women if they are single, although they will only be
given limited working contracts. Ningrum et al
(2020) found that in Indonesia, 40% of online jobs
specified a preferred gender, and female applicants
were more likely to be requested to be single or of
young age. This led the World Bank to contend that
half of married women aged 20 to 55 are in the
workforce, compared to over 70% of their single,
divorced, or separated counterparts (Yoong, 2020).
Numerous women with lower education have been
observed to leave their jobs after marriage,
particularly those having kids. This is because it is so
hard for women to shoulder domestic
responsibilities, specifically taking care of children,
while simultaneously engaging in paid jobs. Women,
particularly in Muslim nations, are shouldering the
responsibility of doing housework and caring for
children and elderly parents (Salleh and Mansor,
2022; Elhadary and Samat, 2023). Unfortunately,
this negative view still widely exists in most the
Muslim countries; thus, without addressing this
view, closing the gender gap in the labor force
remains a distant dream.

On the supply side constraints, the major factor
that influences women’s decisions negatively or
positively is their husbands’ economic background.
Therefore, the highly qualified husbands may often
have highly secured salaried jobs, forcing their wives
not to join the market, and vice versa. It has been
taken for granted that in Muslim nations, men are
responsible for earning money and shouldering their
family matters, while women only need to stay at
home to take care of their children and old parents
(Elhadary and Ahmed, 2023). Women can decide to
go to work outside the home only if their husbands
are facing financial difficulties in securing the basic
needs for their families. Therefore, poor families
have positive roles in women's participation in paid
work. Bridges et al. (2011) found a positive
association between the severity of poverty and the
probability of females joining the labor market. They
also argued that females who come from extremely
poor households have a significantly higher
probability of participation compared with those
who are not poor. According to Li and Bakar (2021),
females in Malaysia tend to enter the labor market to
earn additional income to support household
income, especially married women when the income
is not enough for household expenditure. This result
indicates that the participation of women in the
labor force is more of a matter of necessity than
opportunity. In Bangladesh, the decision of a female
to join the workforce is mostly determined by male
family members. About the demographic factor, it
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has been documented that fertility rate and the
number of children have affected both women’s
labor supply and employers’ demand. As stated by Li
and Bakar (2021), the fertility rate is the most
important variable affecting the female labor force
participation rate in Malaysia. In the same line,
Taheri et al. (2021) argued that the rapid decline in
fertility rates and the substantial expansion in
female education were expected to boost FLFP. No
one denies the role of the decline in fertility in the
escalation of females in the labor force, but not
always; there is a positive linear connection
between. For example, available data have shown
that the rate of fertility worldwide is decreasing,
while the rate of women'’s participation worldwide
remains stagnant or slightly increases. As Klasen
(2019) noted, the overall correlation between
fertility and female entering the labor force is
generally flat. This finding showed that the direct
decline in fertility is not the sole factor behind the
low representation of females in the labor force. This
led Aaronson et al. (2021) to claim that the effect of
fertility on labor supply depends upon the level of
economic development as well as the structure and
types of jobs available to women. Therefore, further
research is needed to test the link between fertility
and the rate of women's participation in the labor
force, especially in Muslim countries.

Geographical location, particularly the distinction
between urban and rural areas, also influences
women's participation in the labor force. Some
women refuse jobs that are far from their homes or
do not match their personal goals or expectations
(Elhadary and Ahmed, 2024). This helps explain why
female labor force participation is generally higher
in urban areas than in rural ones. Urban areas tend
to offer more diverse job opportunities compared to
rural regions (Li and Bakar, 2021).

In rural areas, higher fertility rates and
traditional gender roles also contribute to lower
female employment. Many rural women are engaged
in unpaid work such as farming, while also bearing
full responsibility for household tasks, including
caring for children and elderly family members.

However, urban environments are not always
favorable for working women either. Despite better
job availability, many educated urban women choose
to stay at home due to high childcare expenses, the
risk of sexual harassment, and high transportation
costs (Taheri etal., 2021).

These differences highlight the need for more
research to better understand how geographical
location affects women's participation in the labor
force.

The above-mentioned section confirmed that
females in Malaysia have witnessed rapid enrollment
in higher education. Despite this improvement,
women'’s access to the labor force is low compared to
men. This paper argued that education alone is
insufficient to close the gender gap; thus, planners
need to go beyond education to understand why
women's participation in the labor force remains
low. This led the Nobel Prize winner, Claudia Goldin,
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to declare that even more important than access to
higher education was the power of the birth control
pill. In Malaysia, the number of females enrolled in
higher education has exceeded that of males.
However, the opposite is true in terms of the
workforce. Males not only outnumber females in
figures but also earn a higher salary. Olson-Strom
and Rao (2020) stated that the biggest challenge
with respect to higher education for women in Asia
is no longer gender parity in terms of access but
gender equality throughout the educational process
and in the outcomes. This idea recalls the old notion,
which said that girls are taught to be wives and to
shoulder the responsibilities of their families. As
indicated by Mokhtar (2020), Malay women were
too “conservative” to be effective managers.
Malaysian male managers believed that Malay
women might not be suited to certain jobs or
employment areas. In contrast, there are some
positive factors that facilitate women'’s decisions to
join the workforce; foremost among these are their
level of education, living in urban areas, and being
unmarried.

Malaysia must address the socio-economic and
political challenges that limit women's full
participation in the labor force. The country also
needs to prepare for its changing population
structure, as the fertility rate is declining and the
number of elderly people is rising. Malaysia is
expected to become an aging society in the near
future. Therefore, it 1is essential to create
employment opportunities for the younger
population and to develop strategies for supporting
the elderly.

One important solution is to increase female
labor force participation. Doing so can help reduce
the pressures associated with an aging population
and contribute to overall economic development.
Research suggests that if all economic barriers facing
women in Malaysia were removed, the country’s
income per capita could increase by as much as
26.2%.

It is important to note that female staff at
universities are currently higher compared to men.
In 2021, the number of female staff in public
universities is 17,961 (56.8%) compared to 13,646
(43.2%) men. These institutions also housed more
female students, with a 61 percent occupancy rate. In
addition, almost 60 percent of more than 15,000
Higher Education Ministry staff are women. Despite
this fact, few get a chance to be a top leader in higher
education institutions. The proportion of leadership
roles held by females worldwide stood at 19% in
2004, the number rose to 31% in 2021, and 32% in
2022. Out of the twenty public universities in
Malaysia, only eleven female deans were appointed
as deputy vice chancellors. Two women are from
UiTM, Universiti Malaya, Universiti Sains Malaysia,
and Universiti Pendidikan Sultan Idris, respectively,
and one each from Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia,
Universiti Malaysia Terengganu, and Universiti
Malaysia Kelantan. The year 2006 is considered a
turning point when the first woman, Datuk Rafiah
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Salim, was appointed as vice chancellor of Universiti
Malaya. Up to the present, only three women are
holding the position of Vice-Chancellor in Malaysian
public universities: Prof. Dato' Dr. Nor Aieni Mokhtar
of Universiti Malaysia Terengganu, Prof. Dr. Raha
Abdul Rahim of Universiti Teknikal Malaysia Melaka,
and the latest appointment is Prof. Ts. Dr. Hajah
Roziah Mohd Janor of Universiti Teknologi MARA
(Badrolhisam and Omar, 2022). The question to be
asked is why women are underrepresented in
holding top positions at public universities, even
though they represent almost 60% of the university
staff compared to men. The answer to this question
includes, but is not limited to, position requirements,
gender roles, and traditional beliefs. The position of
vice chancellor requires a professorship and
becoming a prominent researcher (Badrolhisam and
Omar, 2022), and this is hardly achievable by
women.

5. Has Malaysia achieved gender parity in the
labor force? An international perspective

To put Malaysia in the international and regional
context, this section employed the global gender gap
index to answer the fundamental question: has
Malaysia achieved gender parity in the labor force?
The following section provides details on this
measure.

5.1. Global gender gap index (GGGI)

The World Economic Forum has used the
measure of the Global Gender Gap Index (GGGI)
frequently since 2006 to quantify gender parity
across four key indices in at least 146 countries.
These four sectors include Economic Participation
and Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health
and Survival, and Political Empowerment. The score
ranged from zero to one (100%), whereby one
indicates full gender parity and close to zero means
disparity. Out of the 134 countries surveyed by the
World Economic Forum, Malaysia ranked 72nd in
2006 and then declined 40 places in 2021 as it
ranked 112th. With a value of 0.682 in 2023,
Malaysia ranked 1020d, improving ten places
compared to 2021, but still less than that of 2006
when it ranked 720 (Table 2). In the year 2024,
Malaysia ranked 114th, declining 52 places
compared to 2006, and fell twelve places compared
to 2023. These results suggest that the gender gap
situation in Malaysia is worsening and that the
country performed better 20 years ago than today.
The overall score of the four sectors showed that
gender parity in Malaysia is still not fully achieved
(0.676 in 2021 and 0.668 in 2024) and was ahead of
only 34 and 32 countries, respectively. This implies
that 66.8% of the gender gap has been closed, and
the remaining to enjoy full equality with men stands
at 33.2%. It is interesting to note that Malaysia has
achieved gender parity only in educational
attainment and is on the right track to achieve the
same for health and survival. Malaysia lies within the
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top 25 countries that achieved gender parity in
education and scored 1.00. In contrast, the country
made less progress in economic and political
empowerment. Table 2 shows clearly that Malaysia
progressed less regarding political empowerment, as

it ranked 134th ahead of only 12 countries. Since its
independence and up to the present, no woman has
occupied the position of prime minister. More
information on this matter and the participation of
the labor force is highlighted in Table 3.

Table 2: Malaysia global gender gap index (MGGGI)

Sub-indices Rank Rank Rank Rank Score Score Score Score
2006 2021 2023 2024 2006 2021 2023 2024
Economic participation and opportunity 68 104 89 102 0.592 0.638 0.664 0.634
Educational attainment 63 70 1 1 0.985 0.994 1.00 1.00
Health and survival 80 74 80 80 0.970 0.972 0.969 0.969
Political empowerment 90 128 122 134 0.056 0.102 0.098 0.068
Global gender gap index 72 112 102 114 0.651 0.676 0.682 0.668
Table 3: Indicators of female labor force participation in Malaysia
Sub-Indices % Rank Rank Rank Rank Score Score Score Score
2010 2020 2023 2024 2010 2020 2023 2024
Labor-force participation rate 105 107 96 102 0.57 0.639 0.664 0.681
Wage equality for similar work 19 20 18 33 0.76 0.744 0.740 0.719
Legislators, senior officials, and 75 116 109 110 0.32 0.256 0.331 0.362
managers
Professional and technical workers 83 101 90 103 0.71 0.799 0.851 0.688
Women in parliament 101 121 123 122 0.11 0.168 0.156 0.156
Women in ministerial positions 107 88 88 129 0.07 0.227 0.200 0.080
Total countries 134 153 146 146 134 153 146 146

Table 3 provides detailed information about
gender parity in the labor force within the global
context. The recent World Economic Forum report
released in 2024 showed that Malaysia ranked
102nd in the labor force participation rate, with its
score of 0.681. This confirms that Malaysia has
declined six places compared to 2023 and is better
off than in 2010, as ranked 105th, and 2020 as
ranked 107th. This result showed that Malaysia is
still a bit far from achieving gender parity in the
workforce of today and soon. Nevertheless, it
progressed well in addressing wage quality, as it
ranked 18th with a score of (0.740) compared to
2024, as it ranked 33rd with a score of (0.719).
Despite the improvement of the female-to-male
earnings ratio in recent decades, it remains 28% to
close the gender pay gap. This means that gender
discrimination in the market environment does exist
in Malaysia. Several authors relate the progress in
the wage gap to the massive attainment in higher
education. Achieving more education is thus an
important way for women to make up for the gender
pay gap. The situation is getting worse when it
comes to the position of women in leadership
positions and in political participation. Despite the
introduction of a quota system (30%) in
management, women remain underrepresented at
decision-making levels. The participation rate of
women in decision-making in the public and private
sectors stands at 26.7% (Mokhtar, 2020). Table 3
also showed that women are less represented in
parliament, as it ranked 123rd and scored (0.156) in
2023 and slightly changed in 2024, as they
progressed only one place; they were ranked
number 122. Concerning the legislators, senior
officials, and managers, Malaysia ranked number
109th with a score of (0.331) in 2023 compared to
2024, where it ranked number 110th with a score of
(0.362). This is even better than 2020, as it ranked
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number 116, but less than what was achieved in
2006, as it ranked number 75th. Table 3 also shows
that women are less represented among professional
and technical workers, as it ranked 90th with a score
of (0.851) in 2023 compared to 103rd with a score of
(0.688) in 2024. This result shows that Malaysia has
declined thirteen places in one year and twenty
places compared to 2006. Malaysia has witnessed
some progress regarding gender parity. The data
collected showed that the country needs more time
to achieve full parity in the labor force and its related
issues.

Regarding gender parity at the regional level of
East Asia and the Pacific, out of 19 countries in 2023,
Malaysia ranked 13th, ahead of only six countries:
Korea, China, Vanuatu, Fiji, Myanmar, and Japan. In
2024, among 18 nations, Malaysia ranked 16th,
ahead of only Japan and Fiji, while New Zealand and
Australia placed at the top of the list. With reference
to the 2023 report, Malaysia has declined twelve
places to 114th by comparison, Indonesia fell 13
places to 100, and the Philippines fell nine to 25.
Thailand, however, managed to climb up the list by
nine places to the 65th position. This finding
indicated that Malaysia had made some progress
regarding the participation of females in the labor
force, but not as well as in education. The
participation of females in the labor force up to the
present is less than the average of East Asia and the
Pacific region. According to the ILO (2022), the
participation of the labor force in the region was
74%, while it was 67% for females and 81% for
males. According to the WB (2024), the
participation of females in the labor force in
Malaysia has reached 52%. This is better than India
(33%), Nepal (29%), Fiji (39%), and the Philippines
(47%). However, it scored less than Indonesia
(53%), New Zealand (68%), Australia (62%), Korea
(70%), Vietnam (68%), Singapore (62%), China
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(63%), Thailand (59%), and Japan (55%). However,
even less than some African and Arab countries, like
Rwanda (55%), Uganda (68%), Tanzania (77%),
Qatar (64%), and it is hard to reach Madagascar
(83%). This implies that at least 48% of women of
working age are facing difficulties in accessing jobs.
Moreover, there is an inverse relationship between
people getting educated and their participation in
the labor force. According to Elhadary and Samat
(2023), the number of male students enrolled in
higher education is 38.94% compared to 61.06% of
females. In contrast, 61% of males participated in the
labor force compared to 39% of females. Not only
that, but even women represent most of the
unemployment. Within the eight million people
outside the labor force, 4.11 million were women,
compared to 3.8 million men. It is unfortunate to
know that 40% of the outside population gained
secondary education, while approximately 20%
obtained a higher education certificate. This led the
World Economic Forum survey to classify Malaysia
among the low-performing countries in terms of
gender gaps. This result challenges the aspiration of
Malaysia to be one of the developed nations soon.
Since 2006 and up to 2024, Malaysia’s overall score
on the global and national gender gap has almost
stagnated, fluctuating around plus or minus 0.03.
This situation led the WEF to declare that on its
current trajectory, although overall the gender gap is
getting smaller, it will now take (134) years to close
the gender gap worldwide or five generations to
reach full parity in 215.

5.2. Does working from home close the gender
gap?

The experience of working from home,
particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, has
overcome some challenges that hinder women from
physically participating in the labor market. These
challenges include shouldering family matters,
problems with transportation, geographical location
(rural or urban), and taking care of children and
parents. Despite these advantages, thanks to COVID-
19, women were negatively impacted by the spread
of the pandemic, especially when it came to job
losses. Globally, between 2019 and 2020, women'’s
employment declined by 4.2%, representing a drop
of 54 million jobs, while men’s employment declined
by 3%, or 60 million jobs (ILO, 2022). This is because
most of the sectors affected were those that
employed more women. Moreover, the sudden
increase in home/family and caregiving duties is
based on the school shutdown. In the case of
Malaysia, the female labor force participation rate
has decreased from 55.3% in 2020 to 52% in 2024,
while the rate of male participation has increased
from 80.6% to 81.1% during the same period (WB,
2024).

This paper believed that working from home
might address gender disparity, especially in Muslim
countries, if well planned and managed. Otherwise, it
will create additional burdens for some women,
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especially those who are married, have kids, and live
with their parents. As highlighted by Claudia Goldin,
the winner of the Nobel Prize, it becomes more
difficult for married women to work from home and
to combine work with family. Therefore, it is still
debatable whether working from home is beneficial
for women or not. Some authors highlighted that
working from home will enlarge the wage gap,
generate low productivity, create a lack of leadership
positions, and reduce promotion among women.
Working from home means lower salary and a lack
of promotion compared to those in the office. As he
argued, being in the office more often and having
more face time with your managers and supervisors
means that you will be more likely to get a
promotion. In addition, Al-Youbi et al. (2020)
commented that remote work creates a significant
imbalance between employees’ professional work
and personal lives, which could result in poor
performance. On the other hand, Alon et al. (2020)
suggested that working remotely from home is an
opportunity for women with childcare
responsibilities to manage the dual responsibilities
of home and work, and might be the best
employment option. In the same vein, Alfarran
(2023) stated that working from home is good for
women, especially those affected by conservative
society and gender stereotypes, like in Saudi Arabia.
As she argued, in a conservative society, working
remotely may be a convenient solution for women,
given the predominant socio-cultural conditions
regarding gender and working roles. The advantage
of working from home has led some authors, like
Shuangshuang et al. (2023), to make it mandatory
for all women to get aid from digitalization to run the
labor markets smoothly.

This section concludes that working from home is
an opportunity for women who face socio-economic
challenges in the workplace. Therefore, more studies
are needed to uncover the positive and negative
impact, particularly on issues related to productivity,
wage and salary, health (sitting more time on
computers), self-development, balance between
work duties and family’s responsibilities,
technological skills, and affordability of the internet
(quality). Moreover, not all jobs suit working from
home, especially those that attract more women, like
health and services.

6. Conclusion

This paper confirms a clear mismatch between
the high enrollment of women in higher education
and their relatively low participation in the labor
force. This challenges the Human Capital Theory,
which assumes that higher education automatically
leads to increased labor market participation.
Although more women than men hold university
degrees in Malaysia, men continue to dominate the
labor market. The study also questions the
commonly held belief that there is a direct, positive
relationship between economic development and
female labor force participation. The empirical
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findings show no strong linear relationship between
Malaysia’s economic growth and the rate at which
women join the labor force. As a result, the widely
accepted idea that economic growth leads to higher
female labor force participation—or vice versa—
needs to be reconsidered.

In today’s fast-changing labor markets, the study
finds that Signaling Theory better explains women'’s
efforts to enter the workforce. In many Muslim-
majority  countries  where men  dominate
employment, women are often required to prove
their abilities in order to compete for paid work.
Therefore, policies focused solely on market-
oriented solutions may not effectively reduce the
gender gap in the labor market.

The paper argues that education alone is not
enough to increase female labor force participation
in Malaysia. Women face various socio-economic and
political barriers that limit their access to
employment. While earning a university degree may
empower women and amplify their voices, true
progress will require the implementation of fair and
practical policies that address these broader
challenges. Without such reforms, achieving gender
equality in the labor market may take over a century;
estimates suggest it could take at least 134 years for
developing countries to reach full gender parity.

Remote work might help reduce some of the
obstacles faced by women, particularly in
conservative societies. However, more research is
needed to fully understand the benefits and
drawbacks of online work before it is widely
promoted as a solution.

A key limitation of this study is its primary focus
on the relationship between women's educational
attainment and their labor force participation. It
does not fully explore the influence of other
important factors such as socio-economic and
demographic conditions.
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