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INTRODUCTION TO THE PERDANA DISCOURSE SERIES

The Perdana Discourse Series is a series of talks and discussions on issues of concern to 
Malaysians, where the objective is to facilitate dialogue and experience-sharing between 
experienced Malaysian leaders (whether in office or retired) and young Malaysians.

A total of 22 discourses have been held at Perdana Leadership Foundation from 2004 
to 2022, featuring notable speakers such as the former Prime Minister of Malaysia, 
Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad; the former Deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia, Tan Sri 
Muhyiddin Yassin; the former Auditor-General of Malaysia, Tan Sri Ambrin Buang; the 
former Minister in the Prime Minister’s Department, Tan Sri Abdul Wahid Omar and 
the former Minister of International Trade and Industry, Tan Sri Rafidah Aziz.

The Perdana Discourse Series was wholly sponsored by PROTON Holdings Berhad 
from 2004-2016. From 2019, the sponsor is DRB-HICOM Berhad.



 2F O R E W O R D  T A N  S R I  A Z M A N  H A S H I M

 
Chairman, Board of Trustees,  

Perdana Leadership Foundation

I would like to wish a warm Selamat Datang to our key-
note speaker, panellists, and participants to the Perdana 
Leadership Foundation and to the twenty-second in a se-
quence of events under the Perdana Discourse Series which 
debuted on 23rd August, 2004. 

The Discourse Series is already an important part of the activities of the Foundation. It 
is the Foundation’s hope that regular hosting of such intellectual discourses on topics 
that are uniquely Malaysian will help identify modes pertinent to resolving issues 
related to nation-building and the development of a progressive society. 

On behalf of the Board of Trustees, I would like to express my sincere appreciation 
to YBhg Dato’ Professor Dr Elizabeth Lee, Chief Executive Officer, Sunway Education 
Group, for agreeing to share her views on today’s topic of “Envisioning Malaysia’s 
Future Employment: Trends Vs Skills.” Thank you also to our panellists Dato’ Ahmad 
Nadzarudin Abdul Razak, Puan Noraliza Mohamad Ali, Ms See Wai Hun, as well as 
moderator Dr Soo Wincci, for their participation. 
 
This series will not be possible without the support of DRB-HICOM, the sponsor for this 
series.  I wish everyone a rewarding discourse series, the outcome of which, I hope, will 
enhance efforts at affecting a better Malaysia for all.

FOREWORD  
TAN SRI AZMAN HASHIM
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PROLOGUE

PERDANA DISCOURSE SERIES 22: 
“ENVISIONING MALAYSIA’S FUTURE EMPLOYMENT: TRENDS VS SKILLS”

Covid-19 and its lockdowns made job prospects bleak for fresh graduates. In 2020, 
according to the Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM), graduate unemploy-
ment spiked to 4.4% or 202,400, an increase of approximately 4% from 2019 levels. 
While the relaxation of restrictions has meant more vacancies for new and expe-
rienced job seekers, youth unemployment remains a concern in Malaysia, with 
persistent gaps between supply and demand, and a high number of skill-related 
under employment1. In 2021, as many as one third (33.9%) of Malaysian gradu-
ates were under-employed, working in semi-skilled or low-skilled jobs, accord-
ing to DOSM. That the 2021 figure was an increase over the previous year points 
to structural issues in the labour market that have intensified since the pandemic.  
 
Despite the less than rosy jobs outlook, more and more young Malaysians enter tertiary 
institutions each year and leave armed with degrees and hope in search of fulfilling 
and well-paying careers. Many of them end up disappointed, underpaid, or worse, 
jobless. And yet, each year, employers lament that they are unable to fill positions as 
job prospects often lack the technical, problem solving and soft skills that they look for. 
 
Supply and demand are not the only issues plaguing the job market in Malaysia. With 
the frenetic pace of technological change, new skills such as programming, ethical 
hacking, project management, and team collaboration will become the norm than 
the exception, and work will no longer be confined to offices or even within national 
borders. This means a far more competitive environment for graduates, but it also 
means a wider job market for those who have the right skills. Remote work and bor-
derless hires have implications for Malaysian employers as well who would need to 
offer market-driven salaries and perks to recruit and retain talent. There are other 
issues that affect the employment rate, too, such as economic growth, environmen-
tal change, migrant policies, and others, and the intersection of external factors, 
national policies, and internal developments can have unintended consequences.  
 
What is clear is that the issue of employment, in terms of quantity and quality, is crucial 
as the country needs to generate a sufficient supply of talent and jobs to develop its 
competitive edge and sustain economic growth for the long-term. 

1    Skill-related underemployment is generally defined as those with tertiary education who are work-
ing in semi-skilled or low-skilled occupations
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Some questions to seed discussion: 

1.	 What are the top concerns and expectations of Malaysian graduates?
2.	 What are the top concerns and expectations of Malaysian employers?
3.	 Which sector of the economy has the highest skills mismatch when it comes to 

talent and jobs?
4.	 Will full-time employment still be a top choice for graduates in the near future or 

will there be another model of work, ie: project-based or high-skilled gig work?
5.	 How does working in Malaysia compare with work in our regional neighbours?
6.	 Is Malaysia in danger of losing its talent to other countries?
7.	 What are the major trends of the job market? What would be the top skills in 

demand in the next five to ten years?
8.	 If remote work becomes the norm than the exception, how can Malaysian grad-

uates become internationally competitive?
9.	 What can employers do to increase talent retention?
10.	 How do employers, whether MSMEs2 or GLCs, expect the business and economic 

landscape to change in the next five years?

2    Micro, small, and medium enterprises
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KEYNOTE ADDRESS

 

Dato’ Professor Dr Elizabeth Lee 
Chief Executive Officer (CEO) 
Sunway Education Group

Firstly, allow me to thank the Perdana Leadership Foundation for inviting me today 
to share some views on a most important topic. It is truly a privilege to be able to 
address everyone here.
 
My keynote today will touch upon 4 key areas:

1.	 Employment Trends – Globally;
2.	 Employment Trends – Malaysia;
3.	 What Malaysia’s Future Employment Landscape Could Look Like; and lastly
4.	 The Way Forward & What the Future Holds

Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen,

The Youth Unemployment Dilemma
 
To begin, I would like to quickly highlight macro points.
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Firstly, in April this year, the Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM) reported the 
country’s unemployment rate stood at 3.9 percent. This marks a dip below 4 percent 
for the first time since Covid-19 started in 2020. Hooray, right?

However, the unemployment rate for youth aged 15 to 30 years was 7.7 per cent or 
approximately 501 thousand people. While this is an improvement from the 8% un-
employment rate in March, comparatively, youth are still more disproportionately 
impacted by unemployment.

Secondly is also what Tan Sri Nik Mohamed Nik Yaacob mentioned earlier, Malaysia has 
a very low share of high-skilled jobs compared to other advanced economies, including 
our neighbour south of the border. According to the Socio-Economic Research Centre 
(SERC), as of January 2022, Malaysia’s share of high-skilled jobs is only 24.7 percent 
compared to approximately 50-60 percent in other nations whose development we 
should be competing against. In fact, a bulk of Malaysia’s jobs are in the semi-skilled 
category at 62 percent while the low skilled category is 13.1 percent. In this regard, about 
a decade ago, according to TalentCorp, the number of tertiary education graduates in 
the labour force had surpassed the number of high-skill jobs available in the economy. 
I am not currently sure where this gap stands.

These 2 points highlight interrelated issues on the supply and demand side of things: 
Namely that we not only have to solve unemployment, but must ensure that the 
economy has the right kind of jobs available for our youth. In other words, there is 
no point in creating low- value jobs if it does not lead to prosperity, upward mobility, 
and a better quality of life.

I will further discuss and address these points as I go along. My next point of discussion 
will be on Global employment trends.

Employment Trends - Global

Ladies and gentlemen, when it comes to global employment trends, there are 4 things 
I would like to highlight.

Domination of Automation and Tech - Are Machines and Automation Taking 
Over Jobs?

First, let’s talk about the domination of automation and technology. Tan Sri Nik Yaacob’s 
prediction “a little or no work to do” as AI takes over. A key question we have been
grappling with is “are machines and automation taking over jobs?”
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Prior to Covid-19, the general view was that the global economy had entered a new 
era of automation with the coming of the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR). This new era 
is characterised by advances in:

1.	 Artificial intelligence and machine learning.
2.	 The Internet of Things (IoT).
3.	 Autonomous hardware and software robotics.
4.	 Advanced data systems.

 
While the term “automation” often evokes images of robots replacing workers on factory 
floors, it actually encompasses a wide range of work across all sectors and areas.
There have been various reports on the impact of 4IR and automation on the workforce. 

•	 For example, a 2016 report by the World Bank cites 2/3 of jobs could be lost 
to automation in developing countries, Malaysia included.

•	 Separately, in a 2017 McKinsey report, it is said that by 2030, 75 to 375 million 
workers are expected to have to change job categories.

•	 And in 2020, the World Economic Forum (WEF) updated earlier findings and 
reported that by 2025, 85 million jobs may be displaced by a shift in the di-
vision of labour between humans and machines. So, what about Malaysia?

•	 According to a report by McKinsey, also in 2020, 4.5 million people in Malaysia 
will lose their jobs because of automation by 2030.

 
So, as you can see from the various reports: there is consensus of job loss due to 
automation and 4IR.
 
Nevertheless, the WEF Future of Work Report 2020 also stated that by 2025, 97 million 
new roles, more adapted to the new division of labour between humans, machines 
and algorithms, are likely to be created. In Malaysia, McKinsey reports approximately 
6 million new jobs will be created.
 
While it is convenient to throw around these big numbers, the important question 
is: Who will be filling up these jobs? Will it be our young Malaysians? Are our youths 
ready and prepared to pivot and learn to adapt? This is where the opportunity arises. 
It is a question of how best we take it.
 
To the young people in today’s audience, let me ask you a question – How many roles do 
you think will be generated just in cloud computing? The answer – at least 10 roles. This 
includes Product Manager, System Administrator, Sales, Software Engineer, Consultant, 
UI/UX, Network Engineer, Systems Engineer, Architect and Services Developer. So, 
how many were you able to guess?
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Furthermore, a related global trend is the impact of Covid-19 and the unprecedented 
health crisis which has changed economic activities and jobs around the world. The 
pandemic has also hastened the acceptance of “everything digital” within the work-
force. As you can see from the slide:

•	 While 83 percent companies are scaling remote work.
•	 And 84 percent accelerating digitalisation.
•	 And 50 percent accelerating automation – Sushi Zanmai robots.

 
The reality is Covid-19 pushed businesses towards digital adoption. It was a significant 
shift and the pace will continue to rise as automation contributes to productivity and 
business performance.

The Great Resignation

The second global employment trend I would like to highlight is the great resignation. 
The term ‘The Great Resignation’, coined in 2021, refers to the vast number of people 
leaving their jobs since the start of the pandemic. After experiencing an extended 
period of working from home, studies have shown that many have made work-life 
balance a priority.

According to a ‘Global Workforce Hopes and Fears Survey’ by PwC, the report found an 
increased importance on work flexibility by staff, where 26 percent of those surveyed 
preferred full-time remote working but only 18 percent said their employers are likely 
to adopt such flexibility. Another 18 percent said their employers are likely to require 
full-time in-person work.

We must of course in this, take into consideration that not all in the workforce can be 
allowed to work remotely.

Even then, to further emphasise the rapidly changing nature of such trends, there are 
reports that many people already regret being part of the Great Resignation. What 
was a trendy post-Covid-19 thing, now has become a source of dismay for people who 
realise that the grass is not any greener on the other side. In a survey conducted by 
The Muse (a job search site), found that almost 72 percent of respondents, felt either 
‘surprise or regret’ with their new jobs or new companies, with 48 percent trying to get 
their old jobs back. Many who made the hasty decision to move during the pandemic, 
or immediately following its most critical phase, may now be having second thoughts.
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This actually prompts a few interesting questions with regard to the future of work:

1.	 Can work really be done remotely in the long term from the office?
2.	 Have we learned anything about work-life balance post-Covid-19?
3.	 What really is the balance between ideal for workers and employers/organ-

isations?
 
The Gender Gap Persists

The third global trend I’d like to highlight is on the workforce gender gap. The latest 
World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap 2021 found that it would take 267.6 years 
to close the workplace disparities between male and female workers.

On top of the usual reasons that perpetuate the gender gap, Covid-19 has exacerbated 
the problem. In a McKinsey report, referencing gender-disaggregated data and trends 
of unemployment surveys in the United States and India, it is estimated women have 
a 1.8 times higher chance than men in losing their jobs due to Covid-19 globally.

In the fight against Covid-19, women make up almost 70 percent of healthcare workers 
which means more women are exposed to greater risk of infection. At the same time, 
they are under-represented in leadership roles as well as in decision making within 
the health care sector.

According to the OECD Development Centre’s Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI), 
women around the world carry out up to 10 times more care work than men. This was 
especially so during the lockdowns which put into place at-home quarantines, travel 
restrictions; saw the closure of schools and day-care centres, which meant women 
having to care for children at home as well as aged parents while they themselves 
were working from home. Needless to say, it was during such times that violence, 
abuse and exploitation of women increased too.
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The Future of Hybrid Work

The fourth global trend pertains to hybrid work arrangements. In a WEF report which 
I cited earlier, nearly two-thirds of respondents prefer a mix of in-person and remote 
working. Only 11 percent prefer full-time in-person work.

However, we can see big employers like Apple and Tesla compelling their workers to 
return to the office.

So, how do we measure “what is right?”. Do we take Apple’s market cap and use this 
apparent success to justify return to office instructions? Or do we look at other mea-
surables, such as employee happiness? The answer is not easy, a balance must be 
struck – company success is driven by revenue maximization; while productive workers 
are those who are happy.
 
That being said, many companies have found that hybrid work arrangements can 
maximise productivity, efficiency and output. While there is of course no one gen-
eral formula which works for all sectors and industries, it is generally believed that 
hybrid work could very well be here to stay as it is feasible when it works to benefit 
employees and employers.

In gist, these 4 global trends, which are a mixture of challenges we have seen and not 
seen before, are transforming the future of work.

Employment Trends - Malaysia

Ladies and gentlemen, next I would like to zoom in on employment trends in Malaysia.
Malaysia’s job demand trends are generally consistent with global trends, with a 
strong focus on digital and specialist talents to accelerate the nation’s development 
in terms of innovation towards a high technology-based economy.

Shifts in Non-Standard Work

The first is the shift towards non-standard employment or NSE.

Calvin Cheng and Harris Zainul of the Institute of Strategic and International Studies 
(ISIS) Malaysia highlighted in their paper ‘Trends in the Future of Work for Malaysia’ 
highlighted the rise of NSE. Their projections suggest non-standard work will make up 
a significant portion of the Malaysian labour market in the coming decades.

NSE is fuelled by demand for flexible work and low entry level, this includes gig-work-
ers, freelancers and contract workers. Statistics published by World Bank in 2020, 
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highlighted 26 percent of the Malaysian workforce were “gig workers”. The Department 
of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM) who are also among us, shared the total was almost 4 
million people working in the gig economy. The 12th Malaysia Plan (2021-2025) aims 
to create an ecosystem which supports the development of the gig economy.

However, the rise of NSE is both a trend that has raised caution amongst market 
observers. As it could indicate:

1.	 The lack of higher-value jobs within the market.
2.	 Youth losing interest in full-time roles because of low compensation / wage 

challenges.
3.	 Higher dependency on foreign labour and thus capital outflow.

 
So, which is it?
 
Skilled Jobs in Demand 

The second Malaysian employment trend is related to skills demanded by the workforce. 
In its ‘Automation and adaptability: How Malaysia can navigate the future of work’ 2020
report, McKinsey found 50 percent of work time in Malaysia is spent on repetitive or 
routine activities. These are ripe for automation and replacement.

The report found that manual, physical and basic cognitive skill jobs will be on the 
decline, with expected growth in jobs requiring technological, social, emotional, and 
higher cognitive skills. Furthermore, with the demand for digital roles on the rise, pro-
ficiency in the digital categories are still low, hence, the need to focus on developing 
these skills to keep up with demand.

Skills Aligned to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

The next trend I wish to highlight is closely related with something that my organisation, 
Sunway, has close to our heart – namely, Education Sustainable Development (ESD).
Recently, Professor Jeffrey Sachs, who is also a Tan Sri Jeffrey Cheah Distinguished 
Honorary Professor and Director of the Jeffrey Sachs Center on Sustainable Development 
at Sunway University, highlighted the need for more sustainability education or ESD 
within global education systems.

Professor Sachs stressed that issues on sustainability such as climate change, cor-
porate responsibility, and for instance how businesses can clean up after themselves 
by turning waste to useful input, are not adequately addressed in school systems 
around the world.



 12K E Y N O T E  A D D R E S S

He said, “Students hear about it (the Sustainable Development Goals or the SDGs), 
they want to know more about it, but they don’t get it. They don’t get the scientific 
dimension, the political dimension or the business dimension. Yet in a few years, in 
their jobs they will have to deal with sustainability, ESG, and all sorts of SDG related 
issues in their businesses. This is why SDG education is important”.

I believe Professor Sachs’ point is pertinent – Education and Employability are closely 
related.

In relation to this, the SDSN has launched Mission 4.7 to champion ESD which is aligned 
with Target 7 of the UNSDGs on Quality Education. I will not say too much on this but 
please look out for my column this coming Sunday in The Star on Mission 4.7.

As such, teachers together must promote ESD and sustainable practices within their 
schools. The bigger picture to all of this, is that education on sustainability equips stu-
dents with knowledge and skills in emerging markets – from new methods of recycling 
to consultancy roles –providing job opportunities which could help overcome poverty.
 
Ladies and gentlemen,

Increased Women Participation in the Labour Force

The fourth employment trend in Malaysia is quite interesting. There has been a steady
increase in women’s participation in the Malaysian labour force, going against the 
global grain. This positive trend is expected to contribute to the local economy as 
well as other sectors such as care services.

According to the International Labour Organization (ILO), most care workers (whether 
paid or unpaid) are mainly women, hence with more women entering the labour force, 
the demand for care services is expected to increase.

The ILO estimates total care, and its related employment, would increase from 206 
million jobs in 2015 to 358 million in 2030. This may lead to an increase in the demand 
for skills related to care services.

The ILO has also talked about the need for more women in the TVET space. In a recent 
interview on BERNAMA hosted by my colleague Danial Rahman, the ILO’s Chief Technical 
Advisor, Dr Junichi Mori said, “Malaysia’s workforce needs further diversification, and 
getting women involved in technical and vocational education and training (TVET) is 
vital for its future”.
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Hence, there is a need to de-mystify and de-stigmatize women’s participation in “pur-
portedly masculine” roles, in construction and manufacturing, as part of this larger 
push to enhance women participation in the workforce.

Continuous Upskilling and Lifelong Learning

Fifth, lifelong learning is expected to take on greater importance in the workforce.

Among adults, there is a need to equip them with more technology and skills. In 
Malaysia this is especially pressing in order to shift from low-skill or manufacturing 
to high-skills.

There are many ways to do this. There is the growth in online learning which provides 
better flexibility to learners. In Asia Pacific there are currently 28 million learners, with 
online learning providing access unlike ever before.

In addition, the Malaysian Qualifications Agency is aggressively promoting APEL or the 
Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning. This allows individuals to gain education 
at higher levels by using their experience as entry criteria. I’m inspired by the stories 
of APEL Icons Eizaz Azhar, a school dropout a 14 who went into entrepreneurship, 
and at the age of 30 when straight to an MBA with the Asia School of Business. Then 
there’s also famous Malaysian jazz pianist, Michael Veerapen, who is did a Masters in 
Music, despite not having a bachelor’s degree.

I believe that the enculturing of lifelong learning bodes well for Malaysia’s employment 
in the long run.

What Malaysia’s Future Employment Landscape Could Look Like

Ladies and gentlemen, next I would like to talk about what Malaysia’s future could 
look like.

Our most immediate point of reference would be the 12th MP, under which Malaysia 
will focus on various key growth sectors including healthcare, telecommunications 
technology (including 5G), and transportation.

Just to highlight an example, according to the Finance Ministry, 5G technologies will 
boost the economy by RM650 billion and create 750,000 high-value jobs between 
now and 2030. The Minister of Finance was reported to have said that “the success 
of our 5G deployment is a matter of public interest”.



 14K E Y N O T E  A D D R E S S

Related to this would be the launch of the RM1.2 billion MEASAT-3d satellite by the 
Prime Minister in June which will significantly improve the country’s internet services 
and speed, especially in rural areas, and enable better services like telemedicine and 
the Internet of Things (IoT).

In addition to the above, according Talentcorp’s Critical occupations list, the critical 
roles that need to be filled in Malaysia include the following – please refer to the slide:

1.	 Policy and Planning Managers
2.	 Sales and Marketing Managers
3.	 Advertising and Public Relations Managers
4.	 Information and Communications Technology (ICT) Managers
5.	 Chemists
6.	 Mathematicians, Actuaries and Statisticians
7.	 Industrial and Production Engineers
8.	 Civil & mechanical Engineers
9.	 Specialist Medical & nursing Practitioners
10.	 Environmental and Occupational Health and Hygiene Professionals
11.	 Accountants and Auditors

 
So, Accountants will not be replaced by robots soon as some believe.

And of course, I believe the future of Malaysia’s employment space will be that of a 
robust entrepreneurship and start-up ecosystem. Less we forget, SMEs make up the 
backbone of the Malaysian economy and contributed to approximately 38.2 percent 
of the country’s GDP and generates 70 percent of employment. Hence, producing job 
creators is very important for the nation.

Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen,

As mentioned earlier, McKinsey positively estimates 3.3 to 6 million new jobs could be 
created by 2030 due to new labour demand. But, the challenge is - will our graduates 
be able to take up these roles?

According to World Skills Clock, 60 percent of Malaysian youth lack secondary-level 
skills in literacy and numeracy, with 35.1 percent lacking in basic digital skills. This 
lack of skills, in addition to lack of creativity and English language skills are consistent 
pain points faced by organisation when hiring Malaysian youths.

Speaking of English, the Government under the Malaysian Education Blueprint (MEB 
2013- 2025) aims to strengthen proficiency of the English language on top of profi-
ciency in Bahasa Malaysia. I believe this policy struck a good balance in terms of our 
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dual-language culture in Malaysia. It is something that is unique to us. Personally, I 
believe the future is not just about being bi-lingual, but more importantly multi-lin-
gual – there are people who can speak 3, 4, 5 languages.

Ultimately, in order to fulfil the promise of a future Malaysia, we must keep an eye 
on the kind of graduates we produce. Covid-19 has also exposed our fresh graduates 
to a more competitive world, where they not only have to compete globally but with 
people who are more experienced and looking for jobs themselves. So definitely the 
landscape is changing, but with that also arises new opportunities for graduates with 
the right disposition.

Ladies and gentlemen,

What the Sunway Education Group is Doing

As CEO of the Sunway Education Group, I will be ‘celebrating’ my 30th anniversary 
with Sunway this year. This has given me the privilege to witness not just the growth of 
Malaysia’s education system or the Sunway Education Group of institutions, but also 
be responsible over the development of thousands of students and young Malaysians 
over the years.

As such, I seek your indulgence to share some points about what Sunway is doing 
as part of our efforts to equip the Malaysian youth for the workforce and the future.
Our starting point is the unwavering support of our Chairman and Founder, Tan Sri 
Jeffrey Cheah. To date, via the Jeffrey Cheah Foundation, over RM618 million in schol-
arships have been disbursed to thousands of deserving students. We see the need 
even more so now with the disparity and inequality that have been highlighted and 
brought to the forefront by the pandemic.

Through the foundation, we have also been able to set up various entities to spur our 
nation- building mission. Our various initiatives and centres include:

The Jeffrey Sachs Centre on Sustainable Development which I mentioned briefly 
earlier. One of its flagship programmes is our Masters in Sustainable Development and 
Management, where we aim to bring policymakers, NGOs, and industry together to 
learn about the best way to manage sustainable development.

•	 We then have our SDG Academy which provides online learning and educa-
tion focusing on SDGs. Please check out their website for amazing content 
on sustainability and how you can level-up in this field.

•	 We also have Mission 4.7 – as mentioned earlier, we hope to be able to work 
with schools to inculcate SDG Education into our Malaysian syllabus.
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•	 One of our newer additions in the Sunway Centre for Planetary Health, led 
by none other than Tan Sri Professor Dr Jemilah Mahmood, as its executive 
director. The Centre believes that in order to advance humanity’s wellbeing, 
the declining state of planet Earth can no longer be ignored.

•	 And in order to address food security, we also have the Sunway XFarms. I 
invite you to visit the farm one day. It gives rise to many possibilities in food 
sustainability and nutritious eating habits.

•	 XFarms is part of our Sunway iLabs, which itself focuses on nurturing start-
ups and entrepreneurs. We believe the future is not just about creating good 
job seekers, but nurturing job creators.

•	 Then there’s also 42KL @ Sunway. 42KL is a revolutionary peer-to-peer coding 
school. We offer tuition-free training in the fields of computer coding, digital, 
software and telecommunication, to address the talent gap for tech devel-
opment in Malaysia. I would like to note that 40 percent of 42KL’s current 
students are from the B40 group, while 8 percent do not have any formal 
education qualification.

•	 Aside from all of this, we look to continuously expand micro-credentials and 
lifelong learning pathways.

 
No 1 in Graduate Employability

I am proud to share that just a few months ago, Sunway University was voted No 1 
in Graduate Employability by Talentbank. In a survey on the preferred recruitment 
choices of the leading graduate employers which include Microsoft, IBM, Petronas and 
Nippon Paint among others, our graduates were highly favoured.

For me personally, this is a validation of sorts of the various efforts undertaken by our 
hardworking academics, as well as the Sunway community as a whole, to create a 
conducive ecosystem for our young people. Our goal is, to nurture a new generation 
of change makers who will make our world a better place.

But that said, there is still a lot to do. We have a continuing and ongoing responsibil-
ity to our students, as well as students from across the country, from the B40 to M40 
communities, to provide them with development opportunities.

Ladies and gentlemen,

The Way Forward & What the Future Holds 

Before concluding, I’d like to share some thoughts on the way forward and what the 
future holds.
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In a report by The Cognizant Center for Future of Work and Future Workplace titled “21 
Jobs of the Future”, some of the roles that jumped out include AI-Assisted Healthcare 
Technician, Artificial Intelligence Business Development Manager, Cyber City Analyst, and 
Data Detective. Aside from this, we also have unique roles emerging such as digital death 
manager (to manage your digital assets upon death), Pokemon Go trainer (to hire some-
one to walk around and hatch poke-eggs), and my personal favourite -- digital detox 
specialist (for when we need to log-off). So, how many of these have you heard of before? 
 
Without a doubt, the future is both unknown but exciting. According to a 2017 report 
by the Institute for the Future & Dell Technologies, it is stated that 85 percent of 
the jobs that today’s learners will be doing in 2030 have not been invented yet. 
 
So, what does this mean? It means that we don’t really know what we will know in 
the future. Confused? Don’t be.
 
Essentially, it means we must educate and equip our youth with essential skills to 
navigate their unknown future. This refers to cross-functional, multi-dimensional, 
and interdisciplinary abilities that will hold them in good stead, regardless of the in-
dustry they are in. Broadly, essentially skills can be divided into 2 categories: mindset 
skills and participation skills.
 
Mindset skills encompass the following:

•	 Analytical and critical thinking
•	 Creative, curious and initiative-taking
•	 Problem-solving and being cognitively flexible
•	 Entrepreneurially minded, informed risk-takers
•	 Committed to and capable of lifelong learning 

 
On the other hand, participation skills include:

•	 Technically and digitally literate
•	 Team-spirited, able to lead and collaborate
•	 Emotionally and culturally intelligent
•	 Environmentally concerned and socially responsible
•	 Trustworthy, professional and ethically minded

 
So, the future is not just about the hard or technical skills – the robots and automation 
will take care of that. We have to focus on the essential skills – the hand, head and 
above all, the heart.
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Ladies and gentlemen,

In conclusion, I’d like to reflect that during the pandemic, we have seen and gone 
through unforeseen shifts in the way we work. Though our young have been known 
to be resilient and adaptive, we have the responsibility to prepare them for whatever 
the future holds.
 
Hence, they have to be equipped to face challenges, to learn and improve, to con-
stantly acquire new knowledge and be able to work with others from diverse cultures, 
backgrounds and gender, either in teams or individually.
 
It is up to us, at the higher education institutions, in industry, public and private sectors, 
to ensure that our youth today are ready for the work of tomorrow. However, we need 
to understand that we can no longer follow the direct and usual approach to teaching 
and learning, but rather take into consideration that the learning has to respond and 
adapt to economies, industries and societies as they evolve, or risk being left behind.
This was the prediction Alvin Toffler, American writer, futurist, and businessman, known 
for his works discussing modern technologies, made, and wrote in his book Future 
Shock in 1970.
 
“The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write, but 
those who cannot learn, unlearn and relearn.”
 
Tom Kenyon, programme lead for the RSA City of Learning in his article ‘Learn, unlearn, 
relearn’ in the RSA Journal Issue 1 2022 highlighted:

•	 Unlearn as to let go of the things we value and identify with.
•	 Relearn as to accept that our education is never complete.

 
In short, to let go of the old way of doing things and relearn new ways. This concept 
of unlearning and relearning is more relevant now than ever before.

Once again, I thank you for this opportunity.
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QUESTION & ANSWER SESSION 

WITH DATO’ PROFESSOR DR ELIZABETH LEE

Question: Fatimah Yasmin Tajudin, Multimedia University
You mentioned that automation is our future. This is going to lead to job losses but 
I believe it will also open up opportunities to explore other areas. Do you agree that 
we would need a bigger workforce in research and development? 
 
Dato’ Professor Dr Elizabeth Lee
I personally believe that if there’s no research, there’s no future. Take Covid-19 for 
instance. Let me share a personal experience. At Sunway we were working on Dengue 
and we had one professor who needed a special contraption to contain the virus so that 
it could be transported.  Research is about collaboration, you cannot and should not 
do it on your own. You have to collaborate with everyone and even the whole world. 
Anyway, to encapsulate this virus and send it off was very expensive and we were 
grappling with the high cost. At the end of the day, it turned out to be a good decision 
because, when the pandemic hit us, we were also able to encapsulate the Covid virus 
the same way, as Dengue and Covid are both viruses. Therefore, we in Malaysia could 
also contribute to further studies of the virus, which could led to the development of 
the vaccine and the treatment. This illustrates that if there’s no research, there’s no 
future. Therefore, we must constantly promote research. This is something that young 
people should really look into and participate in because it is the future. 
 
 Q: Fatimah Yasmin Tajudin, Multimedia University
The youth are prone to choose jobs that are practical. What are the initiatives to attract 
fresh graduates to contribute to research?
 
Dato’ Professor Dr Elizabeth Lee
Yes, it is natural for all of us to look around. I spoke about accountants, and how people 
are saying that robots are going to take over the jobs of the accountants. I have actually 
seen a decrease in the number of students enrolling in accounting courses because as 
you mentioned, students are practical and are concerned about their future and what it 
holds for them. However, whatever education you receive now is only a stepping stone 
to what you will pursue in the future. The question is what you want to do with your 
life? A university education is indeed important. We have Dato' Sri Omar bin Osman1 
here, and he is a very experienced Vice Chancellor. He has worked with a lot of young 
people and developed them. There’s so much responsibility placed on us to prepare 
our students well and instil basic skills and the specific skills they are training for.

1    Professor Dato' Sri Omar bin Osman, Vice Chancellor / Chief Executive Officer, DRB-HICOM University  
of Automotive Malaysia
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It is also important to focus on soft skills and teach them to be adaptable because 
they may need to change and adapt in years to come. The pandemic has taught us 
that we need to be flexible. My colleagues and my academic staff were opposed to 
teaching online because they prided themselves on the fact that we were a face-to-face 
school. Unfortunately, they had no choice and they had to embrace teaching online 
and learn on the job. This is why we need to teach our young people to not just be 
resilient but adaptable and quick, and equipped with enough basic skills to be able 
to learn new things. That is the whole idea of learning, relearning, and unlearning to 
learn something new so that you can fit into the new environment, whatever it may 
be. So yes, be practical, but extend this practicality to mastering all the other skills 
that I mentioned earlier, such as an open mindset, flexibility and soft skills.
 
Q: Kavines Nair A/L Ananthan, Universiti Utara Malaysia 
In this developing world, our generation is totally dependent on technology. Are we 
ready for the future? I want to talk about the “what”, the “why” and the “how”, and 
also the issue that we are facing from kindergarten to university. As we have seen, our 
youth do not have digital skills, and I strongly believe that most of the youth in Malaysia 
do not even know about programming, robotics, and artificial intelligence. Why is this 
a problem among Malaysian students? I feel it is because from kindergarten to high 
school, we are on a specific trajectory to meet Malaysian job requirements which 
seem to consist of a compulsory degree and a preference for experienced workers. 
This makes students very focused on learning book knowledge. However, I strongly 
believe that in the future, what our country will need is skilled workers. 
 
We have science and innovation fairs and competitions, right from kindergarten to 
higher institutions of learning but how many students participate in these? Are we 
ready for innovation? I suggest we should include such digital learning for students 
from kindergarten itself, including innovation, artificial intelligence, and programming. 
If we can do this for the student from a young age to university, we will see a new 
level of digitalisation. Let me bring to mind Sundar Pichai’s words: “You are the one 
building the next Google, the next Spotify, the next Tesla, and the next that we don’t 
even know about. One revolutionary idea, one brilliant innovation can unleash other 
entrepreneurs to revolutionise industries in ways you could never predict.” So those 
are my suggestions for the future. Thank you.
 
Dato’ Professor Dr Elizabeth Lee
Young man, I am impressed at how deeply you have thought about these issues that 
actually will affect all of you much more than it would affect some of us because we are 
already coming to the twilight of our careers. You are right about innovation. Yes, I did 
not use or mention the word. But earlier on, I did bring up innovation labs because I 
think schools do realise the need to teach students to be more creative and innovative, 
and to participate in competitions. If you go back to the schools, you will actually see 
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this happening. Maybe not so much during your time because we are rapidly changing 
with the times. You cannot run away from the basic skills, and you must have the basic 
skills. When Alvin Toffler said we will be illiterate even though we learn how to read 
and write, he did not mean for you to throw out basic literacy skills. What he meant 
was that we would have to put aside some of the things we have learned and relearn 
new skills. This is because you would require new skills in your future work. 
 
As for automation, how many of us still remember telephone numbers? How many 
of us can do multiplication without the calculator?  In the old days, I had to learn the 
multiplication table by heart and then do mental multiplication and division. Now, 
we all depend on technology. So, are we really thinking? If you were to teach young 
people digital skills alone and not the basic skills, when the Internet is down, nobody 
can do any work. This often happens. Undersea cables can snap. Construction work 
can also cause cable problems resulting in disrupted internet connections.  Then we 
are left with no access to data, or we only have data with no access to the internet. So, 
we still have to go back to our basic skills and this is what the schools are trying very 
hard to do. At the same time, besides the basic skills, your schools are also teaching 
you to learn to think for yourselves. 
 
I know this because I followed what the schools were teaching my children as they 
were growing up. The schools definitely taught them a lot more about how to think for 
themselves than perhaps was needed during my time. The education ministry is very 
concerned that in the quest for automation and the push for the acquisition of digital 
skills, basic thinking skills will be set aside because we allow the computer to think 
for us. This is not right. We need to do the thinking, not the computer. If we are not 
good in our thinking, the computer can never be good either, because the computer 
is, at most, as good as us. Therefore, we have to be better at all times so we can make 
machines work for us efficiently so that we can benefit from a better work-life balance.
 
Q: Baktiar Hasnan, Multimedia University
I have three questions. The first is how do we address underemployment? We have 
seen low wages for the past 10 years, especially for fresh graduates. We are not seeing 
any increase, and on top of that inflation rates are rising. Let’s say these graduates 
have good skill sets and are keen to enter the workforce. However, they may not able 
to survive because wages are low.
 
Secondly, your presentation illustrated that the government and industry players are 
addressing future employment issues. What do you think of apprenticeship schemes 
run by the society itself, in addition to what the government, private sector and insti-
tutions are doing? Because I think to address employment issues in the future, we can 
leverage on expertise that we have within the community. Certain focus groups within 
non-governmental organisations and civil society can be given funds so that they can 
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run similar intervention programmes, and perhaps trade and placement initiatives 
that can address future and existing employment challenges.

Finally, what are your thoughts on the “Malaysian dream”? Everyone knows that ed-
ucation is important. However, a recent study by the department of statistics showed 
that 72% of 2019 SPM leavers were not interested in furthering their studies, and not 
because they did not know the importance of education. Instead one of the three main 
highlighted reasons was that they felt they would not be able to secure a job. What is 
your feedback on that? How do we encourage the younger generation, regardless of 
market changes, to pursue their interests, build their skill set, pursue their dreams, 
and secure jobs? 
 
Dato’ Professor Dr Elizabeth Lee
On your first point on underemployment, yes, youth are not able to get good well-pay-
ing jobs and in fact, they are forced to become gig workers instead of engineers, for 
example. We know that at MMU, DRB-HICOM and Sunway, we are preparing them as 
best as we can. We have given them all the high skills required, but they’re just not 
getting employed. What is the government doing about it? I think the government is 
very aware of it. They keep talking about having to raise the wage package. I also did 
highlight right at the beginning that we are losing out to our competitors, not because 
our graduates are not highly skilled, but that the jobs that we have are not enough for 
them. That is a reality and that was my earlier point at the beginning. What can we 
do? While we await the government to see how they are going to implement policies 
that can help with this, there are quite a number of policies that are in place that help 
with minimum wages and to make sure that at least some companies do not exploit 
their workers. 
 
In addition, I want to specifically say to the young people, “Don’t wait”. What can you 
do? We are talking about underemployment and unemployment and yes, having to 
become gig workers. On the other hand, why not look into what you can do? Hone an 
interest and become an entrepreneur yourself, and create your own job.  Gather your 
friends together and work on start-up projects and go out and pitch your ideas. Take, 
for example, an idea to build a cheap and easy-to-set-up electric car charging station. 
You can come up with such ideas because you have been studying, and you’re able 
to think for yourself. Maybe you’re an engineer, but you would need an accountant to 
make business sense of what you want to do. Then, you will need a marketing manager 
too, so gather your friends together. That’s how you create jobs. Go pitch your idea. 
You’d be surprised how many people are waiting for that idea because they themselves 
can’t do it, but they’re very happy to invest in it if it sounds good enough. So, be a job 
creator. Don’t just settle as a gig worker, be more than that. 
 
As for the apprenticeship scheme, I think it’s very good. 
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Earlier, I talked a little bit about 42KL. 42KL is part of the Eco 42 of France. It was brought 
to us by Malaysia Digital Economy Corporation (MDEC) and the French ambassador. 
The whole idea of this school is that the students learn from each other. They don’t 
have any lecturers or professors. The curriculum is gamified, which suits the young 
people. They learn how to solve problems on the spot. For example, 42KL is placed 
with the Sunway XFarms that I mentioned earlier. They are coming up with solutions 
to make the farmer’s job easier. They think about what to do if there’s a power outage 
at night and what would need to be in place to help the farmers. These are projects 
that they work on. The apprenticeship scheme and also learning on the job could be a 
way of the future, which brings me to your third question, about students not wanting 
to go to university. I still say  that you still need your basic skills. But if you can’t go to 
university, you can look around for alternatives, but just make sure you learn, because 
you need to keep learning. This is my point earlier about lifelong learning. You will be 
learning for a long time to come, whether it’s formal or informal.
 
Q: Alvin Tan, TKA Group 
I would like to ask about sustainability which Sunway Chairman, Tan Sri Dato’ Seri 
Dr Jeffrey Cheah has been emphasising. Lately, there have been a lot of issues on 
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG). How do you see ESG playing a role in 
the business world, especially for young people? I am very confused between ESG 
and sustainability and which is more important. From my point of view, ESG is part 
of sustainability, but I don’t notice any multinational company, except for the Sunway 
Group, practising it. Even at my organisation, which is also a public listed company, 
we are not able to do it. I even employed a “Guru” but nothing happened. Can you 
enlighten us on this?
 
Dato’ Professor Dr Elizabeth Lee
In fact, Mr Tan, we cannot escape from this, although maybe it is not apparent right now. 
In the case of Sunway Group, Tan Sri Dato’ Seri Dr. Jeffrey Cheah is very committed and 
we do make a lot of noise about it. This is not to show off, but to encourage everyone 
else to come on board with us. Hence, we invested a lot in the Jeffrey Sachs Centre and, 
on top of that, we have the Sunway Centre for Planetary Health. Sometimes people 
think it seems a little overkill, but it just shows that we are very serious and that we 
can do a lot more and be able to share it with our fellow Malaysians and corporations 
so that we can inspire and motivate all the rest to come along. 
 
Having said that, don’t be disheartened. The banks, for one, are already on board. They 
are amassing sustainable credits which will be measured against unsustainable meth-
ods of doing business. This is the future for all corporations. There will be a measure 
and all sustainable practices will be given credits. These credits will be used against 
unsustainable practices. For example, a logistics company would have no choice but 
to burn a lot more carbon fuel. Then, the company would have to evaluate how to 
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counter that by incorporating other sustainable practices so that it can achieve some 
kind of nett zero balance. That is definitely coming. It’s on the horizon and the banks 
are already practising it.
 
I know that our Jeffrey Sachs Centre has been training some of these banks. I attended 
a session at Hong Leong Bank, and the whole board was so committed. It was not just 
senior management; the board members sat through the whole session, together with 
the senior staff, learning about sustainability. They were having workshops on how 
they could be more sustainable, asking questions such as “What can we do as a bank?” 
and “How can we compel our people out there?”  Therefore, you will notice that the 
digital era has enabled it. Why do banks not send paper statements anymore? Pos 
Laju, of course, has lost this business sector, but they have to pivot accordingly. This 
whole idea is because of sustainability. Technology and the digital age have enabled 
them to do that. That’s why they keep telling you, rather than drive your car to the 
bank, why don’t you do internet banking? You don’t need to speak with me, you can 
actually find the answers to a lot of your questions by just talking to the bot. Again, 
here it is an enabler, it is a robot.
 
They are coming on board, Mr Tan. It’s just how we are looking at it. In the case of 
Sunway, it’s very “in your face”, not just because of the posters everywhere, but the 
whole city itself is an ecosystem. Therefore, it becomes a lot more apparent with electric 
buses, for example. Tan Sri Jeffrey championed the bus rapid transit project but said 
that he was willing to invest and be a partner with the government in this area, only 
if they used electric buses. He had this foresight very early on. 
 
I also just recently came back from Sarawak where I saw something quite interesting. 
They have hydrogen-powered buses there already and are looking at hydrogen-pow-
ered cars in the future. That’s because they have their own hydroelectric dams that 
can generate hydrogen power for use.
 
Q: Alvin Tan, TKA Group 
I have a follow up question. This ESG initiative may be a good thing, but I think it’s 
going to add to the costs of doing business. Do you agree with that?
 
Dato’ Professor Dr Elizabeth Lee
Yes, I definitely do agree with you. There is a cost. For example, when we had to get 
rid of the polystyrene food containers because they are so bad for the environment, 
created toxins in our bodies and killed the earth as well, businesses had to bear the 
cost of getting rid of the containers and replacing them with plastic food containers 
that could be used multiple times. We do use a lot of that. Yes, there is a cost to us, but 
the thing is, if we don’t do it, the cost is the environment, the future, the planet, and 
our lives. So, are we willing to do it? We used to joke about saving up like mad when 
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we were young, and then using it all towards health care at the end. This whole idea 
is that if you don’t invest, it will cost you your life.
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