
hey called COVID-19 the 

Tgreat equalizer. The great 
leveler. Yet, it turns out that 

not everyone faces the same or 
equal hardship during the 
pandemic. Some, as the Orwellian 
saying goes, were more equal than 
others. 

As Malaysia went into its rst ever 
nationwide lockdown on 18 March 
2020, two distinct lockdown 
realities emerged. One for the 
privileged - as many tried to cope 
with living in the new normal being 
cooped up in their own homes, they 
turned to popular 'lockdown trends' 
that were a craze at the time such 
as whipping up their own frothy 
Dalgona coffee, bingeing on the 
latest shows or their usual favorites 
on widely available streaming 
platforms, trying their hand at 
breadmaking, gardening, exercising, 
or reading, and the list goes on. 

Concurrently, the less privileged 
had to endure a much harsher 
reality. Survival was and still is a 

daily struggle. They are often left in 
the lurch wondering when their 
next meal would be, and if they 
could manage to survive through 
the night. At times, they are at a 
loss as the government urges them 
to stay at home, yet they have no 
such place they can call home. 

This disparity is not new. We have 
to recognize that the pandemic 
itself did not cause this inequality. 
But it did widen the gap between 
the haves and have-nots and 
further exposed the cracks in our 
system. This was further 
exacerbated by the then 
government's response of 
implementing strict lockdown 
measures, hoping to rein in the 
COVID-19 outbreak. At the onset of 
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The pandemic did not cause inequality. But 
it did widen the gap between the haves and 
have-nots and further exposed the cracks in 
our system.

the lockdown, the unemployment 
rate amongst heads of low-income 
households, was at roughly 25%, 
which was ve times the national 
average (5.3%). For female heads of 
low-income households, the rate 
was higher at 32% (UNICEF 2020). 
Indeed, COVID-19 was not a 
leveler. 

Political Survival Trumping 
People's Well-being 

While the health crisis continues to 
persist, the political turmoil in 
Malaysia has added insult to injury 
as social problems worsened. The 
then newly formed Perikatan 
Nasional (National Alliance) 
administration which ascended to 
power via a political coup at the end  
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Taking matters into their own 
hands, kind-hearted and 
enterprising Malaysians banded 
together and initiated a 
crowdsourced aid distribution 
network dubbed the #KitaJagaKita 
(we take care of each other) 
Initiative in 2020 to match 
organizations with individuals who 
are in dire need of assistance and a 
separate #BenderaPutih (white 
ag) initiative in 2021 invoking the 
same community spirit to help 
lower income families signal 
distress and receive aid. 

While these inspiring movements 
symbolize a sense of solidarity 
among the people, charitable acts 
alone are not sufcient nor are they 
sustainable to address the economic 
hardships faced by these vulnerable 
groups. More is needed to be done 
to ensure that Malaysians do not 
fall through the cracks. 

Given the systemic nature of these 
challenges, the state must play a 
role in addressing them (Paulus). 
Amplied by the COVID-19 
pandemic, Malaysians today 
experience the combined 
challenges of economic 
insecurity due to the destruction 
of jobs and the lack of social 
protection stemming from a 
fragmented system. If left 
unchecked, the chasm between 
these two Malaysian realities will 
only grow bigger. Thus, economic 
solidarity should be at the forefront 
of any government's post-pandemic 
recovery agenda, paving the way for 
the nation to build back better. 

The following sections delve deeper 
into these challenges and attempt 
to respond to them through a social 
democratic framework. 

Saving Jobs and Livelihoods

Beyond being a means of survival, 
employment or jobs form an 
integral part of our modern identity. 
It gives us a sense of security, 

effectively address the wide-ranging 
impact of the pandemic as well as 
keeping the government in check 
(Ong and Paulus 2021).   

The lack of meaningful policy 
interventions led to worsening 
conditions. Since the pandemic 
began, more than half a million of 
Malaysian middle-income (M40) 
households earning between 
RM4,850 (US$1,168) and 
RM10,959 (US$2,640) have slipped 
into the bottom 40% (B40) income 
category (Yunus and Teh Athira 
2021). Meanwhile the absolute 
poverty gure shot up to 8.4% in 
2020 from 5.6% in 2019 (pre-
pandemic). Additionally, more than 
10,000 individuals have been 
declared bankrupt during the 
lockdown period of March to July 
2020 according to the Malaysian 
Department of Insolvency or MdI 
(BERNAMA 2021). 

of February 2020 only commanded 
a wafer-thin majority. It came as no 
surprise then that in its xation to 
survive politically, it somehow 
neglected pursuing proactive data-
backed measures to systematically 
address the surging cases of 
COVID-19 (Singh et al. 2021). 
Instead, it fully relied on a 
disruptive strategy of perpetual 
lockdowns that crushed more lives 
and livelihoods than it did the virus.

Facing threats from its own fold, 
then Prime Minister Muhyiddin 
Yassin resorted to calling for a 
national emergency which 
effectively suspended parliament 
for seven months from January to 
July 2021 in hopes of staving off any 
attempt to remove him from ofce. 
Consequently, policymakers were 
denied the chance to formulate 
much needed policy responses to 

Economic solidarity should be at the forefront 
of any government's post-pandemic recovery 
agenda.
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purpose and direction. Losing one's 
job is akin to losing a part of oneself. 
As the pandemic stretched from 
weeks to months, safeguarding jobs 
must be the rst line of defense in 
protecting Malaysians' lives and 
livelihoods. 

During the implementation of the 
nationwide lockdowns, both 
unemployment and 
underemployment rates reached 
record levels while approximately 
768,700 Malaysians dropped out 
from the labor force. The reduction 
in work hours could signify that the 
lockdown has forced some full-time 
workers into part-time work, 
perhaps bringing home lower pay as 
well. 

Unemployment is dened as 
individuals available for work and 
actively seeking employment. 
Underemployment rate refers to 
the rate of employed people 
working less than 30 hours. 

Within the same timeframe, skill-
related underemployment also 
increased by 18.9%, indicating a job 
mismatch where individuals ended 
up accepting jobs with lower 
requirements than their 

1educational attainment.  While this 
was steadily increasing prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the more 
signicant rise in 2020 may be 
attributed to individuals who were 
forced to transition into the 
informal sector as they faced 
redundancies from their previous 
roles. This would be applicable to 
pilots, ight attendants, tourism, 
hospitality, and other workers in 
sectors severely affected by the 
pandemic and lockdowns who then 
decided to take up gig work as e-
hailing or delivery riders or other 
segments of informal work. 

1 Skills-related underemployment covers individuals with tertiary education and working in the semi-skilled and low-skilled category. 

Graph 1: Unemployment and Underemployment.

Graph 2: Skilled-Related Underemployment. 

Source: Department of Statistics Malaysia (2021). 

Source: Department of Statistics Malaysia (2021). 
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This can be done by increasing 

investment in the public health and 

education sectors (REFSA 2020a), 

both considered as strategic and 

essential sectors for the nation if it 

were to build up preparedness 

against any future crises of 

pandemics as well as emerging 

green sectors such as sustainable 

agriculture, energy, transport, and 

waste management.

Ensuring No One is Left 

Behind

The need for a stronger social safety 

net in Malaysia has been 

emphasized well before the COVID-

19 pandemic occurred. Despite 

efforts over the years, these social 

protection programs remain 

fragmented causing some 

individuals to fall through the 

cracks into vulnerability. 

In light of the increasing need for 
manpower in high demand sectors 
such as healthcare and education, 
temporary jobs may also be created 
for job seekers who are transitioning 
from severely hit sectors, provided 
they undergo the required 
occupational training. For example, 
ight attendants may be retrained 
as contact tracers to beef up the 
end-to-end process for detection 
and mitigation of COVID-19 
transmissions. This would be a 
manageable transition since the 
role does not require any medical 
training. Another example includes 
tour van or bus drivers who can be 
retrained and redeployed to 
transport patients to quarantine 
centers. 

In the longer horizon, there is an 
urgent need to reform the job 
market to create more sustainable, 
long-term and respectably paid jobs. 

 

The grim reality is that not 

everyone has the luxury to work 

from home. In fact, only 44% of 

Malaysian workers were working 

from home at the start of Malaysia's 

nationwide lockdown. Meanwhile, 

only one in four self-employed 

individuals were able to choose to 

work from home (Siti Aiyshah 

2020). In contrast, daily wage 

workers in the services sector have 

no such option and short of any 

modied guidelines or arrangement 

allowing them to work safely during 

a pandemic, they had to abide by 

the 'stay-at-home' order without 

receiving any source of income. 

At a time when the private sector is 

struggling to maintain their 

businesses due to severe 

disruptions, the government plays a 

vital intervening role to minimize 

job losses. To this extent, the 

Malaysian government introduced 

the Wage Subsidy Programme 

(WSP) via its various stimulus 

measures to eligible employers to 

retain their employees (Niles 

2020). Unfortunately, according to 

the Federation of Malaysian 

Manufacturers (FMM), the WSP 

covers only 19% of the total 

monthly wage bill of private 

companies. It also excludes foreign 

employees and informal workers 

(Ong et al. 2021). 

Clearly, the level of support should 

be increased, and the coverage 

needs to be widened (ibid.). Better 

management and utilization of data 

can help the government identify 

priority businesses that would 

require support, such as businesses 

that have had a large share of 

employees that tested positive for 

COVID-19, businesses that have 

just started operations in 2020 and 

2021, and businesses in the worst 

hit sectors, such as F&B, retail and 

tourism. 

At a time when the private sector is struggling 
to maintain their businesses due to severe 
disruptions, the government plays a vital 
intervening role to minimize job losses.
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insurance, emergency savings, 
insurance against social setbacks or 
retirement savings (Goh and Omar 
2020). 

Confronted with the dynamic 
challenges that threaten our 
economic security at different 
stages of our lives, it is 
recommended that Malaysia 
organize its social protection 
ecosystem into a lifecycle approach 
as presented in Figure 1. 

Providing universal childcare 
benets or subsidies to parents will 
not only ensure no child is left 
behind during this important stage 
of cognitive, physical and social 
development, but also enable both 
parents the opportunity to earn a 
living and support their families. 
Introducing monthly cash aids 
amounting to the minimum wage 
level as support payments for 

During lockdowns, the one-off cash 
payments provided by the 
government were helpful but 
stopped short of serving the 
purpose of a social safety net. The 
take up for the Employment 
Insurance Scheme (EIS) is also 
only half of eligible registered 
employees due to its relatively 
recent introduction in 2018. While 
both the social insurance scheme 
provided by SOCSO (Social 
Security Organisation) and 
retirement funds by EPF 
(Employees Provident Fund) allow 
informal or gig workers to 
contribute voluntarily, a more 
thorough social protection plan is 
needed for informal workers not to 
be left out of the radar. It is 
reported that almost a quarter 
(22%) of 400 e-hailing and delivery 
drivers surveyed do not have any 
form of social safety net, either in 
the form of life and health 

Investing in comprehensive social protection infrastructure makes economic 
sense as it allows even the most vulnerable within society to live with dignity 
and be able to contribute to the economy.

Figure 1: Proposed lifecycle for social protection system.

Source: REFSA (2020b).

affected households during 

pandemics or other disasters can 

establish a semblance of certainty 

and security for vulnerable groups. 

Ultimately, investing in 

comprehensive social protection 

infrastructure makes economic 

sense as it allows even the most 

vulnerable within society to live 

with dignity and be able to 

contribute to the economy.

Although the pandemic has 

worsened social and economic 

divisions, behind every great crisis 

certainly lies great opportunity. 

Undoubtedly, change requires 

massive political will and an even 

bigger societal effort. As Malaysia 

charts its rst medium-term 

roadmap, the 12th Malaysia Plan, 

following the devastating onslaught 

of COVID-19, there is no better 

time to build back better.  
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