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ABSTRACT 

 

The rapid growth of economy growth in Malaysia influences the female labour force participation rate 

in the country. The increase in female labour force participation rate can be attributed to improving 

economic incentives in employment and policies favouring the employment of women. The purpose 
of this study is to analyse the relationship between the rate of female labour force participation with 

independent variables including education, age, marital status, husband’s employment status, number 

of children, the presence of young children and ethnicity in Sabah. The data is obtained from the 
Population and Housing Census administered by the Department of Statistics Malaysia. The 1991 and 

2000 data is pooled for analysis. A logistic regression model is used to estimate the effects of the 

determinants of female labour force participation in Sabah. Based on the results from the logistic 

regression model, female education level has significant and positive influence on female labour force 
participation in Sabah. The finding from this study is expected to contribute to the knowledge on 

female labour force participation trend in Sabah. 

 
Keywords: Female labour force participation, Sabah, Logistic regression model 

 

1. Introduction  

 

Human resources are important factors in contributing on development and economic growth of 

country. Labour is one of main factors of production or resources to produce goods and services in 

term of economic theory. Female also can be a labour force even though there are several factors that 
might influence the decision making of female to participate as a labour force. A common 

interpretation of the behaviour of and relation between, men and women emphasized the important of 

“man the hunter” and of the biological maternal function of the female in determining the nature and 
the content of her being that stated by Fracine D. Blau., Marianne A. Ferber., and Anne E. Winkler 

(2010). In this view, a women’s life is a preparation for becoming and her later life is devoted to being 

a successful wife and mother. The nature of women is compliant, not competitive, nurture and not 
instrumental while men are provided shelter and food for their families. We often heard or it is the 

natural things that “women belong to the kitchen” that means however far women go, they must 

belong to the kitchen which is produce home production. Meanwhile, for employed women, they will 

do both which are produces market production and household production. 
 

For past three decades until now, the female labour force participation rate are show the 

changed than before. There are increasing and more women are worked today. Due to several 
changing of era and factors, women tends to work to support their life. Malaysia also one of country 

that affect with the changing of female labour force participation. Malaysia has made significant 

progress in the past six years to increase the number of women in the workforce and in decision-

making role in the corporate sector due to Government initiatives that sought to enhance the 
contribution of women to the economy and to promote greater inclusiveness in the workforce.  
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This study is more focusing on female labour force participation in Sabah. Sabah is the 

second largest state in Malaysia has 54% of its population living in urban areas where much lower 
than the urban population recorded at the national level (71%). While there is only 8.2 %t non-

Malaysian citizens recorded at the national level, 27.7 % of Sabah population are noncitizens. Sabah 

has the lowest GDP growth (2.4 %) in comparison to other states in Malaysia when GDP growth is 

recorded at 7.2 % at national level in 2010. The unemployment rate was quite high in Sabah of the 
total labour force, 5.6 % are unemployed, higher than the national level of 3.5 percent. However, the 

labour force participation rate in Sabah is a little higher than at the national level that stated in study 

by Syed Abdul Razak Sayed Mahadi (2015). However, the economy in Sabah slowly changing and 
moving forward to developing states. To develop the area will more need human resources to make it 

more success and more developing. To boost the economic in Sabah, labour force is one of important 

element improving the economic growth especially in area of Sabah.  Encourage female labour 
participation also one of initiative to help in developing economic of Sabah. In fact, female was the 

group minorities and usually difficult participating in labour market due to several reasons or factors. 

It can be seen some improvement in female labour force participation in Sabah from year 2000 to 

2010.  This issues or matters will leads to the question which are determinants female labour 
participation in Sabah by year 2000 and how the determinants will influences the pattern of female 

labour participation in Sabah.  

 
In addition, in section 2 discussed on literature review which are identify the theoretical and 

empirical evidences by existed research that related to this topics. Section 3 explained the 

methodology which is the research method that used by researcher in conducting this study paper. 
Then, section 4 estimates, analyses and interprets the findings based on the method that have been 

conducted in section 3. Last but not least, section 5 summarize all this study paper and conclude the 

results of findings and proposed some recommendations to this matter. 

 
1.1 Labour Force Participation Rates in Malaysia 

 

Malaysia’s economy have shown the steadily growth after experienced of financial crisis occurred on 
year 1997 and 1998, the worst economy years in Malaysia’s history. However, Malaysia’s economy 

had rebounded and recover after the Asian Economic Crisis by 1999. In 2000, growth was 8%, 

unemployment was 3.2% and the labour force participation were 9,573 people in the labour market 

and employments were 4.3% reported by Bank Negara Malaysia Annual Report 2000. Overall, labour 
productivity improved significantly as capacity utilisation rose to higher levels to cater to an increase 

in demand for products and services. 

 
1.2 Labour Force Participation Rates by Gender 

 

Since 2000 until 2017 as bar chart shown below, the labour force participation rate for female are still 
lower compare than men. Based on Billy Toh and Syahirah Syed Jaafar (2017), the relatively low 

level of female participation in the labour force due a significant portion of women workers in the 

country leave their job when they start a family, and thereafter do not return to the workforce.  

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 



Proceedings of the International Conference on Economics 2019 (ICE 2019)                                                   95 
 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Bar Chart of Labour Force Participation Rate in Malaysia by Gender, 2000-2017 
            Source: Department of Statistics Malaysia 

 

Figure 1 shows the bar chart of labour force participation rate by gender in Malaysia from 
year 2000 until 2017. There are huge different between male and female labour force participation 

rate. The labour force participation rate for male stable in 80% that higher than women which is only 

condition rate of 50%. 

 
1.3 Female Labour Force Participation Rate in Sabah 

 

 Over the years women participation in the economy has increased rapidly and they constitute almost 
half of the total population in Malaysia including in Sabah. Since 1990, women’s participation in the 

labour force has increased enormously. In 1999, women’s labour force participation rate in Sabah was 

38.3% and rose to 40.9% in 2000. Growing in female labour force participation rate in Sabah have 
changes the Malaysian economic structure, improving income levels of households, increasing 

opportunities for employment, particularly for women and evolving socio-economic sector, like rising 

urbanization. In 1990’s, involvement of women in in each aspects also get attention from state 

government. This appreciation that are very encouraging and women's contribution in Sabah 
increasingly apparently. Based on Institut Kajian Pembangunan Sabah (1998), there are several 

initiatives from government to enhance participation women in labour market which are organised 

information technology seminar especially for woman in Tawau and Sandakan district in 1997, Sabah 
women development action plan workshop and form a reference centre for those women have some 

problems. This initiatives are enhance and encourage more women in Sabah to participate as a labour 

force. 
 

Table 1: Female Labour Force Participation Rates in Sabah, 1997-2005 

 Source: Department of Statistics Malaysia 

 

2. Literature Review 
 

2.1  The Determinants of Female Labour Force Participation 

 
There are some observations of previous researched relating to the determinant of FLFP which are 

education, age, marital status, husband’s status and number of children and ethnicity. In addition, 
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Gender  1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 
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previous studies have also observed and determined how these factors will affect and influences 

female’s decision to participate in the labour force. 
 

2.1.1     Education  

 

Education is one of the main determinants of women's labour force participation. There a numerous 
studies or literature review related to factors of education that affecting the decision making of female 

on participate in labour market. Education can be divided into formal and non-formal. Coombs and 

Ahmed (1974) defined a non-formal education as any organized , systematic learning activity 
undertaken outside the framework of formal school system to provide selected types of learning 

opportunities to particular sub-groups in the population (adults and children). As research by Yeandle 

et al. (2009), labour force participation wanes with age and poor health, while higher levels of female 
employment are associated with higher levels of educational attainment and the opportunity for 

vocational training and life-long learning. 

 

In fact, education may changes everything which is with education may changes the level of 
social status, increases their skill and knowledge. Chia (1987) stated that the rapid development of 

educational facilities giving ready and equal access of females as well as males to every level of 

education has invariably led to improved educational attainment and skills of women, increased their 
employability and income earning and changed their attitude towards paid employment. Thus, this 

statement more strength and proven that education level will improved the educational and skills of 

women. 
 

Many previous studies have investigated female labour force participation in different 

countries by Leuthold, (1978); Cogan, (1980); Greenhalgh, (1980); Schultz, (1980); Mroz, (1987); 

Fair and Macunovich, (1997); Bloom et al., 2009; Thévenon (2013).The study of by Hafeez & Ahmed 
(2002) found that the females’ education level had significant and positive influence on female labour 

force participation. In addition, Nor’aznin and Norehan (2007) implicated in their researched title of 

Labour Force Participation in Malaysia that the increased years of schooling would increase women 
labour force participation opportunities, as the females took full advantage of working opportunities 

by increasing their level of education attainment (Fatima & Sultana, 2009).  

 

2.1.2    Age 

 

Age is very important for women. This is because in age the social, structure of physical, mental and 

biology it would changes and affecting the surrounding. Age more related to these issues. This is 
because age usually will be a main determinant and affect the female’s labour force participation. The 

young female usually likely to seeking find a job or interested in participate as a labour force. 

However, after they get married, they have huge responsibilities which are responsibility at workplace 
and household. There was scenario that woman after they get married and have children, they will 

retire and taking care the household due to their age which is 30 and above. The physical of women 

also decrease due to biology nature of female. 

 
As women get older, particularly those with high education levels, their decision to participate 

in the labour force become more favourable (Al-Orabi, 1999). The study of (Hafeez & Ahmed, 2002) 

examined the various economic and demographic factors, which influenced the decision of educated 
married women about participation in the labour market, and age affected the female labour force 

participation rate positively. Thus, the relationship between determinant of age and female labour 

force participation rate are result positively. 
 

In terms of age group in female labour force participation rate, the rate decreased significantly 

for the group of 35-44 years, and the rate decreased from 58% to 50 % for the group of 45-54 years 

and decreased to only 25 % for the group of 55-64 years in Malaysia (Department Of Statistics, 2011). 
The statistics explained that the older women or the age getting increase it will affect the female 

labour force participation to decrease. Age had positive influences on female participation Roopnarine 
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& Ramrattan (2012). Furthermore, Dallakyan and Bakhtavoryan (2012) indicated that the odds of 

rural women labour force participation decreased for each additional year of age. In addition, the 
result of Ismail and Sulaiman (2014) showed that women’s age was an important determinant of the 

supply of married women labour, which had an adverse effect on the participants of the female labour 

force.  

 
2.1.3     Marital Status 

 

Marital status can have a great impact on labour market activities because of the way in which it alters 
bargaining power and because of the social norms connected to marriage. Marriage is in decline with 

cohabiting and divorce on the rise. Marital status of men and women is presented as the percent 

distribution of men and women by current marital status, according to age groups. According Al- 
Orabi, (1999) the higher the family income, the lower the probability that the women will join the 

labour force, particularly a married woman with a large number of young children. It’s mean that 

those married women with higher family income background will not participate as a labour force due 

to the wealthy background. In addition, marital status also indicate negative and significant effect of 
both female being married and female being single Fatima & Sultana (2009).  According these two 

researchers marital status affect negatively of both status of women which are single or married.  

 
Roopnarine and Ramrattan (2012) explained that being the head of the household and being 

single had positive influences on female participation. Furthermore, in term of marital status, married 

women were less likely to participating in labour market (Nor & Said 2016). This is because married 
women have a huge responsibilities which is childrearing and manage the household. The 

responsibilities in household make married women are likely less interested to participate as a labour 

force. Studies concerning the labour supply of women often involve the inclusion of a marital status 

or rate variable because of the important role it plays in influencing women’s behaviour in the labour 
market (Hamid 1991; Muller and Posel 2008; Ntuli 2007; Yakubu 2010). This should also be 

considered when investigating the employment of women, especially when focusing on marriage 

rates, as it lowers the incentive for women to enter the labour market if they know that the 
employment opportunities available to them are not as good as what their husband’s opportunities are.  

 

2.1.4    Husband’s Status 

 
Husband’s employment status also one of determinant affect the female labour force participation. 

The status of husband whether he participates in the labour force or unemployed it will affect the 

decision of female to enter in labour market. According to Lundberg (1985) finds that when husband 
becomes unemployed, the probability of a non-participating wife entering labour force increases but 

the probability of the wife moving from unemployment to employment falls. In addition based on 

Dex, Gustafsson, Smith and Callan (1995) they find that no effect on wife’s participation in Denmark 
and the US but a negative effect in the United Kingdom. A number of studies address wife’s labour 

supply response to husband’s unemployment. For the United States, Heckman and Ma Curly (1982) 

find a significant positive effect of husband unemployment on wife’s hours of work. Meanwhile, 

Gruber and Cullen (1996) use both Tobit and Heckman selection models for wife’s hours on a sample 
of women with unemployed husbands and find only a small effect on wife’s labour supply.  

 

2.1.5     Number of Children 

 

The number of children affects female labour force participation. Previous studies of the way in which 

women’s education shapes the effects of children on their labour supply have generated mixed results. 
Early empirical evidence suggests children have stronger effects on the labour supply of more 

educated women. Gronau (1973) finds that children have a positive effect on the shadow value of 

women’s time and this effect increases with education. Stafford (1980) and Leibowitz (1974) find that 

time inputs in child care increase with mother’s education and, as a result, labour supply of more 
educated women is more sensitive to the presence of children. Two more related studies, Angrist and 
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Evans (1996; 1998) and Hyslop (1999), found that the effect of children on labour force participation 

declines with mother’s education. 

 

2.1.6     Ethnicity 

 

The uniqueness of Malaysia is variety of traditional cultures and religion that live in same country 
without any misunderstanding or conflict. Each ethnic have own cultures and traditional norm 

including the lifestyle also in employment itself. The lives of Malaysian women and their changing 

patterns of employment in the past three decades have also been very much influenced by the overall 
changes in the socioeconomic and environmental scenarios, including educational policy frameworks, 

which enable new choices and possibilities (Maimunah and Aminah, 1999). In Malaysia, the number 

of women of all races involved in self-employed business either as a sole proprietor or as partners in a 
limited private company is estimated at 400,000 that accounted for about 25% of the total self-

employed population (Department of Statistics, 1996).  

 

Since in late of nineteenth century at Malaya or now known as Malaysia, the British colonial 
Government encouraged the large-scale migration of Chinese women with the hope of creating a 

more stable society through a balanced sex ratio, to lessen sex crimes and to enhance the labour 

supply. As a result, in the early twentieth century the migration of Chinese women began to increase 
and most of them who came, worked in the mines, estates and in construction (Jamilah Ariffin, 1992). 

Furthermore, in 1991, there were 268,269 Indian immigrants and it increased to 470,180 in 1921 and 

only 20% out of this number were females. The reason for this was that the Indians were a strong 
patriarchal-caste society which firmly believed that a women should depend a man, thus they were not 

permitted to travel alone (Jamilah Ariffin, 1992). Most of the Indian female immigrants were involved 

in the plantation sector working as tappers, welders or as factory workers in the rubber processing 

factories. According to Jamilah Ariffin(1992) concluded that during the colonial period, the women 
included in the labour force count were mainly Chinese and Indian women, the majority of whom 

worked in the paid sector while Malay women on the other hand were mainly involved in subsistence 

agriculture. Their unpaid labour was not accorded any economic value in the national accounting 
system (Jamilah Ariffin, 1992). The positive changes among Malay women towards their involvement 

in entrepreneurship have also been a product of a new self-awareness and willingness among women 

to take risks in economic lives (Maimunah, 1996a). 

 

3. Data and Method 

 

The paper has used the secondary data and obtained from the Department of Statistics Malaysia. This 
study gathered data from the Malaysian Household and Population Census for year from year 1991 

and 2000 that viewed from the IPUMS-International database (Minnesota Population Centre 2015). 

The data covers nine year which are from year 1991 and 2000. In addition, the censuses from year 
1991 and 2000 include observations for Peninsular Malaysia but only the North of Peninsular 

Malaysia and two other East Malaysian states were included which are Sarawak and Sabah. However, 

only taken data from Sabah observations for this study.  

 
3.1 Logit model 

 

As for this study, this model includes variables that usually found in a standard labour supply 
equation. The logit model of female labour force participation can be estimated as follows: 
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where FLFP is an indicator variable or also known as dummy variable which is equal to 1 if an 

individual is in the labour force and 0 otherwise, j is the index for dummy variables and X is a vector 
of explanatory variables including age, marital status, ethnicity, type of household, spouse labour 

force participation, education level and fertility as measured by the child variables. The child dummy 

indicate child less than 6 years. 

 

4.  Results 

  

4.1  Logistic Regression Analysis 
 

Logistic Regression analysis explained the data by analyse the odds ratios of variables. The variables 

would be compared with references group. The odd ratios will be determine how the variables will 
relates with the dependent variable which is female labour force participation and compared with 

reference group in the same category. 

 

Table 2: Logistic Regression-Factors that Influence Female Labour Force Participation 

Notes: Reference category; * p<0.10; **p<0.05;***p<0.001 

 
As shown in Table 2, the findings and results shows that some of independent variables are correlated 

and highly probability between these dependent and independent variables. However, there are some 

variables founds that less probability compared to the reference group for example category age, the 
all sample in category age were less probability and shows that those women are less in participating 

in labour market for examples, category education, the results shows that the level education of 

secondary and tertiary were high probability of FLFP with the odd ratio value 2.34 and 8.38 compared 

to the women do not have any education or no schooling with odd value 0.94. This indicates that 
women that had higher level education tends to more likely be a labour force as they want to build 

their career and improve their social life. The findings also shows that the relationship between 

education and female labour force participation is positive even though the result of standard errors 
are insignificant for secondary and tertiary. 

 

 
 

Characteristics Odd Ratios 

Category: Education  (Reference group: No schooling) 

Primary 0.94* 

Secondary 2.34 

Tertiary 8.38 

Category: Age group (Reference group: Age 35 to 39) 

Age 20 to 24 0.54** 

Age 25 to 29 0.68** 

Age 30 to 34 0.80* 

Age 40 to 44 0.92* 

Age 45 to 49 0.96 

Age 50 to 54 0.88 

Category: Marital Status (Reference group: Married) 

Single 3.89 

Divorce/Separated/Widowed 3.14 

Category: Ethnicity (Reference group: Non-Bumiputera) 

Bumiputera 0.87** 

Category: Spouse work (Reference group: No spouse, no working spouse) 

Spouse working 0.73* 

Category: Child less than 6 years (Reference group: No children) 

Child less than 6 years 0.62** 
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5. Conclusion 

 
Almost 3 decades, Malaysia is one of developing country that show the rapidly changes and positive 

results of growth in economy compared to the other developing countries. Women play a very 

important role in the well-being of family and national development. Recently, developments in 

women’s roles in the each aspect can be seen the increasing of female labour force participation rate, 
female in higher position in politics and economics sector and more women became successful 

entrepreneur. It shows that women today are more aggressive to achieve a goal of successful. 

Malaysia’s impressive economic growth has been accompanied by the greater participation of women 
in the formal workforce and in a range of other activities. Clearly, the changes of female labour force 

participation rate in Malaysia year by year shows the positive results in growth of economy. The main 

objectives of this study was to highlight the demographic determinants of factors influencing female 
labour force participation and, in particular, to investigate the relationship between female labour 

force participation and the factors influenced it, using descriptive statistics and binary logistic 

regression.  The logistic regression model was used to estimate the respective impact of independent 

variables on female labour force participation in Sabah. Time series annual data was pooled from 
period 1991 to 2000 was covered in this study.  In a nutshell, the independent variables shows the 

positive relationship with dependent variable even though some variables are shows insignificant 

results but it still influenced the female labour force participation in Sabah. Therefore, in order to 
increase the female labour force participation in Sabah, stable economic growth, development in 

Sabah area, offering more job opportunity especially for women and improve education structure in 

Sabah may improve and affect to rise in female workforce.  
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