
IN 20 YEARS' TIME 

DECLINING 
BIRTHS A 
LOOMING 
LABOUR PAIN 
Shrinking workforce will put serious strain 
on ageing population, warns economist 

ZAF SERAJ 
KUALA LUMPUR 
bt@nst.com. my 

sify, leading to an even greater 
reliance on foreign labour. 

M
ALAYSIA'S labour 
n1arket is set to face 
"severe challenges" 
in 20 years if the 

downward trend in birth rates 
continues in an already ageing 
population, said an economist. 

"This demographic imbalance 
will further weaken inter-gener­
ational support structures, plac­
ing an escalating burden on the 
shrinki ng working population. 
This burden includes healthcare 
and pension costs skyrocketing 
run id a shrinking taxbase. 

"While extending the retire­
ment age from 60 to 65 1nay offer 
a temporary reprieve, the funda­
m en ta I iss ue remains: fewer 

Universiti Malaya's Faculty of 
Business and Econonlics Associ­
ate Professor Dr Tey Nai Peng 
said the country 
could begin to feel 
the impact of this 
in1balance within 
10 to 15 years. 

By then , there 
will be more people 
aged 60 and above 
than those aged 18 
to 59, a situation the 
associate professor 
in business and 
economics de­
scribed as "alarm­
ing". 

Birth rates have 
been on a consis­
tent downward tra­
jectory s ince the 
1960s, falling below 
replacement level 
in 2013. 

' 
This is 
compounded 

by the income 
insecurity due to 
job precarity for 
employees and 
irregular income 
for the self­
employed. Beyond 
costs, there is the 
growing embrace 
of individualism 
and changing 
lifestyle 
preferences. 

working-age indi­
viduals will be 
available to support 
a burgeoning older 
population." 

CONTRIBUTING 
FACTORS 

Tey said starting 
a family can be 
daunting due to the 
escalating cost of 
living, combined 
with stagnant 
wages. 

Between 2000 ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR 
and 2023, live 
births dropped DR TEY NAI PENG 
from 537,853 to Universiti Malaya·s 
455,761. Tllis year, Faculty or Business 
the nwnber of Jive and Economics 

"This is com­
pounded by the in­
come insecurity 
due to job precarity 
for employees and 
irregular income 
for the self-em­
ployed. 

"Beyond cost s , 
there is the growing 
embrace of individ­
ualism and chang­
ing lifestyle prefer­
ences." births per quarter 

hit a record low - well below the 
100,000 mark. 

According to Statistics Depart­
men t data, there were only 
93,500 live births in the first 
quarter of this year, compared 
with the 105,613 in the corre­
sponding period a year ago. 

"With a shrinking working-age 
population, the demand for 
workers in critical sectors such as 
healthcare, eldercare, manufac­

He said the dwindling bi1thrate 
was more pronounced in urban 
areas, where housing costs con­
sumed a disproportionately large 
share of household income, leav­
ing little for essential childcare, 
education and other child-relat­
ed expenditures. 

"Societal pressure for quality 
education, including private tu­
ition and enrichn1ent activities, 
further exacerbates financial 

turing and agriculture will inten- strain. 

TABLE 1: LIVE BIRTHS 2024 AND 2025 (PRELIHINARY DATA) 

022024 04 2024 202', 
12.207 12,796 13,103 60.937 

7,977 7,330 7,651 7,616 30,574 6,896 

8,246 7,734 7,808 8,025 31,813 7,190 

3,198 2,990 3.053 3,277 12,618 2,737 

3,767 3,566 3,886 3,882 14.679 3,462 

l~P~hai\9 , 6,619 6,309 6,.340 6,287 21.466 4,693 

it~-~~~ - --- ·; 7,01'3 6,802 6,853 6,932 21,600 6,191 
, Perils - - 895 863 932 878 3.666 788 

- -

4,694 4,407 4,560 4,599 18,160 3,974 

10,692 10.347 10.470 10,684 41,993 9,478 

7,642 7,168 7.842 7,781 30,211 6,847 

20.A38 l9,637 20,032 20,2.02 80,309 18,254 

Tcrenqi,1nu ' ..... ' - . 6.243 5,840 6,894 6,908 23,683 6,368 

6,941 6,689 6,908 8,158 23,896 6,383 

324 316 333 336 1,307 278 

1 :w,P .. ~utra_jaya - 3SS 3~2 423 379 1,679 361 

lOS,ffl 100,RI IOl,HO 'IOlt,712 414,0N 11,500 

Note; Based on blrtb registration lrom tlatlonal Registration Department 
Source: Department of Stolfs1/cs Moluys/o 

TABLE 2: CRUDE BIRTH RATE PER \000 PO.PULATION 
2024 AND 2025 (PRELIMINARY DATA) 

012024 022024 Oft 2024 2024 012025 

• • 3.1 2.9 J .1 3.1 

Kedah 3,8 3.3 3.4 3.4 

Kel;int,.m 4.4 4~1 4,1 4.2 

3.1 2.9 2.9 3.1 

Negri Sembn.in 3.0 2.9 3,0 3.0 

Pahano 3.5 3.2 3.2 3.2 
Pernk 2.7 2.8 2.7 2.7 

Per Iii. 3.0 2.9 3.1 2.9 
Pulau Plnnn9 2.5 2.4 2.6 2.5 

Sabah 2.8 Z.8 2.8 2,8 

Semwr;k 3.0 2.8 3.0 3.1 
-

Sl!langor Z.8 2.7 2.7 2.1 
Terenoganu 6.1 4.6 l;,8 /;.8 

W.P. Kuala Lumpur 2.9 2.8 2.9 3.0 

W.P. Lllbuan 3.2 3,1 3.3 3.3 

W.P. Putrajaya 3.3 3.2 3.6 J.1 

l"IALAVSIA 3.1 2.9 3.0 3,1 

Source; Deportm&ni or Stolisrlcs HaJoysio (DOSM) 

"While the government offers a 
taX rebate of up to RM3,000 per 
child per year for childcare fees, 
and companies provide subsidies 
or workplace childcare, these 
1neasures are often insufficient to 
offset the overall burden." 

THE WAY FORWARD 
To help reverse the situation, 

Tey said government policies 
n1ust support young adults to 
have more cllildren. 

He pointed out that existing 
initiatives such as Bantuan War­
ga E1nas (elderly assistance), 
healthcare subsidies, as well as 
various preferential discounts, 
were predominantly targeted at 
older adults. 

"In stark contrast, family sup­
port policies remain frag1nented 
and often modest in their scope 
and impact. Wllile housing af­
fordability programmes, child­
care support and fan1ily-friendly 

employment policies exist, they 
receive considerably less atten­
tion and investment relative to 
the 1nagnitude of the fertility 
challenge." 

However, Tey said, 1noney 
alone would not solve the issue. 

Wllile countries like Singapore, 
South Korea and Japan invest 
billions in pro-natalist polices, 
they persistently have low fertil· 
ity rates. 

This is because of deeply en­
trenched gender norms, intense 
work pressures and highly com­
petitive educational environ­
mentS that undennine effortS to 
encourage larger families. 

In contrast, France and Sweden 
have achieved relatively higher 
fertility rates thanks to compre­
hensive and long-standing fa1n­
ily support syste1ns, deeply in­
grained gender-equal policies 
and robust work-life balance ini­
tiatives. 
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l2.2 2.1 

He said Malaysia could take a 
leaf out of the book of European 
countries by increasing parental 
leave, providing childcare subsi­
dies, encouraging flexible work 
arrange1nents and providing tax 
relief for fa1nilies. 

Universiti Putra Malaysia Asso­
ciate Professor in economics Dr 
Ida Md Yasin echoed Tey's con­
cern. 

"For example, South Korea and 
Japan are among those ageing 
nations. In Japan, their produc­
tivity is impacted because fewer 
young people are working. 

"If you go to a fast-food restau­
rant there, the one serving you is 
an elderly person because there is 
a lack of young people," she said, 
adding that those nations had 
implemented imnligrant-friend­
ly policies due to a lack of talent. 

"If we are not careful, then we 
will end up like Japan at the end 
of the day." 


