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CHAPTER 1

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Overview
The National Strategy for Financial Literacy was published by the Financial Education Network (FEN) in 2019
to guide Malaysia’s financial education strategy over the next five years. It outlines the strategic priorities
for increasing financial literacy and well-being for all Malaysians. This report focuses on Strategic Priority 2
of the National Strategy – “Increase access to financial management information, tools and resources”
(FEN, 2019).
These objectives are motivated by the concerning state of financial literacy, behaviour and well-being in
Malaysia. A study conducted by the World Bank found that only 36% of Malaysian adults were financially
literate (Klapper, 2016). In an OECD survey, 13% of respondents in Malaysia “rated their own levels of
(financial) knowledge as very low” (OECD, 2016). From the same survey, 47% of respondents “reported that
their income did not always cover their living costs” (OECD, 2016). An alarming 28% of Malaysian working
adults (MWAs) report needing to borrow to buy essential goods (AKPK, 2018).
In order to provide a holistic understanding of the context of Strategic Priority 2 and identify the
requirements for achieving it, research was conducted on the current initiatives and actors. The research
found that financial literacy levels are low in spite of there being a mass of financial information, tools and
resources being made available, particularly through government programmes and the private sector.
Accordingly, there are key challenges at the population and delivery levels that should be addressed to
improve upon these and increase overall financial literacy.

Challenges
POPULATION-LEVEL CHALLENGES:
1. Information asymmetry exists due to the digital literacy divide between different segments of
the population;
2. Knowledge-seeking behaviour is inconsistent and lacks critical analysis;
3. Detrimental attitudes hinder financial education and constructive financial behaviours;
4. Widespread consumerism and unrealistic expectations drive suboptimal financial behaviour.

DELIVERY-LEVEL CHALLENGES:
1. Technical and product-driven approaches are not tailored to drive behaviour change;
2. The efficacy of the interventions is usually not measured; and
3. There is a lack of coordination between suppliers.
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Recommendations
These challenges highlight the need to adjust the current approach taken by key stakeholders to address
issues of access and usage in several fundamental ways. The following recommendations were developed
through research, especially expert interviews, and based on the current landscape and challenges.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS:
1. Design solutions that are tailored for specific audiences and targeted to specific points in their
lifecycle;
2. Ensure access to these solutions and usage by all population segments; and
3. Support a coordinating body to centralise information, drive strategy and collaboration.
These recommendations are in line with the findings of the National Strategy and the FEN initiatives. For
each of these thematic recommendations, potential approaches have been suggested to reach Strategic
Priority 2’s desired outcome: “Malaysians have greater awareness to make prudent financial decisions and
practise good financial behaviour” (FEN, 2019).

RECOMMENDATION 1: Design Tailored and Targeted Solutions
1. Focus on behaviour-change communication models;
2. Take a lifecycle approach that continuous, repetitive and targets key stages; and
3. Leverage cross-sector best practices, materials and resources.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Ensure Access and Usage
1. Utilise existing establishments with high scalability;
2. Support community-based outreach; and
3. Vary delivery mediums.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Support a Coordinating Body
1. Establish a platform to consolidate and filter information, tools and resources;
2. Choreograph multi-stakeholder and multi-sector collaboration; and
3. Drive the implementation of all aspects of the National Strategy.
By following these recommendations collectively and by investing resources to do so, all stakeholders can
enhance the mechanisms by which financial education is delivered and financial literacy is achieved.
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Objectives of the Report
In 2019, the Financial Education Network (FEN) successfully published the Malaysia National Strategy for
Financial Literacy 2019-2023. Within this, five Strategic Priorities were detailed to provide the focus areas for
further action in an effort to improve the financial literacy levels in Malaysia.
Strategic Priority 2 is defined as efforts to “Increase access to financial management information, tools and
resources” (FEN, 2019) with the following actions outlined in the Strategy:
1. Making basic financial education information easily understood, available and accessible to all, and
2. Heightening awareness and intensify financial education initiatives through nationwide outreach
campaigns.

PIDM has commissioned this study to support Strategic Priority 2. The objectives of this report are to:

1. Outline the current landscape, actors and interventions in increasing financial literacy
through information, tools and resources;
2. Identify the persisting challenges faced; and

3. Form the basis for identifying potential solutions to these identified challenges.

The underlying guidance to achieve these objectives has been sought via three main channels (refer to
Research Methodology for more details):
Literature review of available data and information from local and global sources,
Institutional survey conducted to understand the current efforts undertaken, and
Interviews with identified local experts in the field.
In contrast, this report is not intended to provide a population-level understanding of financial literacy, which
has been conducted by other researchers and agencies (see Aziz, 2020, for a list of studies).
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Overview of Key Entities and Strategy
Financial Education Network (FEN)
FEN was established in 2016 in order to coordinate and drive a national financial education strategy in
Malaysia.
“The Financial Education Network (FEN) was established as an inter-agency platform comprising
institutions and agencies committed to improve the financial literacy of Malaysians.” (FEN, 2019)
The Network consists of eight member organisations. The Co-Chairs and Joint Secretariat are Bank Negara
Malaysia (BNM) and Securities Commission Malaysia (SC). The five other member organisations are the
Ministry of Education Malaysia (MOE), Ministry of Higher Education Malaysia (MOHE), Employees Provident
Fund (EPF), Perbadanan Insurans Deposit Malaysia (PIDM), Permodalan Nasional Berhad (PNB), and Agensi
Kaunseling dan Pengurusan Kredit (AKPK). “All members have long-term financial education policies and
initiatives to support and improve the financial well-being of Malaysians” (FEN, 2019).
“FEN will work with relevant government ministries, industry associations, institutions, consumer groups,
and other key stakeholders to deliver, monitor, and measure financial education initiatives under the
National Strategy for Financial Literacy (2019-2023).” (FEN, n.d.)

Perbadanan Insurans Deposit Malaysia (PIDM)
PIDM is a Government agency established in 2005 under Akta Perbadanan Insurans Deposit Malaysia
(Malaysia Deposit Insurance Corporation Act). PIDM administers the Deposit Insurance System (DIS) and the
Takaful and Insurance Benefits Protection System (TIPS) aimed at protecting depositors and owners of
takaful certificates and insurance policies. PIDM provides protection, up to prescribed limits, against the loss
of deposits and insurance or takaful benefits in the event of a member institution failure.
PIDM, as a member of FEN, commissioned this research report to map existing financial education initiatives
in Malaysia from players within the financial industry, government and non-government organisations. This is
with the view to supporting FEN. The report will help validate some key assumptions made in the National
Strategy for Financial Literacy, as well as highlight some of the key challenges that still need to be overcome.
As stated in Chapter 2 (Page 12), consistent with global standards recommendations, this mapping exercise
is to help provide an overview of the current landscape and state of play among various players in financial
education in Malaysia. This report also highlights (Chapter 5), based on expert interviews, the views of
experts on the “challenges” faced in improving financial literacy at population and delivery levels.
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Malaysia National Strategy for Financial Literacy 2019-2023
In 2019, FEN published the Malaysia National Strategy for Financial Literacy 2019-2023. The National Strategy
identifies the key priorities for improving financial literacy in Malaysia, and it “serves to align and harness
synergies across initiatives with the ultimate goal of elevating the financial well-being of all Malaysians”
(FEN, 2019).
The National Strategy focuses on empowering Malaysians to (FEN, 2019):
Save, manage and protect money
Plan ahead and ensure a sustainable future
Protect oneself from fraud and financial scams
Including this report’s focus of Strategic Priority 2, the National Strategy delineates five Strategic Priorities
relevant to various life stages of Malaysians. Each Strategic Priority is supported with specific Action Plans
to reinforce the implementation of the identified financial education initiatives. FEN will partner with key
stakeholders to deliver, monitor and measure financial literacy in conjunction with the five Strategic Priorities
(FEN, 2019).
A majority of financial institutions that responded to our survey had heard of the National Strategy (69%). It
was also frequently referenced by the key stakeholders interviewed. Only 22% had not yet heard of either FEN
or the National Strategy.
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Components of Financial Literacy
Before exploring financial literacy interventions in Malaysia, it is critical to clearly define its components and
importance to society. Financial literacy determines the behaviours and financial well-being of individuals. It
is a critical foundation to an individual’s overall prosperity and the nation’s financial inclusion.
“Without an understanding of basic financial concepts, people are not well equipped to make decisions
related to financial management. People who are financially literate have the ability to make informed
financial choices regarding saving, investing, borrowing, and more.” (Klapper, 2016)
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From these practical elements, financial literacy can be seen as a key component and measure of the process
to financial inclusion and prosperity.

FINANCIAL
WELL-BEING
FINANCIAL
BEHAVIOUR
FINANCIAL
LITERACY
FINANCIAL
EDUCATION

Financial Literacy Improves Financial Behaviours. This report bases many of its assumptions on the link
between financial literacy and financial behaviours. Multiple global studies have proven that the “effects on
financial literacy are positively correlated with effects on financial behaviour” (Kaiser, 2017).
Specifically, financial literacy is associated with the financial behaviours of retirement planning, more
sophisticated investment behaviour, having a bank account, insurance take-up, management of debt and
mortgage outcomes – all of which have macroeconomic implications (Xu, 2012). Higher levels of financial
literacy are also correlated with the undertaking of financial planning (Tan, 2011). Each of these behaviours
are determined by the extent of literacy achieved, not just the exposure to the concepts.
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In the Malaysian context, a study confirmed that higher financial literacy meant that individuals were more
likely to save (Mahdzan, 2013). Bank Negara’s Agensi Kaunseling dan Pengurusan Kredit (AKPK) has shared
research that “a positive relationship between financial knowledge and financial behaviour has been
established by the study," and "[those] who have superior financial knowledge score higher in the financial
behaviour score; while those who score poorly in financial knowledge are found to have lower financial
behaviour score” (AKPK, 2018). Ultimately, there is a strong correlation between knowledge and positive
financial outcomes:
“People with relatively high financial literacy also tend to have a few things in common, regardless of where
they live. Adults who use formal financial services like bank accounts and credit cards generally have
higher financial knowledge, regardless of their income. Even poor people who have a bank account are
more likely to be financially literate than poor people who do not have a bank account, and rich adults who
use credit also generally have better financial skills than rich adults who do not. This suggests the
relationship between financial knowledge and financial services may work in two directions: While higher
financial literacy might lead to broader financial inclusion, operating an account or using credit may also
deepen consumers’ financial skills.” (Klapper, 2016)
Healthy Financial Behaviours Support Financial Well-Being. From financial literacy leading to improved
financial behaviours, healthy financial behaviours are then proven to lead to increased financial well-being. In
Malaysia, research has shown “a positive relationship between the levels of financial knowledge and financial
well-being, further confirming the importance of acquiring financial knowledge” (AKPK, 2018). Furthermore,
studies have found that financial literacy has an even stronger correlation to financial outcomes than other
indicators, such as schooling attainment:
“While financial literacy and schooling attainment are both strongly positively associated with wealth
outcomes in linear regression models, our approach reveals even stronger and larger effects of financial
literacy on wealth.” (Behrman, 2010)
Thereby, financial literacy is one of the most important requisites to financial well-being. Additionally, if
financial literacy is not achieved through the traditional education system, it is ever more important to focus
on delivering financial education through other, perhaps more innovative mechanisms. Despite the
importance of financial literacy, it remains deficient worldwide with “only 1-in-3 adults are financially literate”
(Klapper, 2016). At the same time, as evidenced by this report, “interest in financial education, however,
appears to be widespread” (Xu, 2012).
As the Executive Director of The Association of Banks in Malaysia (ABM) concisely framed it, “Financial
literacy should be inculcated as an essential life skill from an early stage. It is as fundamental as the basic
literacy of learning how to read and write. You need it for every stage of your life” (Sambasivamurthy, 2020).
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Approach
The research was conducted as a supply-side mapping exercise and has sought to represent the breadth of
financial literacy initiatives provided by the government, private sector and social sector across the
country. The mapping approach allows for a broad understanding in order to deduce themes and identify
suggestions for future multi-stakeholder efforts.
To meet the research objectives, this report was based on three sources of information. The first source
was a review of the existing literature on the status of financial literacy in Malaysia and financial literacy
best practices globally. The second source was a series of interviews conducted with key stakeholders in
Malaysia, including leaders of financial industry associations, key financial agencies, government
representatives, academic experts, nonprofit organisations, and international networks. The third source of
data was an online survey distributed to financial institutions to understand the current programmes they
support for financial literacy.

Literature Review: The literature review included peer-reviewed journal articles, Malaysian government
publications, and reports published by international organisations, including the World Bank Group, the
World Economic Forum (WEF) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).
Research released in the past five years was prioritised, though some prior sources were referenced for
greater depth and context to the progression of financial literacy over the past decade. The literature
review provided definitions, key data, study results, policy guidelines, global standards, and benchmarks to
contextualise financial literacy in Malaysia. The full list of citations can be found on Pages 61-64.
Expert Interviews: Going beyond the existing literature, interviews were used as a primary source of
information and to provide a comprehensive view of the current financial literacy landscape in Malaysia.
Individuals were selected for interview based on their expertise in financial literacy and/or their
participation in financial literacy initiatives in Malaysia. The interviews were semi-structured, guided by a
series of questions to understand current programmes, challenges and recommendations for improving
financial literacy. Interviews were conducted remotely and recorded with the permission of the interviewee.
A total of 18 interviews were conducted with 24 individuals. The full list of interview questions can be
found in Appendix I.
Institutional Survey: In order to aggregate current initiatives and interventions for financial literacy, a
survey was created for the financial industry. These industry actors were asked to share their
organization’s programmes pertaining to improving financial literacy in the past year. The survey design
can be found in Appendix II. The survey had 36 total responses, covering 36 financial organisations or
groups. From this sample size, the responses were representative of organisations across the banking and
insurance industry at various sizes and structures.
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The research was undertaken in part as a mapping exercise consistent with global standards and
recommendations. The conclusions and mapping within this report support efforts to implement the National
Strategy.
“Mapping and the evaluation of existing initiatives are also a useful basis for: 1) selecting trusted partners
that can support public authorities in the design and later in the implementation of the national strategy.
This can lead to the incorporation of certain programmes and actors within the national strategy; 2)
identifying overlapping programmes and duplication of efforts, or potential opportunities for synergies
among stakeholders; and 3) identifying gaps in the provision of financial education.” (OECD, 2015)
All literature sources and interview participants have been included in the citations section of this report.

Definitions
As this report focuses in on financial literacy and the concurrent components of financial education and
financial management, it is important to clearly define financial literacy. According to the World Bank, “The
term can encompass concepts ranging from financial awareness and knowledge, including of financial
products, institutions, and concepts; financial skills, such as the ability to calculate compound interest
payments; and financial capability more generally, in terms of money management and financial planning. In
practice, however, these notions frequently overlap” (Xu, 2012).
For this report, we have defined financial literacy as the level of awareness, knowledge and skills of an
individual to manage their finances and guide sound financial behaviour. The term financial education is used
to define the process of creating financial literacy. Additionally, the concept of financial literacy was
considered in terms of the standard metrics used to measure it, including by the S&P Global Financial Literacy
Survey - “four fundamental concepts in financial decision-making: knowledge of interest rates, interest
compounding, inflation, and risk diversification” (Klapper, 2016).
This report focuses on financial literacy at the individual level, which is the basis for all national measures and
is important for developing healthy financial behaviours. Financial management, as identified in Strategic
Priority 2 is used synonymously with financial behaviour. While this report generalises financial literacy across
the population, it recognises that financial literacy can vary greatly, e.g. between consumers and
entrepreneurs. Therefore, financial education should be considered based on their different requirements.
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Financial Industry Survey Spotlight
As part of this report’s primary research, a survey was conducted with financial industry organisations. The
sample set of 36 organisations was generally representative of banking and insurance organisations of
various sizes. The results of that survey illuminate some of the efforts undertaken by the industry and the
focus of those efforts.

52%

Over half of the financial institutions surveyed had either run
and/or funded programmes focused on financial literacy in
the past year...
Sharing a total of 63 interventions in the survey that had run in
the past year alone.

700,000+

In aggregating the reach reported by the surveyed organisations,
these interventions reached over 700,000 beneficiaries (though
many programmes were unable to quantify their reach).
They dedicated over MYR 4.2 million to these
interventions (from those that could share their budget).

42%

4.2 mil

Approximately 42% of responding organisations provide
educational materials to their customers and/or the public to
support financial literacy.
While 39% provide tools to their customers.

50/40

63

39%

Half of respondents intended to run programmes in the
coming year, while 40% were unsure.
50% stated that promoting financial literacy is part of
their core business, not just for the purpose of CSR.

50%
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The survey revealed a wide coverage of concepts based on the National Strategy:

CONCEPTS COVERED

Knowledge of basic financial concepts

Ability to live within means

Management of expected and unexpected expenses

Being vigilant to avoid financial scams

Ability to assess the risks and benefits of financial products and services
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30%

40%

50%

It also found that a wide coverage of population segments were covered by the current initiatives:
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Children
28.1%
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13.3%

Based on this survey and previous data, it is evident that a large portion of the financial industry is engaged in
promoting financial literacy either to their customer base or via CSR initiatives.
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Status of Financial Literacy in Malaysia
Though not a population study, this research sought to establish the baseline of financial literacy in
Malaysia as a context for the interventions that are being carried out and the gaps therein. Through
secondary data and expert opinions, the overarching conclusion was that financial literacy is suboptimal
amongst the general population, particularly in how that literacy manifests in financial behaviours. Even in
the global context, Malaysia is “among the countries that need to strengthen financial knowledge in their
populations to help individuals fully understand the decisions they are making” (OECD, 2016).

36%

of Malaysian adults are
financially literate

13%

rated their own financial
knowledge as “very low”

47%

report that their income
does not always cover
their living costs

3 in 10

need to borrow for
essential goods

Research has illuminated gaps in financial knowledge,
behaviour and well-being at the population level, and for
certain populations in particular. Most studies show that
financial literacy levels are low for a majority of the
population, and even more concerningly, financial
behaviours and attitudes are lagging behind (Tan, 2011;
AKPK, 2018). The following data illustrates the current
financial literacy levels and related financial behaviour
and well-being.
Financial Literacy: A study conducted by the World Bank
found that 36% of Malaysian adults were financially
literate (Klapper, 2016). In an OECD survey, 13% of
respondents in Malaysia “rated their own levels of
(financial) knowledge as very low” (OECD, 2016).

This was reflected in Malaysia’s Knowledge Score, which was one of the lowest of the OECD countries
surveyed (OECD, 2016). Another small study in Klang Valley discovered that basic financial literacy in the
urban area was high but advanced financial literacy was not as pervasive (Tan, 2011). In April 2017, Encik
Abdul Rasheed Ghaffour, Deputy Governor of Bank Negara, expressed concern for the low financial literacy
levels of Malaysians – ““the majority of Malaysians have inadequate knowledge on financial matters to
enable them to make informed financial decisions, particularly among the vulnerable groups” (Ghaffour,
2017).
These low levels of literacy have been found unexpectedly even amongst professionals. An internal survey
conducted by the Securities Commission in 2019 found only 13% of respondents were able to correctly
identify capital market and banking products. In the same survey conducted in 2020, which was conducted
with a small sample population through the Bursa marketplace, only 8% answered correctly. Concerningly,
“this demonstrates that the level of knowledge of the capital market and investment products are relatively
low” (Ameer Ali, 2020).
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Each of the experts interviewed emphasised the low levels of financial literacy and behaviours amongst the
general population, agreeing with the data released by AKPK and BNM. On the state of financial literacy,
they noted:
“It’s abysmal…even amongst professionals, it is really bad”
“As a nation, we are quite poor…people don’t know the basic concepts, people don’t know about
products – differentiation of products; people don’t know about access, where to get help”
“It is quite serious in Malaysia – to me it is not sustainable the way the Malaysians are behaving”
“We’re not doing very well vis-à-vis what we aspire to be”
“On the whole, it is really really poor”
Financial Behaviour: In terms of financial behaviour, 81.6% of the population actively save money, but only a
third of those save in formal financial institutions (MicroSave, 2018; AKPK 2018). Eighteen percent (18%) of
Malaysian working adults have no savings (AKPK, 2018). Ghaffour also noted that “a significant majority of
Malaysians display short-sighted tendencies and are inclined to ‘live for the moment’ - that is to only focus
on instant gratification at the expense of long-term financial planning” (2017). However, 86% also say that
they have a household budget (AKPK, 2018). On a positive note, financial inclusion has been noted to bode
well in our country:
“Among middle-income countries, Malaysia has achieved one of the highest levels of financial inclusion
in the world. At the end of 2015, 92 percent of Malaysia’s adult population had an active deposit account
at a financial institution, enabling accountholders to save, withdraw money, access automated teller
machines (ATMs), and carry out payments through electronic means nationwide.” (World Bank, 2017a)
Household debt has been a persistent concern in the country, with alarming findings - “The high level of
household debt, which in 2016 amounted to 82 percent of GDP, is an important alert signal that should be
monitored carefully” (World Bank, 2017a).
Financial Well-Being: Data on financial well-being shows the largest disparities. From the OECD survey, 47%
of respondents “reported that their income did not always cover their living costs” (OECD, 2016).
Concerningly, 28% of Malaysian working adults (MWAs) report needing to borrow to buy essential goods
(AKPK, 2018). The AKPK survey found that only half of Malaysian working adults were financially resilient:
“This shows that in describing the level of financial well-being, MWAs are characterised more by their
ability to make ends meet compared to being financially comfortable or resilient. This indicates the need
for intervention to address this gap in order to enhance their financial well-being.” (AKPK, 2018)
The lack of financial resilience, and thus financial well-being, is correlated to the level of household income.
“In 2016, households with income below RM2,000 spent 94.8% of their incomes in consumption items
listed in the household expenditure survey. Conversely, households above RM15,000 monthly income
spent only 45% of their incomes in 2016.” (Khazanah, 2018)
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The gaps in financial well-being are troubling, particularly when, in broader economic terms, Malaysia is
relatively prosperous with the 35th largest economy in the world (World Bank, 2019). And yet, “the financial
well-being among MWAs is at a dismal level” and “warrants immediate attention” (AKPK, 2018). Malaysia is
not alone in this struggle, though. As a middle-income country, “I don’t think Malaysia is uncommon in that
perspective” (Reddy, 2020). In fact, other developed countries, like neighbouring Singapore, suffer from the
same issues, including making suboptimal individual decisions (Ali, 2020). That being said, Malaysia has an
opportunity to demonstrate how these issues can be overcome through strategic and collaborative efforts.
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Primary Actors
There are multiple actors across sectors that are endeavouring to provide programmes, information and
tools to uplift the level of financial literacy amongst the Malaysian population and in alignment to Strategic
Priority 2 of the National Strategy.

Government: In Malaysia, government agencies and government-linked companies (GLCs) have played
a significant role in advocating for, researching and implementing financial literacy initiatives. Bank
Negara Malaysia (BNM), along with its agency Agensi Kaunseling dan Pengurusan Kredit (AKPK), are
consistently referenced as primary sources for financial education and champions for financial literacy.
“A key element for the success of financial inclusion in Malaysia has been the attention that
authorities have put on consumer protection and financial literacy. In this area, Malaysia proactively
takes steps to educate the population, helping them better manage their financial affairs, reduce the
use of cash and adopt new technologies.” (World Bank, 2017a)
The Ministry of Education (MOE) and Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) are engaged in various
collaborations within the government and with the private sector to promote financial literacy amongst
students. The MOE is also integrating financial education into various elements of the school
curriculum directly and indirectly, which falls under Strategic Priority 1 of the National Strategy (FEN,
2019). Similarly, GLCs and statutory bodies, including PNB, EPF, SC, and PIDM, have undertaken
knowledge sharing and tool development in the area of financial literacy for their audiences.
“The progress that Malaysia has achieved is the result of efforts undertaken by authorities and the
financial sector industry over the past 20 years.” (World Bank, 2017a)

Private Sector: The financial industry associations and their members from the banking and insurance
industries provide information, tools and programmes through two channels – customer engagement
and corporate social responsibility (CSR). For customer engagement, many of these efforts are productspecific education and tools, including calculators, that link to that organisation’s products. However,
on the CSR side, many organisations endeavour to provide programmes to a wider base, including to
children or underserved communities, with the sole objective of increasing financial literacy. Outside of
the financial industry, there are independent groups specifically focused on financial education,
including web-based tools or programme providers, which also focus on financial information, tools and
resources (refer to Page 24 to Page 25 for complete list). Recently, new technology innovators have
entered this space, including Pod, a savings management app, and GoGet, which will share PIDM
financial education content with the network of workers on their platform.
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Social Sector: To date, the social sector has participated in providing financial education within existing
grassroots programmes and/or through CSR initiatives. There are a variety of programmes funded
through CSR (refer to Page 21 for list of programmes). A majority of these efforts, though, are focused
on children and youth. For adults, there is a growing emphasis on providing free digital resources. As
demonstrated by these examples, the social sector’s primary role is reaching underserved
communities.

Networks: National networks and international organisations are also key actors in financial literacy
efforts. The Financial Education Network (FEN), as architect of the National Strategy, is a primary
network actor in this arena. The Financial Industry Collective Outreach (FINCO), which is a collective
impact organisation made up of the majority of Malaysia’s financial industry associations and
organisations, has identified financial literacy as a future focus area of their community-based
programmes. Multiple international organisations, including the World Bank and Alliance for Financial
Inclusion (AFI), contribute as coordinating partners and research aggregators.

All of these actors have already demonstrated their interest and dedication to providing information, tools
and resources that promote financial literacy in Malaysia. The initiatives that they have been rolled out are
outlined and categorised in the subsequent section.
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Current Financial Literacy Interventions
The current landscape of financial literacy and education efforts encompasses an array of interventions
designed and supported by the government, private sector, social sector, and networks. Put simply, “there
have been a lot of efforts over the years to improve this [financial literacy]” (Hussein, 2020). These efforts
can be categorised as programmes, events, information/knowledge, and tools/platforms. In the interest of
providing a holistic view, financial literacy interventions as a whole were considered, even if they fall outside
the framework of Strategic Priority 2’s financial management information, tools and resources.

Programmes
Financial education programmes are often designed to deliver information, tools and/or resources
concurrently. The benefit of these programmes is that they are ongoing and being provided to various
segments of the population from school children to the elderly, into rural communities and within
government agencies.
There are programmes designed for intraorganisational education, notably BNM’s Train-the-Trainers (TTT)
programme for government agencies and AKPK’s Customised Financial Solution Programme (Employees
Wellness Programme), which works to enhance financial literacy within financial organisations. With GoGet,
UNCDF supports the financial health of low and moderate income gig workers "GoGetters" (UNCDF, 2020).
Other prominent programmes focus directly on serving the general public, particularly counselling and
advising services. These include debt counselling provided by AKPK and EPF’s Retirement Advisory
Services (RAS).
A majority of the programmes identified by the financial industry survey and research focused on reaching
children and youth, which falls directly under Strategic Priority 1. Based on the responses to the survey and
interviews, the programmes targeting children and youth include:
Buku Wang Saku through BNM’s school adoption programme;
Prudential’s Cha-Ching & Duit Right;
Standard Chartered’s Financial Education for Youth (FE4Y);
Maybank Foundation’s Cashville Kidz;
Clothes of Confidence: Money & Me by Pintar Foundation;
Building a Financially Capable Generation and More than Money by Junior Achievers (JA) Malaysia with
multiple sponsors;
Money Quotient -Financial Literacy Programme for Secondary School Students’ 2019 by Vision to
Transform (V2T) in collaboration with the MOE and funded by Bursa;
PNB’s Kelab Pelaburan Bijak;
MoneyTree’s and Little Tauke’s pay-for education modules; and
Allianz Financial Literacy Teacher Training Programme, using the FinWise Kids modules, which is
designed to reach students by empowering teachers.

21

CHAPTER 4

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

From a systemic perspective, the MOE has incorporated financial education directly and indirectly into the
curriculum:
“The integration of the Financial Education (FE) elements in the Malaysian primary and secondary school
curriculum began in the year 2012 with a few core subjects. Basically, the FE elements are integrated
directly in these subjects according to the appropriateness of the topics such as Operasi Asas Wang
(Basic Operations of Money) for Mathematics Primary 5. Nevertheless, the subjects like the English
Language for the primary school, the FE elements are integrated indirectly according to the themes such
as the World of Knowledge. In conjunction with the integration of FE elements initiative, MOE with the
cooperation of Bank Negara Malaysia (Malaysia Central Bank) has developed a set of 6 financial literacy
standards (Celik Kewangan 1 hingga Celik Kewangan 6) as a guideline to assist curriculum developers
and instructional designers in their effort to develop high quality supporting materials.” (Zamani, 2020)
These curriculum-based initiatives reach students from age 5 to 17 within the national school system. At
the university level, additional programmes include:
AKPK’s Social Enterprise Literacy for Youth (SELFY) in partnership with universities;
AmBank Group - Taylor’s English Proficiency and Financial Literacy Programme with B40 Community;
Kembara Bijak Wang by AKPK in collaboration with HSBC Bank Malaysia and UKM, which seeks to
provide credit management and financial education to university students before they enter the
workforce; and
Financial Literacy for Youths (FLY), which is a volunteer-run organisation to share financial information
amongst university students.
Other programmes are designed for particularly underserved communities, including:
Prudential’s Financial Education for Adults (Individual) and Financial Education Congregate Sessions,
which are often conducted in low-income housing areas (PPRs);
Projek Berdikari by Pertubuhan Komuniti Kasih Selangor, an embedded financial education in
programme for Orang Asli funded by Bursa Malaysia;
Financial Literacy Programmes (FLP) for the Poor and Needy by Malaysian CARE, which Bursa Malaysia
also funds; and
Multiple programmes run through universities and by university faculty to reach out to the local
community (Janor, 2020).
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Events
Events, including workshops, conferences and public festivals, are a popular means of distributing financial
information and tools. A majority of the stakeholders interviewed and surveyed financial organisations
identified at least one event they sponsor or collaborate on for financial literacy. Some of the reoccurring
public events include:
BNM’s Karnival Kewangan, an outreach event which seeks to enhance financial literacy through
entertainment-driven festivals in each state on a rotating basis;
AKPK’s Financial Literacy Symposium, which promotes financial literacy and reports on the findings
from AKPK’s national survey;
PNB’s annual Minggu Saham Amanah Malaysia (MSAM), which aims to educate the public on
investment in unit trust, risk and return and financial planning;
Fiesta Labur PNB, which provides edutainment to gain knowledge on investment and financial planning;
PNB also conducts daily Seminar Pelaburan 360, which focuses on educating all segments of the
population through ASNB qualified financial planners;
PIDM’s Briefing Sessions;
SC’s InvestSmart Fest, which is part of the wider InvestSmart investor education initiative;
The Literacy in Financial Technology (LIFT) Festival, which focuses on FinTech.
In October 2020, FEN launched its inaugural Financial Literacy Month with the theme “Empowering Financial
Freedom” (FEN, 2020). During the month, FEN and its partners carried out various programmes to raise
financial literacy in Malaysia. In conjunction with FPAM’s 20th Anniversary, they have launched FPAM
Financial Literacy Year 2020 in support of FEN and the National Strategy’s Strategic Priorities (FPAM, 2020).
There are also individual events developed through partnerships, like the recent BNM-AFI Joint Learning
Program (JLP) on Empowering Consumers through Financial Education and the CIMB Be$mart Financial
Literacy Event is a collaboration with MOHE and JPPKK. According to the survey submitted by the financial
industry organisations, there are many other workshops, counselling sessions and educational activities,
including those provided by AKPK, Bursa Malaysia, FWD Takaful, MFPC, PIAM, PIDM, PPA, Prudential,
Standard Chartered, Tokio Marine Life, and UOB. It can be assumed that many other financial institutions,
which have not been captured through survey data, have also conducted and/or plan on conducting events
related to financial literacy. While events are a popular mechanism for delivering tools and knowledge, the
efficacy of these short-term interventions has not yet been measured.
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Information and Knowledge
The distribution of information and knowledge is done through several channels outside of programmes and
events, including customer-focused communications, traditional and social media campaigns.
For example, the financial industry associations direct campaigns for their particular industry and
customers. LIAM recently launched an awareness and engagement campaign on social media where they
try to entice the Gen Y target group through influencers and contests (O’Dell, 2020). PIAM has provided a
plethora of awareness campaigns through traditional media, YouTube videos and printed materials.
Similarly, ABM member banks' “responsibility in terms of financial literacy is to educate, explain the risks
and features of financial products, which are being sold to their customers” (Sambasivamurthy, 2020).
PIDM has collaborated with Persatuan Pesara Kerajaan Sabah (PPKS) to provide a series of newsletters as
a form of guidance and to help pensioners with the problems they’re facing, including information on
avoiding scams and managing money in retirement. PIDM will provide similar information will be provided
through The National Council of Senior Citizens Organisations Malaysia (NACSCOM) in 2021.
Individual financial institutions provide information to their customers. In some cases, this is formatted as
financial education, as seen with:
Tokio Marine Insurans Personal Finance Management & Retirement Planning;
RHB Money Master Programme;
Public Bank SME Financing Roadshow;
AIA What Matters articles; and
OCBC Life Goals.
The general consensus from the experts interviewed was that a majority of the financial information and
knowledge shared with the public is product specific, or because it is provided by a particular industry
player it is perceived to be inherently biased. It also explains why “Malaysians are most aware of payments
services and wallets that have been heavily advertised” (UNCDF, 2019). Malaysia is not alone in this, the
United States is another example of where the financial narrative is “driven by companies selling products”
(Ali, 2020).
Beyond the financial institutions, there are several other sources of financial knowledge, including news
websites, like Money Compass, multiple finance bloggers, along with individual resources, such as FIMM’s
investor education and EPF’s Money Matters Newsletter.
Information and knowledge resources are also shared through the programmes, events and platforms
described under Tools and Platforms.
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Tools and Platforms
Beyond the knowledge and information sharing done through other communications channels, there are a
variety of digital tools and platforms that are particularly in line with Strategic Priority 2’s reference to
enabling access to tools and resources.
There are multiple education-focused platforms that provided modules and guides, including:
BNM’s Personal Financial Education module at E-Pembelajaran Sektor Awam (EPSA®) on-line learning
platform for government civil servants;
EPF’s Belanjawanku, an expenditure guide, providing estimated minimum monthly expenses on various
types of goods and services for different households in Malaysia;
EPF's My Money Matters, a personal financial planning guide;
AKPK’s Online Learning portal (learn.akpk.org.my);
Securities Industry Development Corporation (SIDC)’s E-Learning Programmes on digital assets and
derivatives; and
Bursa Academy E-Learning Platform.
Individual financial institutions also provide a variety of resources to their customers through their
proprietary digital platforms. For example, Maybank provides customers and the general public with a
variety of calculators on their website and Hong Leong Bank has created their DuitSmart platform to focus
on financial education. In fact, all of the major banks and insurance companies in Malaysia have
incorporated some level of tools and resources into their customer offerings. There are also new
innovations coming into the market, including Pod, a savings mobile app. There are several financial
aggregator tools in Malaysia. These comparison platforms provide financial information and calculation
tools to support financial decision-making:
Creador Fourndation’s Multiply (multiply.org.my), a FEN partner, provides non-product specific tools;
iMoney Malaysia (imoney.my) provides online tools and financial advisory services;
iProperty’s LoanCare (https://www.iproperty.com.my/home-loan-eligibility) calculates home loan
eligibility;
CompareHero.my helps compare credit cards and personal loan products;
BolehCompare (bolehcompare.com) houses comparison tools for a variety of products from personal
loans to phone plans:
MyCoverage (mycoverage.my) provides insurance information;
Fi Life (fi.life) supports life insurance selection;
RinggitPlus (ringgitplus.com) includes financial calculators for products across banking and insurance
providers;
Loanstreet (loanstreet.com.my) provides calculators and tools focused primarily on personal loans; and
GoBear (gobear.com/my) also allows users to compare loans and insurance products online.
As with programmes, there are also platforms directed towards children and youth, including FWD Takaful’s
Fun(d) for Life Portal for students, teachers and parents, as well as Money & Me by the Edge Education
Foundation, which provides online modules for youth.
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Conclusions on Current Interventions
Based on the current programmes, events, information/knowledge, tools/platforms that were identified
through this report’s research, the following conclusions can be drawn:
There are a plethora of diverse resources spanning from online calculator tools to ongoing education
programmes. However, it is often difficult to discern from a user’s perspective, which resources to trust
and when to utilise them.
A majority of the resources and tools provided by the private sector are product specific, and as such,
may not provide an unbiased source of knowledge.
Outside of core business initiatives, from a CSR angle, most efforts and materials have been designed
for children and youth, which supports Strategic Priority 1.
Further efficacy studies on financial literacy programmes in Malaysia would add value to support these
efforts in the local context.
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Overview
Despite past and current efforts, low levels of financial literacy continue to undermine the financial well-being
of many Malaysians. This not only affects the individuals and their families, but also businesses where they
work and the economy as a whole. As such, it is critical to understand the persisting challenges faced to
improving financial literacy, particularly the barriers to accessing financial education information, tools and
resources
While the financial industry survey and literature review provided an overview of the landscape, the expert
interviews proved to be the most beneficial in identifying the challenges faced in improving financial literacy
in Malaysia at the population and delivery levels.

Population-Level Challenges
Given the volume of information and financial education programmes, why is financial literacy still an issue?
Almost every expert interviewed agreed that the amount of information wasn’t the issue, but there were other
barriers to individuals accessing that information. The challenges identified at the population level include:

1. Information asymmetry: Some segments of the population do not have access to information due to
education levels, income levels and the digital literacy divide;
2. Knowledge-seeking behaviour: Other segments have access, yet don't seek out financial knowledge
consistently or are unable to determine which knowledge is accurate;
3. Detrimental attitudes: Some Malaysians are hindered by a culture of short-term thinking and are not
compelled to use the tools and resources provided to them;
4. Widespread consumerism: Some Malaysians are also susceptible to the culture of consumerism, and
they have unrealistic expectations about returns on investments, which make them susceptible to
scams.
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Information Asymmetry
Some segments of the population do not have access to information due to education levels, income levels
and the digital literacy divide.
There is unequal access to information and tools, especially to digital resources, for some segments of the
Malaysian population, resulting in an “information asymmetry” (Janor, 2020; also Ameer Ali, 2020). The
digital literacy divide is the primary source of this inequality, and it means that rural communities, the elderly
and low-income households are particularly disadvantaged in accessing financial education.
As more and more information, tools and resources are provided through digital mediums, rural communities
are often neglected in the planning and implementation of financial education efforts. During one interview, it
was noted that we are “absolutely” leaving some people behind in the B40 and rural communities. As
“general insurance is unable to penetrate these communities” in terms of business and communications, “we
need to work a lot harder on reaching the other segments that might be neglected” (Lim, 2020).
Studies have shown high rates of penetration in terms of mobile usage and internet access in Malaysia - at
the end of 2019, national internet access stood at 90.1% (DOSM, 2020). However, experts have asserted that
the digital divide is not an issue of penetration alone, but rather it is dependent on the digital abilities of the
users to access information and tools. Even when it comes to television-based outreach, there has been low
uptake for some segments, including education programmes for children. This issue is often overlooked in
the research and has not been captured sufficiently by penetration rates.
The digital literacy divide also directly affects the elderly population, many of whom have lower comfort
levels with technology and digital awareness than younger generations. Unfortunately, this can also lead to
the elderly falling prey to scams or financial abuse, which is a topic that AKPK will release its research in the
coming year to advocate for better protection (Yaakub, 2020). The survey conducted with financial
institutions found the elderly to be the least targeted group for financial literacy programmes at just 13-17%
of all efforts. In addition to the elderly, none of the surveyed organisations reported that they “provide any
tools or materials specifically for the hearing or seeing impaired.” PIDM is currently developing a financial
module with Malaysia Association for the Blind (MAB) to specifically support this underserved group.
The rural and urban divide and information asymmetry also play out in terms of income, which could be a
significant contributing factor: “the average household income level in Greater Kuala Lumpur is almost twice
as high as the rest of the Malaysia” and “urban households earn on average 80% more than rural households”
(Khazanah, 2018). Furthermore, “the absolute gaps in household income between the different income
classes have continued to increase” (Khazanah, 2018). Regardless of whether in urban or rural communities,
income levels affect literacy levels - “it certainly varies by economic status,” and “a lot of that is tied to
education” (O’Dell, 2020).
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Low-income households’ financial literacy is hindered by education levels and quality:
“Our observations indicate that level of education received by individuals might be the root cause for their
lack of financial literacy and consequently low involvement in personal financial planning.” (Tan, 2011)
“We have a literacy inequality as well,” where “math literacy is a problem just as much as financial literacy
is.” (Hussein, 2020)
“Limited digital literacy and financial awareness remain as significant challenges even in countries such as
China and Malaysia that have well- developed financial systems. Poor financial awareness limits the ability
of the lower-income segments to make informed decisions concerning their household and business
finances.” (MicroSave, 2018)
Limited access and awareness create a downward spiral for many low-income households, which don’t have
the same level of financial protections of higher income groups – for the B40 “there’s no buffer, they cannot
make mistakes” (Tasir, 2020). While some have argued that there is growing disparity (Record, 2018), recent
research also gives us hope that access is increasing for some segments of the population:
“Recent data reveal that the remaining segments of the population with limited or no access to financial
services – low-income households, people living in rural areas, and workers with few years of formal
school education – are rapidly gaining access to financial services through innovative financial products
provided by financial institutions, such as mobile phone applications and agent banking, which leverage
technology and enable financial institutions to reach out to customers in remote areas in a secure and
cost effective manner” (World Bank, 2017a).
Nevertheless, this information asymmetry remains a global issue: “For example, women, the poor, and lower
educated respondents are more likely to suffer from gaps in financial knowledge. This is true not only in
developing economies but also in countries with well-developed financial markets” (Klapper, 2016). For
Malaysia, “we are a highly heterogenous society, so there needs to be more attempts to increase access” and
ensure no one is left behind (Ismail, 2020).
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Knowledge-Seeking Behaviour
Other segments of the population have access, yet don't seek out financial knowledge consistently or are
unable to determine which knowledge is accurate.
The manner in which most Malaysians seek out financial information, or don’t seek it, highlights limitations in
knowledge-seeking behaviours that include not knowing where to find information, being able to critically
assess and differentiate that information and the impetus for continuous self-learning. Knowing where to find
accurate financial information, tools and resources is a prevalent obstacle to knowledge-seeking behaviour.
Before launching Multiply.org.my, Creador Foundation ran focus groups with Malaysians to assess their
current awareness levels, and they found that most had “very little knowledge of what tools and resources
are out there” (Sivanendran, 2020). This was supported by multiple expert opinions, who noted “people don’t
know about access - where to get help” (Ismail, 2020), and “not even 5% would know where to go, but actually
there are tons (of resources)” (Mason, 2020). Many experts pointed out that “there is ample information out
there,” but it is the advantage of a few “to know where to go to get that information” (Yusoff, 2020). While
“the information is available (on) the bank’s websites, brochures in their branches, and the presence of
relationship managers, ultimately the individuals are responsible to equip themselves with essential financial
knowledge to make informed financial decisions that are in their own best interests” (Sambasivamurthy,
2020).
Even when resources are located, “the ability to assess that information critically” is a huge gap
(Sivanendran, 2020). In fact, sometimes too much information is not good if once one gets that information,
they are unable to filter it (Yusoff, 2020). Malaysians “take for granted a lot of this knowledge” and thereby
many are susceptible to misinformation and financial scams (Tasir, 2020; Yusoff, 2020). This is compounded
by the digital literacy divide and education levels, putting disadvantaged segments, both the B40 and the
elderly, at greater risk.
Another gap in knowledge-seeking behaviour is that it is often inconsistent and ad hoc. Rather than continual
self-learning to develop financial literacy, most individuals are inclined to only seek out information at critical
junctures in their life. Ultimately this issue is not unique to Malaysia, as many experts would agree that “it is
just a general human tendency” to defer financial decisions - “so many things that people don’t naturally think
about or want to think about” (O’Dell, 2020). In many cases, individuals seek out that information too late “not knowing that you don’t know is a huge problem” (Sivanendran, 2020). Recently, there are indications that
COVID-19 pandemic has begun to alter behaviours and has, by necessity, increased the demand for financial
knowledge and willingness to seek out sources of information - 27% have realised the importance of
emergency funds (RinggitPlus, 2020).
Consistent and critical knowledge-seeking behaviour is largely developed through exposure in school and at
home. As such, more financial education in schools “is the starting point” (Munani, 2020), as well as math
and digital literacy. While more and more resources may be provided, it “predisposes that people have a
basic understanding of financial literacy,” and that is why “it is important to start at a younger age on better
financial management and to cultivate the habits of living within one means” (Sambasivamurthy, 2020).
There are numerous tools and resources, but knowledge-seeking behaviour is currently ad hoc and
insufficient to drive healthy financial behaviour. Furthermore, knowledge-seeking behaviours and confidence
levels need to be supported through education to make sound and well-informed decisions.
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Detrimental Attitudes
Some Malaysians are hindered by a culture of short-term thinking and are not compelled to use the tools and
resources provided to them.
Beyond the digital literacy divide and poor knowledge-seeking behaviour, Malaysians’ attitudes towards
financial education were repeatedly cited as the most significant challenge.
“A correlation was found between financial literacy and financial attitude. Degree students who had higher
financial attitude had higher level of financial literacy.” (Ibrahim, 2009)
Some have argued that while Malaysia’s economy has progressed relatively fast over the years, “mindsets
and attitudes haven’t had a chance to catch up” (Hussein, 2020). Others noted that it may be linked to
underlying cultural factors (O’Dell, 2020; Ismail, 2020). Regardless of the cause, attitude remains a barrier to
financial literacy when many individuals are inclined to short-term thinking and exhibit a lack of desire to
learn. The National Strategy has recognised this and seeks to address it through Strategic Priority 3, which is
to “Inculcate positive behaviour among targeted groups” (FEN, 2019). However, attitude is the “critical
foundation” to financial education (Ismail, 2020), and as such, fundamental to Strategic Priority 2 as well.
One element of attitude that was frequently highlighted as a barrier to healthy financial behaviours is a
tendency to “live in the present” and engage short-term thinking when it comes to financial decisions
(Munani, 2020; Yusoff, 2020; Ismail, 2020). When it comes to financial planning, short-term thinking often
prevails over more holistic and long-term planning:
“A lot of people [are] living for today, rather than caring about the future. Only about 20-30% care about
financial planning because of their exposure and upbringing.” (Munani, 2020)
Even when exposed to financial information and provided with resources, “the behaviour still remains the
same” – focused on “quick wins” and a “tendency for shortcuts” (Yusoff, 2020; Ismail 2020). Many experts
argued that the crux of the attitude issue is a perceived lack of desire to learn when it comes to financial
education. These detrimental attitudes also affect knowledge-seeking behaviour:
“There is a lack of interest to go find them [knowledge resources] and spend time on that topic. […] It often
requires discipline, sacrifice and long-term thinking, which many are not willing to do. A lot of it is attitude
[…]or a lack of desire.” (O’Dell, 2020)
“The information is available, but you need to be motivated to find out about it. People need to want to
improve their own financial situation.” (Sambasivamurthy, 2020)
“There’s a lot of materials out there, and yet Malaysians are not interested.” (Nordin, 2020)
Even if the right tools and resources are provided, if the population is not equipped to use it, or more
detrimentally, if they have no compulsion to use it, then limited progress will be made in efforts to improve
the adoption and cultivation of positive financial behaviours.
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Widespread Consumerism
Some Malaysians are also susceptible to the culture of consumerism, and they have unrealistic expectations
about returns on investments, which make them susceptible to scams.
In addition to short-term thinking, attitudes were also linked to unrealistic expectations and widespread
consumerism. Unrealistic expectations particularly apply to savings and investments - “There’s an
unreasonable expectation of returns” (Ameer Ali, 2020). As with the lack of critical analysis, the expectation
of “unrealistic returns on their investments makes them susceptible to scams” (Nordin, 2020). Expectations
can also be unrealistic in the roles that institutions should play, namely a “strong overreliance on the
government and authorities” (Ismail, 2020; Munani, 2020).
A growing culture of consumerism helps drive these expectations, high borrowing and spending behaviours
to the detriment of long-term financial planning – “we can’t go on with blind consumerism” (Ismail, 2020; also
Janor, 2020). Often, in Malaysia, “the line is blurred” between needs and wants (Mansor, 2020). Many are
self-aware of this issue, as “one in ten Malaysians feel that they are not disciplined when it comes to
managing their own finances” (FEN, 2019).
Individual consumerism is driven by the media and advertising, both local and interventional, which often
leverages behavioural psychology to encourage certain decisions and purchases. Targeted messaging that
drive consumption often overpowers healthier financial decisions. This is a challenge throughout middle- and
upper-income countries, and it is a difficult attitude to alter without strict consumer protections in place and
the “financial ability” to consider the context of their decisions. As part of policy recommendations published
by the US Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) and OECD, there was a strong focus on developing
“financial ability”:
“The relationship between financial knowledge and behavioural change is found to be mediated by
individual characteristics such as attitudes and non-cognitive skills, as well as by the context in which the
decision is taken. The results of consumer interviews suggested the importance of knowing “how to do
things”, rather than the “knowledge of the thing itself”. Given this insight, the CFPB has identified “financial
ability” as the action component or skill that influences the use of financial knowledge.” (OECD, 2015)

Each of these issues, also undermines individual’s confidence in their financial knowledge and skills, which
was emphasised in recent studies where "one in every three Malaysians rated their financial knowledge as
low” (FEN, 2019). Ultimately, it is critical to account for the population-level challenges of information
asymmetry, suboptimal knowledge-seeking behaviour and attitudes, which will persist regardless of the
amount of information, tools and resources shared - “the bigger challenge is to change the behaviour, to
change their mindset,” otherwise “the knowledge has not translated into changing behaviour” (Ameer Ali,
2020).
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Delivery-Level Challenges
On the supply side there are multitudes of financial information, tools and resources, and yet they are not
necessarily having the intended effect on financial literacy and financial behaviours. Given the populationlevel barriers, it is not an issue of how much financial information, but rather of what type of information and
when to deliver it. The challenges identified at the delivery level include:

1. Technical and product-driven approaches are not tailored to drive behaviour change;
2. The efficacy of the interventions is usually not measured; and
3. There is a lack of coordination between suppliers.
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Technical and Product-Driven Approaches
Technical and product-driven approaches are not tailored to drive behaviour change.
Based on the landscape review and according to experts there are sufficient financial tools available in the
market (Ameer Ali, 2020; Tasir, 2020). However, for many suppliers of these resources the “challenge is how
to entice them (the public) to understand” (Munani, 2020). One obstacle is that for most financial
information, “it’s been a very product-oriented narrative” and “not an independent narrative” (Ali, 2020).
Moreover, when the industry does it, “it tends to be too technical” (Munani, 2020). The complex language
used to by the industry can lead to poor decision-making by the individual:
“For many in the emerging markets, financial service contracts are difficult to understand. It may be the
first time that someone among their friends or extended family has signed a long-term financial contract
and none has sufficient financial literacy to negotiate with a financial institution. In addition, the services,
or the consumer disclosure for the services, may be difficult to comprehend—and impossible to compare
among service providers.” (Rutledge, 2010)
“It’s not easy to get Malaysians to be interested in financial literacy topics,” so “our content needs to be
improved” (Nordin, 2020). If attitude is a key challenge at the population level, the focus of the supply has to
be on the type of content that drives behaviour change - “The gap is how do we get people to really want to
increase their knowledge, so that they are street wise” (Tasir, 2020). One-size-fits-all, product-driven
communications are not driving behaviour change or creating a demand for the knowledge provided.
“Creating the need for this knowledge is one very important part” (Tasir, 2020).
“More and more information doesn’t help people. It’s about how you package it and at what stage. [We]
can’t have a one-size fits all.” (Ismail, 2020)
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Efficacy Measurement
The efficacy of the interventions is usually not measured.
Despite the extensive amount of resources put towards financial literacy, little is known on how successful
these efforts have been. In the survey of financial institutions and previous research, many organisations
were unable to identify the impact of their interventions, or sometimes even calculate the reach. While those
survey responses focused on CSR initiatives, it is also true for consumer education efforts - “There’s no
shortage of things happening, but I really question whether it will move the needle on financial literacy”
because “we have difficulty measuring whether it’s effective or not” (O’Dell, 2020).
The MOE has also identified this need for measurement when it comes to the in-school interventions and the
utilisation of tools and resources provided for teachers and students. As such, “scientific evaluations will be
carried out in the near future to evaluate the effectiveness of the initiatives planned and implemented from
2019 to 2023” (Zamani, 2020). Similarly, PIDM is working with UNCDF on how to measure the efficacy of
GoGet's financial literacy approach.
Measurement is a persisting challenge globally, which is why having context-specific research becomes all
the more important:
“While progress has been made in high-income countries to measure financial capability, there is little
robust empirical evidence that financial education can improve it. While applying the financial capability
concept in low and middle-income countries looks promising it will need to be adjusted to their
characteristic and supported by innovative interventions and rigorous impact evaluation to improve it.”
(Holzmann, 2010)
This is an area that the National Strategy and FEN have already identified as an interest:
“The National Strategy will also support research collaboration and data sharing. Future policy initiatives in
this area can therefore be based on the results of such studies. These findings and studies may be shared
in the public domain to increase awareness on financial literacy issues.” (FEN, 2019)
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Coordination
There is a lack of coordination between suppliers.
Contributing to both the population and delivery level challenges is the lack of coordination at scale. While
there are many examples of collaborations amongst organisations, a majority of these are unknown to the
wider network. Thus far, “the literacy effort is very fragmented […] the effectiveness is not there because of
this fragmentation. It adds to the confusion” (O’Dell, 2020). Because these efforts are currently “disjointed”
(Boletawa, 2020), many organisations, even members of the government, are not well-versed in what
initiatives are taking place or what resources are available (Munani, 2020). This could also lead to a
redundancy in efforts in some cases (Mason, 2020). Due to the lack of coordination, the delivery of
programmes and information is not continuous throughout an individual’s life - “in between there are all these
gaps” (Tasir, 2020).
For some, it was only through their involvement with FEN that they ”got to know what their peers were doing”
(Ameer Ali, 2020). This is largely due to the absence of singular entity driving strategy and communicating
between the delivery stakeholders:
“What is missing is an aggregator of this information, a filter, that by clicking one or two steps, they will
have the information required. It doesn’t have to be led the government. As long as it is driven by a credible
institution, supported by information from reliable sources and received backing of key stakeholders, it is
sufficient.” (Yusoff, 2020)
This high-level coordination, which is a role that FEN is actively working in, is a key component to jointly
achieving each of the Strategic Priorities, including Strategic Priority 2. From a global perspective,
“collaboration, which we always say is key, can be improved” (Boletawa, 2020).
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COVID-19 Effects
The COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing economic crisis have further exasperated the existing disparities and
proven the need for increased inclusive financial education. Despite the relatively low incidence rates, “the
COVID-19 (coronavirus) pandemic has had a major economic impact on Malaysia, particularly on its
vulnerable households” (World Bank, 2020). A survey conducted by RinggitPlus found that 53% of
respondents cannot survive on savings for more than 3 months (RinggitPlus, 2020).
On a more positive note, the pandemic has also increased demand for financial knowledge and influenced
financial behaviours potentially beneficially. The insurance and banking industry have seen an uptick in
interest in financial information, increased savings deposits and insurance certificates (Lim, 2020; O’Dell
2020; Tasir, 2020; Ameer Ali, 2020). It has also created a greater shift towards digital solutions. While many
Malaysians were already searching for information online, the pandemic has “accelerated the need for
information online,” and accelerated the rate that companies and consumers are responding (Lim, 2020).
UNCDF and GoGet found that the onset of the pandemic and MCO provided "an opportunity to strengthen
their financial health programming on the platform" (UNCDF, 2020).
While the long-term impact on financial behaviours and well-being is yet to be seen, the COVID-19 pandemic
“brings into a sharp focus for us to do this quickly” as “people are even more exposed to problems and
challenges” (Ismail, 2020), but it also a wake-up call for many people to assess their knowledge and
behaviours and seek out solutions.

Conclusions on Current Challenges
Based on the population-level and delivery-level challenges identified and the current landscape, the
following conclusions can be drawn:
Despite a plethora of resources and programmes, there are multiple segments of the population that
are not being effectively targeted or reached through the current methods.
Product-driven and technical financial information does not appear to be influencing individual
behaviours and attitudes, which is why it is important to carry out efficacy studies on various
approaches.
Further coordination is needed to ensure there is less overlap and increased targeting of underserved
communities, including the B40, the elderly and rural populations.
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Overview
This study has leveraged research, expert opinions and survey responses to arrive at the understanding of
the challenges laid out above. This formed a good basis of understanding that led to the analysis of steps
needed to mitigate these challenges. Through the aggregation of experts' suggestions and in response to the
challenges identified, a selection of broad recommendations emerged:
1. Design solutions that are tailored for specific audiences and targeted to specific points in their lifecycle;
2. Ensure access to these solutions and usage by all population segments; and
3. Support a coordinating body to centralise information, drive strategy and collaboration.
These recommendations are in line with the National Strategy and the objectives laid out by FEN. As such,
they are intended to support FEN and partner organisations in pursuing their intended course of action while
enabling increased collaboration towards national progress in this area.
Under each of these recommendations, ideas for potential approaches have been outlined to provide a
roadmap for successful implementation.

RECOMMENDATION 1: Design Tailored and Targeted Solutions
1. Focus on behaviour-change communication models;
2. Take a lifecycle approach that is continuous, repetitive and targets key stages; and
3. Leverage cross-sector best practices, materials and resources.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Ensure Access and Usage
1. Utilise existing establishments with high scalability;
2. Support community-based outreach; and
3. Vary delivery mediums.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Support a Coordinating Body
1. Create a platform to consolidate and filter information, tools and resources;
2. Choreograph multi-stakeholder and multi-sector collaboration; and
3. Drive the implementation of all aspects of the National Strategy.
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Recommendation 1: Design Tailored and
Targeted Solutions
In order to design solutions that are tailored for specific audiences and targeted to specific points in their
lifecycle, the following approaches could be considered:

1. Focus on behaviour-change communication models;
2. Take a lifecycle approach that targets key stages; and
3. Leverage cross-sector best practices, materials and resources.
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APPROACH 1.1: Focus on targeted behaviour change communication models
The current approach to financial education, due to the population-level barriers, is not sufficiently translating
into improved financial behaviours. A behaviour-change approach has to recognise the diverse segments of
the population and their needs:
“The delivery has to be targeted because not one size fits all. We are dealing with a country with different
levels of literacy” (Ameer Ali, 2020)
“We’re talking to very different segments of society and we have to target better. We do a “one size fits all
approach. We need to tailor our messaging based on different constituencies.” (Hussein, 2020)
“We need to understand [their needs] so we can tailor our approach.” (Hussin, 2020)
Global research and case studies have concluded that “financial education tends to be more effective when it
is targeted to the specific needs and desires of the audience” (Xu, 2012), as “there are very few interventions
that work at all segments of the population” (Reddy, 2020). In order to achieve this, more market research
needs to be done to understand how to influence each population segment, and with that data, more targeted
information, tools and resources can be designed and deployed.
“Supporting individual engagement, motivation and decision-making, by using the findings of behavioural
economics and social marketing techniques, harnessing peer pressure and the community effect, or the
new possibilities offered by games and social technologies.” (OECD, 2015)
This type of approach often requires a more nuanced and creative approach. In South Africa, a televised soap
opera called “Scandal!” was developed, which supported financial education and linked to a debt-counselling
unit of the government (Berg, 2013; Reddy, 2020). In Singapore, elements of gamification have been used to
engage children and youth (Reddy, 2020). The key is to find solutions that are tailored to the Malaysian
population, and imperatively, for particular segments - “it has to be a lot more targeted” (Hussein, 2020).
PIDM, as an example, is currently undertaking a behavioural study to better target the millennial population
for insurance. PIDM is also carrying out a behavioural study on the general public to determine which
interventions might help incentivise better savings behaviour. To drive behaviour change, the tailored
approach also needs to consider the type of content that is being shared for those audiences:
“Perhaps what needs to change is the ‘content’. Sometimes [it’s] a bit too sophisticated for the common
man. If you are going to disperse your knowledge, it has to be something that is catered, bespoke to the
population.” (Ameer Ali, 2020)
“In terms of the pitching of information, you could actually miss the target audience [because of] the
language used or the way we approach the subjects.” (Yusoff, 2020)
The type of content should not only be in a language that is easily understood, but it should also be topical.
In that way, the current COVID-19 pandemic is an opportunity to drive behaviour change by linking financial
knowledge to the prevailing concerns brought on by the public health and economic crises. As this approach
will take more efforts in the design stage, the multi-sectoral collaboration in the second recommendation will
be critical for supporting all actors in tailoring their financial information, tools and resources.
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APPROACH 1.2: Take a lifecycle approach that targets key stages
Successfully designed financial information, tools and resources will take on a tailored approach that targets
key stages in an individual’s lifecycle. In their national financial education strategy recommendations, the
OECD outlined the imperative for “accounting for timing and location and harnessing existing learning
environments and networks,” which include “life-cycle approaches (addressing consumers in key stages of
their professional or personal lives: having a child, buying a first home, retiring, etc.)” (OECD, 2015).
At the design stage, it is important to identify these “trigger points in one’s life that make one seek out
information” (O’Dell, 2020). AKPK describes them as “teachable moments” – “we believe in pitching at the
right moment” (Tasir, 2020).
“Intervention impacts are highly heterogeneous: financial education is less effective for low-income clients
as well as in low- and lower-middle–income economies. Specific behaviors, such as the handling of debt,
are more difficult to influence and mandatory financial education tentatively appears to be less effective.
Thus, intervention success depends crucially on increasing education intensity and offering financial
education at a 'teachable moment.'” (Kaiser, 2017)
AKPK stressed the value of aligning financial education to these “teachable moments” by making it a
prerequisite at crucial junctures, such as getting married or purchasing a home (Tasir, Yaakub and Zakaria,
2020). In addition to identifying these trigger points or teachable moments, a lifecycle approach focuses on
continued engagement throughout - “it has to be continuous” and “it also must be repetitive” (Tasir and
Yaakub, 2020).
This approach can also be taken for school-based financial education, which can identify individual students
at different stages of their education and at different comprehension levels:
“BPK (Bahagian Pembangunan Kurikulum) recommends that the focus should be in the development of
instructional system such as constructivism and project-based learning environment to suit different
individual learners at all stages.” (Zamani, 2020)
The lifecycle approach is being adopted globally. The World Bank identified it as one of the innovative and
experimental approaches to make financial education more engaging – “one approach targets ‘teachable
moments’ when people are faced with a big financial decision” (World Bank 2017). In the United States,
consumer services have already incorporated “lifecycle services” based on where a person is in their decision
points (Reddy, 2020). While this has been done to some extent by product-driven information, it can be
enhanced through a financial literacy lens and with mandated prerequisite courses.
One-size-fits-all and product-driven communications should be replaced with continuous behaviour-change
focused lifecycle solutions - “it has to start from young and come in at all levels” (Tasir, 2020).
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APPROACH 1.3: Leverage cross-sector best practices, materials and resources
The new or enhanced materials and resources that are developed based on behaviour-change models and
life-cycle approaches will have a broader impact when shared between various stakeholders.
A first step is to identify the existing materials that can be shared, while also enhancing them based on
behaviour-change and lifecycle approaches to ensure they are best practices. Once identified, they should be
provided through channels that have wide distribution across sectors. The multi-sector collaborations and
platform identified in Recommendation 3 will be crucial for this to succeed.
An example of this is to draw on the many modules that AKPK has developed for civil servant financial
education and ensuring those are rolled out widely where applicable. Another example is the private sector
providing resources, both human resources and materials, to the MOE for school-based initiatives. A current
challenge for embedding financial education in schools is creating and rolling out effective materials, which
is where partnerships with other sectors can be highly valuable:
“The insufficient of expertise in financial education among curriculum developers and teachers will be
another consideration for MOE to have more collaboration initiatives with other related agencies or nongovernment organisations.” (Zamani, 2020)
Therefore, there is a need for more “support from the interested public stakeholders and relevant agencies in
developing learning materials and activities” (Zamani, 2020). External parties can provide guidance on
relevant topic areas, including stock market simulations, distinguishing wants and needs, as well as methods
to keep a budget (Janor, 2020; Mansor, 2020). Support can also come in the form of manpower from other
sectors to provide training and organise special events targeted at students, parents and teachers, which
support the MOE’s wish for:
“Organising more training sessions by the experts of FE for teachers especially those related in the
teaching of FE in their subject matters (e.g. Malay and English Languages, Mathematics and Islamic/
Moral Education) is strongly recommended.”
“Making financial materials more visible and attractive can be emphasised through organising special
events such as Money Weeks or Saving Days with the participation of well-known community
stakeholders.” (Zamani, 2020)
Additionally, international best practices can also be a valuable source of ideas and materials for sectors.
Financial education has taken on many forms around the world to varying degrees of success. There is much
to be garnered from the failures and successes of global case studies. These can be identified through
partnerships with international organisations with a Malaysian presence, including the World Bank and AFI,
and adapted to the local context.
As financial literacy benefits every sector, it is to the benefit of each sector to collaborate in improving it at
each stage of the lifecycle and across touch points.
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Recommendation 2: Ensure Access and Usage
In order to ensure access to these solutions and usage by all population segments, the following approaches
could be considered:

1. Utilise existing establishments with high scalability;
2. Support community-based outreach;
3. Vary delivery mediums.

45

CHAPTER 6

RECOMMENDATIONS

APPROACH 2.1: Utilise existing establishments with high scalability
There are multiple existing establishments that should be the main modes of delivering financial information,
tools and resources to ensure access to the broadest segments of society. The OECD encourages financial
education models that reach people “through appropriate learning environments such as the workplace or
schools” (OECD, 2015).
Embedding financial education into the curriculum is the first step to improving financial literacy from a
young age. While this mandate falls under Strategic Priority 1 of the National Strategy, it underpins Strategic
Priority 2 and is a prerequisite to successfully making “basic financial education information easily
understood, available and accessible to all” (FEN, 2019). While the MOE has made strides in incorporating
financial education into the curriculum, this has been repeatedly stressed by stakeholders as a critical
component to national financial literacy improvement:
“The key is incorporating financial literacy in the school curriculum, equipping [students] with basic skills.”
“Financial education needs to be incorporated into the syllabus.”
Basic financial education should be “either part of the education system or something provided during the
university years.”
“At the secondary education stage, there should be a required course.”
“There is sound motivation for the necessary intervention in the content and delivery of existing education
systems to strive to increase the financial literacy of public at large and to prepare them with skills
required to make informed choices as well to work towards life-long successful financial situations.” (Tan,
2011)
Since 2012, the MOE has begun including financial literacy in the curriculum and developing resources for
teachers. For this to be successful, though, it should be reinforced through the sharing of cross-sector
materials and by providing specialized teacher training. Training teachers is critical for financial education to
be sustainably delivered in schools - “I’d rather teach a thousand teachers than a thousand students because
they will take it with them” (Ali, 2020).
A first step for driving change through teachers is getting them exposed to compulsory learning online, so
they can roll out new modules (Tasir, 2020). This would enable the constant delivery of new and improved
content that stays relevant to the evolving nature of financial education. Beyond being the most sustainable
link to students, the training should also emphasise the value to teachers themselves, as civil servants, who
can benefit from access to financial knowledge in their own lives.
While the modules should be tailored to the Malaysian context, there are multitudes of resources and
examples from other countries that can be leveraged for teacher training and implementation. These include
the Australian Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC) MoneySmart Teaching (teaching.moneysmart.
gov.au/); US Jump$tart Coalition Clearinghouse (www.jumpstart.org/jump$tart-clearinghouse.html); UK
Personal Finance Education Group (PFEG) (www.pfeg.org/teaching_resources/index.html); and the Citigroup
Financial Education Curriculum (www.citigroup.com/citi/citizen/community/curriculum/faq.htm) (Mundy,
2012).
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Global programmes that use the existing education system have been successful (Xu, 2012). For long-term
change, it has to be embedded throughout the curriculum, as Brazil has done across subjects, including in
their math curriculum and social sciences (Reddy, 2020). Similarly, Singapore has incorporated it into school
systems, starting with very young students - “a good model to be adopted, if possible” (Sambasivamurthy,
2020). In fact, “at least 27 economies have introduced financial education in schools, in some cases as a
mandatory cross-curricular subject” (OECD, 2015).
“With sufficient basic financial knowledge and relevant skills - ingrained into the younger individuals’
behaviour and attitude - they will be more prepared and empowered to lead a healthier financial lifestyle as
they move into adulthood. Financial education from young - serves as a firm foundation to influence
behaviour for a more sustainable life-long financial planning.” (Ghaffour, 2017)
Along with schools, workplaces are a critical establishment to leverage for pushing out financial information,
tools and resources. Both global research reports and expert recommendations have emphasised the value
of tackling financial literacy at the workplace through employee training. Even within financial institutions,
the financial literacy of employees has been flagged as issue - “quite surprisingly it is both internal and
external” and “only about one third [of employees] understand” (Hussein, 2020). This highlights the need to
“not only [create] awareness outside, but awareness inside the institutions themselves” (Boletawa, 2020).
The importance of doing this in the workplace extends beyond the individual employee - “if they can’t manage
their finances, it will affect their productivity, it will affect their ability to do work” (Tasir, 2020). Similarly,
going back to the community-based outreach approach, this is a critical step to empowering local branch
employees and agents to be spokespeople for financial literacy on the ground - “there is more that can be
done to make them realize that by providing that value to consumers, they can build a better brand” (O’Dell,
2020).
To implement this, employers, especially financial institutions and government ministries, should “take on the
continued financial education mandate” (Ali, 2020). BFM, Malaysia’s independent business radio station, has
already implemented this internally through induction classes and annual courses, which “benefits the
company as well” (Ali, 2020). AKPK reviews employee’s CCRIS Reports to provide customised counselling
and ensure that the internal financial literacy rates and well-being is high (Tasir and Yaakub, 2020). Both
AKPK and BFM have the capacity to support other organisations in implementing internal financial education
for employees and for civil servants.
This has worked well globally when orchestrated by a coordinating body. For example, The UK's Financial
Capability Steering Group (FSA) established the FSA Reaching People Through the Workplace Working Group,
which included representatives from the financial services industry, the Government, business organisations,
and trades unions to drive employee-based training (Mundy, 2012). In Malaysia, organisations, like AKPK and
BFM, can take on the training and establish the structure for incentivising employers to implement these
initiatives.
Financial education delivery through the school system and by employers is essential to ensure access at
scale and the usage of best practice materials as they are rolled out.
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APPROACH 2.2: Support community-based outreach
There is a need for increased community-based outreach, which is closely linked to the tailored approach at
the population level. To combat the information asymmetry, more engagement should happen at the
community level and through community members - “make sure you reach the populations you’re intending to
solve problems for, or it doesn’t create real solutions” (Mason, 2020).
This is where the insurance and financial institutions with widespread local branches and employees are
uniquely positioned to support the communities they serve. For rural communities in particular, the local
branches could be the solution “to reach out and have community-based grassroots events in a sustained
and structured manner” (Lim, 2020). In addition to the branches, the insurance industry can also level their
wide network of agents - “I think the life insurance industry is in a unique place to contribute because of our
agents” (O’Dell, 2020). These agents create a network of people on the ground that are willing to spend time
in their communities and create win-win outcomes for business objectives and financial education (Yusoff,
2020; O’Dell, 2020; Lim, 2020).
For this to be successfully implemented, there should be a focus on providing the necessary training, tools
and resources to these branches to enable them to deliver tailored financial information and support
behaviour change. While “it takes a well-trained and educated person to sit down with a family and review
their goals” (O’Dell, 2020), even at a basic level this is a good starting point to increase reach to B40 and rural
communities - “through these branches and the network in their areas, it is a very good start to their
communities” (Lim, 2020).
These community-based networks are particularly important to support school-based financial education for
students, teachers and parents. Where possible, they can provide training and resources directly through
parent and teacher associations:
“Parents are found to be unequally equipped to transmit the knowledge to their children on sound financial
habits. Again, more programmes related to FE are recommended to be planned and implemented at the
school level involving both pupils and parents through the Parents and Teachers Association.” (Zamani,
2020)
Ultimately, these community channels are one facet of a “hybrid approach” of online information for the
urban, tech-enabled population and grassroots campaigns for the rural areas (Lim, 2020). Where the financial
institutions are unable to take up this mandate, other actors can step in to support underserved communities.
The OECD has noted the need to choose “the right trusted intermediaries such as community leaders and
developing training the trainers programmes” for this to succeed (OECD, 2015). In Denmark, for example, the
digital divide with the elderly was addressed by utilising existing senior citizen groups to provide financial
education and counselling (Reddy, 2020). This community-based approach also supports the lifecycle model
that targets key learning opportunities.
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APPROACH 2.3: Vary delivery mediums
The developed solutions should be rolled out through a variety of mediums to maximise reach and address
the information asymmetry faced by certain segments of the population. These mediums can span from
traditional print media and radio to SMS messaging and social media platforms. Above all, there should be a
variety in order to reach the largest audience while be inclusive of all segments that may otherwise be left out
in terms of digital access or literacy levels.
“A multi-faceted approach to inculcate good financial behaviour and enhance financial knowledge must be
taken in order to move more MWAs (Malaysian Working Adults) into the elated level of financial wellbeing.” (AKPK, 2018)
As mentioned in behaviour-change approaches, there are several examples globally of delivering financial
education through television shows, app-based games and SMS notifications.
“A new wave of research is experimenting with approaches to financial literacy training that are more
engaging, entertaining, and experiential. [...] [One] approach focuses on using mass media such as radio or
television that already reach households around the world every day.” (World Bank 2017)
Each medium should take into account the segment of the population that is reached and how messaging
can therefore be targeted to that segment. The selection of mediums should be driven by “data and nuanced
strategies,” which “requires more advanced preparation, but is more successful” (Reddy, 2020). This can also
be applied through the key establishments identified, including teacher training:
“Besides, the lack of high-quality materials and teaching resources could be a short-term barrier but the
enhancement of digital learning will assist better compilation of learning materials.” (Zamani, 2020)
Recently, there has been a push to leverage digital technologies, including social media and mobile apps, as
the preferred mediums to reach the population. However, in Malaysia, these mediums can leave out many key
segments of society, including rural communities and the elderly, and as such, a greater variety of channels
should be used to deliver content that suits the needs of all segments.
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Recommendation 3: Support a Coordinating
Body
In order to support the backbone of a coordinating body to centralise information, drive strategy and
collaboration. the following are ideas for potential approaches that could be taken:

1. Establish a platform to consolidate and filter information, tools and resources;
2. Choreograph multi-stakeholder and multi-sector collaboration; and
3. Drive the implementation of the National Strategy.
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APPROACH 3.1: Establish a platform to consolidate and filter information, tools and
resources
The availability of financial information, tools and resources has not been identified as a barrier to financial
literacy. However, these resources are currently product-driven and fragmented, which is why a platform
should be developed to consolidate and filter them. There needs to be a legitimate body that provides is
tasked with providing impartial references and tools (O’Dell, 2020; Ismail, 2020). The coordinating can serve
to legitimise both the sources and content provided on the platform, by leveraging its brand for distribution
both online and offline of the consolidated resources.
The platform and/or coordinating body should adopt the tailored and targeted lifecycle approach to
delivering vetted information, tools and resources in an easy to digest format. In other countries, this type of
platform has failed if it is overly complex or gets bogged down by bureaucracy (Reddy, 2020). As such, it
should be guided by user-friendly design and market research to maintain a high level of functionality and
relevance. For the platform to succeed, it will require the coordinating body to have the support of both
service providers and legitimising entities in the government. Doing this through a centralised body also
enables it to quickly scale up with content and access from diverse sources while staying “nimble enough to
tackle these needs” (Ismail, 2020).
To effectively filter information, tools and resources this platform should be supported research and
measurement frameworks. The due diligence used to filter information and select best practices should be
based on rigorous data. To achieve this, further research should be done on key issue areas and populations
(Mahdzan, 2013; Ibrahim, 2009). For financial education interventions, “something we need to do is on the
measurement” to determine “how this knowledge is being translated into behaviour” (Tasir, 2020). Increasing
research on the efficacy of different interventions is the first stage to more effectively designing subsequent
initiatives.
“While progress has been made in high-income countries to measure financial capability, there is little
robust empirical evidence that financial education can improve it. While applying the financial capability
concept in low and middle-income countries looks promising it will need to be adjusted to their
characteristic and supported by innovative interventions and rigorous impact evaluation to improve it."
(Holzmann, 2010)
To this end, FEN is currently developing a set of financial literacy core competencies for adults. These core
competencies could provide a standardised framework to design, categorise and measure initiatives that are
included on the shared platform. Global resources can be leveraged and contextualised for use in Malaysia,
including the OECD/INFE Toolkit for Measuring Financial Literacy and Financial Inclusion, or the Canadian
Financial Capabilities Survey (CFCS).
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APPROACH 3.2: Choreograph multi-stakeholder and multi-sector collaboration
A coordinating body should provide the platform and structure for various stakeholders to come together,
share ideas and work collaboratively towards achieving the National Strategy. As evidence by the
establishment of FEN, there is the capacity and appetite in Malaysia for greater multi-sectoral collaboration.
“Government agencies, schools, families, workplaces and the financial service industry - all play an
important role in building financial capability and elevating financial literacy of our population. This is a
long-haul journey and requires significant resources and perseverance by various parties. Hence, interagency collaboration -providing various touch points at different platforms - is needed to increase the
impact of financial education initiatives for the Malaysian public.” (Ghaffour, 2017)
To enhance this, the coordinating body should provide a clear roadmap with individualised targets for each
stakeholder/partner to pursue through collaboration. It should also provide mechanisms for open and
constant communication between stakeholders, which can take the form of digital communications materials
and hosted events. If done well, the “concerted effort by various stakeholders to address the issue would be
more impactful” (Tasir, 2020). Based on the National Strategy, FEN is already well-positioned to guide the
collaborative efforts moving forward.
AKPK, on behalf of FEN, is already working towards supporting coordination by conducting an environmental
scan and mapping exercise for the National Strategy. This will help determine gaps and opportunities for
collaboration with relevant stakeholders. It will also identify how their various existing initiatives can be
leveraged to expand the scope of financial literacy programmes.
The MOE and teachers do not need to be alone in their efforts to enhance financial education in schools. The
private sector and GLCs can support teacher training and student activities by providing expertise and
resources. In Brazil, for example, a Pedagogical Support Group (GAP) was established. GAP is chaired by the
Securities and Exchange Commission and is made up of members from the financial sector, the Ministry of
Education, and Municipal and State Departments of Education. Also in Brazil, a National Association for
Financial Education was established by the financial industry associations to coordinate and implement
nationwide school programmes (Mundy, 2012). Through these multi-sectoral bodies, the responsibility of inschool financial education is shared.
Overall, the suggestion for further collaboration and coordination was met with enthusiasm from the various
stakeholders that were interviewed for this report.
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APPROACH 3.3: Drive the implementation of the National Strategy
The National Strategy provides an essential framework to drive financial education initiatives in Malaysia.
FEN has already committed to driving this forward with its High-Level Inter-Agency Steering Committee
(HLSC) and through its Working Level Group. Following the publication of the National Strategy, FEN is
moving into the next phase of implementation and coordination.
Similar coordinating bodies in other countries, which guide their financial education strategy, have been
successful in guiding their financial education strategy and can serve as potential guides (compiled from
OECD, 2015 and Mundy, 2012):
The UK's Financial Capability Steering Group, which advises on the development and implementation of
the UK's National Strategy on Financial Capability;
Brazil's Financial Education Working Group, which developed their National Strategy for Financial
Education;
Canada's Task Force on Financial Literacy, which makes recommendations to the Minister of Finance on
a national strategy to improve financial literacy;
Singapore's Financial Education Steering Committee;
New Zealand’s National Strategy Advisory Group in New Zealand;
The Financial Education Partnership Taskforce in Kenya, which monitors project progress and to develop
strategies to take the project forward; and
The United State President’s Advisory Council on Financial Capability, which suggest ways to coordinate
and maximize the effectiveness of existing private and public sector efforts and identify new approaches
to increase financial capability through financial education and financial access.
Each of these entities has included members from the government, private industry, particularly in the
financial sector, regulatory bodies, education specialists, civil society, and the media. The entity itself plays a
critical role in bringing all these actors together, which is why these examples have funded and established
backbone teams to spearhead activities and collaboration. Considering the objective, membership and
responsibilities of FEN, a dedicated backbone team would provide the required bandwidth and focus to take
on these aspirations. It would provide coordination and facilitation of the important organisations gathered
around the FEN table.
“I think it is the right organization to spearhead things.” (O’Dell, 2020)
“FEN is a good platform” to provide “basic financial literacy” (Ali, 2020)
An association like FEN “can get private sector to get involved. [...] If you work together, the synergy of a
coordinated effort is much larger than the sum of its parts.” (Mansor, 2020)
In addition to driving stakeholders to achieve the National Strategy objectives, the coordinating body also has
an advocacy role to play. It is also necessary at a high level for there to be alignment between Financial
Strategy and the upcoming 12th Malaysia Plan (12MP) - “if the mission and objective is not aligned, it would
be very hard for them to be successful” (Boletawa, 2020).
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Critical Roles of Primary Actors
There are specific roles for the government, private sector, social sector, and international networks to
implement and ensure the success of these recommendations. The primary actors identified in the various
sectors need to take strategic and tactical steps towards the National Strategy’s implementation, as outlined
in this report.
“It must be a concerted effort. Everyone must be involved.” (Janor, 2020)
Based on Recommendation 3, the ideal model would be helmed by a neutral coordinator for tools,
information and resources to be accessible and disseminated to the general public in a simple, user-friendly
format. In addition to the coordinating body, the other actors also play key roles.

Government: Currently, the Malaysian government has “developed an ideal playing field for financial
literacy” (Yusoff, 2020). The government’s ideal role is to provide backing to the coordinating body and
industry initiatives, which provides credibility. As a regulator, the government is the primary verifying and
controlling the quality of service providers (Boletawa, 2020). From a policy perspective, the government
can also align the National Plan with the National Strategy as intended, ensuring financial literacy is
incorporated across policy objectives. The formal education system and directives to enhance financial
education in schools through teacher training and student programmes also relies on government
ministries. “We have these good institutions, let’s use them” (Ali, 2020).
Concurrently, GLCs are pivotal to implementing all the recommendations as trusted providers of
information, tools and resources. As with other government actors, they provide legitimacy and
credibility to components of financial education. When interacting with individual target groups, they can
provide information at critical lifecycle stages. GLCs can also set examples and provide frameworks for
other key stakeholders at an institutional level, including the private and social sectors.

Private Sector: The private sector, particularly financial institutions, have a predominant role to play in
advancing financial literacy. They can do this through two channels – 1) their customers through
products and services and 2) their employees. At the customer level, this includes adopting the tailored
and target approach to providing financial education through enhanced information, tools and resources.
For this to be successful, “we need the industry to allocate resources and come together” (Yusoff, 2020).
From the banking sector’s perspective, promoting financial literacy is a win-win approach - “we are all
interested in having informed consumers making informed decisions” (Sambasivamurthy, 2020). In
terms of their employees, the private sector can provide financial education directly. They are also in the
position to address the issue of wages in Malaysia - “we are a nation of underpaid workers,” and “we
need to address that structurally” (Ismail, 2020). While outside of the purview of Strategic Priority 2,
wages greatly influence financial behaviour and well-being, and as such should be considered (Hussin,
2020; Hussein, 2020; Ali, 2020; Ismail, 2020).
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Social Sector: Nonprofits, civil society and CSR initiatives should step in to bring financial literacy
initiates to the underserved communities, vulnerable populations that otherwise wouldn’t have access
through the mainstream channels. Through their existing roles in communities, these organisations can
create awareness and push out the knowledge, taking on a “targeted approach” in their niche area that
act as “nudges towards attitude and empowering with knowledge” (Ismail, 2020). They can also focus on
improving basic livelihoods and focus on financial inclusion:
“Malaysia will need to reach out to the remaining unserved population. Covering the last mile in
financial inclusion might not be as easy as it seems. A large part of the unserved population is
composed of foreign workers and their families, some of whom are undocumented workers.” (World
Bank, 2017a)
Others, like Creador Foundation and FLY, which were interviewed for this report, can help create tools
and platforms for sharing unbiased information to the benefit of all - “we see it as an integrated
ecosystem, the more providers the better” (Pradhan, 2020).

International Partners: Global network organisations and intergovernmental organisations, including the
World Bank and AFI in Malaysia, can play a very important role in supporting collaboration and research.
As neutral parties, they can lend legitimacy to efforts, organise events as platforms for collaboration,
support research initiates, and advise on international best practices. Additionally, organisations like
UNCDF has already started supporting innovation in financial literacy through its B40 Challenge initiative,
which includes the apps Pod and GoGet.
In summary, every actor is an important player to achieve the National Strategy, and at the same time, “we
can all benefit from raising general literacy” (O’Dell, 2020).
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Each recommendation and its tactics can be tackled by the key actors in the following ways:

RECOMMENDATION 1: DESIGN TAILORED AND TARGETED SOLUTIONS
APPROACHES

GOVERNMENT

PRIVATE

SOCIAL/INT.

BehaviourChange Models

Share research
and best
practices

Adopt approach
and revise
communications

Adopt for underserved
communities /
Share best practices

Lifecycle
Approach
Cross-Sector
Best Practices

Select target areas and
revise approach
Provide TTT and
share modules

Select target areas and
revise approach
Provide sector
resources to schools
and networks

Adopt for underserved
communities /
Share best practices
Share programme
insights from
communities/ Intl.

RECOMMENDATION 2: ENSURE ACCESS AND USAGE
APPROACHES

GOVERNMENT

PRIVATE

Existing
Establishments

Reinforce in
schools and
teacher training

Invest in employee
financial education

CommunityBased Outreach

Share research
and enable
access

Support outreach
through branches
and agents

Varied Delivery
Mediums

Promote digital
inclusivity

Expand
communications
methods

SOCIAL/INT.
Invest in employee
financial education
Mobilise
grassroots
networks
Ensure underserved
communitites are
reached

RECOMMENDATION 2: SUPPORT A COORDINATING BODY
APPROACHES

GOVERNMENT

PRIVATE

SOCIAL/INT.

Consolidated
Platform

Lend legitimacy and
accountability

Provide content
and drive traffic

Ensure content
reaches underserved
communities

Multi-Stakeholder
Collaboration

Back coordinating
body and networks

Contribute through
networks and share
communications

Advocate for
beneficiaries /
Facilitate collaboration

National Strategy
Implementation

Lend legitimacy and
accountability

Align initiatives to
strategy

Align to strategy /
Share best practices
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In Summary
This report found both a wide variety of existing financial information, tools and resources, as well as a
base of engaged stakeholders. The population-level and delivery-level challenges can be addressed by a
nuanced, multi-sector response that incorporates the thematic recommendations and potential approaches:
Design solutions that are tailored for specific audiences and targeted to specific points in their
lifecycle;
Ensure access to these solutions and usage by all population segments; and
Empower a coordinating body to centralise information, drive strategy and collaboration.
When it comes to financial literacy, it’s undoubtable that there is “a lot to be done in particular to change
the knowledge, attitude and behaviours” (Nordin, 2020). As was appropriately noted, “we’re up against a
huge challenge” and “there are no quick fixes here” because “it is a generation long project” (Hussein,
2020).
Even so, the “national quest” for good financial knowledge and tools is the necessary path forward to
ensure the future well-being of all Malaysians (Ismail, 2020). While this requires concerted effort and
investment from government, private sector and social sector actors, it is a quest that will ultimately benefit
everyone - “investments in financial literacy could well have high payoffs” (Behrman, 2010).
“Therefore, building the financial capability and literacy of Malaysians is certainly a priority for the nation.
What we want to achieve is to improve people's ability - to manage money well - through their entire life
cycle, and their ability to handle periods of difficulties. Financially literate population - will help to
improve the well-being of individuals and households; ensure a sound and competitive financial system;
as well as contribute to the sustainable growth of the economy.” (Ghaffour, 2017)
Despite the low levels of financial literacy and current challenges faced in addressing it, there are reasons
to be optimistic for the future. The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated how Malaysians seek out
knowledge to improve their financial behaviours in the face of crisis. The National Strategy and FEN, as its
architect, have created a framework to pursue collaborative, widespread engagement across sectors to
deliver critical financial information, tools and resources to ameliorate financial literacy and enhance
financial education.
“Financial education is not a silver bullet,” said Bilal. “But it can be an effective tool when delivered at the
right time, to the right audience, through the right channels, and in combination with other interventions.”
(World Bank, 2017)

There is still much to be done, but by working together, greater financial literacy can and will be achieved.
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APPENDIX I: EXPERT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
For each of the experts interviewed, a semi-structured approach was taken that followed the below
question structure:
1. How would you describe the current state of financial literacy and behaviours in Malaysia?
a. How has this changed in the past five years?
b. What changes do you expect to see in light of the COVID-19 crisis?
2. What interventions do you currently see being run for financial literacy in Malaysia?
a. Which organisations are sponsoring and/or running these interventions? / Who are the primary
actors in financial education?
b. What tools are available?
i. Are these tools available to all Malaysians or are some groups excluded?
c. Where would the average Malaysian find financial educational materials?
d. How effective have these interventions been?
i. Which have been the most effective in your opinion?
ii. In what way could the others be more effective?
3. What gaps do you see that these programmes/interventions aren’t addressing?
a. What barriers are there to filling these gaps currently?
b. Any specific population groups that are being left out?
c. Has education led to improved financial behaviour?
i. If not, why?
ii. If yes, in which ways?
4. What recommendations do you have for improving financial literacy in Malaysia?
a. What kind of intervention would you design?
b. Do you have any examples of global initiatives that Malaysia should consider adapting for the
local context?
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APPENDIX II: INDUSTRY SURVEY QUESTION SUMMARY
The following survey questions were shared through digital forms and submitted by financial institution
representatives via the form or via email:
1. Are you familiar with the Financial Education Network (FEN) and/or the National Strategy for Financial
Literacy?
a. Yes, I’ve heard of both
b. Just FEN
c. Just the National Strategy
d. No, I don’t know about either
2. Has your organisation run and/or funded any programmes for Financial Literacy in the past year (20192020)?
a. Yes, we have run our own programmes
b. Yes, we have funded third-party programmes
c. We have both run and funded programmes
d. No, neither
3. How many programmes have you run and/or funded in the past year (2019-2020)?
4. If yes, what are the names of the programmes you have run/funded?
5. Please briefly describe each programme including the objective.
6. These programmes cover (from the Malaysia National Strategy for Financial Literacy):
a. Knowledge of basic financial concepts
b. Ability to live within means
c. Management of expected and unexpected expenses
d. Being vigilant to avoid financial scams
e. Ability to assess the risks and benefits of financial products and services, including those offered
through digital platforms
7. Which age groups have these programmes reached? (Check all that apply: Children (12 yo & below),
Youth (20 yo & below), Adults (Over 20), Elderly/Retired (Over 60))
8. Have you focused on any specific populations? (Check all that apply: B40, Women & Girls, Rural
Communities, Elderly, Orang Asli, Persons with Disabilities (PWDs))
9. How many total beneficiaries did you reach with these programmes in a year?
10. What have the results (impact) of these programmes been on the beneficiary groups?
11. How much funding did you commit to these programmes in the past year (RM)?
12. Is promoting financial literacy part of your core business (not just CSR)? (Yes, No, Not Sure)
13. Do you provide any tools to your customers to support financial literacy? (Yes, No, Not Sure)
14. If yes, what are the tools you provide?
15. Do you provide any educational materials to support financial literacy? (Yes, No, Not Sure)
16. If yes, what are the materials you provide? Please provide links if possible.
17. Do you provide any tools or materials specifically for the hearing or seeing impaired? (Yes, No, Not
Sure)
18. Do you plan on running and/or funding financial literacy programmes in the future? (Yes, No, Not Sure)

The information contained herein is of a general nature and is not intended to address the circumstances of any
particular individual or entity. Although we endeavour to provide accurate and timely information, there can be no
guarantee that such information is accurate as of the date it is received or that it will continue to be accurate in the
future. No one should act on such information without appropriate professional advice after a thorough examination
of the particular situation.
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