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The success of women in STEM in Malaysia is rooted in the 

historical development of Southeast Asia. The historian 

Anthony Reid mentions in 1988 that one of the key tenets 

about South-east Asia as a region distinct from East and South 

Asia is the relatively high status of women; the relative 

autonomy and economic importance of women in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth century South-east Asia probably was higher 

than in any other part of the world  Still, in 

the 1960s and early 1970s STEM related activities were 

largely male dominated and gender stereotyping was common. 

To overcome these issues, the government started a series of 

education plans to educate children without regard to gender, 

race or social background. From the 1970s onward, the 

government of Malaysia put a strong focus to motivate more 

students to choose STEM subjects. The goal of the 60:40 

Policy was that 60% of all students major in STEM. This 

resulted in a significant number of Malaysians becoming 

proficient in the STEM fields. The focus on both genders and 

the establishment of dedicated girl’s schools from the 

beginning of the STEM initiative resulted in 48.85% girls 

enrolled in STEM in 2014 (Khalid, S.M., 2018). 

One important issue is the special support of the “Bumiputra” 

(affirmative action) by the government. The definition of 

Bumiputras is difficult as many groups are covered by that 

expression, but they can be roughly described as the old 

inhabitants of Malaysia before the immigration of Chinese, 

Indians and Europeans set in in the late 19th century. The vast 

majority of Bumiputras are Muslims. From the perspective of 

the empowerment of women in Malaysia this means that 

women with Bumiputra background have good access to jobs 

in the government sector – mainly administration and 

education. This results in a comparatively high number of 

women in top positions at universities in Malaysia. 

Today the STEM strategy of Malaysia is becoming a success 

story. In most STEM sectors (except engineering) we see an 

almost equal higher education enrollment of female students. 

Enrollment data (Khalid, S.M., 2018) show women at 50.54% 

in science, mathematics and computer science and 38.72% in 
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engineering, manufacturing and construction. In health and 

welfare, women’s enrollment is almost 76%.  

However, this perspective becomes more complicated in the 

context of the multi-racial composition of Malaysian society. 

While women in the Malay majority of the population find it 

easier to choose a career in STEM, the culture of modern 

Malaysian Chinese and Malaysian Indian communities are 

more closely tied to the traditional cultures of East and South 

Asia that were allegedly more patriarchal than those of South-

east Asia (Hirschman, C. 2016).  

An interesting and comprehensive article goes deep into the 

societal and psychological aspects of women engineers in 

Malaysia (Atiq, S.Z., et al., 2018); it cites an UNESCO report 

(2018) stating that women were almost 45% of the engineering 

workforce in Malaysia (academia and industry combined). 

Judging by the current data, Malaysia seems to be a success 

story compared with many other countries. It should be noted, 

however, that the trend of women’s high enrollment in STEM 

disciplines is not yet reflected in the ranks of practicing 

engineers. According to a report from the Society of Women 

Engineers (SWE, 2021), although the number of registered 

women graduate engineers is trending up (from 25% in 2016 

to 29% in 2019), women represented only about 8% of 

registered professional engineers in 2019.  

6. DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK 

The inclusion of women in the STEM fields is an ongoing 

process, triggered by the feminist revolution and facilitated by 

pioneering models of successful women who have chosen, 

despite the objections of the time, a scientific career. Despite 

some inherent differences between the societies/countries we 

presented in our previous  paper (

), we identified many common elements of the process of 

including women in STEM fields, such as the similar period 

of time when the first notable cases of women appeared in the 

considered country, signaling the Zeitgeist (spirit of time), or, 

factors such as the need for technological labor force that has 

always encouraged the opening of technical fields to women. 

In the recent decades, the principle of diversity and inclusion 

has been embraced by many organizations, businesses, 

educational and other institutions around the world. Beyond 

the concept of diversity and inclusion, the practical need and 

desire to utilize the full workforce has inspired specific 

government policies in many countries; these policies 

encourage women’s access to technical fields. The journey 

from principle or policies to implementation is ongoing, and 

as we see from the data, there is still a long way to go. 

In the present paper, we are interested to assess the extent to 

which our observations remain valid if we fundamentally 

change the space where we explore the issues — so we chose 

four Asian countries. Although there is continuity with the 

previous work from the perspective of the criteria we use to 

study these communities, we have noticed some peculiarities 

with respect to each country. 

Due to the lack of sufficient infrastructure, women in India are 

required to rely on family and / or society to become part of 

the STEM community, although it seems the value of STEM 

education is appreciated in general. In Japan, it was not until 

1986 that women were recognized as part of the workforce, 

reflecting the size of the community-specific patriarchal 

system and its inflexibility. Due to the need for manpower for 

R&D, South Korea has managed to involve more women in 

STEM fields, although societal biases are reflected in the lack 

of STEM specializations offered by women’s universities. An 

example that contradicts the previous ones is Malaysia, a 

country with a progressive history of gender equality, since the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when women were 

socially better positioned compared to other parts of Asia. 

Maintaining the trend and assuming long-term economic 

development plans have resulted in high levels of gender parity 

in many STEM fields, at least in educational attainment.  

To conclude, we clearly see how the labeling of STEM fields 

in the public narratives of a country influences women’s access 

to this domain. Indeed, STEM fields are suggestive examples 

of how socio-cultural factors impact everything in 

communities and countries. We also see that economic 

development goals can help overcome traditional limitations 
in the presence of collective will. It can be hoped that barring 

any major systemic disruptions, if the current enrollment 

trends continue, the overall proportion of women in STEM 

fields should improve in the Asian countries that we explored 

in this paper. It should be noted, however, that simply 

increasing the numbers does not ensure women’s participation 

at the highest levels of decision-making processes, and this 

leadership gap is not unique to STEM fields. This issue 

requires separate attention and analysis which will be the 

subject of our future work. 

In future work, we plan to run a survey of literature on the topic 

of gender imbalance in STEM, particularly engineering. Over 

the last several decades, a large volume of published literature 

has been generated on this topic; papers from different 

communities --- STEM researchers, university and higher 

education administrators, business leaders, professional 

organizations, psychologists and sociologists, other 

stakeholders --- have addressed and analyzed this issue. There 

have been agreements, disagreements, debates, discussions. 

We plan to examine this literature to find patterns, opinions, 

recommendations, and best practices that can potentially help 

us in our quest for a more equitable and diverse STEM 

workspace globally 
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