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Abstract

Purpose — Evidence for the availability and utilisation of family-friendly work conditions (FFWCs) in Malaysia
has not been comprehensively reviewed. Whether persistent inequities are due to poor employer provision of work
conditions or low employee uptake remains unknown. This scoping review to assess the scope of available evidence
for availability and utilisation of specific FFWCs among women in Malaysia, and synthesise reported findings.
Design/methodology/approach — This scoping review used Arksey and O’'Malley’s framework and twenty-
two articles were reviewed.

Findings — Flexible work hours, telecommuting/work from home, staggered work hours, childcare centres
proximal to workplaces, and childcare subsidies were reported as most commonly available work conditions.
Available leave varied across organisations and sectors in provision of payment and duration. Flexible work
hours, leave, and childcare centres proximal to workplaces were the conditions most used by employees.
However, the validity of observed availability and utilisation of work conditions in Malaysia is questionable,
due to inconsistencies in the specificity and range of work conditions assessed and heterogeneity of samples.
Practical implications — National monitoring of the accessibility and uptake of FFWCs is required to guide
investment decisions about family-friendly policy initiatives to effectively advance gender equity in the
Malaysian labour force.

Originality/value — This scoping review provides the first comprehensive synthesis and summary of the
availability and utilisation of FFWCs in Malaysia.

Peer review — The peer review history for this article is available at: https:/publons.com/publon/10.1108/
[JSE-02-2024-0103
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Introduction

Female labour force participation is globally recognised as a policy priority and included in
the 2030 UN Agenda for Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations Children’s Fund,
2019). Women’s paid work participation is critical for positive organisational culture and
commitment, and increased nations’ economic prosperity (Clerkin, 2017; Sander et al., 2012).
Further, women’s employment benefits their families and children, as children of working
mothers, particularly women, are more likely to work and earn higher wages than children
with stay-at-home mothers (McGinn ef al, 2018). Yet, women are less likely to participate in
paid work and more likely to work informally than men (International Labour Organization
[ILO], 2023). Women’s labour force participation in Malaysia is estimated to be 55.5%; 25.4%
less than men (Department of Statistics Malaysia [DOSM], 2022). Malaysia’s government and
private sector organisations, where approximately 725,091 and 3,051 thousand women work,
respectively (Ramli, 2020; DOSM, 2019), have implemented family-friendly work conditions
(FFWCs) to increase women’s paid work participation (Ministry of Women, Family and
Community Development [MWFCD] and United Nations Development Programme [UNDP],
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2014). In Malaysia, FFWCs include the promotion of flexible work hours and telework/work
from home, the provision of workplace creches and a statutory maternity leave (Economic
Planning Unit [EPU], 2001, 2006; International Labour Organization n.d.).

Research in Malaysia has found positive impacts of FFWCs on work-family and family-work
enrichment, retention, and intention to stay (Mustapha ef al, 2011; Subramaniam et al.,, 2016;
Sabil et al, 2011). Flexible work arrangements, specifically, have been positively associated with
work-life balance (Subramaniam et al, 2015b; Wong et al, 2017; Au and Ahmed, 2015),
productivity (Subramaniam et al, 2018a), and organisational commitment, as well as reduced
work-family conflict (Mee Choo et al, 2016) and intention to leave (Ahmad ef al, 2016). Four
studies have measured the impact of specific FFWCs (i.e,, staggered work hours, maternity
benefits and flexible work schedules [flex time]), and found them to be positively associated with
retention (Idris, 2014; Sequerah and Kartar Singh, 2019), employee motivation and satisfaction
(Ahmad et al, 2013; Saleh et al., 2015). Despite evidence of the FEWCs potential benefits and
flexible work arrangements, little is known about the extent to which specific FFWCs are
available and used in Malaysian workplaces, which may partially explain the low impact of
policy initiatives on gender equity in participation rates. Evidence for both the availability and
the utilisation of specific FFWCs is critical for policymakers and/or organisational stakeholders
to understand how to intervene. The FFWCs availability may not translate into their usage
(uptake). For instance, high availability but low uptake of FFWCs would require attention on
identifying uptake barriers for improving gender equity in workplace participation.

Evidence-based policy investment and disinvestment decisions for improving gender
equity in Malaysian workplace participation remain difficult without synthesised evidence
about the availability and utilisation of specific FFWCs. The present scoping review aimed to
meet this need by assessing: (1) the availability of FEWCs, (2) the utilisation of FFWCs, and
(3) the scope and magnitude of available evidence for FFWCs’ availability and utilisation
among women in Malaysia.

Methods
The scoping review was conducted using Arksey and O’Malley (2005) five-stage framework
to assess the magnitude and scope of available literature related to the availability and
utilisation of FFWCs among working women in Malaysia. The framework includes
identifying the research question and relevant studies, study selection, charting the data, and
collating, summarising, and reporting the results. Scoping reviews are useful for focusing on
a broad research question and allowing inclusion of all relevant literature with diverse study
designs (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005).

Broad search criteria were applied to identify studies that reported findings on the
availability and/or use of FFWCs in Malaysia.

Literature search strategy

A librarian was consulted (in person and via emails) to design a comprehensive and
systematic search strategy. Available literature were acquired through searching six
authoritative electronic databases (Web of Science, PubMed, Scopus, Embase, ProQuest and
All EBSCOhost), Malaysian Government and organisational websites, and an informal
search for grey literature. No limitations were imposed for date of publication. Searches were
limited to available English-language literature. The authors used a Boolean search string
strategy to refine the search results. The search strategy was limited to samples from
Malaysia and source types (scholarly journals, book chapter and working papers), and
included the following terms: “family friendly”, “work family polic*”, “work life balance”,
“polic*”, “flexible work arrangement*”, “flexible work* hour*”, “stagger* work* hour*”,
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“work* from home”, “leave* polic*”, “maternity leave*”, “childcare* leave®”, “childcare*
support®”, “childcare* centre*”, “childcare* subsid*’, “female”, “female*”, “woman”,

” o«

“women”, “mother*” and “Malaysia*”.

Study selection

Inclusion criteria were that the study: (a) reported availability and/or utilisation of FFWCs by
women in Malaysia; and (b) utilised qualitative and/or quantitative, individual and/or
organisational unit analysis. The authors applied the search string strategy across
databases, screened articles by title, abstract, and keywords of FFWCs in the results and
discussion sections before independently reviewed the full text of selected articles according
to the inclusion criteria. Once all suitable articles were retrieved from their respective sources,
duplicate articles were removed.

Charting the data: extraction and synthesis

The authors exported the records identified to EndNote version X9 and developed a
Microsoft Excel data extraction form to organise the data retrieved from each article and
prepare data for further analysis. Extracted data comprised seven fields: (1) authors and year
of publication, (2) the study purpose, (3) study setting and/or participants, (4) data collection
methods, (5) analysis, (6) work conditions assessed, and (7) reported findings for the
availability and utilisation of FFWCs. The authors reported findings from organisational unit
analyses (studies that examined the availability of FFWCs in organisations) as aggregate
estimates, and findings from individual unit analyses as the range of estimates across studies.

Findings

Supplementary Figure Al shows the flow of screening and selection decisions for the review.
Initially, 7,561 relevant records were identified through all sources, with 7,486 records
excluded due to duplication (n = 1,638) and through title and abstract screening (n = 5,838).
For the remaining records (n = 75), full-text articles were retrieved and assessed for
eligibility. This review included twenty-two articles that met the inclusion criteria [see
Supplementary Figure Al].

Characteristics of selected studies

The 22 studies retained and reviewed were published between 2003 and 2021 and included
primary research by academics (n = 20), organisations (n = 1), and by Ministry of Women
Family and Community Development (MWFCD), Malaysia (n = 1). The majority of the
selected studies’ reported aims, objectives, and primary outcomes were not similar to this
scoping review, despite meeting the eligibility criteria for inclusion.

Participants

Studies varied regarding whether the unit of analysis was individual or organisational.
Including different units of analysis allows readers to understand which FFWCs were
available to women from both individual (women themselves) and organisational
perspectives. Fifteen studies reported individual unit analysis (Noor and Mahudin, 2015;
Ibrahim et al, 2016; Ahmad et al, 2013; Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010; Talent
Corporation Malaysia Berhand [TalentCorp] and Association of Chartered Certified
Accountants [ACCA], 2013; Asmawi and Othman, 2018; Mohd Khairudin and Aziz, 2020
Subramaniam et al., 2016; Marican et al, 2011; Sabil et al., 2011; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014;



Subramaniam and Mohd Saleh, 2016; Jaff and Kadar Hamsa, 2021; Abdullah and Ismail, 2012;
Chee and Rampal, 2003).

Currently working individuals (n = 8,002) were the main participants across studies,
including 6,392 women employees. Ten studies were conducted with both men and women
employees (Noor and Mahudin, 2015; Cheng and Chee, 2008; Ibrahim et al, 2016; Ahmad et al.,
2013; Rahman et al, 2018; Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010; TalentCorp and ACCA,
2013; Idris, 2014; Asmawi and Othman, 2018; Mohd Khairudin and Aziz, 2020) and seven
studies were conducted with women employees only (Subramaniam et al, 2016; Marican et al.,
2011; Sabil et al, 2011; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014; Subramaniam and Mohd Saleh, 2016; Chee
and Rampal, 2003; Jaff and Kadar Hamsa, 2021). Five included studies did not provide
information about participants (Ahmad, 2007; Ahmad et al., 2014; Abdullah and Ismail, 2012;
Ibrahim, 2015; Ahmad and Omar, 2008). All participants were in the working age range
(20 years and above).

Seven studies reported organisational unit analysis: eight banks (Idris, 2014), seven public
and fifteen private organisations, (Ahmad ef al, 2014; Ahmad, 2007; Ibrahim, 2015; Ahmad
and Omar, 2008) and mixed types of organisations (i.e., sole proprietor, partnership, private
limited, public limited, MNC and government) (Cheng and Chee, 2008). One included study did
not provide information about the analysed organisation (Rahman et @/, 2018).

Study design and settings

The study settings varied considerably and included public sector (Ahmad et al, 2013;
Marican et al, 2011; Sabil et al., 2011; Ibrahim, 2015; Mohd Khairudin and Aziz, 2020); private
sector (Idris, 2014; Asmawi and Othman, 2018; Abdullah and Ismail, 2012); universities (Noor
and Mahudin, 2015; Ibrahim ef al., 2016; Cheng and Chee, 2008); multiple settings (both public
and private organisations (Ahmad ef al, 2014; Ahmad, 2007; Ahmad and Omar, 2008); public,
private, and non-profit organisations (Rahman ef al, 2018); professional associations
(TalentCorp and ACCA, 2013); and nationwide (MWEFCD and UNDP, 2014). Thirteen studies
reported the specific location of study: Sabah (Ibrahim, 2015; Ibrahim et al, 2016), Klang
Valley (Cheng and Chee, 2008; Subramaniam ef al, 2016; Subramaniam and Selvaratnam,
2010), Selangor (Ahmad, 2007), Kuala Terengganu (Ahmad et al., 2014), Cyberjaya (Abdullah
and Ismail, 2012), Kuala Lumpur (Jaff and Kadar Hamsa, 2021), East Coast region (Mohd
Khairudin and Aziz, 2020), Sarawak (Marican ef al., 2011; Sabil ef al,, 2011), as well as Kelantan
and Penang (Subramaniam and Mohd Saleh, 2016). Findings from specific location studies
make it difficult to provide generalisable evidence on exposure to availability and utilisation
of FFWCs, particularly for all Malaysian women.

Four studies used qualitative methods, including in-depth interviews, document
analysis, and case study approaches (Ahmad et al, 2014; Idris, 2014; Ibrahim, 2015;
Rahman ef al,, 2018). Sixteen studies were based on survey research (Ahmad et al., 2013;
Cheng and Chee, 2008; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014; Noor and Mahudin, 2015; Subramaniam
and Selvaratnam, 2010; Ibrahim et al, 2016; Subramaniam et al, 2016; TalentCorp and
ACCA, 2013; Marican et al, 2011; Sabil et al, 2011; Mohd Khairudin and Aziz, 2020;
Asmawi and Othman, 2018; Abdullah and Ismail, 2012; Subramaniam and Mohd Saleh,
2016; Jaff and Kadar Hamsa, 2021; Chee and Rampal, 2003). Two studies utilised both
quantitative and qualitative methods (i.e., survey, interview and document analysis)
(Ahmad and Omar, 2008; Ahmad, 2007).

Seventeen included articles examined the availability of FFWCs (Ahmad, 2007; Ahmad
etal,, 2014; Idris, 2014; Ibrahim, 2015; Rahman ef /., 2018; Ahmad et al,, 2013; Cheng and Chee,
2008; Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010; Ibrahim et al., 2016; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014;
Subramaniam et al, 2016; TalentCorp and ACCA, 2013; Mohd Khairudin and Aziz, 2020;
Asmawi and Othman, 2018; Abdullah and Ismail, 2012; Subramaniam and Mohd Saleh, 2016;
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Ahmad and Omar, 2008), while four studies investigated only their utilisation (Marican et al.,
2011; Sabil et al., 2011; Jaff and Kadar Hamsa, 2021; Chee and Rampal, 2003). Only one study
assessed both the availability and utilisation of FFWCs (Noor and Mahudin, 2015).

The availability of family-friendly work conditions

Supplementary Table Al summarises the main characteristics and relevant findings of the
seventeen studies in this review that addressed availability. Reported FFWCs could be
categorised into three major groups: flexible work arrangements, leave policies, and childcare
supports.

Work conditions assessed

Nine quantitative studies reported the availability of specific FEFWCs (Cheng and Chee, 2008;
Ahmad et al., 2013; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014; Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010; Noor
and Mahudin, 2015; Abdullah and Ismail, 2012; Asmawi and Othman, 2018; Mohd Khairudin
and Aziz, 2020; Subramaniam and Mohd Saleh, 2016). Three quantitative studies (Ibrahim
etal., 2016, Subramaniam et al., 2016; TalentCorp and ACCA, 2013) and six qualitative studies
(Ahmad, 2007; Ibrahim, 2015; Idris, 2014; Ahmad et al,, 2014; Rahman et al, 2018; Ahmad and
Omar, 2008) did not report the specific FFWCs assessed. Ibrahim ef al. (2016) did not collect
data on the availability of specific FFWCs; whereas Subramaniam and Mohd Saleh (2016),
Subramaniam et al. (2016) and TalentCorp and ACCA (2013) reported the overall availability
of FFWCs as a “set” of conditions.

Specific flexible work arrangements assessed for availability included staggered work
hours (Ahmad ef al, 2013; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014; Asmawi and Othman, 2018),
compressed work week/hours (Cheng and Chee, 2008; Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010),
flexitime/flexible starting and finishing time (Cheng and Chee, 2008; Noor and Mahudin, 2015;
Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010; Asmawi and Othman, 2018), job sharing (Cheng and
Chee, 2008; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014; Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010; Asmawi and
Othman, 2018), telecommuting/work from home (Cheng and Chee, 2008; MWFCD and UNDP,
2014; Noor and Mahudin, 2015; Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010; Abdullah and Ismail,
2012; Mohd Khairudin and Aziz, 2020; Asmawi and Othman, 2018), and part-time work
(Cheng and Chee, 2008; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014; Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010
Asmawi and Othman, 2018). Cap on overtime, time off ¢ lieu, and/or rostered days off and
gradual retirement (MWEFCD and UNDP, 2014) and taking time off during office hours (Noor
and Mahudin, 2015) were also examined.

The reported availability of specific leave conditions included compassionate/
bereavement (Cheng and Chee, 2008; MWECD and UNDP, 2014; Noor and Mahudin, 2015),
emergency (Cheng and Chee, 2008; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014; Subramaniam and
Selvaratnam, 2010), paid maternity (Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010; Cheng and
Chee, 2008; Noor and Mahudin, 2015), extended maternity (Cheng and Chee, 2008), and carer
(paid or unspecified) (Cheng and Chee, 2008; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014). Other leave policies
such as study/training, cultural/religious, pay averaging for purchasing additional annual
leave, pooling of leave entitlement (MWEFCD and UNDP, 2014), sick (Noor and Mahudin,
2015), annual, and unpaid leave (Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010) were also measured.
The childcare supports availability assessed ranged from childcare programs during school
holidays, a company referral system for childcare and emergency care of ill dependents
(Cheng and Chee, 2008), family day activities, day care centre, nursing area and elderly care
centre (Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010), childcare centre (on-site/near site or
unspecified) (Noor and Mahudin, 2015; Cheng and Chee, 2008; Subramaniam and
Selvaratnam, 2010), and childcare subsidy (Noor and Mahudin, 2015).



Reported availability
Seventeen studies reported the availability of FFWCs, with one study reporting availability
based on the authors’ subjective evaluation (Ibrahim et al.,, 2016).

Seven studies reported the availability of FFWCs at the organisational level (Ahmad,
2007; Ahmad et al., 2014; Idris, 2014; Rahman et al., 2018; Ibrahim, 2015; Cheng and Chee, 2008;
Ahmad and Omar, 2008). Rahman ef a/. (2018) did not report the aggregated estimates of the
availability of telecommuting/work from home, maternity leave, and childcare centre.
Overall, the availability of FFWCs at the organisational level was difficult to report due to
inconsistencies in measurement across studies, where five studies measured aggregated
estimates of organisations (Ahmad, 2007; Ahmad et al, 2014; Idris, 2014; Ibrahim, 2015;
Ahmad and Omar, 2008), while one study measured in percentage estimates of organisations
(based on 113 participants’ organisations) (Cheng and Chee, 2008).

Flexible work hours were available in 6.2% of organisations (Cheng and Chee, 2008), in
eight banks, as well as five public and four private organisations (Ahmad, 2007; Idris, 2014;
Ibrahim, 2015). Telecommuting/work from home was available in 2.7% of organisations
(Cheng and Chee, 2008; Ahmad and Omar, 2008) and two banks (Idris, 2014); job sharing
available in 4.4% of organisations (Cheng and Chee, 2008) and in two private organisations
(Ahmad et al.,, 2014); a compressed week was available in three private organisations (Ahmad
and Omar, 2008), and part-time work in 5.3% of organisations (Cheng and Chee, 2008) and in
one public and private organisation (Ahmad et al., 2014). While the availability of part-time
work may reduce gender inequity in workplace participation, it can also reinforce the
traditional sexual division of labour, as part-time work is still considered “women’s work” in
most countries (ILO, 2009). Overall, these findings suggest the flexible work arrangements
implementations in organisations is still in preliminary stages. Yet, women (especially with
young children) and younger women show more interest in flexible work arrangements to
enable their labour force participation (Subramaniam, 2011; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014).

The availability of leave policies varied according to the organisations and sectors in
terms of type of payments and duration of leave, as well as reported availability of leave
policies within each type of organisations (Ahmad ef al, 2014; Ahmad, 2007; Ahmad and
Omar, 2008; Ibrahim, 2015). Maternity leave was more available in private organisation
(86.7% of 15 organisations) compared to public organisation (71.4% of seven public
organisations), whereas carer (71.4% of the seven public organisations) and bereavement/
compassionate (85.7% of seven public organisations) leave were more available in public
compared to private organisations: carer leave (46.7% of 15 organisations) and bereavement/
compassionate (53.3% of 15 private organisations) (Ahmad, 2007; Ahmad ef al, 2014;
Ibrahim, 2015). Paid maternity leave was the most available leave policy reported at the
organisational level: 84.1% of organisations (Cheng and Chee, 2008), in five public
organisations (60-90 days leave) and in 13 private organisations (60 days leave) (Ahmad,
2007; Ahmad et al, 2014; Tbrahim, 2015). Bereavement/compassionate leave was available in
75.2% of organisations (Cheng and Chee, 2008), in six public (three days) and eight private
organisations (3—4 days) (Ahmad et al., 2014; Ahmad, 2007; Ahmad and Omar, 2008). Carer
leave (paid) was available in 12.5% of organisations (Cheng and Chee, 2008), in five public
(180 days of half-paid leave — up to five years unpaid leave) and seven private organisations
(three days of full-paid leave, unspecified unpaid leave, three days with unspecified payment
and both unspecified days and payment) (Ahmad, 2007; Ibrahim, 2015; Ahmad and Omar,
2008). One study did not report the availability of leave policies (Idris, 2014). Disparities in
available leave may exacerbate inequities, not just between women and men, but also
between women depending on their specific sector of workplace participation.

Two studies did not report the availability of childcare supports (Ahmad et al, 2014; Idris,
2014). On-site/near site childcare centre was available in 20.3% of mixed type of organisations
(Cheng and Chee, 2008) and in four of seven public organisations (Ibrahim, 2015; Ahmad,
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2007; Ahmad and Omar, 2008). The findings indicated that the availability of childcare
centres was lower in comparison to the other FFWCs, and there was no availability of
childcare centres reported in private organisations.

A number of novel family-friendly practices were reported in some organisations, such as
relocation aid to help employees and their families adjust to their new neighbourhood
(moving to another job in different location —24.7% of organisations) (Cheng and Chee, 2008),
pay increases during or after leave (in one public and four private organisations) (Ahmad,
2007), and “one touch group”, in which all employees work together to handle event(s) or
programme(s) if their assistance is needed (Ahmad et al., 2014). The availability of these novel
practices demonstrates that organisations are making attempts to improve their employees’
work and family experiences and retain them in the workforce.

Eleven of the included studies used individual unit analysis to examine the FFWCs
availability. Availability of telecommuting/work from home (Ibrahim et al, 2016) and
maternity leave (Ibrahim et al, 2016; Subramaniam et al, 2016) were not quantitatively
reported. Telecommuting/work from home was available for 35-94% of 1,839 employees
across five studies (Abdullah and Ismail, 2012; Mohd Khairudin and Aziz, 2020; Noor and
Mahudin, 2015; Asmawi and Othman, 2018; MWEFCD and UNDP, 2014). Off the eleven that
reported individual unit analysis, three studies reported availability by sector: 33-85% in
public MWFCD and UNDP, 2014; Mohd Khairudin and Aziz, 2020), 34% in private
organisations (MWFCD and UNDP, 2014), and 38 % in a university (Noor and Mahudin, 2015).
This finding suggested wide variation in public organisations, where the lower range for
public organisations matched the consistent rates in a university and private organisations.
Telecommuting/work from home was also ranked as second of eight family-friendly work
policies in terms of availability in one study across multiple sectors, but without reporting
between-sector variability in availability (Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010). Flexible
work hours was reportedly available for 81-93% of 421 employees across three studies
(Asmawi and Othman, 2018; Abdullah and Ismail, 2012; Noor and Mahudin, 2015), with only
one study reporting availability by sector: 81% in a university (Noor and Mahudin, 2015).
Flexible work hours was also ranked as second of eight family-friendly work policies in terms
of availability in one study across multiple sectors, but without reporting between-sector
variability (Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010). Staggered work week/hours were
available for 32-100% of 1,381 employees across three studies (Ahmad et al., 2013; MWFCD
and UNDP, 2014; Asmawi and Othman, 2018), with two studies reporting the availability by
sector: 32% in private and 32-100% in public organisations (Ahmad et al, 2013; MWFCD and
UNDP, 2014). Wide variations in the reported availability of staggered work week/hours were
largely attributable to Ahmad et al’s (2013) study of public employees, of whom 100% had
access to staggered work week/hours. Aggregated findings for staggered work week/hours
may therefore be biased towards over-estimated availability. Lack of findings on availability
of flexible work hours in the public organisations may be related to their perceived suitability
for improving the public service delivery system, except for staggered work hours, which
may provide a broader window of public service provision (Ahmad et al., 2013).

Of eleven studies, five studies did not report on the leave policies availability (Ahmad et al,
2013; TalentCorp and ACCA, 2013; Abdullah and Ismail, 2012; Mohd Khairudin and Aziz,
2020; Asmawi and Othman, 2018). Maternity leave was available for 66% of 160 university
employees in one study (Noor and Mahudin, 2015), and ranked fourth out of five available
leave policies in terms of availability by 175 employees across multiple sectors, but without
reporting between-sector variability (Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010). Compassionate
and/or bereavement leave was available for 66-94% of 1,130 employees across two studies
(Noor and Mahudin, 2015; MWFCD and UNDP, 2014), with only one study reporting
availability by sector: 66% in a university (Noor and Mahudin, 2015). Emergency leave was
available for 90% of 1,170 women and ranked second in terms of availability by 175



employees across multiple sectors, but without reporting between-sector variability
(MWFCD and UNDP, 2014; Subramaniam and Selvaratnam, 2010). MWECD and UNDP
(2014) also reported that carer leave and career break leave was available for 61% of 1,170
women and 55% of women, respectively.

The availability of on/near-site childcare was reported in two studies, but varied widely
across settings: 26% of 824 employees in the public sector (TalentCorp and ACCA, 2013),
77% of 160 university employees (Noor and Mahudin, 2015) and 7% of 824 private sector
employees (TalentCorp and ACCA, 2013). Subsidy or financial assistance for childcare was
available for 48% of 160 employees in the university sector (Noor and Mahudin, 2015).

The utilisation of family-friendly work conditions

Five of the 22 included articles reported the FFWCs utilisation (Noor and Mahudin, 2015;
Marican et al., 2011; Sabil et al, 2011; Chee and Rampal, 2003; Jaff and Kadar Hamsa, 2021)
(see Supplementary Table A2).

Work conditions assessed

Only three studies assessed the utilisation of the three major categories of FFWCs; Jaff and
Kadar Hamsa (2021) only studied flexible work arrangements and Chee and Rampal (2003)
only studied leave policy. For flexible work arrangements, utilising time off during office
hours (Noor and Mahudin, 2015), flexible start and finish times (Noor and Mahudin, 2015;
Marican et al, 2011; Sabil et al,, 2011; Jaff and Kadar Hamsa, 2021), telecommuting/work from
home (Marican et al, 2011; Sabil et al., 2011; Noor and Mahudin, 2015; Jaff and Kadar Hamsa,
2021), reduction of one working hour per day for those with children less than three years old,
limited night time work for pregnant female employees, compressed work week, job sharing,
and part-time arrangements (Marican et al, 2011; Sabil et al, 2011; Jaff and Kadar Hamsa,
2021) were assessed. Use of leave policies were assessed for sick (Marican et al, 2011; Noor
and Mahudin, 2015; Sabil ef al.,, 2011; Chee and Rampal, 2003), maternity (Noor and Mahudin,
2015; Marican et al, 2011; Sabil et al, 2011), compassionate (Noor and Mahudin, 2015),
personal days-off, family (personal) illness days, leave for miscarriage and parental leave
(Marican et al, 2011; Sabil et al, 2011), and leave for maternal physical assessment for
pregnancy (Marican et al, 2011). The utilisation of childcare supports accounted for
workplace nursery/childcare (Marican et al, 2011; Sabil et al., 2011; Noor and Mahudin, 2015),
childcare subsidy (Noor and Mahudin, 2015), and childcare resources (Marican et al., 2011;
Sabil et al., 2011).

Reported utilisation
Flexible start and finish times was the most used flexible work arrangement, yet had the
widest differences in utilisation (14.5-86% of 883 employees across four studies), with 14.5%
in unspecified organisations (Jaff and Kadar Hamsa, 2021), 61% in a university (Noor and
Mahudin, 2015) and 68-86% in public organisations (Marican et al., 2011; Sabil et al., 2011).
Work from home was used by 28.0-47.6% of 614 employees across two studies (Jaff and
Kadar Hamsa, 2021; Noor and Mahudin, 2015). Only Noor and Mahudin (2015) and Jaff and
Kadar Hamsa (2021) reported the utilisation of other work conditions: taking time off during
office hours (58.0% of 160 employees) and work from home/telecommuting (28.0%) in a
university; and part-time (0.2% of 448) in private organisations. Other flexible work
arrangements were not widely used in two studies in the public sector (Marican and Sabil,
2017; Sabil et al., 2011).

There was wide variation in reported utilisation of leave policies. Maternity leave was
used by 33-92% of 435 employees across three studies, with 33% of 160 in a university (Noor
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and Mahudin, 2015) and 89-92% of 275 in public organisations (Marican et al., 2011; Sabil
et al., 2011). Sick leave was used by 17.6-97% of 1,243 employees across four studies, with
17.6% of 968 women in unspecified organisations (Chee and Rampal, 2003), 61 % of 160 in a
university (Noor and Mahudin, 2015) and 88-97% of 275 in public organisations employees
(Marican et al, 2011; Sabil et al., 2011). Of 275 working women in public organisations, 63—
67% of women used parental leave and 72-79% of them used family (personal) illness
days (Sabil ef al, 2011; Marican et al, 2011).

Only Noor and Mahudin (2015) reported the utilisation of childcare supports: workplace
nursery/childcare (43% of 160 employees) and subsidy for childcare (31%) in a university.

Discussion

This first synthesis of the literature with respect to the availability and utilisation of FFWCs
in Malaysia included findings from 22 studies. The most common flexible work arrangements
assessed for availability were telecommuting/work from home, followed by flexible work
hours, job sharing, and part-time employment. Paid maternity, compassionate, and
emergency leave were the most assessed leave policies, and on-site/near childcare centres
was the most assessed childcare support. Other leave policies (e.g., parental and childcare
leave) and childcare supports (e.g., childcare subsidy) were less assessed in the included
studies, resulting in a knowledge gap regarding the availability of these work conditions and
their impacts on women’s workforce participation.

Knowledge about exposure to FFWCs has been developed with several methodological
constraints. Previous research in Malaysia has used very crude definitions of FFWCs indices
(as ‘a set”: family-friendly policies and flexible work arrangements) (Mustapha et al,, 2011;
Sabil et al., 2011; Subramaniam et al., 2015a, 2016, 2018b) and focused more on flexible work
arrangements (Subramaniam et al., 2015b, 2018a, b; Idris, 2014; Ahmad et al., 2013, 2016; Saleh
et al, 2015; Mee Choo et al.,, 2016; Au and Ahmed, 2015) without considering other specific
FFWCs that may play a key role in enhancing gender equity in workplace participation. The
other specific FFWCs included leave and childcare provisions. Findings from Weale ef al’s
(2020) scoping review demonstrated that associations between policy availability and use on
work-life balance are inconsistent across specific policy types. Hence, it is critical to evaluate
the availability and utilisation of specific FFWCs since different work conditions may have
varied impacts and therefore offer opportunities of differing value for improving gender
equity.

The most commonly available flexible work arrangements were flexible work hours,
followed by telecommuting/work from home and staggered work hours; the most commonly
available leave policies were compassionate/bereavement, emergency, and maternity leave;
and the most available childcare supports were on-site/near site nursery/childcare centre/
creche..

Utilisation was assessed for flexible start and finish times, work from home/
telecommuting, maternity leave, sick leave, leave for miscarriage, parental leave, and
workplace nursery/childcare across five studies. Other leave policies (e.g., parental and
childcare leave) and childcare supports (e.g., childcare subsidy) were also given less attention
in assessing their utilisation, as well as not including currently unemployed women in the
included studies, resulting in an inability to confidently conclude the reasons for low/high
uptake. Leave policies (i.e. maternity, sick, parental and family illness days leave) were the
most frequently used FFWC in the included studies, followed by flexible work arrangements
(flexible starting and finishing time and work from home) and childcare supports (workplace
nursery/childcare). However, the minimal overall focus on assessing the utilisation of specific
FFWCs in the literature from Malaysia, less attention to gender implications on the
availability and utilisation of FFWCs and low recognition of women and men’s unequal social



relations and power imbalances, as well as gender differences in experiencing role conflict
(both work-to-family conflict and family-to-work conflict) (Beckman, 2014; Hammer ef al,
2005; Lee et al., 2003; Cheng and Chee, 2008) that may influence their experience of FFWC
availability and use are of concerns. Assessing only availability is necessary but insufficient
for guiding implementation success, since the availability of FFWCs may not translate into
their usage (uptake) and specific FFWCs (both their availability and utilisation) have their
own unique benefits and/or risks particularly for women’s participation in paid work and
well-being. Further research is required to first establish the exposure to FFWCs (both
availability and utilisation) among Malaysian women inclusively (e.g., including women in
varying types of employment: formal and informal, and sectors: public, private and
international, as well as not currently working). The inclusion of non-working women in the
study design reduced bias in the existing evidence and reflects ‘all women’s’ exposure to
specific FFWCs and how they may affect paid work participation differently.

The existing evidence indicates varying FFWCs availability in Malaysia according to
workplace sector and setting. Most FFWCs were more frequently available for public sector
(government) than private sector employees, including childcare centres in the workplaces,
flexible work arrangements (flexible start and finish times and staggered work hours), and
90 days maternity leave. Findings on leave policies revealed variations in entitlements between
sectors. Working women were entitled for 60-90 days across five public organisations
represented in the research, but only 60 days in the 13 private organisations that were
represented. Sixty days maternity leave may be insufficient to prevent women in the private
sector from exiting or not returning to the workplace, as they have insufficient time to bond with a
new child, establish their role as a mother, and engage in proper postpartum self-care (Low, 2019).
Providing more generous maternity leave (equivalent to one year) with job protection
significantly reduces the likelihood of psychological distress (Whitehouse ef al, 2012) and
increases workforce participation among mothers with children under six years of age, but has
negative effects on wage (average wage decreases) (Low and Sanchez-Marcos, 2015). The lack of
maternity leave availability reported by individuals and organisations (Cheng and Chee, 2008)
requires further research to confirm whether there are women who are still not provided
maternity leave 66 years after the compulsory provision was enacted (International Labour
Organization n.d.). These variations exacerbate inequities in women’s opportunities for
workplace participation, since women may find private sector employment less accessible in a
context of limited childcare benefits and less maternity leave benefits. It is worth noting that since
January 2023, the maternity leave duration increased to 98 days for all working women under the
Employment Act (Amendment) 2023 (Department of Labour Peninsular Malaysia, 2023). Further
research is required to assess implementation of the 98-day population maternity leave provision.

Overall, this scoping review uncovered inconsistencies in methodologies and in the
specificity and range of FFWCs assessed for availability and utilisation. Therefore, it is not
possible to report the proportion of women in Malaysia who have access to and use specific
FFWCs with confidence. Further research utilising consistent methodologies is required to
examine women’s current levels of FFWCs access and use. In addition, the impact of the
availability and utilisation of under-assessed work conditions (e.g., maternity and care leave,
on/near-site childcare centre and childcare subsidy) as well as novel practices on women’s
participation in paid work requires assessment. This scoping review acts as formative
evidence to develop policy recommendations for labour market planning and gender work
equity strategies; however, given the low confidence in the generalisability of the available
evidence, perhaps even more importantly, for nationwide monitoring of their availability and
uptake. Any systematic monitoring system should be designed to account for inter-sectoral
and regional variations, and/or both the accessibility and uptake of specific FFWCs to be
optimally useful for guiding policy initiatives and best-value investments that can advance
gender equity in the Malaysian labour force.
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Strengths and limitations

This scoping review provides the first comprehensive synthesis and summary of the availability
and utilisation of FFWCs in Malaysia. We identified limitations in the design of previous studies
for the purpose of estimating availability and utilisation of FFWCs that highlight gaps in
evidence that can be prioritised in future research. More conclusive evidence for variations in the
availability and utilisation of specific FFWCs is required. Conclusive evidence on the availability
of leave policies and childcare supports is lacking, and only three studies (of five studies)
examined the utilisation of all three categories of FFWCs, including flexible work arrangements,
leave policies and childcare support. These studies were all conducted in similar settings with
small sample sizes. Most of the included articles were conducted using similar participants
(currently working individuals). Research across more diverse settings and with larger, more
representative samples is required. Future studies should include informally employed women
and recently working women (who may have exited the workforce) when assessing the
availability and utilisation of FFWCs to ensure all women affected by workplace gender
inequity are represented and a valid representation of the current state of FFWCs in Malaysia is
derived that can be useful for guiding policy.

The focus of articles in the English-speaking literature could have limited the search. The
national language of Malaysia is Bahasa Malaysia, and there is a possibility that research on
the availability and utilisation of FFWCs has been reported and published in Bahasa
Malaysia and was excluded in this review.

Conclusion

The availability and utilisation of work conditions in Malaysia and the validity of observed
variations is inconclusive due to inconsistency in the specificity and range of work conditions
assessed and heterogeneity of samples (i.e., specific locations and sectors), as well as the
exclusion of recently working (not currently working) participants. Nonetheless, the
availability and utilisation of FFWCs in Malaysia varies across sectors and employers.
Highly available and used FFWCs included flexible work hours, telecommuting/work from
home, and staggered work hours; bereavement, emergency, and maternity leave; and on-site/
near site childcare. Lower availability and usage of part-time work and job sharing, carers
leave, and childcare subsidies was apparent, although evidence about use is more scarce. It is
important to understand both the accessibility and use of specific work conditions, as each
FFWCs may have their own unique benefits and/or risks, and the implementation gaps (i.e.,
whether availability or uptake is the limitation) may be different across specific FFWCs.
Regular, national, cross-sector monitoring of FFWCs availability and use would provide
more accurate estimates of overall provision and uptake, as well as variations between
sectors and locations, to evaluate the implementation of initiatives to improve women’s
equity (both within and between gender) in workplace participation.
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