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Abstract 

Over the last 60 years, through many poverty eradication programs, Malaysia has 
successfully reduced the country’s level of poverty from about 50 per cent in 1957 to 
less than 1 per cent in 2015. However, poverty eradication does not always mean 
improvement in social-economic mobility that will eventually lead to income equality. 
This paper explores whether the success of Malaysian poverty eradication programs 
has resulted in also social mobility among the poor rubber tappers families. It measures 
the perceptions of social-economic mobility in term of education and income between 
the two most recent generations (fathers with his sons/daughters). Through a non-
convenient sampling technique and using a structured questionnaire, a sampling of 60 
families reveals that there is upward education mobility of at least one level higher. 
However, mobility only occurred mainly among fathers who have no formal education. 
In term of income mobility, the lowest income group enjoy a higher level of income 
mobility compared to those in the higher-income group. Overall, there is upward social-
economic mobility among rubber tappers families in Baling, Malaysia but this does not 
reduce the income inequality gap for the poor rubber tappers. 
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Introduction 

The poverty issue is one of the many pressing issues plaguing the developing 

economies. According to the United Nation, poverty is defined as earning less than 

USD2 per day (World Bank, 2016). However, over the years, the definition of poverty is 

not only limited to income earned but also covered four other aspects of life such as 

limited education, lack of health insurance, concentrated spatial poverty and 

unemployment (Reeves, Rodrigue, & Kneebone, 2016). One of the United Nations 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) is to eradicate poverty in developing countries. 

However, success in eradicating poverty permanently also requires intergeneration 

social-economic mobility to bring long-lasting improvement. Social-economic mobility is 

the ability of an individual or family to improve their income and social status in an 

individual's lifetime or between generations (Fields, 2010). 

Since Malaysia achieved Independence in 1957, Malaysia's GDP per capita has 

increased from USD355 (current $) in 1957 to USD8,893 (RM35,572) in 2015 (World 

Bank, 2016). Nominal GDP per person has grown almost 8 per cent per year from the 
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year 1980 to 2013, which is from RM4,000 to RM33,000 in 2013. Malaysia’s economic 

backbone has shifted from being agriculture-based to the services sector, which now 

accounts for roughly 54 per cent of the country's GDP. Likewise, the rate of inequality, 

asset ownership, fertility, and other economic factors, as well as social indicators, have 

shown positive results compared to earlier years. In terms of poverty, there have also 

been drastic changes with only 0.26% earning less than USD$2 per day. There is hardly 

any household that earns less than USD2 per day. Furthermore, the education and 

health system in Malaysia has attained a level comparable to other developed countries 

(World Bank, 2016). The GDP per capita a country generates somehow does not reflect 

the wellbeing of its people, because what counts for the standard of living is household 

income. In the year 2013 at the individual income level, DOS Malaysia stated that the 

median monthly income/salary was RM 1,700 (Khazanah Research Institute, 2014). 

The poverty rates stated above might seem low. However, when put in terms of 

sizeable groups, it becomes quite high. This means that there are some groups in 

Malaysia (either according to ethnic or occupation) who are still poor. This can be seen 

in examples such as the poverty rates among the indigenous people in Pahang which is 

at 35 per cent, 20% within the indigenous in Sabah and the Indigenous in 7% within the 

Sarawak state. These numbers include some occupations like fishermen (Sa’at, 2011) 

and rubber tappers (Economic Planning Unit, 2015). 

Rubber tappers are one of the poverty target groups who live in rural areas in 

Malaysia. Examples are such as rubber tappers in Kedah who are mostly located at 

Baling, Pokok Sena, Pendang and a few more rural areas. They seem to have less 

development in their living areas such as no proper sanitation, long distances to schools 

and low levels of income. This situation will impede their socioeconomic mobility and 

ultimately, national cohesion and unity. They are about 283,683 rubber tappers who 

hold “smallholders status” in Malaysia (Ruko & Merah, 2013). In Kedah itself, there are 

more than 36,000 of them. While 28,208 of them are believed to be the owners of 

rubber estates (Pemilik Pengusaha), about 5,016 are not owners while the remaining 

1,000 are undefined (Ruko & Merah, 2013). 

Hence, this paper will examine whether upward intergenerational socio-economic 

mobility does happen among the rubber tappers in Baling, Kedah by comparing the 

income and education attained by household heads and their children. If it does 

happen, has the income inequality decrease at the same time. 
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Literature Review 

According to Beller & Hout (2006), one’s income and his/her occupation depends 

on his/her parents’ background and independent when it comes to economic growth 

contributions. They found that the US growth for that particular time was concentrated 

among the rich and this has slowed the pace of US social mobility. The average 

correlations between fathers and sons were between the score of 0.30 to 0.40 score. 

This means that most variation in the ranking of occupations is independent of society. 

Social mobility is consistent with family background having significant associations with 

schooling gaps, though with differences across countries, across time, across parental 

schooling quintiles, and child age groups. 

The study in Latin America suggests that macro conditions that are related to the 

extent of internal market development shape intergenerational schooling mobility. They 

suggest that aggregate school policies that are directed towards increasing resources 

available for basic schooling in general and for improving school quality in particular 

have important positive impact on intergenerational education mobility, though other 

educational expenditures such as those on tertiary education may reinforce the impact 

of family background and reduce intergenerational social mobility (Behrman, Birdsall, & 

Szekely, 1999). In the case of intergenerational mobility in Britain, evidence suggested 

that there was a decline in the social mobility for the cohorts that were born between 

1970 up to the year 2000. However, the downward mobility between those cohorts was 

not ongoing. 

A study conducted on education and intergenerational mobility shows that there 

was a decrease in the rate of education inequality for the cohorts born after the year 

1980. This is parallel with the rise in the average number of educational achievement. 

Brendan & Macmillan (2014) suggested a policy that seeks to promote equality and 

encourage students to aim higher. However, the evidence on high attainment does not 

indicate that educational inequality has declined. 

In the year 2002, a study on the intergenerational earnings mobility has been 

conducted cross-countries. By applying least square regression relating to the son's and 

father's earning, the research found that it is reasonable to conclude that the U.S and 

the UK are less mobile societies than that of Canada, Finland and Sweden. However, 

factors that contributed to slower income mobility in the UK and the US are not well 

explained (Solon, 2002). 
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The smallest proportion of downwardly mobile individuals is found among those 

with highly educated parents and high work position grandparents (Alm, 2011). The rich 

countries differ significantly in the degree of earning mobility (income mobility) between 

fathers and sons. UK, France and the US are the least mobile countries with children 

from higher-income parents. The rewards to higher-skilled/higher education in the 

labour market and opportunities for children to obtain the required skills are important 

factors in influencing the degree of generational mobility. An important accomplishment 

of elimination child poverty among elderly poverty and the capacity of children to 

become self-sufficient and then on successful adults are compromised not only by 

monetary poverty but also by poverty of experience, influence and expectation (Corak, 

2013). 

Lillard and Kilburn (1995) studied intergenerational earning links between sons 

and daughters in Malaysia and found that for sons, both investment and endowments 

components are an important mechanism of transmission to social mobility. There are 

also several related pieces of evidence that suggest that assertive mating (examples of 

similar phenotypes include but are not limited to body size, skin 

colouration/pigmentation and age) plays an important role in the intergenerational link 

for daughters and that the link operates primarily through educational investment. This 

research has used data that have several features that make it unique for the study of 

intergenerational income mobility. Firstly, it includes a full earning history for father, thus 

facilitating the measurement of father's permanent income. Secondly is the report full 

earning histories for up to 3 sons, thus permitting the study of intrafamily correlation in 

earning and precise assessment of the effect's permanent. Thirdly is using full earning 

histories for the husband of up to 3 daughters and lastly, it includes the detailed 

information on education for the parent, sons, son's wives, daughters, daughters' 

husband so that the assessment of the roles of both the parents’ and children’s 

education in intergenerational earning mobility. To measure intergenerational mobility, 

they examined both R squared and Beta from regression relating experience-adjusted 

log son’s and father’s earning as part of their methodology (Lillard & Kilburn, 1995). 

 
Methodology 

100 respondents were selected via stratified convenience sampling for this study. 

The dimensions and basis of sample selection are income, age, occupation and strata. 

Since this study is interested in measuring the two most recent generations’ 



MALAYSIAN JOURNAL OF CONSUMER AND FAMILY ECONOMICS 

 

5 
 

generational mobility, this research focuses on respondents who are the heads of 

families and born between 1946 to 1976. In other words, those who are currently aged 

between 40 to 70 years old and would have adult children between the age of 20 to 40 

were taken as respondents so as to allow comparisons to be made between the two 

generations. Hence, the research adopted two-tiered questionnaire structures that 

include the heads of the families and their first son/daughter (who are of working age) to 

be interviewed. In this manner, the survey attempts to capture the inter-generational 

mobility profile of a single-family. 

The questionnaire used is fully adopted from a questionnaire by the Khazanah 

Research Institute (KRI) of Malaysia (Khalid, 2016). The questionnaire addresses a host 

of issues related to economic mobility and equality of opportunity. In particular, it will 

focus on 3 aspects; state definition of mobility according to each respondent, 

perspective on factors that influence mobility, and description of concerns about 

inequality and equality of opportunity. However, for this paper, only information on 

income and education mobility are reported. 

Socio-economic mobility is measured by education and income mobility between 

the first child and the head of the household. Basically, this method is similar to Khalid 

(2016), Economic Mobility Project (2014) and also Corak, Lindquist and Mazumder 

(2014) where education mobility is defined as “Education Mobility = First Child 

Education Level – Head Household Education Level” and ”income mobility is defined as 

First Child Income less Head of household Income”. Hence, it is much simpler to 

analyse education mobility by the number of ladders the first child has climbed in 

education compared to their heads in indicating the level of education mobility. The 

values are 0 for no changes in education mobility, 1 for education mobility by one level 

higher, 2 for education mobility by two-level higher and 3 for education mobility by three-

level higher. As for income mobility, the positive difference between a child's income 

and head of household income indicate improvement in income mobility and negative 

being otherwise. 

Furthermore, respondents are also asked to perceive socio-economic mobility 

whether it has been improved or degraded. Heads of households were asked whether 

they believe their first child had fared better off than themselves or worse off. The 

perception categories are 1 for downward social mobility), 2 for the same level of social 

mobility and 3 for upward social mobility. This will allow a comparison between real 

socio-economic mobility to be made with perceived socio-economic mobility. 
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Data Analysis and Findings 

Table 1 shows that majority of the respondents are in the age group of 55-59 years 

old (28.3%) and followed by those between 60-64 years old (21.7%). Majority of the 

respondents have a family size of between 6-8 people per family (43.3%) followed by a 

family size of fewer than 5 persons per family (33.3%). This is above the national 

average family size of 3.5 for Malaysia (Department of Statistics, 2014). 

These respondents are mostly uneducated with only a quarter of them have 

primary education and one-fifth have secondary education. Ninety-five per cent of the 

respondents is income earners whereas only 3 respondents (5%) does not have any 

income. Overall, all of the respondents can be categorized into the B40 group, which is 

the lowest income class in Malaysia. Slightly more than one-third of the respondents 

(38.3 per cent) earn an income of between RM301 to RM600 every month while 28.3 

per cent receives a monthly income of not more than RM300. On the other hand, only 5 

per cent of the respondents actually earns more than RM1,000. The average monthly 

income is RM563. 

 

Table 1: Respondents’ Demographic Profile 

Demographic Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 
Variable    
Age Group 50-5 

 

21 35 

 55-59 17 28.3 

 60-64 13 21.7 
 65 and above 9 15 
Family Size Less than 5 

people 

20 33.3 

 6 to 8 person 26 43.3 
 8 person and above 14 23.3 
Education Level No Formal Education 32 53.3 
 Primary Education 16 26.7 
 Secondary Education 12 20 
TOTAL  60 100 

 

In terms of education mobility, 25 % of respondents reported no change in 

education level between respondents and their first child. However, with the 

implementation of legal requirement for all Malaysian children to have at least primary 

school education, a third of respondents’ children have at least one education level 

higher than their parents and another the remaining respondents’ children achieved two 

education levels higher than their parents (refer to Table 2). Furthermore, only 24 
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respondents (40%) perceived that their children are better off than them while the rest 

perceived either no improvement or worst of socioeconomic mobility for their children. 

Nevertheless, the difference between various perceptions of socio mobility is no 

difference in real education mobility. Subsequent bivariate analysis between education 

mobility and the education level of head of household reveals that children with higher 

education parents are minimum on education mobility but parents with low or no 

education are likely to have at least two, if not one, education level higher than their 

parents. Nevertheless, family size and income do not have any significant influence on 

education mobility. 

 

Table 2: Education Mobility by Selected Variable 
 

Education Mobility in Percentage (n) 

No 

Change 

1 level 

higher 

2 level 

higher 

3 level 

higher 

Total 

Perception of Socio-Economic Mobility (Not significant) 

Worse than before 17.6 (3) 47.1 (8) 29.4 (5) 5.9 (1) 100 

(17) 

No Change 26.3 (5) 21.1 (4) 47.4 (9) 5.3 (1) 100 

(19) 

Better than before 29.2 (7) 45.8 (11) 20.8 (5) 4.2 (1) 100 

(24) 

Head of Household Education Level (Significant at 1 % level of significant) 

No formal education 9.4 (3) 21.9 (7) 59.4 

(19) 

9.4 (3) 100 

(32) 

Primary School 18.8 (3) 81.2 (13) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 100 

(16) 

Secondary School 75.0 (9) 25.9 (3) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 100 

(12) 

Family Size 
(not 
significant) 

Less than 5 person 

 

 
40.0 (8) 

 

 
35.0 (7) 

 

 
15.0 (3) 

 

 
10.0 

(2) 

 

 
100 

(20) 

6 to 8 person 11.5 (3) 46.2 (12) 42.3 

(11) 

0.0 (0) 100 

(26) 

8 person and above 28.6 (4) 28.6 (4) 35.7 (5) 7.1 (1) 100 
(14) 
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Head of Household Income (Not significant) 

Less than RM300 29.4 (5) 47.1 (8) 23.5 (4) 0.0 

(0) 

100 

(17) 

RM301 – RM600 21.7 (5) 30.4 (7) 39.1 (9) 8.7 

(2) 

100 

(23) 

RM601 – RM1000 23.5 (4) 41.2 (7) 29.4 (5) 5.9 

(1) 

100 

(17) 

RM1001 and above 33.3 (1) 33.3 (1) 33.3 (1) 0.0 

(0) 

100 

(60) 

TOTAL 25.3 (15) 38.3 (23) 31.7 (19) 5.0 
(3) 

100 
(60) 

 

Table 3 shows the income mobility that is calculated based on the mean difference 

between children and their parents. Overall, the average income mobility is RM321, 

which means that children are earning more than their parents. However, further 

analysis revealed that only children whose parents who have extremely low earning 

(less than RM300 per month) are having the highest increment in their income 

compared to their parents. For example for parents with an income of RM300 per 

month, their children will earn about RM1000 per month. Nevertheless, those who 

perceived that their children are not doing better than them only shows an average 

difference of RM161. 

Table 3: Mean Income Mobility by Selected Variable 

         N Std Dev

 

Perception on Socio-Economic Mobility (Not significant: F-

test=1/049 ; P- value= 0.357) 

Worse than before 161.76 17.0

0 

676.51 

No Change 502.63 19.0

0 

830.41 

Better than before 291.67 24.0

0 

644.82 

Head of Household Education Level (Not Significant: F-Test=0.204; 
P-value= 0.816) 

No formal education 265.62 32.00 759.50 

Primary School 390.63 16.00 785.54 

Secondary School 379.17 12.00 524.17 

Family Size (Not significant: F-Test= 0.273 

; P- value= 0.762) 

Less than 5 person 302.50 20.00 870.79 

6 to 8 person 392.31 26.00 462.54 

8 person and above 217.86 14.00 891.54 
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Head of Household Income (Significant - F-Test = 5.924; p-value = 

0.003) 

Less than RM300 744.12 17.00 621.46 

RM301 – RM600 371.74 23.00 711.41 

RM601 – RM1000 -58.82 17.00 608.85 

RM1001 and above -300.00 3.00 458.26 

TOTAL 321.67 60.00 717.54 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The purpose of this research is to determine socio-economic mobility among 

rubber tapper families in Baling Malaysia. It is found that education mobility has 

increased over the generations especially among parents who have no education or 

only primary education. Their children education level is at least one education level 

higher than them. This is due to the legal requirement for all children to complete at 

least primary education in Malaysia. As for parents with secondary education, most 

children are not better off than their parents. This clearly shows that overall the 

education mobility exists among these rubber tapper families but not to the national 

level where average Malaysian total schooling years is 12.6 (Unesco, 2015) which 

mean completion of secondary school. Majority of rubber tappers children in Baling has 

only completed primary education or 6 years of schooling. Furthermore, there seems to 

be a significant increase in income mobility especially for poor parents who earn less 

than RM300 per month. On average their children earn RM700 more than their parents 

that are about RM1000 per month but this may be due to the minimum wage of RM900 

imposed by Malaysia in 2013. Hence, we can conclude that the real education mobility 

and income mobility do exist among these poor rubber tapper families. However, this is 

mainly due to the changes in legal requirements in education level and income level in 

Malaysia. But compared to other parts of Malaysia, there is still a remnant of poor 

people in Malaysia economy. Therefore, though Malaysia has successfully eradicated 

poverty and illiteracy these actions are not enough to bring meaningful and significant 

socio-economic mobility that can reduce the gap of income inequality among the poor in 

Malaysia. 
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