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WOMEN AND WEALTH

Healthy fi nancial habits for women
B Y  K H A I R A N I  A F I F I  N O O R D I N

M
alaysian women have made great strides 
in financial and retirement planning over 
the past few decades, but more needs to be 
done. According to HSBC’s report on the 
Future of Retirement: A Balancing Act, released 
on March 18, many Malaysian women (69%) 

are unable to save enough for a comfortable retirement 
because of their more pressing financial obligations, 
such as mortgages and other debts.

Annie Hor, a financial planner with Harveston 
Financial Advisory Sdn Bhd, says while she has observed 
a heightened awareness of fi nancial planning among 
Malaysian women in general, those who are single and 
below 30 tend to be less concerned about their fi nancial 
situation. 

“Many married men leave the fi nancial matters to 
their wives, such as paying the household bills or their 
children’s education. Hence, women have become more 
empowered and are looking into fi nancial planning not 
just for themselves but also their spouse,” says Hor. 

Single women who are already in their thirties tend to 
take more ownership of their overall fi nances, she adds. 
“When you are single, you really have to depend on your-
self and ensure that there is no gap in your planning.”

But those who are younger tend have a different 
attitude towards fi nancial planning, says Hor. “If their 
family have not gone through tough times, they tend to 
adopt the YOLO (you only live once) attitude because they 
believe that everything will be taken care of. They only 
take fi nancial planning more seriously after they turn 
30. When they start seeing their peers buy houses and 
other assets, they will start thinking: ‘What am I doing 
with my life? Am I accumulating wealth?’”

In the light of the challenging economic landscape, 
fi nancial planning has become more critical than ever. 
Financial planners off er advice on what young women 
can do to cultivate healthy fi nancial habits.

CREATE AN EMERGENCY FUND 
Lim Yan Chang, personal fi nance coach and director 
of Wings Alliance Sdn Bhd, advises women investors 
to have at least six months’ worth of expenses in their 
savings, or up to 24 months if they are able to, before 
jumping into any kind of investments. The savings can 
act as a buff er in the event that they lose money in the 
short term, he explains. 

“You don’t want to lose sleep if the prices of the stocks 
you hold go down. That is very unhealthy. So, let’s say you 
need RM3,000 a month to survive. For six months, that is 
RM18,000. When you have this amount in your savings, 
you can start thinking about investments,” says Lim, 
adding that while breadwinners may not be able to save 
24 months’ worth of expenses, single women with no de-
pendants should have no problem saving that amount. 

Hor says women investors should have at least three 
months’ worth of expenses in their emergency fund. This 
is very important, especially in the light of the current 
volatile economy. The fund can help them cope with 
investments that are not giving any returns yet or deal 

with any unforeseen events.
“For example, your family members need urgent fi -

nancial help, or your house needs major repair works 
all of a sudden, or if your car breaks down and needs to 
be overhauled. This is where the emergency fund kicks 
in, so you don’t have to touch your investment funds,” 
Hor says, adding that they may also need to review their 
emergency fund allocation once every few years as their 
monthly expenses increase. 

Hor recommends that her clients keep their emer-
gency fund in fi xed deposits so that they can lock it in 
and still get a decent return. If they have a housing loan, 
they can opt for a capital pre-payment.

“Let’s say I owe the bank RM500,000 and my monthly 
instalment is RM2,000. My emergency fund is RM50,000. 
If I put that in fi xed deposits, it gives me only 3%. But if 
I put that in my housing loan, the interest rate is 4.5%. 
So, I can eff ectively reduce some interest there. If I need 
to use the money, a capital pre-payment allows me to 
withdraw anytime, but with a charge,” she explains. 

INVESTING HABITS 
Is there any diff erence between how men and women in-
vest? Lim says that based on his experience, men tend to 
be a bit more gung-ho in investing to get higher returns 
over the short term, while women tend to play safe and 
expect less returns on their investment. 

“Women tend to stay away from risky investments. 
They tend to want things that are more predictable and 
less aggressive. While men may want 12% or 15% returns, 
women prefer investments that give them 5% or 6% re-
turns,” he says.

Hor says the reason women tend to invest for the longer 
term is that they are objective driven. “Generally, when 
male clients come to see me, they want something that 
can give returns in two to three years. It is quite hard to 
invest in such a short-term period. Actually, they don’t 
need the money immediately. They just feel like they 
want a short-term deal. 

“Women are more patient and have long-term objec-
tives — for example, their retirement or their children’s 
education. They don’t feel the urgency to see returns 
[within a short time frame].”

Women should be a bit more aggressive in investing 
if they want to outlive their money, says Hor, adding 
that this is particularly true for those who are single. 
“However, you should not invest aggressively if you will 
constantly worry about it and call your fi nancial planner 
every night. You also cannot take risks just because your 
planner or someone else tells you to. Instead, you need 
to assess your risk appetite [and invest] accordingly.” 

When it comes to investment options, Hor says prop-
erty is recommended, provided that the investor is able 
to manage the upkeep. “There are lots of independent 
women who are more willing to do it than men because 
they are willing to put up with the hassle of collecting 
rent, calling tenants and making sure the house is in a 
proper condition. It is a very good investment if they are 
in it for the long run.” 

Hor recommends that women investors hold shares 
that can be easily liquidated. “Let’s say you decide that 

you want to sell your property for your child’s education. 
But when the time comes, what if the market is soft and 
you are not able to fi nd a buyer straight away? You can-
not tell your child to postpone his studies [so you have to 
fi nd another way to get the funds]. So, it is good to invest 
in unit trust funds or liquid shares.” 

Hor says while women may feel inclined to own gold, 
it does not give a good return. “Women love to buy gold 
jewellery. There are also people who buy gold to pass it on 
to the next generation. However, gold jewellery is not a 
good investment. If the design is outdated, they will have 
to sell it to the [jewellery] shops, which will slash 20% 
off  what it is worth. Gold can be used to hedge against 
infl ation, but it is not a good investment.” 

CONTINGENCY PLANS 
Lim says if a married woman wants to be extra careful in 
her fi nancial planning, she can have a separate savings 
account for peace of mind. “Some women are concerned 
about what will happen to them if their husbands leave 
them, or something along those lines. So, as a precaution, 
it is good to have another savings account. 

“But you have to let your spouse know about this. 
You don’t have to tell them how much you have, but let 
them know about its existence. The reason is very sim-
ple. What if one day you pass away before your spouse 
and your spouse knows nothing about it? This will cre-
ate a problem.”

As women tend to be more prone to various diseas-
es and health risks, Lim says they should have a proper 
medical insurance policy or set up a medical emergency 
fund. “There are some diseases, such as Systemic Lupus 
Erythematosus, which aff ect women at a very young 
age. Men usually don’t suffer from this. I have seen 
some being aff ected with this even at the young age of 
18. Sometimes, it is not very serious. But sometimes, it 
really is. These are not easy to treat, so they must always 
be aware. Our health is not guaranteed, so we must set 
aside some funds for this.”

Women should be aware of breast cancer as it is the 
most common form of cancer in Malaysia. According to 
the National Cancer Society of Malaysia’s website, about 
4,000 women are diagnosed each year, most of them be-
tween the age of 35 and 60. Breast cancer can also develop 
in men, although only in rare cases.

For those who are struggling fi nancially, Lim says 
they should consider a semi-government hospital for 
their treatment. “They should at least be open to that 
option because if you go to a private hospital, it can 
charge you cutthroat prices. Semi-government hospitals 
charge a more reasonable price and there are some very 
good doctors and medical practitioners there. You can 
set aside a smaller amount — RM10,000 or RM20,000 — 
for that purpose.” 

Lim says that although he qualifi es for fi rst-class 
treatment at government hospitals, he still buys in-
surance policies. “I have personal and group policies. I 
also have others … these are all additional. Sometimes 
we don’t know what may happen. Sometimes, we can 
get stricken with a major illness and our funds can be 
easily wiped out.”

He says he has seen this happen to a single woman 
who was very successful and made good money as a con-
sultant. When it was discovered that she had a terminal 
illness, she used up all RM400,000 of her insurance pol-
icy and had to resort to her Employees Provident Fund 
savings for treatments. 

“If you get yourself in a situation like that, it can get 
very, very expensive. If you are single, it also means that 
you have nobody to depend on. So, there are a lot of things 
you have to plan for yourself,” says Lim. 

Hor says women should know where their money 
is and where it is going. If they do not know where the 
money is every month, it is very hard to plan. 

Lim suggests keeping track of your expenses. “To 
provide a solution, you must fi rst understand the na-
ture of the problem. So take a book or whatever software 
application that can help you track your expenses, and 
track them daily for a few months — possibly three to 
fi ve months. After that, when you understand what your 
expenses and buying habits are like, you can save better.”

He says this does not mean they should only save and 
be hard on themselves. “Sometimes, it is good to reward 
yourself with a treat. Then, you will taste the fruits of your 
labour. This will encourage you to save more.” 
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