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“When people are financially 
invested, they want a return. When 

people are emotionally invested, they 
want to contribute.” – Simon Sinek

H
AVING a caring employer that 
looks into in every aspect 
makes all the difference. And 
caring for a family of 3,200 
members in one company is 

no small feat. 
First Solar Malaysia Sdn Bhd in Kulim, 

Kedah, a leading provider of comprehen-
sive photovoltaic (PV) solar energy solu-
tions has set a shining example, garner-
ing it the Malaysian Institute of Human 
Resource Management (MIHRM) Employer 
of Choice Award, both in 2015 and 2016. 

First Solar is among the seven Gold 
award winners and subsequently emerged 
as the Grand Winner for Employer of 
Choice 2018 (Private Sector category) 
in the 18th Malaysia-International HR 
Awards 2018.

Its string of human resources (HR) 
industry accolades locally and interna-
tionally are testaments to its approach in 
managing its people effectively, emphasis-
ing openness and balance.

It experienced phenomenal growth in 
its first four years of operation, expanding 
from a single plant in 2008 to six plants by 
mid-2011, growing from just 100 to 3,200 
in that span of time also meant much 
changes and challenges. How do you sus-
tain growth this size in a rapidly shifting 
environment of high turnovers? How does 
a sustainable energy company sustain its 
people?

First Solar Malaysia human resources 
director Masliza Mansor shared some of 
their secret components that has led to 
their current success to date.

A compAny grows only  
As big As its people

“Riding from the thought that ‘everyone 
has a chance to learn if one is willing to 
learn’, learning and development oppor-
tunities are made available extensively 
and equally to all associates, regardless of 
levels and positions,” Masliza tells us. 

Over the past seven years, First Solar 
has spent a total of RM35mil in training 
and development initiatives be in the form 
of formal education, short courses and 
customised programmes. 

“In 2017, we spent 6.5% of our annual 
base salary on associates’ development. 
Continuous learning and upskilling enable 
the increase in workforce competency 
and capability, creating opportunities for 
career progression. Over the past 10 years, 
about 70% of our associates has experi-
enced career progression at First Solar,” 
she says.

In fact, First Solar Malaysia has success-
fully transitioned the ratio of job composi-
tion profile of white collar associates (pro-
fessionals to senior leadership) to increase 
from 38% (2008) to 78% (2018) and blue 
collar associates (operator) has reduced 
from 62% (2008) to 22% (2018). 

Out of its training to improve functional 
and technical development, they’re able to 
consolidate and redesign job design com-
positions to be more effective to reduce 
redundancy and improve productivity.

“These development strategies are 
complemented with a right structure of 
performance and talent management and 
reward structure that we have in place. 
This has proven to be an excellent formula 
for us as our consistent average annual-
ised retention rate is at 91% since 2013,” 
Masliza adds.

stoking the heArth  
of the compAny

First Solar invests in its leaders and 
strives to create a culture where ‘interac-
tion is seamless vertically, horizontally and 
diagonally’, coming together as 1 Team 1 
Goal 1 First Solar.

There seems to be a drive to push lead-
ers to stretch their capabilities beyond 
their comfort zones. Going wide, First 
Solar’s HR has a cross-functional train-
ing committee while going deep, they’ve 
created a subject matter experts develop-
ment programme as well. 

In addition, First Solar also grooms its 
leaders to be involved as internal trainers 
and facilitators with an emphasis on fos-
tering team bonding, building trust and 
respect.

helping employees  
strike A bAlAnce

Another factor that drives First Solar as 
a ‘Great Place to Work’ is that they enable 
their associates to flourish in all their 
roles, not just work. 

“We have given back to the community 
through active involvement in various 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) pro-
grammes and humanitarian initiatives 
through 82,200 volunteer hours, 115KW 
of PV Module Donation and commendable 
value of donation-in-kind to needy organi-
sations, communities, non-governmental 
organisations, hospitals, homes and 
schools,” she added.

This is besides practising an equal 
benefits strategy where all their associ-
ates receive the same benefits coverage. 
Inculcating diversity and inclusion is 
also on their agenda with programmes 
like Women@First Solar, Modified Work 
Programme and their internship pro-
gramme.

the rewArds of cAring  
for employees’ heAlth 

One of the challenges faced in every 
organisation is a high rate of medical 
and health issues. Poor health equals 
reduced productivity with the burden 
of medical costs. Prior to 2013, its Kulim 
facility faced an upward trend in medical 
insurance claims, a ratio which went over 
100%. They also saw more high-risk med-
ical cases and an increase in insurance 
premiums due to poor health self-care.

First Solar’s HR went all out to tackle 
this. They designed and introduced the 
‘Wellness for Life’ campaign which aimed 
to change the culture and mindsets at 
that time. Associates get to choose to 
join fun activities such as weekly zumba 
and gym sessions and collect points from 
these activities. 

They then exchange these points for 
quarterly prizes. Other activities include 
healthy eating campaign which is aimed 
at increasing people’s intake of fruits and 
vegetables, fun runs and fun rides, as well 
as futsal, netball and badminton.

The result was a decrease in its medical 

insurance claims; hence, successfully sus-
tained at ‘market healthy range’ for 5 con-
secutive years already. This initiative won 
them the Tigers Golden Globe Award in 
2017 for organisation with innovative HR 
practices, International SOS Foundation 
2018 Duty of Care Awards – ‘Sustainability 
Category’ and Malaysia HR Award 2017 
HR Best Practices Award (Gold).

chAllenging its people  
to develop Agility

Being in a highly volatile solar market 
environment, to move up to the next 
level one must continue to have a thirst 
for knowledge, be inquisitive by keeping 
oneself current and abreast of the new 
technologies in this ever-changing and 
challenging environment and to never 
stop being hungry for success.

The human propensity to be resistant 
to change is one of the challenges First 
Solar also encounters, especially when 
it comes to implementing changes with 
each initiative. 

Datuk P’ng Soo Hong, First Solar 
Malaysia’s vice president and managing 
director of manufacturing operations 
offered his insights on agility: “We have 
recorded significant successes and experi-
enced 10 years of excellence in our opera-
tions, however it is imperative to never 
be complacent as the past glory does not 
determine our future success.”

“We constantly drive home the mes-
sage of the need to learn, unlearn and 
relearn. Learning agility is the key to 
unlocking our ‘change proficiency’ and 
succeeding in an uncertain and constantly 
evolving environment,” Masliza reiterates.

Using dAtA AnAlytics  
for smArter decisions

First Solar is heeding its own advice 
in constantly learning as much as it can 
about its people. Here’s where they lever-
age on technology to harness its magic in 
managing a large, growing workforce. 

“We’ve been growing at a rapid pace 
and our success has always been due to 

our people,” Masliza says. “So, data analyt-
ics is applied in many areas of our busi-
ness and we have started having people 
analytics strategy to make First Solar a 
better place to work. 

“Through data analytics, we find mean-
ingful patterns that could help us make 
smart business decisions that lead to a 
significant impact on performance that 
has helped shape our manpower plan-
ning, training and development strategy, 
engagement and retention strategy, sus-
tainability initiatives and communications 
strategy,” she continued.

engAging the  
heArt And mind

Ultimately, an organisation is where 
people spend a whole lot of time building 
their careers and lives. So, how would First 
Solar like to be seen as an employer?

“We would like to be perceived as an 
employer with a harmonised balance 
between the work and its people. That we 
continuously strived to enable our work-
force to have balance between work and 
personal responsibilities, which strength-
ens their loyalty and productivity,” Masliza 
tells us.

P’ng spoke of the vital role that the 
HR team plays in First Solar’s people and 
growth: “As the organisation contin-
ues to progress and move towards the 
Industry 4.0 era, I support and am confi-
dent that the HR team is able to match 
the organisation’s momentum and con-
tinue to operate as an independent body, 
free from the ‘control’ of the manage-
ment. This will enable HR to be an active 
catalyst to both the organisation and the 
people,” he said. 

“Ultimately, HR needs to ‘be relevant 
and (be) the enabling partner’ (their inter-
nal HR slogan) rather than being a road-
block of bureaucracy, and continue to be a 
catalyst of change,” Masliza said.

Part of the challenge is to continuously 
garner the commitment, integrity and 
passion of the people in the ever evolving 
environment where change is the only 
constant.

As Masliza concludes: “We engage the 
heart through emotional commitment 
and engage the mind through intellectual 
commitment”.
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the Art of SuStAining PeoPle
By KHOR HUI MIN
khor.huimin@leaderonomics.com

H
OME to multi-nationals, small 
and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs) and start-ups, 
Cyberjaya is Malaysia’s global 
technology hub. Adjacent to 

Putrajaya, the administration capital of 
the government, Cyberjaya is the result of 
strategic planning, careful execution and 
hard work to turn this Capital of Creation 
into a reality. 

Cyberjaya is the country’s first technol-
ogy-driven city, offering world-class tech-
nology infrastructure to meet the fast-
changing requirements of multi-national 
companies. Ultimately the goal is to move 
Malaysia up the value chain into a value-
added knowledge economy and help solve 
the brain drain issue.

Have you ever wondered who built the 
technology capital of Malaysia?

bUilding mAlAysiA’s 
technology hUb

Established in 1997, Setia Haruman Sdn 
Bhd stands as the pillar of Cyberjaya, hold-
ing the responsibility to ensure its success-
ful development throughout the city.

As the master developer of Cyberjaya, 
Setia Haruman planned and developed 
Cyberjaya with world-class infrastructure 
and amenities to make it an attractive 
location for multi-national companies 
(MNCs) and start-ups to locate their busi-
nesses.

Setia Haruman also sells parcels of land 
to developers and private companies, as 
well as collaborates with other stakehold-
ers and local communities to achieve the 
common vision of making Cyberjaya a 
global, liveable and technology city. 

In addition, the company has construct-
ed office buildings, retail spaces and apart-
ment suites to meet the market demand 
for its thriving community.

A timely trAnsformAtion
Setia Haruman has always been a com-

pany that is future-focused and willing to 
make the necessary changes to remain 
relevant. In 2015, a rebranding exercise 
was initiated by the executive chairman, 
Tuan Haji Ahmad Khalif Tan Sri Mustapha 
Kamal.   

“As the company journeyed on this 
transformation, it was a collective deci-
sion of the senior management team 
to engage a global creative agency and 
we started with the designing of a new 
company logo, which would embody the 
company’s behaviours, core capabilities 
and values,” says Wendy Li, chief operating 
officer. 

“We looked at the behaviours that we 
wanted to develop in the team, which 
are  agile, future focused, balanced and 
customer-centric. But it would just be 
words if we didn’t do anything about it. 
So, we integrated these values into all the 
activities we organised,” she added.

“Just as in any transformation journey, 
we were faced with resistance to change 
and complacency, but we handled it 
through our Strategic Leadership Training 
(SLT) sessions, as we were able to gauge 
the acceptance levels of our team mem-
bers which made it possible to implement 
many new processes within the company. 
SLT sessions are carried out every quar-
ter where team members are given the 
opportunity to propose ideas that could 
be implemented company-wide,” reveals 
Li.  

SLT proved to be a success where junior 
team members are exposed to new expe-
riences and opportunities that allow them 
to upskill and expand their knowledge, 
making them more confident and better 
prepared in facing any given scenario. It 
enabled and encouraged inter-depart-
ment interaction as team members would 
work together and solve issues.  

“The transformation also saw the 
positive shift of sharing responsibility 
for the common good of the company in 

property sales. Sales has always been the 
responsibility of the sales team, however 
to further boost our sales targets, a cam-
paign was initiated to encourage non-
sales team members to participate and 
assist in promoting and selling property 
units. Each of the department heads were 
given a target to hit. This created greater 
awareness about our products and led to 
some creative outcomes. For example, the 
head of asset management and his team 
approached their customers and tenants 
to do roadshows with them.”

“We have also introduced the 
Ambassador Programme, where 30-40 
team members from various departments 
and from various levels assisted in key 
handovers for our completed units – 400 
units for Centrus SOHO and 350 units for 
CERIA Residen.”

Li further added, “One of the key pro-
jects that we are exceptionally proud of 
is the Employer Of Choice (EOC) Rangers 
where team members who are manager 
level and below are encouraged to initi-
ate ideas to make the work environment 
better.” 

“The company then moved on to 
implement ‘climate’ surveys to assess the 
confidence of team members with the 
company’s direction and their level of hap-
piness. This survey was conducted over a 
period of two years and we are proud to 
reveal that results indicated an increase 
of 45% and 20% respectively in these two 
parameters and this can only materialise 
through open communication.”

the evolUtion  
of hr development

In its mission to revamp the company, 
it was important that human resources 
(HR) strategies were aligned with the 
company’s business strategies by adopt-
ing a structured talent management 
approach.

“During the transformation, there was 
more evolution within the work environ-
ment,” says Ar Siti Mariam Mohd Desa, 
head of corporate affairs and governance 
division, who manages the HR team. 

“Emphasising the crucial role that HR 
plays in the development of a strong 
workforce, we looked into even the small-
est details, for example addressing the 
employees as ‘team members’ instead of 
‘staff’ as we found this strengthens the 
team spirit amongst the team members.”

Besides the current initiatives, HR con-
tinues to look into innovative ways to keep 
team members energised. 

Ar Siti Mariam added, “We also took our 
traditional business into the 21st century 
through digitalisation. We equipped team 
members with technology assisted sys-
tems, which allows administrative chores 
to be completed more efficiently. So, they 
have more time to think strategically and 
engage with innovative projects.” 

“We use document-sharing in cloud. 
Team members can also apply for leave 
online (e-leave). We also have attendance 
monitoring (e-attendance) and access HR 
documents (e-documents) through the 
online portal that is readily available. In 
the future, we will be looking into using 
e-claim and e-PMS to increase conveni-
ence for our team members.”

We have also implemented a customer 
relationship management (CRM) system 
and vigorously engage with our customers 
via social media platforms.”

An epic UpgrAde
“We always believed that success 

is driven by our values, and in Setia 
Haruman, we emulate the EPIC values in 
our everyday responsibilities,” says Ar Siti 
Mariam. 

EPIC - Excellence, Pride,  
Integrity and Care

“We strive for excellence in everything 
we do. We instil pride in our team on 
our contribution to the country. We have 
integrity in always doing the right thing. 
We always care for our team members 
and customers.”

“In our SLT every quarter, 40 team 
members (including top executives) are 
given a task to solve. They are divided into 
four teams, each headed by a division 
head.” 

“One of the SLT sessions produced the 
EOC rangers, where team members find 
ways to make the work environment bet-
ter. For example, flexible hours, parking for 
pregnant mums, community club room, 
staff pantry, and medical benefits which 
include optical and dental benefits.” 

“In our Teh Tarik sessions every Monday, 
we have conversations with team mem-
bers, and they give suggestions and com-
ments.” 

“The Honesty Box, located at the recep-
tion area, allows team members to drop in 
suggestions and comments anonymously. 
These notes will then be read out dur-
ing the town hall sessions,” says Ar Siti 
Mariam.

“The chairman and management team 
will respond to the questions dropped into 
the box, and consider suggestions that 
will add value to the company. Examples 
of implemented suggestions include an 
air-conditioner for the prayer room, and 
360 feedback to management.”

moving forwArd
Setia Haruman is always on the look-

out for ways to improve the way it does 
things, including introducing practices 
that benefit team members, and keeping 
them happy, energised and engaged. 

The company has its own, or as they 
call it, ‘Big Hairy Audacious’ goals for 
Cyberjaya, namely to reach a total popula-
tion of 500,000 by 2035, to be the pre-
ferred leading global liveable tech city, and 
last but not least, to be a leading hub for 
education and innovation.

With its positive, open, dynamic and 
fluid approach, the sky is the limit for Setia 
Haruman, and it is an exemplary model 
for those looking into transforming their 
own companies.

ChArting the future 
together the teAm iS the heArt 

of SetiA hArumAn
first solAr mAlAysiA:  
10 yeArs of excellence 
in the mAking

Industry Recognitions
1. Prime Minister’s Hibiscus Awards 

2014/2015 for Exceptional 
Achievement in Environmental 
Performance

2. Global Leadership Award 2015 – 
Excellence in Renewable Energy 
Manufacturing Sector

3. Malaysia HR Awards 2015 & 2016 – 
Employer of Choice

4. Aon Best Employers Malaysia 2016 
for Generation Y

5. National Occupational Safety & 
Health Awards 2016 for Electrical 
and Electronics Category

6. Industry Excellence Award 2017 – 
Kedah Chief Minister Special 
Excellence Award

7. HR Excellence Award 2017 – 
Excellence in Workplace Wellbeing

8. Malaysia HR Award 2017 – HR Best 
Practices Award

9. International SOS Foundation 2018 
Duty of Care Awards – 
Sustainability Honorable Mention

10. HR Excellence Award 2018 – 
Excellence in HR Change 
Management

Wendy Li, chief operating officer

Team members ushering in the Chinese New Year

The senior management team (from left to right): Ar Siti Mariam, Lao Chok Keang, Ahmad 
Khalif, Wendy Li, Heng Aik Chau, and Ahmad Soalahuddin

n Setia Haruman 
Sdn Bhd is the 
master developer 
of Cyberjaya. Visit 
setiaharuman.com 
to find out more 
about them.

First Solar’s HR team

n First Solar 
Malaysia Sdn Bhd 

has developed, 
financed, engineered, 

constructed, and 
currently operates 

many of the world’s 
largest grid-connected 
PV power plants. Visit 
firstsolar.com to find 

out more.

Datuk P’ng Soo Hong, vice president 
and managing director of 
manufacturing operations

Ar Siti Mariam, head of corporate affairs 
and governance division


