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Material improvements—most commonly through increased income, stable employment, or access to 
resources—tend to trigger a cascade of changes across multiple domains of life. However, not all 
changes carry equal weight. Some shifts generate compounding benefits over time, while others offer 
only temporary gains or even introduce new vulnerabilities. A critical discussion, therefore, requires 
distinguishing between high-impact, durable transformations and lower-impact or reversible 
adjustments. 
 
One of the most immediate and consequential changes is improved access to healthcare. Individuals 
transitioning from financial constraint to relative stability often shift from delaying treatment to 
engaging in preventive care—regular screenings, dental visits, mental health support, and healthier 
nutrition. This transition has multiplicative effects, as preventive care reduces long-term medical costs, 
enhances productivity, and improves quality of life (Adler & Rehkopf, 2021). In Malaysia, access to 
healthcare is relatively widespread through a subsidised public system, yet disparities persist depending 
on income and location (Ministry of Health Malaysia, 2022; World Bank, 2022). Better nutrition and 
reduced chronic stress contribute to a lower incidence of diseases such as hypertension or diabetes. 
Importantly, mental health improvements—often overlooked—can significantly enhance decision-
making, interpersonal relationships, and work performance (OECD, 2021). However, the impact 
depends on sustained behaviour; access alone does not guarantee utilisation, as health literacy remains 
a mediating factor. 
 
Improved material conditions frequently lead to relocation—from overcrowded or unsafe housing to 
more stable, secure environments. This shift is among the highest-impact changes because housing 
influences nearly every aspect of life: safety, sleep quality, children's educational outcomes, and access 
to opportunities (Chetty et al., 2020). In Malaysia, rising urban living costs and housing affordability 
challenges continue to affect low-income households, particularly in cities such as Kuala Lumpur 
(UNICEF Malaysia, 2023). Stable housing reduces cognitive load associated with insecurity, allowing 
individuals to focus on long-term planning. Neighbourhood effects are also significant: proximity to 
quality schools, transport, and employment hubs can reshape life trajectories. However, upgrading 
housing can become counterproductive if it leads to financial overextension.  
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A less visible but deeply transformative change is how individuals reallocate time. Financial strain often 
forces people into long working hours, multiple jobs, or inefficient routines. When conditions improve, 
individuals can “buy back time", reducing overtime or relocating closer to work. This shift reduces the 
“scarcity mindset", where financial pressure narrows attention to short-term needs (Mullainathan & 
Shafir, 2021). Freed cognitive bandwidth allows for better planning, skill development, and strategic 
decision-making. Evidence from Malaysian household studies shows that economic shocks—such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic—significantly disrupted time use, income stability, and well-being, 
particularly among low-income groups (Khazanah Research Institute, 2024). 
 
With improved resources, individuals often invest in education—formal degrees, certifications, or skill 
acquisition. This is one of the most powerful long-term changes because it directly enhances earning 
potential and adaptability in dynamic labour markets. Empirical evidence consistently shows that 
targeted upskilling yields strong returns, particularly in sectors with high demand (e.g., digital skills, 
healthcare, technical trades). Moreover, education provides non-monetary benefits, such as self-efficacy 
and social mobility. However, not all educational investments are equally effective. High-impact 
outcomes depend on alignment with labour market demand and completion rates. Poorly chosen or 
incomplete programs can yield limited returns despite high costs. 
 

 
 
A critical shift occurs in financial behaviour. Individuals move from managing scarcity to building 
assets through savings, investments, and insurance. Asset accumulation is foundational for long-term 
stability because it buffers against shocks such as job loss or illness (Lusardi & Yakoboski, 2022). In 
Malaysia, despite rising incomes, financial vulnerability persists, with many households lacking 
sufficient emergency savings (Bank Negara Malaysia, 2025). Without financial literacy, increased 
income can lead to lifestyle inflation rather than wealth accumulation. 
 
Improved material conditions also expand social networks. Individuals gain access to professional 
circles, mentorship, and communities that provide valuable information and opportunities (Putnam, 
2020). These network effects are powerful but uneven. In Malaysia, disparities in income and regional 
development influence access to such networks, contributing to unequal opportunities across states and 
demographic groups (World Bank, 2022; Ab Rahman & Rusly, 2025). While improved conditions can 
enhance social participation, upward mobility may also create social tension or disconnection from 
previous networks. 
 
Not all changes are equally transformative. Increased spending on consumer goods—better gadgets, 
cars, or luxury items—often delivers immediate satisfaction but limited long-term benefit. While some 
upgrades (e.g., reliable transportation) can enhance productivity, many are subject to diminishing 
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returns. The key distinction lies in whether consumption enhances capability (e.g., tools, education, 
health) or merely status. High-impact changes tend to expand future options rather than signal current 
success. 
 
Finally, improved material conditions reshape psychological orientation. Individuals often experience 
an increased sense of control (agency), higher aspirations, and greater willingness to take calculated 
risks—such as starting a business or changing careers. These shifts can be self-reinforcing, leading to 
upward mobility. However, they also introduce potential downsides: overconfidence or excessive risk-
taking without adequate safeguards. 
 

 
 
When material conditions improve, the most impactful life changes are those that generate 
compounding, long-term benefits: investments in health, housing stability, education, time reallocation, 
and asset building. These changes enhance both capability and resilience, enabling individuals to sustain 
and extend their gains. In contrast, changes centred on short-term consumption tend to offer limited 
benefits. Ultimately, the difference lies not merely in increased resources but in how those resources are 
allocated. High-impact transformations occur when improved conditions are leveraged to expand future 
opportunities, reduce vulnerability, and build enduring forms of capital—human, financial, and social 
(OECD, 2021; World Bank, 2022).  
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