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ABSTRACT

Gastronomic tourism is a strong motivator for tourists to visit destinations famous for their cuisine 
and street food. Street food is a socially and culturally recognised food source that is inexpensive, 
easy, and appealing for both urban and rural populations worldwide. As a unique destination attractor, 
street food can be a useful tool in marketing destinations. In Malaysia, the street food sector is one 
of the many industries that employs many foreign workers to resolve its labour shortage due to 
Malaysia’s rapid economic growth and demand for unskilled workers. Regrettably, foreign workers 
have contributed considerably towards the total number of COVID-19 cases in Malaysia. This research 
explores street food traders’ perspective regarding the hiring of foreign workers for their stalls during 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the impact of the pandemic on these workers. Using the theory of 
planned behaviour as the underlying theory, researchers obtained qualitative data from in-depth 
interviews with eight street food traders and five foreign workers from October to December 2020. 
The thematic analysis of the interview data was done using NVivo 12 Pro. The findings provide some 
insights on the motivations for recruiting foreign workers in terms of attitude, perceived social pressure  
and perceived behavioural control. In light of the findings, the government should review its foreign 
workforce and design nuanced policies to accommodate the labour needs of specific economic 
sectors while striving towards reducing foreign labour dependence. 
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INTRODUCTION

Street food is now strongly synonymous with tourism. It is considered a significant motivator 
for tourists to visit destinations, particularly Southeast Asian countries such as Singapore, 
Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia (Yong, Abdul Latip, Ahmad Jailani, Muhamad Amin 
& Abdul Kadir, 2020). The varying demands and individual food preferences drive 
travellers to visit numerous street food stalls for ready-to-eat and value for money meals. 
Subsequently, as food is an allegory or symbol of the local culture, authentic and exotic 
social interactions centring around food  as a form of self-connectedness (Ellis, Park, 
Kim, & Yeoman, 2018) provide visitors a heritage experience  (Ling, Noor, Mustafa, & 
Kiumarsi, 2019). 

A foreign worker is a person engaged in a paid job in a country in which he or 
she is not a national (United Nations, 1990). In recent decades, rapid globalisation 
has increased the labour movement and facilitated significant transboundary internal 
migration. Although foreign workers supported Malaysia’s fast growth in the early 1970s 
and throughout the 1980s, it was only in the early 1990s that formal guidelines for foreign 
workers were formulated and  implemented (World Bank, 2019). As foreign workers are 
expected to continue to play an essential role in supporting the Malaysian economy, there 
is an urgent need to review where they are most needed and how they can be better engaged 
for industrial and productivity growth. This is because an overreliance on low-wage and 
low-skilled foreign labour would weigh heavily on the country’s efforts to increase its 
productivity and innovation in order to move up the economic ladder. 

Recently, the rising number of COVID-19 cases involving foreign workers has 
generated widespread stigmatisation and prejudice amongst the local population towards 
this group. Foreign workers are a high-risk group since they usually live in crowded quarters 
with limited amenities, either to save money or as provided by their employer. There have 
been suggestions to limit and regulate foreign labour in the service industries, particularly 
in the food and beverage industry following the virus outbreak. In July 2020, the Malaysian 
government only allowed three sectors to employ foreign workers, that is, construction, 
agriculture and plantation (“Malaysia to lift limit”, 2020). However, a month later, many 
employers in the food and beverage industry lamented the need for foreign labour to ensure 
business sustainability, which then led to the ban being lifted. 

Given this background, there is a need to better understand employers’ perception 
of foreign worker dependency during this pandemic. Some studies highlighted the 
importance of understanding COVID-19’s effects on business and consumer perception 
(Tumin, Ramasamy, Newaz, Noh, & Abdul Latip, 2020). For instance, street food vendors 
at Petaling Jaya Old Town, being primarily foreign workers, resulted in customers being 
wary of patronising these stalls due to the spike of cases amongst foreign workers which 
led to reduced business and income (Soo, 2020). Therefore, this study aims to provide 
some insights on foreign worker dependency in the street food industry in terms of traders’ 
attitude, subjective norm and their perceived behavioural control regarding their hiring 
intention. Subsequently, this paper aims to discover the extent of the COVID-19 impact 
on foreign workers at Petaling Jaya Old Town. The findings of this study may benefit all 
stakeholders in terms of government actors at all levels, private sector, small business 
owners and local citizens. Further, by shedding some light on the issue, the researcher 
hopes to provide some guidance on better policy and management practices regarding the 
street food industry’s human capital. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Theory of planned behaviour
The theory of planned behaviour served as the theoretical framework of the present 
study. Scholarly work have studied and predicted various processes related to emotions, 
intentions, and behaviours, such as the workplace’s hiring perspective (Farashah & 
Blomquist, 2019; Jasper & Waldhart, 2013). Developed by Ajzen (1991), the theory of 
planned behaviour proposes that a person’s intention typically influences conduct. People 
are typically pragmatic in their choices, extensively using existing data and weighing the 
consequences of their conduct before determining whether to engage in a particular 
activity. The theory also contributes to the development of perceptions of an individual. In 
the social environment, interactions that individuals experience give rise to social pressures 
that demand conformity (Periyayya, Nair, Shariff, Roland, & Thanaseelan, 2016). 

This theory’s central premise is that attitude, subjective norm such as perceived 
social pressure to perform a specific behaviour and perceived behavioural control together 
determine an individual’s behavioural intentions. This theory, however, has been rarely used 
in studies on foreign workers as compared to other fields such as organic food, marketing 
and hiring of individuals with disabilities (Jasper & Waldhart, 2013; Tumin et al., 2020). 
Nevertheless, a recent study which applied the theory to the hiring intentions of foreign 
workers across Europe (Farashah & Blomquist, 2019) found that a manager with a positive 
attitude towards foreign workers is most likely to evaluate a foreign candidate positively 
and proceed with the hiring. Therefore, the same application underlines the present study, 
specifically in the context of the development of perception amongst street food traders. 
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Figure 1. Research framework

Study area
Petaling Jaya Old Town is the first and oldest town in the Petaling Jaya district in Malaysia. 
This town experienced massive population growth in the 1950s. Historically, Petaling Jaya 
was born when the Selangor government relocated citizens to Effingham State as a new 
settlement to resolve the squatters’ crisis. Petaling Jaya grew simultaneously with Kuala 
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Lumpur and was renamed as Petaling Jaya Municipal Council in January 1977 and then 
elevated to Petaling Jaya City Council in June 2006. However, Petaling Jaya Old Town 
eventually faded into a forgotten town without the economic vibrancy of the 1960s and 
1970s (Sri Priya, 2017). Therefore, as with many towns, micro-industries such as street food 
became a vital component of its economic lifeline.

Street food and foreign workers
During the early 1990s, Malaysia encountered tight labour markets, both in the industrial 
and expanding service sectors. Correspondingly, foreign workers are a crucial driver of 
competitiveness and economic growth (World Bank, 2019). Malaysia is home to nearly three 
million foreign workers, making it the sixth-largest country in Eastern Asia with migrant 
workers. Indonesians compose the bulk of them (39%), in terms of legal status (temporary 
work visas issued by the Immigration Department), followed by Nepalese workers (24%), 
Bangladeshis (14%), and the rest (Ang, Murugasu, & Wei, 2018). Six main sectors which 
employs low-to-medium skilled foreign employees are plantations, agricultural, services, 
building and domestic household work. This measure helped resolve the imbalances in 
some sectors’ labour market, including food and beverage (Leong, 2018).

Foreign workers comprise a resilient, acquiescent workforce that is in high demand 
due to numerous reasons. Driven by economic choices with an eye on the profit margin, 
employers who hire foreign workers may perceive them dispassionately as a cost-effective 
commodity (Arifin, 2020). This cost management measure correlates with numerical and 
temporal flexibility in terms of the convenience it accords to recruit and dismiss foreign 
employees quickly and to adjust working hours in response to business’ demands (Wright & 
Clibborn, 2019). Perceptions of foreign workers demonstrating a better work attitude, such as 
higher work commitment, ease of retention and reasonable value of productivity, have been 
shown to account for employer preferences (Dawson, Veliziotis, & Hopkins, 2018). Besides, 
food and beverage business owners depend on foreign workers due to their availability, wage 
factor and lenient laws and regulations (Puteh, Ishak, Sheikh, & Anwar, 2011).

In actual fact, Malaysians do not take up menial jobs because of low wages, poor 
working conditions and lax labour policies (Kamel, 2020). These employment opportunities 
are also turned down by the locals as they are associated with a social stigma. The employers 
believe these jobs are not viewed as highly respected careers due to society’s negative 
perception towards people who perform these jobs (Kumar, 2016). Thus, foreign workers are 
seen as resolving this labour shortage on a long-term basis (Puteh et al., 2011). Employers 
also cannot afford to keep replacing local workers who keep leaving and losing customers 
due to inconsistent quality, which can lead to permanent closure (Pillai, 2018). 

Foreign workers in Malaysia frequently face numerous issues of exploitation and 
abuse (Putul & Mia, 2018). Nonetheless, the high unemployment rate in their native country 
becomes a push factor that leads to their migration to Malaysia and willingness to accept 
low-wage employment (Abdul Rahim, Nawawi, & Puteh Salin, 2017; Puteh et al., 2011). The 
decision to migrate is also encouraged by the currency exchange rate of the native country 
as working abroad generates a higher income. So, foreign workers are considered vulnerable 
due to the dependency of income for individual and family support, leading to resigned 
acceptance of any unfair treatment from employers and locals (Putul & Mia, 2018). 

The food and beverage service industry widely employs foreign workers including 
street food businesses. Street food is classified as light, ready-to-eat food or drinks sold on the 
road or other public spaces such as market, which can be consumed on the spot or packed for 
takeaway (May et al., 2020). A wide variety of food sold by street food traders have become 
cultural landmarks and tourist attractions (Henderson, 2017). In representing a  country’s 
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local cuisine, street food helps market a destination as food connects travellers to its history, 
heritage and community (Bukharov & Berezka, 2018). However, it is common to see the 
local street food scene today being dominated by foreign workers which indirectly, affects 
the interpretation of traditional dishes. In response, Penang, one of Malaysia’s popular 
gastronomic states, attempted to preserve its culinary authenticity by revoking licences for 
hawkers with foreign cooks. Foreign workers however, were allowed to be helpers instead 
with locals retained as the main chef. Other states have not followed suit, such as Kuala 
Lumpur, where customers are less perturbed by the taste of food prepared by foreign workers 
but are more concerned about hygiene (Chong & Chiam, 2018).

Although the benefits of hiring foreign workers are attractive such as cost-saving, 
overcoming labour shortage, and availability, most foreign workers in Malaysia are poorly 
educated (94.8%) (Ang et al., 2018). Not only does this hamper the shift from labour-
intensive industries to technology-intensive industries to achieve a high-income country 
status, but a poorly educated workforce would also translate to lower food safety knowledge 
(Ma, Chen, Yan, Wu, & Zhang, 2019) and food safety practices (Wang, Pacho, Liu, & 
Kajungiro, 2019). Indirectly, this also brings about uneasiness amongst consumers with 
regard to foreign workers. 

Moreover, as some foreign workers are suspected to work under informal 
arrangements with no proper documentation, it is highly likely that they will not have 
access to proper healthcare and subjected to poverty (Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations, 2020), which casts doubt about their overall hygiene. These negative 
perceptions have been amplified with the high number of COVID-19 cases associated 
with foreign workers. Previous studies found that most foreign workers will not go or are 
unlikely to seek medical treatment in a clinic or hospital due to factors such as gender, 
marital status, income, communication, and legality (Osman et al., 2020).

As the coronavirus is highly contagious, many members of the general public took 
safety precautions to reduce the risk of infection by avoiding or shunning foreign workers 
due to these perceived negativities. In addition, external factors, including social pressure, 
further encourage this conforming behaviour  (Tumin et al., 2020), which potentially leads 
to more prejudice against  foreign workers. The situation has led to the emergence of a 
number of issues related to foreign worker dependency which are worth exploring.

The relationship between COVID-19 and foreign workers
Epidemics of infectious diseases have always been challenging, especially those on a global 
scale, such as COVID-19. The coronavirus which was first detected in December 2019 in 
Wuhan, China, has now spread to almost all countries around the world. As of 10 January 
2021, 135,992 COVID-19 cases were recorded in Malaysia, including 551 deaths. Of this, at 
least 55,750 cases involved foreign workers (43.2%) (Ministry of Health Malaysia, 2020), which 
indicates that they are a high-risk group susceptible to the virus. Thousands have been easily 
infected, and many more are vulnerable as carriers due their living and working conditions. 

With the implementation of the first Movement Control Order (MCO) on 18 
March 2020, non-essential sectors such as educational institutions, childcare centres, food 
and beverage and hospitality were suspended. The MCO had a significant impact on 
foreign workers despite their essential contribution to Malaysia’s economic development. 
Unfair work terminations, pay reduction, pending salaries, compulsory leave, enforced 
repatriation, bigotry, and xenophobia have adversely affected the community of foreign 
workers (“Malaysia’s health chief”, 2020). For instance, when the Enhanced Movement 
Control Order (EMCO) was imposed on Petaling Jaya Old Town in Sections 2, 3 and 4 
following the detection of 26 COVID-19 cases amongst traders and workers (Soo, 2020), 
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the district council  initiated a crackdown against undocumented foreign workers and 
refugees in this area (Perimbanayagam, 2020). In calling out the district council’s actions, 
Petaling Jaya’s Member of Parliament (MP), Maria Chin Abdullah highlighted that the 
hasty removal of foreign workers will only harm the local businesses in that area. 

Given this background, it is critical to examine foreign worker dependency in the 
context of the “new normal” of the COVID-19 pandemic from the perspectives of street 
food traders and foreign workers for better planning and management of foreign labour.

METHODOLOGY

This research aims to provide insights into foreign worker dependency in the street food 
industry in terms of hiring intention which is shaped by attitude, subjective norms, and the 
perceived behavioural control of traders. Subsequently, this paper aims to discover the depth 
of COVID-19 impact on Petaling Jaya Old Town’s foreign workers. Using the descriptive 
phenomenology design, the researcher focused on the individual’s lived experiences. A 
qualitative approach using in-depth semi-structured interviews was employed to fulfil the 
objectives of this study.

Study site and selection of participants 
The researchers were keen on the study site, Petaling Jaya Old Town, which boasts a 
distinctive gastronomic cuisine, attributed to generations of street food family businesses. 
The street food traders here sell local cuisines, including Malay, Chinese and Indian food, 
and employ foreign workers as helpers in their stalls. The traders were first approached to 
determine their willingness to take part in the study. Table 1 presents the characteristics of 
the street food traders  who participated in the study.

Table 1. The characteristics of participants (street food traders)

Street food trader Age Gender Nationality Type of cuisine
1 52 Female Malaysian Malay Cuisine

2 55 Female Malaysian Indian Cuisine 

3 48 Male Malaysian Chinese Cuisine   

4 46 Female Malaysian Chinese Cuisine

5 65 Male Malaysian Chinese Cuisine

6 58 Male Malaysian Malay Cuisine 

7 60 Male Malaysian Indian Cuisine

8 45 Female Malaysian Malay Cuisine 

Table 2 presents the characteristics of street food workers who worked with the 
participants.

Table 2. The characteristics of participants (street food workers)

Street food trader Age Gender Nationality
1 39 Male Filipino

2 33 Female Indonesian

3 40 Male Indonesian

4 38 Male Burmese

5 29 Female Filipino
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Research instrument and data collection
An in-depth interview is a valuable medium to derive rich information for an effective 
comprehension of the topic studied (Adams & Cox, 2016). The researchers conducted 
in-depth interviews with eight street food stall owners and five foreign workers from 
Petaling Jaya Old Town over three months from October and December 2020 during 
the Conditional Movement Control Order (CMCO). The face-to-face interviews were 
conducted with individual participants at their respective street food stalls. This method 
provided convenience and flexibility to the participants who could run their food stall 
simultaneously. The duration of each interview was between 15 and 20 minutes. Qualitatively, 
the number of respondents is contingent upon saturation of information, thereby indicating 
that respondents were revealing no new information beyond that obtained from previous 
respondents (Saunders et al., 2018).

Data analysis 
The interview transcripts were thematically analysed using NVivo version 12. Since the 
qualitative data were texts transcribed verbatim from interviews, the cornerstone of the 
analysis was the coding process (Dollah, Abduh, & Rosmaladewi, 2017). The coding of 
data was done in three ways: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Repeated 
readings of both transcripts and field notes helped refine the codes and themes. While 
in quantitative research, interviewees’ emotions and perspectives are deemed unnecessary 
(Levitt, Motulsky, Wertz, Morrow, & Ponterotto, 2017; Sutton & Austin, 2015), these 
same elements are crucial in qualitative research as they enrich the findings by providing 
additional dimensions and perspectives.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

In line with traditional qualitative research approaches, this study utilised unstructured 
metrics to analyse the data obtained (Levitt et al., 2017), thus ensuring standardisation 
and consistency. Subsequently, ten themes associated with the hiring of foreign workers 
emerged from the data analysis. 

Behavioural beliefs and attitude 
Theme 1: Hiring capacity   
The interviewed street food traders hired only a few foreign workers to assist in the day-
to-day operations. Significantly, many of the traders were already in their 50s and their 
physical condition is no longer the same as when they first started their business decades 
ago. Trader 6 (male) shared that he required two foreign workers to run his business. A 
worker will act as a runner to take orders, and the other worker assisted in the cooking 
process. Similarly, Trader 3 (male) stated that as his menu has limited items, he did not 
require many workers to assist because his dishes can be easily prepared:

“I only need one worker since we are just selling a few noodle dishes in the store 
like curry noodles and wonton noodles. We also cook in small quantities and 
are just meant for daily orders.”

However, several street food stall traders highlighted that they did not hire foreign 
workers to operate the stall on their own or become the primary cook. These traders 
admitted that they take pride in preparing the dishes themselves as the business is their 
families’ legacy, having served and supported them for many years. Trader 7 (male) shared: 
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“I am the main chef for the past 25 years since I opened my stall. As long as I 
can walk, I will continue cooking. We only need one worker to help prepare the 
vegetables since my wife can still help in the stall.”

Theme 2: Wages 
A few of the interviewed traders confessed that they hired foreign employees to reduce 
their costs to keep their prices competitive and to maintain their current pool of customers. 
These foreigners will usually do heavy tasks but receive wages which are lower compared to 
what locals would demand (Shamsuri, Alagappar, & Kumar, 2015; Mottain, 2020). Trader 
4 (female) believed that the reduced wages actually benefit many parties: 

“The locals will ask for RM2,500 at a minimum, and how can my small stall be 
able to pay them? I would have to pass the cost to my customers, but times are 
bad because of COVID-19 for everyone. With foreign workers, my food stall 
can still open, these workers have their job to survive, and customers can buy 
food at the same price.” 
  
According to the traders, Malaysians shun jobs that involve heavy work or 

dangerous elements due to the low wage. However, foreign workers do not resist the 3D 
(dirty, dangerous and difficult) jobs that locals usually ignore (Zaidon, 2020). Trader 5 
(male) explained :

“They are strong physically, which helps with the heavy lifting. My worker 
can easily carry two large bags of rice per trip. The market is next door to the 
food court, so I rely on them to buy the daily ingredients, including meat and 
vegetables. I used to follow them, but I am too old to carry the heavy load.”

In supporting the hiring of foreign workers, Trader 6 (male) had this to add : 

“I admit it is more worth to pay these workers rather than the locals as the 
value of work produced is not the same. The foreign workers will do based on 
instruction without arguing too much.” 

Theme 3: Skills 
Malaysians, particularly those with intermediate or higher education, are no longer 
attracted to the expanding service sectors to take up manual jobs (Shamsuri et al., 2015). 
Their shift to professional and semi-skilled jobs, has resulted in a wide gap in low-skilled 
jobs which foreign workers have filled. As Trader 1 (female) highlighted:

“They become my runners, sending the food to the table of the customers, 
taking the money for the bill and giving the customers their needed change. 
The workers help clean the plates from the table and wash them in the store. 
The locals rather become doctors, lawyers and engineers. They will not take 
these types of jobs.”

This finding indicates the preference for foreign workers over locals for low-skilled 
jobs, as the former is more versatile at work. In this context, in-depth and functional 
versatility refers to how workers perform multiple duties and assume various roles (Green, 
Atfield, Staniewicz, Baldauf, & Adam, 2014). Trader 5 (male) conveyed:
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“For the braised chicken and steamed chicken, the workers help to measure and 
prepare the ingredients. We will start early in the morning so that we will be 
ready for the lunch crowd. I still cook the chicken myself, but I allow them to 
cook the rice, sauce and soup of the day. The workers will also take the order, 
communicate the order to me, serve the food to customers and then clear the 
table. They have to wash many plates as chicken rice will use cutleries with 
multiple plates and bowls to serve the chicken, rice, vegetables and soup. During 
non-busy periods, they help me to clean up and also prepare pre-packaged 
sauces for takeaway orders.”

There is a general perception that street food traders believe that foreign workers’ 
skills play a crucial part in their business’ success. In agreement with most of the traders, 
Trader 8 (female) who owns a dessert stall in a food court, commented:

“The workers’ daily job is to clean the stall before the opening and after the 
closing of the day. They help me check the stock of ice, fruits, and syrups. They 
let me know which is running low. They will approach customers that just came 
to the food court as we want to take their orders before the other stalls do so. 
The workers will also help in making drinks and desserts, especially our stall’s 
bestsellers, which are Ais Kacang and Cendol.”

Foreign workers bring with them different skills, experiences, and knowledge which 
complement that of the local workforce. Trader 6 (male) described this:

“The workers can remember customers’ orders with ease. They are also good 
at calculating the total bill of the customers without using a calculator. All the 
calculations are done so quickly in their head.”

Trader 2 (female) highlighted that her workers were a source of technical support 
during the COVID-19 pandemic:

“My foreign worker was the one who helped me with the setting up food 
delivery apps for the store and altering the menu in the app. I am not very 
good with these forms of technology as my age is catching up. I need apps 
like FOODPANDA to boost sales because of the COVID-19 effect. Lesser 
customers are walking into the food court already.”

Theme 4: Work ethics 
When asked about work ethics, more than half  of the traders agreed that the work ethics 
of foreign workers are vastly different compared to local employees. Good work ethics are 
especially important for employers who hire foreign workers for low-skilled, repetitive jobs  
(Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, 2005). Trader 8 (female) admitted 
that the foreign workers’ positive attitude and loyalty contributed to her hiring decision:

“My workers have been with me for years. They give me less headache compared 
to when I tried to hire one local worker last time, and it was the final time for 
me. I treat them with respect and do not mistreat them as some bosses may do. 
With that, they work hard for me every day.”
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Trader 4 (female) commended that she felt grateful for the workers of her fried rice stall:

“Their honesty and work attitude are commendable. I trust my workers enough for 
them to handle the cash without overseeing them constantly. The workers do not 
stand around doing nothing when business is slow but help as much as they can.”

This sentiment is shared by Trader 1 (female) who recounted her own experience:

“Punctual and reliable, they come early in the morning for preparation without 
complaints. They are not lazy and are accommodating. The workers take their 
work seriously because taking the wrong orders can mean angry customers that 
are not happy with what they received in the end.”

The traders believed that working ethics comprises positive attitudes and soft skills, 
including cooperating effectively and complying with instructions. Trader 5 (male) mentioned:

“Their attitude is good, pleasant and friendly with a great smile to the customers. 
The workers can recognise regulars and can remember their favourite drinks.” 

Thus, the politeness of workers when communicating with customers also appeals 
to the traders. Trader 7 (male) had this to share:

“I like that they also speak nicely to the customers as many of them are senior 
citizens. The workers will ask customers how they are with sincerity.”

Theme 5: Other issues
Several traders collectively agreed that hiring foreign workers is important for their business, 
whereby good workers are an asset. These workers contribute significantly to their business 
sales through their hard work. Trader 2 (female) mentioned that:

“No issues at all. I am lucky to have good workers with me that caused minimal 
issues.”

Nonetheless, a few of the traders have experienced some undesirable effects of 
hiring foreign workers who betrayed their employee’s trust for personal monetary gains. 
Trader 7 (male) shared an incident:

“My previous worker ran away with cash from the sales of the day. I tried 
finding her, but she disappeared. I should be more careful next time with them 
handling the money.”

Incidents such as the above example can negatively affect the traders’ business when 
there is a sudden loss of workforce and immediate replacement is not possible. Similarly, 
Trader 6 (male) recalled a situation that he encountered:

“I had an incident with a worker years back where she ran away with another 
foreign worker that she befriended from another stall. Both of them stopped 
coming to work suddenly. I think she was just lonely since she did not see her 
family for a long time.”
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Normative beliefs and subjective norms
Theme 6: Perceived social pressure 
Low-to-medium skilled foreign workers in Southeast Asia often face prejudice on a daily 
basis; this, unfortunately, escalated during the COVID-19 pandemic (Mottain, 2020). 
According to the interviewed traders, customers were not too keen when they realised that 
the street food stall workers were foreign workers. Trader 4 (female) related :

“Some of my customers are giving me feedback that they are afraid of being 
served by my workers because of their belief that these workers can give them 
the coronavirus. It is ridiculous for them to think that way. These foreign 
workers had done nothing wrong at all. Why are they making a fuss on this?”

Taking into consideration that foreign workers are a high-risk group for COVID-19 
transmission as highlighted by customers, Trader 3 (male) argued:

“Despite the negative perception by others about these workers, they 
understand the importance of having proper hygiene, wearing masks properly 
and practising social distancing together. My foreign workers help clean and 
sanitise the tables. They know they are also the front liners to curb the virus.”  

Foreign workers carried out their daily tasks despite the SOPs and restrictions as a 
result of the pandemic. Trader 1 (female) reflected:

“They remind customers to scan their MySejahtera app whenever they are 
taking orders from the customers’ tables or when customers come to the stall 
to order. It helps to avoid the RM1,000 fine and for contact tracing in case of 
any of COVID-19 cases.”

Many of these businesses have been in operation for decades with many of the 
traders interviewed being second- or third-generation street food traders. Unfortunately, 
the next generation is unwilling to carry on the family business and some have even advised 
the owners to stop employing foreign workers. Trader 2 (female), however, disagreed:

“In the beginning, my children are not interested in helping in the stall as they 
are already older and have their own lifestyle and plans. The foreign workers 
are willing instead to help me, so I treat them like my family instead. How can 
I just get rid of them? They are important to me.”

Theme 7: Perceived attributes of tasks 
The street food sector involves hard work, versatility and physical strength in outdoor 
conditions that can be extremely uncomfortable. Trader 5 (male) lamented about his 
experience of hiring locals in the past:

“I tried hiring a local in the past. He went to the toilet after 30 minutes of work 
during the busy lunch period, and we never saw his face again. So, I hired these 
foreign workers as they will work with me at my stall for long hours on their 
feet.”

Besides that, several traders also experienced local labour shortage to support their 
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food stalls. This viewpoint was shared by Trader 7 (male) who highlighted the negative 
perception amongst locals for these types of jobs: 

“The young people of the town do not view this job as a high-status job with any 
possible career advancement. I had put out job advertisements, but no locals 
came. Only the foreign workers will work with me because they want to earn a 
living to send back money to their families in their home country.”

Controlling beliefs and perceived behavioural control
Theme 8: Business continuity
As the economy suffered from the halting of many economic sectors and loss of business income 
and jobs due to the COVID-19 pandemic, consumer expenditure fell as well. The pandemic not 
only affected entrepreneurs as individuals but also their businesses (Ratten, 2020). There were 
concerns amongst the traders about business continuity as shared by Trader 5 (male):

“Ever since the Movement Control Order (MCO) in March 2020, the business 
has not been the same because of the fluctuation of COVID-19 cases and 
changing dine-in policies. It affected my profits until I am dipping into my 
savings to survive. I cannot afford to hire the locals here, and if this situation 
does not improve, I might not even be able to pay my current foreign workers.”

Several traders also shared their opinions on the possibility of only allowing 
Malaysians to fill in the vacancies in this demanding line of work as advocated by certain 
parties in the media. Generally, the traders felt that the hiring of foreign workers is crucial 
for the sustainability of their business. Trader 1 (female) reasoned :

“It will be difficult for me to consider hiring locals as I have to constantly put 
in time and effort to train them for their work tasks. They are only working for 
a short period until the COVID-19 cases stabilise and get a better job. My stall 
cannot run without these foreign workers. If not, I might as well just close the 
business.”

Additionally, Trader 4 (female) described the challenges of being an independent 
business entrepreneur who is faced with limited financial options during the COVID-19 
pandemic: 

“I realised the difficulties of being responsible for my foreign workers during 
this pandemic. My business is badly affected, but the government initiatives 
such as targeted wage subsidies are mainly geared up for the locals and not for 
the food and beverage sector for foreign workers.”

Impact of COVID-19 on street food foreign workers 
Theme 9: Selective discrimination
Amidst its wide-ranging impacts and difficulties, the pandemic has put the spotlight on the 
ongoing discrimination of foreign workers that the street food industry has dealt with for 
years. The perception that foreign workers contributed to the spike of COVID-19 cases in 
Petaling Jaya Old Town exacerbated the situation where workers at street food stalls were 
further stigmatised or shunned by customers. Regarding this matter, Worker 2 (female) 
stated dejectedly:
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“The same customers that used to chitchat with me will now ask me to leave 
their table if I am too near. They would prefer to order from my lady boss 
instead.”

Some of these customers’ actions which ostracised workers, further contributed to 
a worsening of their mental health. Worker 5 (female) described some of these gestures:

“I am sad. Why do people see me like I am a dirty person? When I pass them 
their change of money, they will wipe it down with wet wipes. They also looked 
at me like I have done something wrong. I feel like an outcast seeing this often.” 

Theme 10: Support system 
Having born and raised in poverty, most foreign workers, have a strong willingness to learn 
quickly and efficiently, and can endure long hours of work (Shamsuri et al., 2015). These 
workers come to Malaysia to escape poverty and provide for their families because of the 
difficulty of finding employment in their own country. Worker 1 (male) shared his feelings 
of helplessness and challenges as a foreign worker:

“I came to Malaysia to support my wife and three children in the Philippines 
four years ago. I could not find a job back home, and my children could not go 
to school because I had no money. Working here, I can send money home, and 
my family can live better lives.”

All the workers shared that they would send home a substantial amount of their pay, 
leaving very little to sustain themselves. When lockdowns were implemented in their own 
country and Malaysia, foreign workers were left to fend for themselves, having  received 
no or little assistance from their embassies or agents. Pouring out his struggles, Worker 3 
(male) shared:

“Business at the stall went down during the first lockdown. My boss had a 
difficult time to provide us with wages in full. I could not ask for money from 
my family because they were suffering at home, and I could not send my money 
to them to help. I have no savings here. I could do nothing for my family for 
many months.”

However, some traders were kind enough to assist their workers by providing them 
with advances in salaries despite being affected themselves. Worker 2 (female) and Worker 
4 (male) experienced kindness from their employers who insisted on providing essential 
personal protective equipment such as hand sanitisers and face masks to them. This gesture 
was crucial as they could not afford the protective equipment, especially during the first 
round of lockdown, when demand exceeded supplies.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study can be a comprehensible reference and guide on foreign workers 
as a sustainable human capital in the street food industry. In light of the study’s findings, 
relevant stakeholders should consider how the current mainstream perspectives on the 
hiring of foreign workers are shaped with the help of the theory of planned behaviour. 
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This model is relevant and suited the study’s design because it predicts and explains a 
person’s behaviour. Based on the findings of the interviewed traders’ views and attitude, 
their behavioural intention is consistent with their action of hiring foreign workers. 

Petaling Jaya Old Town is a suitable site for gastronomic tourism for local and 
international visitors because of its rich culinary heritage. With the help of an effective 
growth plan, gastronomic tourism can be a vehicle for the town’s economic development, 
as a part of its revival.

To reduce foreign worker dependency, policymakers can use these results to devise 
effective labour migration policies, with input from relevant authorities. The sustainability 
of small businesses such as street food depends heavily on its workers’ willingness to perform 
menial but essential job tasks. However, due to the  increasing concern over foreign workers 
and higher unemployment rates anticipated as a result of the pandemic, the government 
is under pressure to create jobs for the locals. It may also be necessary for the government 
to restrict the number of work visas and  introduce additional levies to raise the cost of 
recruiting foreign workers and indirectly, reduce the overreliance of foreign labour. 

With the current crisis brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, it is crucial not 
to discriminate foreign workers as advocated by Malaysia’s Director-General of Health, 
Tan Sri Dr Noor Hisham Abdullah. According to him, as foreign workers lack social 
networks and are at the centre of deprivation, they should not be discriminated in terms of 
healthcare. He further added that the virus knows no limits and favours no race or social 
class, and thus, the government and communities must collaborate in reining in the virus 
outbreak (“Malaysia’s health chief”, 2020). 

Study limitations and future research
The selection of the study’s participants, Petaling Jaya Old Town’s street food traders and 
workers, was on a voluntary basis and based on their ability to share their perceptions and 
attitudes. Data collection was tedious due to the Conditional Movement Control Order 
(CMCO) in Selangor, Kuala Lumpur and Putrajaya, effective 14 October 2020. Further, 
due to the ongoing pandemic, many of those approached were reluctant, further narrowing 
down the pool of potential participants. 

For future research, the present study’s scope can be extended to include street food 
traders in other regions, such as Penang and Malacca, with the addition of other attributes.
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