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ABSTRACT

Changes in socioeconomic status due to the pandemic-led economic crisis could
profoundly impact an individual’s food choice motives. Therefore, this study aims to evaluate
the food choice motives of young adults residing in Malaysia during the transition to the
endemic phase of COVID-19 and to investigate the differences in food choice motives by
referring to their socio-demographic characteristics. This cross-sectional web-based study
recruited 630 young adults aged 15-30 through a combination of convenience and snowball
sampling approaches. They were required to self-report their socio-demographic information,
while the food choice motives were assessed using a validated 36-item Food Choice
Questionnaire (FCQ). Emerging findings demonstrated that sensory appeal, price, and mood
were the top three rated food choice motives by young adults residing in Malaysia during the
transition to the endemic phase of COVID-19. Gender, age, marital status, monthly earned
income, and educational attainment were the predominant determinants of food choice motives
among young adults. Government and non-governmental organisations should collaborate on
intervention programs that educate the younger generation on healthy eating and help them
make informed food choices.
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INTRODUCTION

To combat the transmission of COVID-19

viruses, the Malaysian government has
statutorily  enforced three nationwide
lockdowns between 2020 and 2021.

Although these lockdowns were necessary,
they have profoundly affected the national
and global economies. According to the
International Labour Organization,' global
unemployment increased steadily from 186
million in 2019 to 203 million in 2023 due to
the economic crisis. A similar trend was also
observed in Malaysia, wherein the
unemployment rate drastically increased
from 3.3% in 2019 to 4.6% in 2021 during the
pandemic.? Although the unemployment rate in
July 2023 (3.4%) has reverted to the pre-
pandemic levels,’ the literature suggested that
the pandemic-led economic crisis has
disproportionately affected the
unemployment of women and youth. Women
and young people (aged 15-24) are reported
to experience a much slower regain in
employment after being laid off than men and
those older than 25."

Food choice motives refer to the
rationales or driving factors influencing
individuals’ desire to purchase or consume
food* In general, food choices are
determined by a complex interplay of various
factors, including personal taste preferences,
cultural norms and traditions, family
structure (such as marital status), peer and
family pressure, health considerations, food
availability and accessibility, socioeconomic
status and dietary habits of an individual.’
Furthermore,  increased  psychological
distress (for instance, stress, anxiety and
depression), coupled with a stronger desire to
search for healthy and nutritious foods as a
response to prevent the COVID-19 viral
infection and movement restrictions imposed
by the government during the lockdowns may
have also altered people’s dietary habits and
food choices.® The findings of two local
studies indicated that Malaysians preferred to
eat healthily and were more informed about
their food choices during the pandemic than
before.”!°

Apart from the pandemic outbreak,
changes in an individual’s socioeconomic
status should also be considered when
discussing food choices after a series of
mandatory lockdowns. While there is a local
study that compares the food choice motives
of Malaysian young adults before and during
the pandemic outbreak,!! it remains uncertain
how food choice motives will change and to
what extent individuals’ socioeconomic
status could have impacted their food choice
motives after the lifting of travel restrictions.
Therefore, this study aims to evaluate the
food choice motives of young adults residing
in Malaysia during the transition to the
endemic phase of COVID-19 and to
investigate the differences in food choice motives

by referring to their socio-demographic
characteristics.
METHODOLOGY

Study Design and Population

A cross-sectional web-based survey
was conducted from August 1° 2022 to April
26™ 2023. Young adults aged 15-30, holding
Malaysian  citizenship, physically and
mentally healthy, non-pregnant, free from
clinically diagnosed eating disorders and
accessible to the internet during the data
collection period were recruited for this study
using a combination of convenience and snowball
sampling approaches. Informed consent and
survey questions were hosted on Google
Forms, and the survey link was circulated to
potential respondents through WhatsApp,
Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok.
Young adults who took part in the survey
were encouraged to share the survey link with
someone they knew.

The minimum sample size required
for this study was estimated using the sample
size table by Krejcie & Morgan.'? Given that
8.5 million young adults aged 15-29 lived in
Malaysia in 2022," at least 384 young adults
would be required at a 95% confidence level and
with a 5% margin of error. Ethical approval
was granted by the Research Ethics Committee
of Management and Science University with
the reference number EA-LI1-01-FHLS-
2022-11-0008.
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Socio-demographic characteristics

Young adults were required to self-
report their gender, age, ethnicity, marital
status, monthly earned income (RM) and
educational attainment.

Food choice motives

A validated 36-item Food Choice
Questionnaire (FCQ) was used to determine the
food choice motives of young adults.'* All
items were assessed using a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from ‘not very important’ (1
point) to ‘very important’ (5 points). The 36-
item was further sorted into nine subscales:
sensory appeal (4-item), price (3-item), mood
(6-item), health (6-item), convenience (5-item),
weight control (3-item), natural content (3-item),
familiarity (3-item) and ethical concern (3-
item). The mean score was calculated by
averaging the number of items within a
subscale. A subscale with a higher mean
score implies that it is rated relatively more
important than subscales with lower mean
scores.”” The reliability of FCQ was
excellent, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.924.

Statistical analysis
Data was analysed using IBM SPSS
statistics 27.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY,

USA). Descriptive statistics such as
frequency, percentage, mean, and standard
deviation were used to describe the studied
variables where appropriate. The normal
distribution was considered within the
skewness of 2 and kurtosis of £3. The mean
difference in food choice motives by gender
and educational attainment was analysed
using the independent samples t-test. On the
other hand, the one-way analysis of variance
(one-way ANOVA) with the Games-Howell
post hoc test was applied to examine the mean
differences in food choice motives by
monthly earned income, age, ethnicity, and
marital status. Statistical significance was set
at p< 0.05.

RESULTS

A total of 630 young adults answered
the survey questions, of whom the majority
were female (n=347, 55.1%), aged between
25-30 (n=358, 56.8%), of Malay ethnicity
(n=300, 47.6%), with a single marital status
(n=482, 76.5%), earned less than RM 5000
per month (n=381, 60.5%), and tertiary
educated (n=483, 76.7%) (Table 1).

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the young adults.

Characteristics n (%) Mean + Standard Deviation
Gender

Male 283 (44.9) -
Female 347 (55.1)

Age

15-19 102 (16.2)

20-24 170 (27.0) 24.18 £4.16
25-30 358 (56.8)

Ethnicity

Malay 300 (47.6)

Chinese 107 (17.0) -
Indian 214 (34.0)

Others (Mixed race and the bumiputra 9(1.4)

of Sabah and Sarawak)

Marital Status

Single 482 (76.5) -
Married 141 (22.4)

Divorced 7(1.1)
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Characteristics n (%) Mean + Standard Deviation
Monthly earned income (RM)

No income 160 (25.4)

<RM4999 381 (60.5) 2423.55+2449.218
>RM5000 89 (14.1)

Educational attainment

Secondary and below 147 (23.3) -

Tertiary 483 (76.7)

Table 2 shows the mean scores and
ranking of food choice motives of young
adults during the transition to the endemic
phase of COVID-19. Sensory appeal (4.16
+0.77), price (4.12 = 0.86), and mood (4.02
+ (0.84) were the top three rated food choice

motives by young adults in Malaysia.
Conversely, the three least considered food
choice motives among young adults were
natural content (3.78 £ 0.97), familiarity
(3.69 £ 0.94), and ethical concern (3.47 £
0.94).

Table 2.The mean scores and ranking of food choice motives.

Food choice motives

Mean + Standard Deviation

Sensory appeal
Price

Mood

Health
Convenience
Weight control
Natural content
Familiarity
Ethical concern

4.16 £0.77
4.12 £0.86
4.02+0.84
3.96 +0.82
3.95+0.85
3.84+0.93
3.78 £0.97
3.69 +0.94
3.47+0.94

Table 3 indicates the social
determinants of food choice motives of
young adults during the transition to the
endemic phase of COVID-19. It is observed
that the food choice motives of young adults

significantly differed by their socio-
demographic characteristics, except for
ethnicity. Females attained significantly

higher scores in mood (t= -2.223, p= 0.027)
and weight control (t= -2.018, p= 0.044)
compared to males. Tertiary-educated young
adults were also observed to record
significantly higher scores in mood (t=-4.027, p<
0.001), health (&= -4.788, p< 0.001),
convenience (t= -5.621, p< 0.001), weight
control (t= -4.172, p< 0.001), and natural
content (t=-3.903, p< 0.001) than those with
lower educational attainment. Young adults
without income had significantly lower
scores in mood (F= 8.651, p< 0.001), health
(F= 14.478, p< 0.001), convenience (F=
16.230, p< 0.001), weight control (F= 14.228, p<

0.001), natural content (F=16.196, p<0.001)
than those with income. Conversely, young
adults in higher income brackets (= RM
5000/month) recorded significantly higher
scores in familiarity (F=4.700, p=0.009) and
ethical concern (F= 3.451. p= 0.032) than
those without income or earning less than RM
5000 monthly.

Concerning the food choice motives
by age, young adults aged 15-19 attained
significantly lower scores in mood (F=
16.983, p< 0.001), health (F= 28.673, p<
0.001), convenience (F= 29.744, p< 0.001),
weight control (F=13.016, p<0.001), natural
content (F= 23.020, p< 0.001), and
familiarity (F= 8.241, p< 0.001) than their
counterparts. Interestingly, married young
adults had significantly higher scores in
health (F= 4.683, p= 0.010) and weight
control (F= 3.247, p= 0.040) than single
young adults.
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Table 3. Social determinants of food choice motives during the transition to the endemic phase of COVID-19.

Food choice Gender! t-value Educational attainment! t-value Monthly income (RM)* F-value
motives Male Female (p-value) Secondary Tertiary (p-value) No income <4999 >5000 (p-value)
and below
Sensory appeal 411 £0.81 420+0.74 -1.418 4.07 +£0.88 4.18+0.73 -1.396 4.10+£0.87 4.17+£0.73 420+0.78 0.690
(0.157) (0.164) (0.502)
Price 4.10+0.89 4.13+£0.84 -0.402 4.11+0.92 4.12 +£0.85 -0.122 4.19+£0.89 4.09+0.84 4.12+0.94 0.841
(0.688) (0.903) (0.432)
Mood 3.94 +£0.91 4.08 £0.78 -2.223 3.76 £ 0.91 4.10+0.81 -4.027 3.79 +£ 0.94% 4.07+0.78°  4.19+0.85° 8.651
(0.027) (< 0.001) (< 0.001)
Health 3.94 + (.87 3.97+0.78 -0.515 3.66 £ 0.88 4.05+0.78 -4.788 3.68 £0.92% 4.03+£0.77° 4.18+0.69° 14.478
(0.607) (< 0.001) (< 0.001)
Convenience 3.90+£0.91 3.99 £ 0.80 -1.415 3.58£0.95 4.06 £0.78 -5.621 3.63 +1.00% 4.04+£0.76° 4.14+0.78° 16.230
(0.158) (< 0.001) (< 0.001)
Weight control ~ 3.75£099 390088  -2018  355£098  392+090  -4172  355+£101° 388+£089" 417+080° 14228
(0.044) (< 0.001) (< 0.001)
Natural content ~ 3.70£1.05 3.85£090  -1915  3.50+1.03  387+£094  -3903 346+ 1.04° 384£091" 414:093  16.19
(0.056) (< 0.001) (< 0.001)
Familiarity 3695094 368093 0141 3574101 3728091 -1.623  3.65:1.00° 3.64+091° 397£0.89° 4700
(0.888) (0.106) (0.009)
Ethical concern 345+1.10 3.49 +£0.94 -0.544 344 +1.01 3.48 +1.02 -0.406 3.50 £ 1.06% 3.40 +0.98?2 3.71 £ 1.06° 3.451
(0.587) (0.685) (0.032)

Note:

'The mean difference was analysed using the independent samples t-test.
The mean differences were analysed using the one-way analysis of variance (one-way ANOVA) with the Games-Howell post hoc test.
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Table 3. Social determinants of food choice motives during the transition to the endemic phase of COVID-19 (cont.)

Food choice Age (years old) F-value Ethnicity? F-value Marital Status’ F-value
motives (p-value) (p-value) (p-value)
15-19 20-24 25-30 Malay | Chinese | Indian Others Single Married | Divorced
Sensory appeal | 4.00+ | 422+ | 417+ 2.739 420+ 4.07 + 415+ 3.80+ 1.067 415+ 419+ 3.82+ 0.771
0.97 0.70 0.74 (0.065) 0.69 0.92 0.80 0.69 (0.363) 0.77 0.74 1.20 (0.463)
Price 412+ | 415+ | 410« 0.163 413+ 4.03 + 417+ 3.63 1.584 4.14 + 4.07 + 357+ 1.857
0.96 0.82 0.86 (0.849) 0.80 0.96 0.87 1.20 (0.192) 0.86 0.85 1.12 (0.157)
Mood 359+ | 407 | 412+ 16.983 4.09 + 3.80+ 3.99+ 4.07 + 1.615 4.00 + 4.08 + 3.81+ 0.635
0.97* 0.80" 0.78" (<0.001) 0.74 0.74 0.99 0.79 (0.185) 0.84 0.82 1.19 (0.530)
Health 343+ | 4.00+ 4.09 28.673 393+ 3.90+ 4.04 = 3.74 £ 1.313 391+ 4.14 + 3.71+ 4.683
0.97* 0.75" +0.74" | (<0.001) 0.80 0.84 0.83 0.86 (0.269) 0.85" 0.68" 0.57*" (0.010)
Convenience 338+ | 401+ | 4.08+ 29.744 397+ 3.87+ 3.96 £ 3.84+ 0.345 393+ 4.03 + 3.74 1.043
0.99* 0.80" 0.76" (<0.001) 0.78 0.91 0.90 0.86 (0.793) 0.87 0.77 0.65 (0.353)
Weight control | 3.44+ | 3.82+ | 3.96+ 13.016 377+ 3.82+ 3.94 + 3.67+ 1.559 3.82+ 391+ 3.67+ 0.589
1.03* 0.89" 0.89" (<0.001) 0.91 0.97 0.93 1.17 (0.198) 0.95 0.87 0.86 (0.555)
Natural 321+ | 3.82+ | 393+ 23.020 3.74 + 3.78 £ 3.86+ 3.70 £ 0.653 3.74 £ 3.96 + 343+ 3.247
content 1.03* 0.93" 0.92" (<0.001) 0.95 1.01 1.00 0.98 (0.581) 0.98" 0.94" 1.15* (0.040)
Familiarity 337+ | 3.82+ | 371+ 8.241 3.62+ 3.68+ 3.79+ 341+ 1.614 3.68+ 3.74 £ 3.19+ 1.259
1.08* 0.88" 0.90" (<0.001) 0.88 0.99 0.97 1.05 (0.185) 0.93 0.93 1.07 (0.285)
Ethical 333+ | 355+ | 347+ 1.496 348+ 331+ 3.56+ 3.19+ 1.650 347+ 349+ 3.14+ 0.383
concern 1.05 1.00 1.01 (0.225) 0.90 1.13 1.09 1.24 (0.177) 1.00 1.07 1.12 (0.682)
Note:

'The mean difference was analysed using the independent samples t-test.
The mean differences were analysed using the one-way analysis of variance (one-way ANOVA) with the Games-Howell post hoc test.
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DISCUSSION

A recent study by Tan et al'
indicated that young adults in Malaysia
prioritised price, convenience, and sensory
appeal when making food decisions in the
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown.
Emerging findings revealed that young adults
continued to prioritise sensory appeal and
price during the transition to the endemic
phase of COVID-19 in Malaysia. A year into
the transition to the endemic phase, mood
surpassed convenience as one of the top three
rated food choice motives among young
adults in Malaysia. Elevated psychological
distress arising from the pandemic-led global
economic recession may have driven the
tendency to choose food according to the
mood among young adults.'® Given that the
government-imposed movement control
order no longer constrains Malaysians,'” it is
unsurprising that convenience was positioned
at a lower ranking than during the pandemic.
Coincidentally, a similar trend of observation
was also reported among college students
aged 18-35 in Greece, whereby mood and
price were rated relatively more important
than other food choice motives in the
aftermath of the pandemic. '®

The findings indicated that the mean
scores of sensory appeal and price did not
significantly differ by all socio-demographics
despite being ranked as the top two food
choice motives. Notwithstanding the socio-
demographic disparities, young adults in
Malaysia highly prioritised sensory appeal
and price during the transition to the endemic
phase of COVID-19. These findings showed
that young adults preferred foods with a
pleasant mouthfeel, tactile sensations, aroma,
and appearance.'®?° In addition, it is observed
that 85.9% of young adults in this study
earned less than RM 5000 monthly. Increased
food prices due to global food insecurity and
limited financial resources may prompt
young adults in lower income brackets to

consider food prices when making purchases.
21,22

Malaysia is a nation that is both
multi-ethnic and multicultural, with diverse
food taboos and cultural beliefs. Different
ethnic groups may have their own food
taboos and cultural beliefs, which can lead to
different food choices.”> Despite those
differences previously mentioned, this study
revealed that the food choice motives of
young adults did not significantly differ by
ethnicity. These findings generally align with
a former local study conducted by Mohd-Any
et al.,** showing that ethnicity is not a
prominent factor influencing the food choice
motives among Malaysian adults. Since
Malaysians typically live in a food
environment where cuisine from diverse
ethnic groups is easily accessible, sharing
cross-cultural food practices among these
groups could be responsible for the lack of
significant differences in food choice motives
of young adults.?

The findings of this study
demonstrated that females were more reliant
on mood and weight control than males when
procuring food. It supports the notion that
females are more likely to eat emotionally to
cope with negative emotions such as
depression and stress.”**” The fear of gaining
weight, weight stigmatisation from society,
and striving to achieve thin femininity may
prompt women to highly emphasise weight
control when making food decisions.?®
Concerning the food choice motives of young
adults by marital status, it is observed that
married individuals paid greater attention to
health and natural content than single
individuals. Having a partner to discuss food
choices could have motivated individuals to
be more health-conscious. Hence, this may
lead to the selection of natural foods that are
minimally processed and rich in health-
promoting bioactive compounds.*!

Young adults with income, tertiary
education and in the older age group (25-30
years old) rated mood, health, convenience,
weight control, and natural control as more
salient than their counterparts. Of the 89
young adults earning more than RM 5000
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monthly, 74 (83.2%) were tertiary educated
and aged 25-30. As it is assumed that young
adults in the older age group (25-30 years old)
and with higher educational attainment are
more likely to earn more,*? it is not-so-
surprising that they opt for foods that are

easily accessible and require minimal
preparation to align with their busy
schedules.”®> Emerging findings also

suggested that these socio-economically
advantaged young adults were also more
likely to eat emotionally to cope with job-
related stress or other negative emotions.** In
addition, socio-economically advantaged
populations are presumably more likely to
adopt healthier food habits that concord with
dietary recommendations.*®> Findings in the
present study are consistent with prior
findings, showing that socio-economically
advantaged young adults exhibited a greater
inclination to make food choices driven by
health-related motives, including health,
weight control, and natural content.

Owing to the fact that natural foods
and ethically produced foods are often
pricey,”® an individual’s socioeconomic
status may underpin the intention and
willingness to purchase these foods. It is
worth noting that young adults who earned
more than RM 5000/month were more
willing to purchase foods containing natural
ingredients and/or ethically produced foods.
This finding is consistent with what has been
found in a recent study in China, indicating
that high-income earners have more diverse
food choices and are more affordable to
access healthy foods.”’ Interestingly, among
young adults in the younger age group (15-19
years old), those who did not possess income
or those in lower income brackets (< RM
4999/month) considered familiarity to be a
less significant motive when making food
choices. Living arrangements emerge as a
predominant determinant for justifying such
a trend. In Malaysia, those 15-19 years old
typically live with parents or caregivers who
might exert considerable control over their
food choices. Increasing exposure to a variety
of foods by parents or caregivers has been
shown to lessen the reluctance to try
unfamiliar foods among young adults.*® This

may partly justify why the younger-age group
rated familiarity less important than their
counterparts.

Findings derived from this study
must be interpreted within the context of its
limitations. First, young adults residing in
rural areas may have been excluded from the
current web-based survey as they generally
have limited internet access. Second, this
study is over-represented by young adults
aged 25-30, with a single marital status, who
earned less than RM 4999 in a month and
possess tertiary education. Third, using non-
probability sampling methods (convenience
and snowball) in recruiting subjects may have
introduced selection bias. Hence, the current
findings cannot be generalised to all young
adults residing in Malaysia. Regardless of
those limitations mentioned previously, this
study stands as the first to examine the mean
differences in food choice motives based on
the socio-demographic characteristics of
young adults during the transition to the
endemic phase of COVID-19 in Malaysia.

CONCLUSION

Gender, age, marital status, monthly
earned income, and educational attainment
were the predominant determinants of food
choice motives among young adults residing
in Malaysia during the transition to the
endemic phase of COVID-19. Considering
that living arrangements, food environment,
personal food preferences, and dietary habits
can profoundly impact individuals’ food
decisions,* future studies may consider these
factors when justifying the relationship
between socio-demographics and food choice
motives. Government and non-governmental
organisations  should collaborate  on
intervention programs that educate the
younger generation on healthy eating and
help them make informed food choices.
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