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Abstract 
 

This study aims to investigate factors that influence food choice of international tourists at small island settings. In this study, Perhentian 

Island was selected as a representative of small islands as the island received the largest number of international tourists, particularly in 

the East Coast of Peninsular Malaysia. A close-ended questionnaire survey was conducted at various tourism spots in Perhentian Island 

and a total of 173 international tourists were interviewed in this study. Descriptive analysis was applied to summarize the tourists profile 

and travel pattern. Satisfaction gap analysis generated important factors that influence food choice among island visitors. As the majority 

of the international tourists to island destinations in Malaysia were on a multi-destination vacation, the results of the study could be cru-

cial to the real needs and expectations of island tourists in Malaysia. Finally, effective development and marketing strategies could be 

devised to enhance the growth of food tourism, targeting remote island destinations in Malaysia.  
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1. Introduction 

Tourism research has gained interest of many researchers all over 

the world due to the significant contribution of tourism industry to 

a particular economy including Malaysia and other ASEAN coun-

tries. Tourism has emerged as a major important contributor to 

economic growth through the generation of foreign exchange 

earnings, employment and income. Tourism also stimulates the 

development of basic infrastructure, contributes to the growth of 

domestic industries, attracts foreign investment, and facilitates the 

transfer of technology and information. Tourism has also been 

regarded as a catalyst for the conservation and improvement of the 

environment, as well as retaining local diversity and culture. In 

recognition of the potential of tourism to contribute to sustainable 

economic growth, Malaysia has made serious efforts, particularly 

since the 1980s, to develop international tourism. The resilience of 

the tourism industry in Malaysia is attributable to the active partic-

ipation of both the public and private sectors in undertaking mar-

keting and diversifying target markets, as well as improving the 

competitiveness of tourism products and services. One of the 

emerging tourism products in Malaysia is food-based tourism. 

Food has always been the main concerns of tourists during their 

travel, and food is one example of a local cultural resource that 

has the potential to facilitate a number of community benefits. 

1.1. Island tourists’ food consumption in Terengganu, 

Malaysia 

The significant implications of food consumption among tourists 

on destinations have received a growing interest among tourism 

scholars recently. Evidence from few studies suggested that tourist 

interest in and preferences for food in destination can play a sig-

nificant role in affecting their destination choice [1-3]. Despite the 

importance of food consumption in the context of tourism, little is 

known about the phenomenon in general. According to previous 

research, food consumption in tourism is a unique form of eating 

which occurs in a foreign and unfamiliar context and has been 

largely been ignored in the discourse of tourism [2, 4]. What has 

been recently discovered from the world of literature pertaining to 

food consumption in tourism are: it is largely essential (tourists 

need to eat when they travel away from home, unless they bring 

their own food to the destination), it occurs in a foreign and unfa-

miliar context, it is of temporal nature (tourists are usually in so-

journ instead of staying in the destination for a prolonged period 

of time), and it bears symbolic meaning and can be associated 

with travel motivation. 

Current literature of food consumption in tourism can be distin-

guished into four broad areas: food as a tourist product/ attraction, 

tourists’ food consumption behaviour/pattern [1-3], tourists’ inter-

pretation of dining experiences and previous work by [5] on tour-

ists’ special interests in various food and beverages, while [6] 

examined relation to destinations (e.g. food tourism, wine tourism 

and food events). It will provide an understanding of how interna-

tional tourists perceive local food and beverage readily available 

at eco-tourism destinations provided by the resort operators and 

why they choose or not to choose the food. However, to date, few 

studies examine on island tourist’s food consumption. The role of 

food in this context is a tool to provide an important linkage be-

tween tourism and small island local economy. Hence, to ensure 

sustainable eco-tourism industry, the knowledge obtained will 

provide useful insight of the need and desire of the tourists to-

wards revising management strategies and policies regarding local 

food and beverage provided. 

In Malaysia, studies related to the food consumption pattern, per-

ception of the local food and food choice determinants among 
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western tourists are still limited [7], more so for destinations in the 

East Coast Peninsular Malaysia where most exotic small island 

destinations are located. With increasing competition among in-

dustry players and higher food and beverage expectations posed 

by international tourists [8], it is imperative to know what these 

tourists perceived regarding local food and beverage available at 

island destinations and salient factors that influence tourist food 

choice when travelling to remote island destinations in Malaysia.  

Therefore, this study aims to: 

• Identify demographic profile of island tourists 

• Identify tourist travel pattern to island destination 

• Analyze food choice determinants of island tourists 

 

The primary aim of this study is to investigate determinants of 

food choice among international tourists at island destination.  

Therefore, Perhentian Island has been chosen as case study due to 

the following reasons: 

i) Perhentian Island is one of the most popular island destina-

tions in Malaysia and attracts international tourists from di-

verse cultural and background.   

ii) Tourism is the major economic activity for the people living 

on Perhentian Island. Therefore, a sustainability issue is im-

portant for this island as the industry directly affects host 

communities’ current life, as well as their long term welfare. 

 

Prior to the onset of tourism, the main economic activity for the 

local population was fishing. However, the white sandy beaches, 

crystalline waters, pristine coral reefs, small sharks and variety of 

coral fish have caused Perhentian Island to grow into one of the 

most significant small island destinations in Malaysia [9]. After 

the island was declared a marine park, fishing activities were pro-

hibited, reducing the fishing industry to almost nothing. Today, 

most of the host community is involved in tourism.   

2. Methodology 

A self-administered, close-ended questionnaire was used to survey 

a sample of tourists visiting Perhentian Island. The study focuses 

on three major aspects: visitors’ profile, tourists’ travel pattern, 

expectation and satisfaction gap. Altogether 37 attributes were 

chosen and they constitute important factors that influence visitors 

in selecting food at island destination. Both variables measuring 

expectation and perception were measured on 6-point scale, rang-

ing from totally unimportant to totally important (for expectation) 

while for the perceptions, ranging from strongly disagree to 

strongly agree. The survey instrument was generally based on the 

previous study by [10, 7]. The questionnaires were personally 

administered to all respondents at various tourism spots around 

Perhentian Island. A total of 173 western tourists were sampled.  

A descriptive analysis was used to establish tourists’ profile and 

travel pattern. Gap analysis was adopted to measure differences 

between what tourists expect and what tourists actually received. 

Gap analysis is given by the following equation: 

 

Gap analysis = Perception mean-Expectation mean 

 

A non-parametric method was used in this study since the data 

involved is an ordinal data. The Wilcoxon Signed-rank test was 

adopted to examine the significant differences between expecta-

tion and perception. 

3. Discussion 

The following section will discuss on three key areas: tourist de-

mographic profiles, travel patterns and satisfaction gap. 

 

 

 

3.1. Tourists’ demographic profiles and travel patterns 

As shown in Table 1, most of the international visitors were Euro-

pean and only 3.4% were non-European. High percentage of visi-

tors to Perhentian Island were mainly from Sweden (17.9%), 

closely followed by Germany and Netherlands (both at 16.8%) 

and France (12.1%). As for gender, slightly more than half of the 

visitors to the island are female, while a majority of them reported 

to be single (57.8%). Since most of the outdoor activities at the 

island are considered to be adventurous in nature, it is not surpris-

ing that more than half of the visitors are in the young adult cate-

gory with most the respondents having tertiary qualification 

(75.7%). It is also interesting to observe that older visitors (50 

years and above) only account for 0.5%, despite this segment is 

often expected to travel to more distant places than others. The 

two larger proportions of visitors to Perhentian Island mainly 

comprised from the private /government sector and service sector 

(42.8%). 

 
Table 1: Tourists’ Demographic Profiles (n=173) 

Characteristics Percentage 

Nationality 

European 

Non-European 

 

96.5 

3.4 

Country of origin 
Germany 

Netherlands 

Sweden 
France 

Others 

 
16.8 

16.8 

17.9 
12.1 

36.4 

Gender 
Male 

Female 

 
40.5 

59.5 

Age 

19 and below 
20-29 years 

30-39 years 

40-49 years 
50 and above 

 

4.6 
69.4 

17.9 

6.9 
0.5 

Marital status 

Single 
Married 

Others 

 

57.8 
17.3 

24.9 

Education level 

Primary 
Secondary 

Tertiary 

 

4.6 
19.7 

75.7 

Occupation 
Professional (private/government) 

Service sector 

Manufacturing sector 
Business owner 

Finance sector 

Tourism sector 
Academician/ school teacher 

 
21.4 

21.4 

4.6 
2.9 

3.5 

6.4 
8.1 

3.2. Travel patterns 

As illustrated in Table 2, for most of the respondents it was their 

first visit to Malaysia (79.8%) while much smaller percentage 

identified themselves as experienced travelers. The major reasons 

for travelling were mainly for leisure compared to less than 2% on 

official business trip. Slightly more than half of respondents chose 

to extend their stay at the island for more than 7 nights compared 

to a handful (11%) who decided to stay 3 nights or fewer. Majori-

ty of respondents travelled with their spouse or partner (42.8%), 

others accompanied by friends (32.9%) and family (11.6%), while 

a much smaller percentage of respondents (12.7%) travelled alone. 

Since most of the visitors to the Perhentian Island were young 

adults, majority of them preferred non-packaged tour whereas 

matured adults preferred the all-inclusive packaged. Despite the 

respondents extended stay, almost 80% of these young adults 

chose to stay at resorts that provide either chalet or bungalow type 

accommodations for their comfort while others (20.8%) chose 

cheaper types of accommodation. 
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Table 2: Tourists Travel Pattern 

Background Percentage 

Number of visit 
First time 

Experienced traveler 

 

79.8 

20.2 

Purpose of visit 
Vacation/ leisure 

Business and/ meetings 

 
98.3 

1.7 

Length of stay 

3 nights or fewer 
4-6 nights 

More than 7 nights 

 

11.0 
30.6 

58.4 

Travel party type 
Alone 

Friends 

Spouse/ partner 
Family 

 
12.7 

32.9 

42.8 
11.6 

Type of tour 

All-inclusive 
Partly inclusive 

Non-packaged 

 

2.3 
1.7 

95.8 

Type of accommodation 

Resort/chalet/bungalow 
Lodge 

Hostel 

Camping 
Others 

 

79.2 
1.7 

15.6 

0.6 
2.9 

Satisfaction gap between respondents’ expectation and perception of food 

choice attributes 

 

The findings for the 37 attributes were classified under 6 catego-

ries, ‘convenient’, ‘variety’, ‘price’, ‘hygiene and food safety’, 

‘sensory aspect’, and ‘health concern’. The satisfaction gap be-

tween what the respondent expected and perceived about all 6 

categories were measured by the differences as illustrated in Table 

3. Generally, four factors have been identified to have significant 

differences in gap satisfaction analysis namely ‘convenient’, ‘hy-

giene and food safety’, ‘health concern’ at p < 0.001 while ‘senso-

ry aspect’ at p < 0.05. 

 
Table 3: Satisfaction gap in food choice attributes 

No. Factors Expectation Mean Perception Mean Gap z-Test 

1. Convenient 3.94 5.50 1.56 -6.59*** 

2. Variety 4.11 4.12 0.01 -0.36 

3. Price 4.30 4.28 0.01 0.00 

4. Hygiene and food safety 4.60 4.05 -0.55 -7.23*** 

5. Sensory aspect 4.72 4.58 -0.14 -2.00* 

6. Health concern 4.13 3.86 -0.27 -3.79*** 

*p < 0.05   ***p < 0.001 

3.3. Hygiene and food safety 

Clean physical environment of local restaurants and eating place 

was found to be a key element in tourists’ expectation based on its 

high mean value (see Table 3). Unfortunately, the lack of cleanli-

ness at local restaurants and poor hygiene practice among the food 

handlers as experienced by these respondents resulted in high 

dissatisfaction gap. Previous studies have suggested that comfort-

able, cleanliness in physical environment can play a major role in 

effecting customer intention to visit a restaurant  [11, 10]. Accord-

ing to [10-11], appearance of the restaurant particularly cleanli-

ness of the physical environment and outward appearance of res-

taurant seemed to be one of the key attributes in allowing custom-

ers on holiday to consume local food and beverages. 

3.4. Health concern 

Health concern was found to be a central motivational factor in 

developing tourist’s interest in local foods and beverages. Some 

respondents believed by consuming fresh local produce, especially 

in unique island environment to be means of enhancing their 

health and vitality either physically, mentally or spiritually. With 

reference to the satisfaction gap analysis (-0.27), respondents per-

ceived that the local foods and beverages provided by restaurant 

operators were not utilizing fresh local ingredients and offering 

high calorie foods in their menu, lacking healthier menu choices, 

hence did not contribute to the betterment of their health during 

their stay. The evidence for improvement and rejuvenation of 

respondent’s physical and mental health, through healthier local 

food, is highly relevant, especially at island environment setting, 

since most respondents related their stay surrounded by unspoiled 

flora and fauna beauty combined with pristine water of Perhentian 

island as means of meditation and recuperating from their physical 

and mental stress back in their home country. People tend to avoid 

certain foods as they tended to worry about health, weight and 

unnatural ingredients. In the context of hospitality, the findings 

from the satisfaction gap analysis are parallel with [5] on central 

importance of health concern aspect. In [5] reported that 57.70% 

respondents (n = 459) responded that one of the key motivations 

of eating out on holiday is consumption of healthy food at a tourist 

destination. 

3.5. Sensory aspect 

Some respondents felt that sensory factors can greatly encourage 

them to be more adventurous and tasting more local foods and 

beverages, hence greatly affecting their food choice during vaca-

tion. In the gastronomy context, ASEAN region is ubiquitous 

among Western tourists to be the melting pot of unique flavor 

combinations and unusual food culture such as hawker food cul-

ture. ASEAN countries have their own unique way or slight modi-

fication in preserving and representing the country’s identity vis-à-

vis local food and food ways by means of incorporating local in-

gredients, flavor combination and cooking methods [6, 2, 1]. Even 

though the satisfaction gap analysis showed that most respondents 

were satisfied with sensory aspect, despite the slightly low percep-

tion (-0.14), it is an important indicator to hospitality and tourism 

players that there are much room for more improvement in terms 

of visual image of food well displayed and cooking performance. 

Sensory factor could play another motivational key in not only 

enhancing tourists’ pleasure but by means of learning the local 

food culture, since most of the respondents were not only on a 

multi-destination vacation but 79.8% of respondents were classi-

fied as first time visitor to Malaysia. Respondents further added 

that by travelling long distance they attempt to eat fresh exotic 

fruits and seafood, which is regarded as an inversion from daily 

food consumed back at their home countries. 

3.6. Convenient 

Satisfaction gap analysis in Table 3 showed that respondents to 

Perhentian Island were most impressed with convenient factor 

(1.56), the highest satisfaction value obtained compared to other 

attributes. This could be explained by the fact that the majority of 

the tourists to Perhentian Island are young travelers. This group of 

tourists is usually less fussy as compared to the older group and is 

always seeking new experience as reported by [9]. 

4. Conclusion 

This study has provided a better picture of island based tourism 

and food choice determinants by island tourists, particularly to 

Perhentian Island. The establishment of tourist profile together 
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with tourists’ travel pattern and identification of the important 

factors that motivate tourists in choosing food during their stay at 

island destination would certainly help in devising new strategies 

for sustaining island tourism in Malaysia and worldwide.  

The study has shown that Perhentian Island has successfully at-

tracted international tourists but mostly from the European market. 

Therefore, marketing strategies should also consider other un-

tapped markets such as from ASEAN countries. Tourist from As-

sociation of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) represents the 

largest market of international arrivals to Malaysia (about 70%) 

[9], but only a very small number of them travelled to island des-

tinations. Efforts should be taken to encourage them to visit our 

islands as well as to attract and sustain the larger number of tour-

ists from China, Japan, Middle Eastern countries and other long 

haul markets.  

This study also indicates that the majority of European tourists to 

Perhentian Island are young independent travelers. They are nor-

mally more adventurous and looking forward to experience some-

thing new, not only with regards to tourism activities, as well as 

food consumption at their holiday destinations. As shown by the 

findings of this study, one of the important factors that will influ-

ence tourists’ food choice is the sensory aspect. The sensory as-

pects are related to the uniqueness of local food and beverages and 

can be regarded as an attribute of rediscovery of sensory experi-

ence. Therefore, local food service operators should be more crea-

tive in preparing and presenting local food that suits Western tour-

ists’ taste. Additionally, food service operator should increase 

menu varieties. Traditional food such as ‘keropok lekor, sata, 

ketupat sotong, nasi dagang ‘should be highlighted in their pro-

motion to create tourists’ awareness about the uniqueness of Ter-

engganu Islands, as well as providing opportunity for new experi-

ence to them.  

The study also indicates tourists concern about food safety and 

hygiene. Therefore, in order to encourage higher local food con-

sumption and increase attractiveness of local food and beverages 

among tourists, food service operators should seriously take this 

issue into consideration rather than just focusing on profit making. 

At the same time, serious effort is needed from Malaysian gov-

ernment to encourage food safety and cleanliness among local 

food operator by implementing rules and regulation, as well as a 

close monitoring with regards to that issue. In order to increase 

food safety and hygiene among food service operators, a number 

of courses should be offered to the food service operators on a 

continuous basis to increase their awareness about the issue.  

This study has provided useful information about motives of local 

food consumption among island tourists, particularly at Perhentian 

Island. The findings of this study are also applicable to other simi-

lar ASEAN destinations. The current study thus demonstrates that 

in general, island tourists were satisfied with all food choice de-

terminants. However, the importance of cleanliness in physical 

environment and outward appearance of restaurant, health concern 

and sensory aspects needs further improvement to encourage as 

well as sustain the tourist’s interest to revisit our destination. 
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