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Abstract 

The purpose of the study was to examine the consumption practices and perception of 

ready-to-eat food among university students and employees in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 

Through random sampling, a total of ninety-three respondents participated by answering 

questionnaires. The results showed that majority of the respondents (52%) consumed RTE 

food two to four times a week, and most of them (44%) consumed RTE food during lunch. 

The biggest motivator for the respondents to purchase RTE food was convenience (46%). 

It could be highlighted that majority of the respondents felt that fast-food restaurants to be 

very safe (11.8%), and that street foods to be very risky (34.4%). Most of the respondents 

were very worried about human spread diseases (such as Hepatitis B) and human spread 

bacteria (such as E. coli) when buying food (43%). When buying RTE food, consumers 

were most concerned about the cleanliness of the store they were buying their food from 

(66.7%). The present study indicated that university students and employees showed food 

safety awareness and concerns especially regarding RTE food. This study could benefit 

food marketers, and also public health organizations in their efforts to develop more 

effective education and dissemination of information to the public. 

1. Introduction 

Over the last few decades, there has been a 

noticeable change in developing countries, where ready-

to-eat (RTE) foods are being vastly consumed by a huge 

number of people (Almualla et al., 2010). RTE foods are 

foods consumed without any processing or preparation. 

These foods could be traditionally or industrially 

processed, packaged, or unpackaged and are usually 

considered to comprise, mainly, the publicly vended 

foods consumed immediately or later (FAO and WHO, 

2004; Makinde et al., 2020). RTE foods, such as cooked 

meats and poultry, cold vegetable dishes in sauce, and 

fried rice, are very popular as they are intended for direct 

consumption (Yu et al., 2020). Many people’s lifestyles 

today have led to a great demand for such convenience 

food products (Brunner et al., 2010). The increased 

demand for products and services associated with fast-

paced city living, particularly products that are 

convenient and time-saving, is due to the rising number 

of urban populations too. In addition, there is a growing 

number of retail food outlets that serve fast and 

convenient food to meet consumers demand (Osman et 

al., 2014).  

There are many factors that influence ready-meal 

demand: ageing of the population, changes in family 

structure, women participation in the workforce, longer 

working hours, consumer prosperity, desire to proceed to 

healthy foods, individualism, decrease in cooking skills, 

and desire to spend less time and efforts in meal-related 

activities, such as shopping, preparing and cleaning 

foods. Other factors that are of major influence are such 

as family size, income level, and work regime (Siekierski 

et al., 2013). However, with the growing consumption of 

RTE foods, there are challenges and issues faced by 
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public health. Many food poisonings outbreaks which 

have occurred in Malaysia have been linked to the 

consumption of RTE foods, such as meat, poultry, fried 

rice and noodles. Lee et al. (2017) stated that Malaysia 

recorded 49.79 cases of food poisoning per 100,000 

population in 2014, and approximately 43% of the total 

foodborne poisoning incidents in Malaysia were 

contributed by outbreaks in academic institutions. In 

most cases, the causes of the contamination were 

inappropriate storage, unhygienic food preparation area, 

unhygienic personnel, or inappropriate food handling 

practices (Soon et al., 2011).  

Part of the problem in Malaysia could be due to the 

consumers’ lack of knowledge, and to what extent do the 

consumers are aware of food safety and support food 

safety development and implementation. Previous 

studies have argued that consumers’ beliefs, attitudes, 

and knowledge of food safety can influence behaviours 

and practices, thus help in solving problems concerning 

foodborne illnesses (Beier et al., 2004; Bhat and Gómez-

López, 2014). These include being updated with food 

safety rules, federal inspections and more regulatory 

oversight being done (Fleet and Fleet, 2009). 

Understanding consumers’ knowledge and perception to 

various food safety issues are crucial for effective 

development and implementation of food safety policy 

and risk communication (Frewer et al., 2007).  

Thus, the present study is aimed to determine the 

consumption practices and perception of RTE foods 

among university students and employees. The two 

groups were chosen, as a majority of consumers of RTE 

food are from the younger generation especially students 

and working people (Meenambekai and Selvarajan, 

2012). Also, similar groups (employees and students) 

were targeted in similar studies (Unklesbay et al. 1998; 

Haapala and Probart 2004; Fleet and Fleet 2009; 

Turnbull-Fortune and Badrie, 2012). This study could 

give an insight into the practices and perception of the 

general consumers, mainly university students and 

employees, in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 

 

2. Materials and methods 

The survey instrument was developed based on 

previous studies (Fleet and Fleet, 2009; Bae et al., 2010; 

Alrabadi et al., 2013). The questionnaire consisted of 

three parts; to assess the demographic profile of the 

respondents, their RTE food consumption practices, and 

their perception towards RTE food. A pilot test was 

performed with 15 students and employees at UCSI 

University, Kuala Lumpur South Wing Campus. Based 

on the results, the questionnaire was modified.  

The finalized questionnaires were distributed to 125 

respondents (after sample size calculation), randomly to 

two chosen groups (students and employees) at UCSI 

University. The questionnaires were distributed through 

an online platform (Google forms and email), as it is 

comparatively low cost and fast completion time (Gao 

and Schroeder, 2009). After 3 months, out of 125, a total 

of 93 questionnaires were successfully collected and 

applied for data analysis, resulting in a response rate of 

74.4%. 

Data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics 21 by 

using frequency and percentage mean. Ethical approval 

for this study was obtained from UCSI University Ethics 

Committee. Informed consents were sought from all 

participants. The assurance of anonymity and 

confidentiality was maintained throughout the study. 

 

3. Results and discussion 

The purpose of this study was to assess the 

consumption practices and perception among students 

and employees at UCSI University, Kuala Lumpur. This 

study could provide insight into consumers’ behaviour 

and perception of RTE food, especially among students 

and working adults. 

The sample characteristics of the respondents were 

presented in Table 1. Female respondents exceeded the 

number of male respondents in the present study. Female 

respondents constituted of 51.6% of the subjects as 

against 48.4% male respondents. A total of 65.6% of the 

respondents were students and 34.4% were employees. 

The respondents varied in age (25 to 29 years old = 

35.5%; 18 to 24 years old = 30.1%; 30 to 34 years old = 

22.6%; above 35 years old = 11.8%). A majority of the 

respondents’ academic qualification is Bachelor (54.8%), 

followed by postgraduates (35.5%), Diploma (8.6%) and 

high school (1.1%).  

Profile Respondents Frequency (%) 

Gender Male 45 (48.4) 

 Female 48 (51.6) 

Status Student 61 (65.6) 

 Employee 32 (34.4) 

Age 18 to 24 years old 28 (30.1) 

 25 to 29 years old 33 (35.5) 

 30 to 34 years old 21 (22.6) 

 Above 35 years old 11 (11.8) 

High school 1 (1.1) Academic Qualification  

Diploma 8 (8.6) 

Bachelor Degree 51 (54.8) 

Postgraduate 33 (35.5) 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the respondents (n = 

93) 
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Consumers’ consumption practices of RTE food 

were shown in Table 2. According to the results, almost 

half of the respondents (52%) consumed RTE food two 

to four times a week, followed by 35% respondents 

consumed RTE food once a week, 11% respondents 

consumed RTE food five to seven times a week, and the 

least frequency (2%) consumed RTE food more than 

seven times a week. The frequency of consuming RTE 

food has been rising with a relative importance of 

convenience and time saving, and this trend was more 

visible in young consumers (Priyadarshini, 2015). 

Younger generations are convenience-driven and prefer 

food that is easy to buy, preserve, prepare and cook 

(Siekierski et al., 2012). This could be the reason for the 

high frequency of RTE food purchase among the 

majority age group of respondents in the present study 

who are 18 to 29 years old.  

Besides that, a majority of the respondents (44%) 

consumed RTE food during lunch. This possibly shows 

that most of the respondents purchased RTE food for full 

meals or eating out. This concurs to the report by Bae et 

al. (2010) that consumers purchased RTE foods for full 

meals. In Malaysia, eating out has increased dramatically 

among consumers who are more educated, wealthier, 

have smaller family size, and are urban residents 

compared to those who are less educated, less affluent, 

have larger family size, and are rural residents (Siew and 

Khee, 2007). However, the survey in this study did not 

highlight whether the consumers purchased full meals or 

meal components, hence it is worthy to note this for 

future research, in order to have an insight on 

consumers’ consumption behaviour of full meals or meal 

components of RTE food (Scholliers, 2015). 22% of the 

respondents in the present study consumed RTE food for 

breakfast, followed by 15% consuming RTE for more 

than one of the meals, 14% consumed RTE food for 

dinner and another 5% for tea breaks.  

The biggest motivator for the respondents to 

purchase RTE food was convenience (46%). This is 

similar to many other findings which reported 

convenience as the major factor for RTE purchase 

among consumers (Chae et al., 2008; Celnik et al., 2012; 

Priyadarshini, 2013; Anusha et al., 2020). Consumers 

have longer working hours, spending more time in 

traffic, longing to maximize their leisure time, hence 

requiring products and services that support and make 

their hectic life easier. Lifestyle changes have increased 

the demand for convenience, therefore as a reaction to 

such demand, the food industry has expanded its ready-

meal options (Siekierski et al., 2012). Other factors that 

motivate the respondents to purchase RTE food are to 

save time for preparation (22%), the food taste (15%), 

cheaper price (11%), more variety (5%) and other factors 

such as free food and the food was available when they 

were outside (2%). Factors that can influence the 

consumers choice of RTE food are flavour, texture, 

appearance, advertising and a reduction in traditional 

cooking. Other factors such as rising income level, more 

global trade, travelling, convenience in preparation and 

cost-effectiveness are also positively influencing RTE 

food demands (Priyadarshini, 2015). 

The respondents’ perception of RTE food were 

shown in Table 3. When asked about how safe they feel 

the food sources were, for fast-food restaurants, a 

majority (35.5%) felt it was reasonably safe, followed by 

feeling unsure (26.9%). For full-service (dine-in) 

restaurants, many respondents felt it is reasonably safe 

(45.2%), followed by feeling unsure (35.5%). For local 

restaurants, most respondents felt unsure (36.6%) 

followed by feeling reasonably safe (35.5%). 

Meanwhile, for imported food and prepared food in 

supermarkets/grocery stores, most consumers felt unsure 

(44.1% and 34.4% respectively), followed by feeling 

reasonably safe (35.5% and 29.0% respectively). 

However, for street foods, a majority felt it is somewhat 

risky (37.6%), followed by very risky (34.4%). From the 

results, based on the safest and then most risky category, 

it could be highlighted that majority of the respondents 

felt that fast-food restaurants to be very safe (11.8%), 

and that street foods to be very risky (34.4%).  

When asked about to what extent were, they worried 

about insects and rodent droppings when buying food, a 

majority were very worried (37.6%). Most of the 

respondents were also very worried about ingredients 

added during manufacture (31.2%). A majority of the 

respondents were also very worried about human spread 

diseases (such as Hepatitis B) and human spread bacteria 

Item Level 
Percentage 

(%) 

How many times 
do you usually eat 
ready-to-eat food 
in a week? 

Once a week 35 

Two to four times a week 52 

Five to seven times a week 11 

More than seven times a week 2 

When do you 
usually consume 
ready-to-eat 
food? 

Breakfast 22 

Lunch 44 

Tea Break 5 

Dinner 14 

More than once 15 

What motivates 
you to purchase 
ready-to-eat 
food? 

Cheaper price 11 

Convenience 46 

Taste 15 

More variety 4 

Save time for preparation 22 

Others 2 

Table 2. Consumers’ RTE food consumption practices (n = 

93) 
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(such as E. coli) when buying food (43% respectively). 

Most respondents were fairly worried about 

contaminants induced by employees and possible risk 

from chemical contamination (such as pesticide residues) 

(45.2% and 38.7% respectively). Overall, it is worthy to 

note that a majority of the consumers were very worried 

about human spread diseases and human spread bacteria. 

When buying RTE food, consumers were most 

concerned about the cleanliness of the store they were 

buying their food from (66.7%). 31% of the respondents 

pay attention to the price, and 22.6% compare the quality 

of the food package. The respondents also give attention 

to the ingredients of the product and pay attention to the 

purchase location (21.5% each). The respondents also 

pay attention to the nutritional value of the product, the 

trademark or the producer of the product, and the amount 

of calories the product contain (17.2%, 16.1%, and 9.7% 

respectively). Studies have shown that consumers 

concern about food safety has increased recently due to 

intense media attention and growing general awareness 

of the relationship between diet and health (Bolek, 

2020). The considerable changes in buying food and 

consumption behaviours must be understood properly for 

effective risk management and information 

dissemination. 

The limitations of this study are the data were 

collected using convenience sampling approach that 

decreased the external validity of the results. The area of 

the respondents was also limited to one university in 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Hence, future studies should 

consider developing a systematic design to better 

represent the population. 

 

4. Conclusion 

This study investigated the consumption practices 

and perception of RTE food among university students 

and employees in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. From the 

results, it could be highlighted that the respondents 

purchased or consumed RTE food frequently. The 

biggest motivator for the respondents to purchase RTE 

food was convenience. As for their perception towards 

RTE food source, the majority of the respondents felt 

that fast-food restaurant to be very safe, and that street 

foods to be very risky. The consumers were also very 

worried about human spread diseases and human spread 

Questions 
Percentage of Responses (%) 

1 2 3 4 5 

In general, how safe do you feel these food sources are? *           

1. Fast-food restaurants 4.3 21.5 26.9 35.5 11.8 

2. Full-service (dine in) restaurants 0 12.9 35.5 45.2 6.5 

3. Local restaurants 6.5 21.5 36.6 35.5 0 

4. Imported food 0 10.8 44.1 35.5 9.7 

5. Prepared food in supermarkets/grocery stores 0 26.9 34.4 29.0 9.7 

6. Street foods 34.4 37.6 23.7 4.3 0 

To what extent are you worried about the following issues when you buy 

food? ** 
          

1. Insects and rodent droppings 0 8.6 20.4 33.3 37.6 

2. Ingredients added during manufacture 2.2 9.7 26.9 30.1 31.2 

3. Human spread diseases (such as Hepatitis B) 2.2 12.9 14.0 28.0 43.0 

4. Human spread bacteria (such as E. coli) 4.3 4.3 15.1 33.3 43.0 

5. Contaminants induced by employees 2.2 9.7 14.0 45.2 29.0 

6. Possible risks from chemical contamination (such as pesticide residues) 2.2 6.5 15.1 38.7 37.6 

What are your concerns when buying ready-to-eat food? ***           

1. You pay attention to price 3.2 5.4 26.9 33.3 31.2 

2. You give attention to the ingredients of the product you purchase 0 10.8 30.1 37.6 21.5 

3. You give attention to the amount of calories the product contain 15.1 18.3 25.8 31.2 9.7 

4. You pay attention to the cleanliness of the store you purchase your food 

from 
0 0 3.2 30.1 66.7 

5. You compare the quality of the package of the food products 0 4.3 37.6 35.5 22.6 

6. You pay attention to the nutritional value of the product 8.6 10.8 31.2 32.3 17.2 

7. You pay attention to the trade mark or the producer of the product 2.2 10.8 41.9 29.0 16.1 

8. You pay attention to the purchase location 0 7.5 37.6 33.3 21.5 

Table 3. Consumers’ perception towards RTE food (n = 93) 

*1 = Very risky, 2 = Somewhat risky, 3 = Unsure, 4 = Reasonably safe, 5 = Very safe. 

**1 = Not at all worried, 2 = Not very worried, 3 = Unsure, 4 = Fairly worried, 5 = Very worried. 

***1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Frequently, 5 = Always. 
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bacteria. When buying RTE food, consumers were most 

concerned about the cleanliness of the store they were 

buying their food from. The present study shows that 

university students and employees, like the general 

consumers, have increased awareness and concerns 

about food safety especially regarding RTE food. It is 

recommended to investigate the possible factors that 

could influence consumers’ consumption practices and 

perception towards food safety, and also their actual food 

safety handling practices. This could benefit food 

marketers, and also public health organizations in their 

efforts to develop more effective education and 

dissemination of information to the public. 
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