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government in Peninsular Malaysia and the states of Sabah and Sarawak. As showed in 

Figure 4.2, there are 11 states on the West Malaysia and two on the East Malaysia. 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Close-up map of Malaysia, comprising 11 states on the Peninsular or East 

Malaysia and two states on Borneo Island or East Malaysia 

(Cadastral Template 2.0, 17 July 2016) 

At a state level, the Executive power is under the control of the King, Sultan or Senator 

(i.e. speaker) of the State in accordance with their respective constitutional state (Yaakop 

& Aziz, 2014). In Peninsular Malaysia, the Executive power is normally exercised or 

performed by the State Executive Council (EXCO) on behalf of the King or Sultan or the 

President of the State for their respective states. The Chief Minister is appointed to rule 

every state government that has a monarchy (i.e. Perlis, Kedah, Perak, Negeri Sembilan, 

Selangor, Johor, Pahang, Terengganu and Kelantan). In Sabah the EXCO is known as the 

Cabinet (The Commissioner of Law Revision, Malaysia, 2010). The EXCO is an 

organisation of the highest policy establishment at the state administration level. In most 

cases, the King, Sultan or the President of the State must act on the advice of the EXCO. 

The EXCO is usually headed by a Chief Minister for the states ruled by the King or Sultan, 

while the title of Chief Minister (i.e. Head of the Cabinet) is used for states that do not 

have a monarchy (Dzulkifli & Zameri, 2010). According to Yaakop and Aziz (2014), 
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unlike other states in Malaysia, Malacca, Penang, Sabah and Sarawak were headed by 

British Governor during World War 2. The fall of the Malacca Empire in 1511 to the 

Portuguese armies caused the end of the Malacca monarchy (Yaakop & Aziz, 2014). The 

Chief Minister is the chief executive at the state government level, while the Prime 

Minister is in the federal administration. The Chief Minister is appointed by the King or 

Sultan or the Speaker of the State through a general election which is conducted every 

five years (The Commissioner of Law Revision, Malaysia, 2010). The leader of a political 

party may not be appointed as the Chief Minister in case they do not win a state assembly 

seat during the general election, even though they may be the most qualified leaders. 

As described in the Federal Constitution of Malaysia (2010), the Malaysian State 

Government is authorised to administrate and monitor local government, land matters, 

agriculture and forestry, public works, religious law (i.e. Islamic law) and public holidays 

(The Commissioner of Law Revision, Malaysia, 2010). Dzulkifli and Zameri (2010) state 

that federalism in Malaysia is relatively strong; that is, the federal government is powerful 

in comparison to the state governments). Decisions on budget allocation for the state 

government are usually announced after the federal government’s budget. This shows that 

the federal government remains the majority power for any administration matters, 

control and monitoring of activities relating to tourism policy in Malaysia. 

4.3 Public Sector and Tourism 

The discussion in Section 4.2 indicates that Malaysia practices a constitutional monarchy 

system headed by Malay rulers, whilst the Prime Minister is the Head-of-Government. 

This has shaped the way the public sector is involved and contributes to tourism industry 

development within the Malaysian Governance system. Malaysia’s governance structure 

has strongly influenced the way the tourist industry is administered. The federal 

government has the authority to enforce the need for unity without uniformity, and every 

state government has its own power and functionality. Table 4.2 shows the division of 

power between the federal and state governments. This has influenced the administration 

of the tourism industry and the development of related products and services within 

Malaysia. However, Malaysia’s federal government, through MOTAC and the MTPB, 

remains the main player in choosing which tourism products and services should be 

promoted.  

 



 

An Analysis of the Integration of Local Cuisine into International Destination Marketing Strategies for Malaysia 110 

Table 4.2: Division of powers under the Federal Constitution of Malaysia 

(Samsu, 2015) 
 

Federal Government Share Power State Government 

International affairs 

Safety and security 

Financial 

Citizenship 

Labour force & social wellbeing 

Education 

Transportation & shipping 

Publication 

Civil & criminal laws 

Industry & trade 

Health & medical 

General election 

Entertainment 

Indigenous wellbeing 

Housing 

Privatisation 

Surveying 

Public land & energy 

Federal/National public holiday 

Scholarship 

Social welfare 

Public health 

Town & village planning 

Irrigation & drainage 

Tourism 

Cultural & sport 

Water resource management 

Animal husbandry 

Rehabilitation of mining areas 

Homeless and hawkers 

Islamic affairs & Malay custom 

Forestry & agricultural 

Land 

Local government 

Local service 

State land & water supply 

State public holidays 

State government administration 

Turtle & river fish 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.3 shows that the financial commitment allocated by the Malaysian Government 

to develop and promote tourism products and experiences since 1966 – prior to this there 

was no allocation for tourism activities and development. The tourism industry requires 

thorough planning of resource allocation with contributions from the public sector. 

Therefore, this section identifies the different roles of the Malaysian Government in 

tourism and further examines how these roles contribute to marketing the country as an 

international destination. 

 

 

 

Table 4.3: The distribution of allocation and tourism development activities by the 

Malaysian Government based on every Malaysian master plan 

(extracted from various Malaysia Plan 1955 - 2015) 
 

Malaysia 

Plan 
Year 

Allocation to tourism  

(millions) Remarks 

MYR *AUD 

Draft of 

Malaya 

Development 

1955 

- 

1960 

 

- - - Focused on domestic facilities development, economic 

growth, labour force and social wellbeing but did not 

mention tourism 

First 1966 

- 

1970 

 

2 0.66 - Only for Malaya (Peninsular Malaysia) 

- Upgrading tourist information centres in Kuala Lumpur 

and Penang 

- Develop and upgrade tourism infrastructure  

Second 1971 

- 

1975 

 

10 3.31 - TDC establishment  

- Marketing and promotional activities 
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- 21st Conference of Pacific Area Travel Association (PATA) 

held in Kuala Lumpur 

**Training for labour force under the NEP 

Third 1976 

- 

1980 

 

27.19 9.01 - Tourism spot development in Peninsular Malaysia 

Fourth 1981 

- 

1985 

 

148.51 49.22 - New tourist facility projects located in the East Coast area 

of Peninsular Malaysia 

Fifth 1986 

- 

1990 

140.5 46.57 - Infrastructure and product development 

- Setting up the Malaysian Information Centre in Kuala 

Lumpur (MATIC) 

- Upgrading national parks, culture centres and rebuilding 

ferry jetties all over Malaysia 

- Extensive marketing and promotion for the VMY 1990 and 

organising the VMY 1990 

Sixth 1991 

- 

1995 

746.3 247.36 - Preservation and restoration of heritage sites and national 

artefacts 

- Providing financial support for culture and heritage 

activities 

- Tourist facilities such as the National Theatre of 

Performing Arts and cultural craft complexes 

Seventh  1996 

- 

2000 

605.5 200.69 - Launching the Cuti-cuti Malaysia in 1999 for the domestic 

market 

- Launching the Malaysia Truly Asia campaign in 1999 for 

the international market 

- Extensive marketing and promotion for Cuti-cuti Malaysia 

and Malaysia Truly Asia campaigns around the world 

- International events such as Formula 1 car racing, 

aerospace show, launching of Kuala Lumpur and Petronas 

Twin Tower and many others 

Eight  2001 

- 

2005 

 

783.6 259.72 - Extensive marketing and promotion for the VMY 2004 and 

organising the VMY 2004 

Ninth  2006 

- 

2010 

 

1.85 

billion 

613.18 - Extensive marketing and promotion for the VMY 2007 and 

organising the VMY 2007 

Tenth 2011 

- 

2015 

3.7  

billion 

1.23 

billion 

- Tourism is announced as one of 12 National Key Economic 

Areas (2010-2020) 

- Extensive marketing and promotion for the VMY 2014 and 

organising the VMY 2014 

- Malaysia Year of Festivals (My FEST) 2015 

Note - From 1955 until 1995 money in Malaysia denoted using the ‘M$’ sign (shades in grey). *$1AUD = MYR3.30. 

**Training for labour force is still ongoing until today 

 

Since 1966, the Malaysian Government has focused on the development of tourism to 

ensure constant performance in generating income which contributes to economic 
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growth. As shown in Table 4.3, the budget allocation for the tourism industry increased 

almost six times in the sixth Malaysia’s master plan compared to the fifth one. During the 

1990s, aligned with the NDP (as discussed in sub-section 4.2.1), the Malaysian 

Government approved several mega construction projects, such as the Kuala Lumpur 

Tower, the Petronas Twin Towers, Sepang International Circuit, Kuala Lumpur 

International Airport, theme parks and shopping malls (Economic Planning Unit, 2015b, 

April 22). Furthermore, two major tourism campaigns were introduced: ‘Malaysia Truly 

Asia’ (international campaign) and ‘Cuti-cuti Malaysia’ (domestic campaign). These 

were initiatives of the MTPB which aimed to rebrand Malaysia’s tourism image and 

identity. ‘Malaysia Truly Asia’ was the most successful in positioning the country as a 

multicultural nation (Economic Planning Unit, 2015c, May 17). This campaign helped to 

attract more international tourists and increase foreign exchange earnings. The ‘Cuti-cuti 

Malaysia’ campaign launched in 1999 aims to encourage local residents to travel and get 

to know their country better (Economic Planning Unit, 2015b, April 22). This Malaysian 

Government policy aims to reduce foreign exchange outflow. 

In 2010, the tourism industry was announced as one of 12 National Key Economic Areas 

to which money would be allocated by the federal government through the ETP over the 

next ten years. At the same time, the concept of 1Malaysia or (in Malay, Satu Malaysia) 

was being promoted by the Malaysian Government across all activities nationwide. This 

concept stresses Malaysian unity and ethnic tolerance. The ETP was introduced by the 

Prime Minister in 2010 to replace the NDP (1991–2009). The core agenda for the ETP is 

to transform Malaysia to be a high-income country with a Gross National Income (GNI) 

per capita of MYR48 000 by 2020 (Economic Transformation Programme, 2015). A 

summary of the evolution of Malaysia’s tourism products and experiences is showed in 

Figure 4.3. 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Evolution of Malaysia’s tourism products and experiences 

(extracted from Marzuki, 2010 & Economic Transformation Programme, 2014) 
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In the early development of Malaysia’s tourism industry, there was strong federal 

government administration of the entire industry; that is, tourism was administered under 

a centralised governance system. Table 4.4 shows the government ministries beginning 

from the 1960s until today. Similar approaches were used in the administration of other 

industries (such as the agricultural and mining industries).  

 

Table 4.4: The Malaysian Government’s tourism ministries since the 1960s 

(Marzuki, 2010) 
 

Period Ministries for tourism industry in Malaysia 

1960s Cultural Department under the Ministry of Cultural, Sport and Youth 

1987 Ministry of Culture and Tourism 

1990 Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism (MOCAT) 

2004 Ministry of Tourism (MOTOUR) 

Since mid-2013 until today Ministry of Tourism and Culture (MOTAC) 

 

After discussions and consultations with the Pacific Area Travel Association committees 

and Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries on Malaysia’s tourism 

potential, the DMO (known as the Tourism Development Corporation (TDC)) was 

proposed and established in 1972. The federal government, in its Second Malaysia Plan 

(1971–1975), created the following four strategies: 

i) To propose more destinations and tourism infrastructures in every state to encourage 

more interstate tourists; 

ii) To develop more tourist destinations and tourism infrastructure along the main road 

for domestic and foreign tourists; 

iii) The development of tourist destinations and infrastructures will focus on Northern 

and Southern Peninsular Malaysia; and 

iv) Air transport development for Sabah and Sarawak. 

In order to make each of these strategies possible the Malaysian Government, through the 

MTPB, needed strong support and participation from the private sector. This was also 

part of the NEP agenda which was introduced at the beginning of 1971 (Rasiah & Shari, 

2012). The Malaysian Government instructed the MTPB to generate national income by 
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fully utilising the resources that were available in the country for tourism purposes. The 

MTPB’s responsibilities included: i) planning and organising tourism activities and 

programs; ii) identifying potential tourist markets; and iii) creating more employment 

opportunities for local people (Marzuki, 2010).  

Since the 1970s, the rapid growth and expansion of the tourism industry has been aligned 

with other industries and this has inspired the Malaysian Government to introduce a 

ministry that focuses on tourism administration (Marzuki, 2010). As a result, the Ministry 

of Culture and Tourism was established in 1987. The ministry coordinates and monitors 

tourism industry development in Malaysia by: 

i) ‘assisting the states to create and promote distinctive identities so as to be more 

attractive to domestic tourists and  

ii) encouraging states to promote their tourist attractions and destinations and assist 

through joint promotions and the provision of promotional expertise at the state’ level 

(Sharif, 2002, p. 66 cited in Marzuki, 2010) 

The National Tourism Policy 1992 stated that the ministry was entrusted with tourism 

industry policy and planning development, but the MTPB (as described in Tourism 

Industry Act 1992) retains responsibility for conducting marketing and promotion 

activities. In other words, the ministry is fully responsible for planning and enforcing 

relevant national tourism policies, conducting market research, coordinating tourism 

product development and providing necessary training and licensing (e.g. for travel 

agencies, tour operators and hotel establishments). The decision was made to provide 

clear roles and responsibilities for the ministry and DMO.  

Apart from marketing and promotion activities, the MTPB needs to ensure that tourism-

related policies are implemented and followed at all times in all marketing and promotion 

activities both inside and outside the country (Sharif, 2002). Moreover, the MTPB is 

indirectly involved with the process of developing and coordinating tourism infrastructure 

in both Peninsular and East Malaysia (Marzuki, 2010). This aligns with the four main 

functions of the MTPB as stated in the Tourism Industry Act 1992, which are to: 

i) Stimulate and promote tourism to and within Malaysia; 

ii) Invigorate, develop and market Malaysia internationally and domestically as a tourist 

focal point; 
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iii) Coordinate all marketing or promotional activities relating to tourism conducted by 

any organisation, government, or non-governmental agency; and 

iv) Recommend to the Minister relevant measures and programs that stimulate 

development and promotion of the Malaysian tourism industry and to implement 

them upon approval (MTPB, 2014). 

Even though the Tourism Ministry (now known as MOTAC), which is a federal 

government organisation, is responsible for tourism administration and planning for 

Malaysia. Marzuki (2010) found that destination planning, including the development of 

relevant infrastructure is important for the success of Malaysia as a tourist destination. It 

is important to note that the tourism administration system becomes more complex when 

it involves the intervention of the state government. Additionally, the government 

institutional structure positions the federal government as the ultimate authority for the 

industry and specifies the significant involvement of four other ministries through several 

departments of each ministry. Table 4.5 lists the various departments, agencies and 

divisions from each ministry that are engaged either directly or indirectly in tourism 

industry development. 

 
Table 4.5: The list of departments, agencies and divisions from the different ministries 

involved in tourism industry development 

(Original for this study) 
 

Ministries Department/Agency/Division 
Tourism Products and 

Development 

Ministry of 

Tourism and 

Culture 

Malaysia Tourism Promotion Board 

(MTPB) 

Policy and legislation 

implementation, Promotion 

Industry development division  Product and industry 

development such as 

Malaysian cuisine campaign 

Department of Heritage Heritage and culture 

National Archive of Malaysia Artefacts 

National Library of Malaysia Archival documents 

Department of Museums Malaysia Museum and the facilities  

National Department for Culture 

and Arts 

Implement all cultural and arts 

activities 

National Academy of Arts, Culture 

and Heritage  

Performing arts and culture 

National Cultural Theatre Venue for cultural and arts 

shows 

Islamic Tourism Centre Islamic tourism 

Malaysia Handicraft Development 

Corporation 

Crafts 

Malaysia Convention and 

Exhibition Bureau 

Meeting, Incentive, 

Convention and Exhibition 

   

Ministry of 

Agriculture and 

Agro-base 

Industry 

Agriculture Department Agro tourism 

Fisheries Department 

Federal Agricultural Marketing 

Authority (FAMA) 
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Ministry of 

Youth and Sports 

Sports department Sport tourism 

   

Ministry of 

Education 

Higher education department Education tourism 

   

Ministry of 

Science, 

Technology and 

Environment 

Ecotourism department Ecotourism 

Forestry department 

   

Ministries Department/Agency/Division 

Tourism industrial relation 

and infrastructure 

development 

   

Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 

ASEAN-Malaysia national 

secretariat 

International affairs 

Malaysian embassies Public diplomacy 

   

Ministry of 

Transportation  

Public transport service department Upgrades and monitors public 

transportation and services 

   

Ministry of 

Urban 

Wellbeing, 

Housing and 

Local 

Government 

Federal town and country planning 

department 

Facilities and infrastructures 

National landscape department Landscape  

   

Ministry of 

Finance 

Immigration Department Visa and passport 

Export-Import Bank (EXIM) Financial facilities for local 

products 

   

Ministry of 

International 

Trade and 

Industry 

Malaysia External Trade 

Development Corporation 

(MATRADE) 

Marketing and promoter for 

import and export local 

products 

Malaysia Investment Development 

Authority (MIDA) 

Potential business operators 

and investors 

   

Ministry of 

Communication 

and Multimedia 

Information and communication 

technology department (ICT) 

Provides and upgrades ICT 

facilities  

Media Television and radio channels 

   

Ministry of 

Human 

Resources 

Forestry department  

  

Industrial relation department Manpower for the tourism 

industry 

Trade union affairs Hospitality union affairs 

Industrial court Laws and legislations related 

to the labour force in the 

tourism industry 

 
 

 

4.4 Public Sector and Cuisine 

Malaysia identifies local cuisine as an important component of the tourism product and 

experience that is capable of attracting tourists from every part of the world to come to 

Malaysia. This is reflected in the guidebook Lonely Planet, which announced that Penang 

was among the top ten ‘foodies destinations’ in 2014 (Barton, 2014, August 8). More 

recently, the Cable News Network (CNN) asked their viewers to vote on the most 

favourite culinary destination in the world; Malaysia was ranked number six out of ten 
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culinary destinations with 265 votes (Cheung, 2014, August 12). To get listed in the ‘top 

10 foodie spots’ and one of the top ten ‘culinary destinations’ has required systematic 

policy implementation by the Malaysian Government over a period of time. This section 

presents an analysis of how National Culture Policy, which is developed, established and 

enforced by the National Department for Culture & Arts, has shaped the integration of 

Malaysian cuisine as a niche market within the tourism industry.  

As stated in the previous section, Malaysia’s tourism industry started with no financial 

support from the Malaysian Government. The Cultural Department, under the Ministry 

of Cultural, Sport and Youth, was fully responsible for planning and monitoring the 

development of the tourism industry. Given the lack of knowledge and experience in the 

introductory stages of the tourism industry, Marzuki (2010) notes that the Malaysian 

Government focused on marketing Malaysia as a nature and island tourist destination. At 

that time, four main tourism products – Forest and National Park, Wildlife Century, 

island, and bird watching – were identified by the Malaysian Government. However, 

since the introduction of the NEP the Malaysian Government, through the Cultural 

Department under the Ministry of Cultural, Sport and Youth, has added culture and arts 

as additional tourist products and experiences. The National Culture Policy 1971 was 

enacted as the main reference for the integration of culture and arts into the development 

of the tourism industry. 

Malaysia’s National Culture Policy, developed in 1971 under the National Department 

for Culture and Arts (JKKN). Mohamed (2008) notes that this policy is often cited as the 

main reason for political conflict and debate surrounding which ethnic group should 

represent the country. Although, as discussed in Section 4.2, the Federal Constitution of 

Malaysia clearly prioritises the Malay community, the Chinese and Indian communities 

have continuously disputed the ‘culture balance’, feeling neglected by the Malaysian 

Government in most tourism marketing collateral (Mohamed, 2008). This seems to 

contradict the first objective of its formulation, which is to strengthen national unity 

through culture (Liu et al. 2002). According to Liu et al. (2002), the main challenge facing 

the Malaysian Government now is not only to enforce the established policy into practise 

but also to develop a policy which can satisfy every ethnic group. The word 

‘multicultural’ is synonymous with Malaysia’s image, which consists of a broad range of 

ethnic groups. This image is widespread in promotional efforts that have been undertaken 

by the MTPB since the launch of ‘Malaysia Truly Asia’ campaign in 1999 (MTPB, 2014); 

it reflects the ethnic or cultural diversification message which is carried through the 
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‘Malaysia Truly Asia’ campaign. This has also provided a guideline for the Malaysian 

Government on how local cuisine should be marketed to represent the whole nation. 

Drawing on the discussion of cuisine in Chapter Two, it is clear that the cuisine of a region 

or nation can, in part, set a culture – and by extension a tourist destination – apart from 

others and helps to provide a common understanding of what it means to belong to a 

particular culture. Moreover, when place or regional identities overlap, one of the 

alternative options is that they can be differentiated by the branding of tourist destinations 

based on their local cuisines. In the case of Malaysia, it has been argued that the diversity 

of its food and cuisine reflects the diversity of its society, comprising three main 

ethnicities: Malay, Chinese and Indian (Karim et al., 2010). The cultural assimilation 

process amongst the Indigenous people and settlers in Malaysia’s earlier days of 

formation is seen as an important contributing factor in the development of contemporary 

Malaysian cuisine.  

The introduction of Islam by Arab traders in the fifteenth century transformed the food 

beliefs and practices of Malay community life through the introduction of Halal food 

practices (Daud, 1989). In the context of Islamic laws, Halal means permissible food that 

signifies pure food, especially in relation to meat, processed food content and alcoholic 

beverages (Fischer, 2011, 2012, 2016). For Malays, who are the dominant ethnic group 

and represent the Muslim population in Malaysia, following Islamic food laws and 

practices is crucial. This includes slaughtering animals in particular ways and avoiding 

pork and the consumption of alcoholic beverages. However, there are no restrictions on 

the non-Muslim population’s access to non-Halal food. In 1974 the Malaysian 

Government enforced Halal certification and logo display at food premises and on food 

products (Fischer, 2016). It also controls licenses for selling and serving alcoholic 

beverages. 

In the specific context of East Malaysia, which consists of Sabah, Sarawak and Labuan 

Island, the population is dominated by Malays, who are known as Bumiputera (i.e. the 

‘sons and daughters of the soil’). Similar to the East, the West —also known as Peninsula 

Malaysia—is largely inhabited by the Malays or Bumiputera. The Indigenous ethnic 

groups such as the Iban, Bidayu and Khadazan inhabit longhouses, which are generally 

located near rivers and in forests (Ismail, 1989). The Indigenous peoples’ ties to their 

cultural heritage, including their food traditions, are strong and they are influenced by 

region, community and proximity to rivers and forests.  
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In Peninsular Malaysia, every state has local food specialties shaped by the availability 

of food resources (either from agricultural activities and/or imported food) and by the 

cultures of neighbouring countries, including Thailand, Indonesia and Singapore (Hutton, 

2000; Mowe, 2007; Brissenden, 2011). The three major ethnic groups—the Malays, 

Chinese and Indians—created the foundations of Malaysian cuisine in this region. The 

Malay culture has been present in the country, particularly the Peninsula, since before the 

Fifteenth Century (Ismail, 1989). Halal practices, as mentioned before, are an essential 

part of Malay culture. In the thirteenth century, Malacca was the main trading port on the 

Coromandel Coast, Straits of Melaka and Indonesian archipelago for spices and other 

commodities (Colin, 2000; Ismail, 1989). Rice was the Malays’ staple food and supplied 

by Siam (now known as Thailand) before rice cultivation began in the area that is now 

Malaysia in the late eighteenth century (Economic Planning Unit, Prime Minister’s 

Department Malaysia, 2015a).  

The arrival of Chinese and Indian ethnic groups in the nineteenth century added additional 

flavours to Malay food. Ismail (1989) states that the Chinese and Indians were brought 

by the British as indentured labour to work in the mines (for Chinese) and rubber 

plantations (for Indians). Chinese Malaysians, comprise the second-largest ethnic group. 

They introduced culinary influences, such as using specific food ingredients (e.g. seafood, 

fermented fish sauce and rice vermicelli) and cooking styles (e.g. stir-fry and steaming), 

from Southern China, particularly from Fujian and Henan (Jalis, 2008; Brissenden, 2011). 

They was followed by the Indian Malaysians, who mostly speak Tamil and came from 

Southern India (Jalis, 2008). In addition to the three major ethnic groups, there are a few 

minority communities, namely Baba Nyonya (Chinese Peranakan), Chetty (Indian 

Peranakan), Portuguese and Javanese living in some parts of Peninsular Malaysia (Ng & 

Karim, 2016). As suggested by Jalis (2008), the adaptation of cultures, lifestyles and 

cuisines to local environments over many years has changed these minorities’ daily 

routines, particularly concerning food and cuisine. For example, assam laksa, which 

originated from the Baba Nyonya, is now easily found everywhere in Malaysia, with 

additional hot and tangy flavours to suit local palates; in other words, this meal has been 

‘Malaysianised’.  

Nevertheless, local cuisine and its representations are also seen as an arena for the 

expression of ethnic and national identities as well as tensions. As the majority population 

in Malaysia is Malay (i.e. Muslim) and practise Halal food laws, the Malaysian 

Government utilises the Muslim (as the majority) together with the minority groups to 
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market and promote local cuisine. As argued by Khoo (2010), an Indian Muslim 

restaurant in Malaysia is called a Mamak. By doing this, it made the Malaysians feel that 

the Mamak restaurant is part of ‘Malaysianisation’ rather than representing only one 

ethnic group (i.e. Indian ethnic group). Historically, Indian cuisine has significantly 

influenced local cuisine in Malaysia, thereby resulting in the popularity of dishes such as 

roti canai, curries, and chapati in Malaysia (Khoo, 2010; Duruz & Khoo, 2015). 

Even though today Malaysians of all races mix freely including eating together, still many 

of the minority ethnic groups have the feeling of being marginalised when it comes to 

local cuisine promotion as part of tourist destination marketing strategies. This is due to 

government policies which favour the ethnic Malay majority. Obviously, in 1974 the 

Malaysian Government enforced Halal certification and logo display at food premises 

and on food products (Fischer, 2016). It also controls licenses for selling and serving 

alcoholic beverages. 

From archival documents analysis, this study found that food specialities were classified 

as part of Malaysia’s cultural image and identity which subsequently adds value to the 

tourism industry. Thus, one of the tourism strategies as stated in the Sixth Malaysia Plan 

(1991–1995, p. 240) is: 

[The] Tourism industry will place increasing emphasis on developing a more distinct 

Malaysian image and identity. The country will promote its unique brand of tourism to 

reflect values consonant with the Malaysian way of life. This approach will be developed 

within the context of preserving and enhancing the national heritage and taking pride in 

the culture and lifestyles of various communities…Malaysia’s heterogeneous culture is 

recognised as an added asset to tourism. The multi-faceted local culture will be promoted 

for their exotic appeal and uniqueness…The wide sociocultural base which is rich in 

folklore, performing arts, traditions, handicrafts and architecture as well as food 

specialties… (Economic Planning Unit, 2015b, April 21). 

4.5 Destination Marketing Strategies for Malaysia 

The expansion of Malaysia’s tourism industry since the 1960s has contributed to its strong 

economic performance which also benefited the nation. The tragedy of racial conflict 

opened the government’s eyes to the need to make national unity a priority. As discussed 

in the previous section, the MTPB (known as the TDC in the early stages of tourism 

development) was an initiative of the Malaysian Government and it acts as an effective 
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agent for integration and unity to rectify racial problems and address the issue of financial 

inequality. This was clearly mentioned in the Second Malaysia Plan (1971–1975, p.188): 

[To] ensure balanced participation by all the people, the Corporation will carry out 

tourism projects, promote private sector projects and may participate in joint efforts.4 

(Economic Planning Unit, 2015e, June 7) 

Furthermore, the MTPB has successfully demonstrated its ability to administer and 

organise relevant marketing and promotional activities at both the domestic and 

international levels, as well as manage the involvement of stakeholders in the industry. 

However, it would perhaps not be surprising to other countries that Malaysia promotes 

itself as a tourist destination, developing marketing and promotional ideas of its own.  

Up until 2014, the MTPB employed six main marketing communication strategies:  i) 

advertising; ii) public and media relations; iii) publications; iv) logistics and distribution 

(i.e. bus wrap and aerial advertising); v) special product development; and vi) IT-based 

marketing (MTPB, 2015). These were designed as one integrated communication system 

so that they would deliver the same information to promote Malaysia as a tourist 

destination. Many improvements have been made since the tourism industry experienced 

an increase in tourist arrivals in the 1960s. In the beginning Malaysia, through federal 

government initiatives, relied solely on existing public infrastructure and facilities 

(including the national airline, the Malaysia Airline System or MAS) to attract 

international tourists from different parts of the world. The industry became stronger with 

the establishment of the destination marketing organisation, MTPB, in 1972.  

It was found that between 1970 and 1990 that the MTPB was encouraged by the 

Malaysian Government to increase advertising, publications, and public and media 

relations. Printed tourism campaigns used brochures and posters for marketing and 

disseminating tourism information. These were distributed through tourism information 

centres throughout the country and overseas offices. The Malaysian Government also 

started to introduce massive tourism industry development, for instance, attracting 

international hotel chains to build and operate their businesses in Malaysia, identifying 

and establishing new tourism products, upgrading land transportation routes, and 

initiating several tourism projects nationwide (Economic Planning Unit, 2015b, April 21). 

This was done to encourage international tourists to stay longer and spend more money 

                                                           
4 Translated to English from the original Malay version from the Second Malaysia Plan (1971-1975). Note that the original 

document was written in Malay using Malaysian spelling and structure during the 1970s. 
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in Malaysia. At the same time, the Malaysian Government urged the MTPB to work hand-

in-hand with MAS in international efforts to promote tourism products and experiences. 

In the early stages of its tourism development Malaysia was still a new country in the 

early stages of introducing itself as an international tourist destination, as such the 

Malaysian Government decided to send MTPB representatives abroad and set up offices. 

This enabled the MTPB to get closer to the target markets and conduct market research 

into the needs of different target groups. Other forms of marketing and promotion 

included direct mail, trade fairs and exhibitions, cooperative tour packages, tourism 

seminars, educational workshops and contests.  

From the Seventh Malaysia Plan (1996–2000) until the present (National Key Economic 

Areas, 2011–2020), the Malaysian Government has invested substantial amounts of 

money to establish information technology (IT) infrastructure. The decision to do so was 

made due to the great potential that can be gained through IT for economic growth. For 

the tourism industry the introduction of information and communications technology 

(ICT) has made marketing more dynamic. The MTPB and other tourism-related agencies 

have begun developing their official websites in more interactive styles to distribute 

relevant information. This makes information accessible anywhere and at any time, 

including disseminating and updating relevant information about Malaysian cuisine as 

part of tourism experiences, for example culinary tour packages, a culinary delights e-

brochure and information relating to food-related events or festivals. This is a new phase 

in destination marketing strategies for the country. ICT is now being widely been used in 

tourism marketing and promotional initiatives.  As stated in the MTPB 2013 Annual 

Report: 

Last year [2013], Tourism Malaysia poured more effort into online advertising and social 

media activities to keep abreast of global advertising trends; a special unit was formed to 

specifically oversee online promotions with partners that included Google, YouTube, 

BBC.com, Eurosport.com and CNN.com. (MTPB, 2014, p. 15) 

Another marketing strategy of the Malaysian Government through the MTPB was to gain 

recognition and win awards from international tourism organisations and bodies such as 

the UNWTO and ASEAN. Once Malaysia had joined ASEAN, it began to market and 

promote Malaysia as an international destination. Visa facilitation in ASEAN member 

countries has had a positive impact on international tourist arrivals and tourism receipts. 

This could be another reason the Malaysian Government has targeted the tourist market 
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from ASEAN member countries. Furthermore, according to UNWTO (2007), the impact 

has also extended to job creation in each country in the region. These initiatives appear 

to suggest that the Malaysian government sees merit in developing and sustaining the 

tourism industry. They are also as part of networking strategies to increase awareness of 

Malaysia as an international tourist destination which offers a diverse range of tourism 

experiences. 

4.6 Integrating Malaysian Cuisine into the Tourism Industry and 

Destination Marketing Strategies 

Even though it was clear in the Sixth Malaysia Plan (1991–1995) that food specialities 

could potentially be employed as a cultural resource to promote tourism image and 

identity, the idea of highlighting local cuisine had already been introduced during the 

VMY 1990. Figures 4.4 and 4.5 show examples of posters printed by the MTPB and 

distributed in marketing and promotional activities overseas and within the country. The 

appearance of specific meals and tropical fruits (e.g. pineapples, star fruit and bananas) 

in Figure 4.4 indicate the initial idea of presenting local food images to an international 

audience. Figure 4.5 shows a more specific image of food (skewered meat with 

condiments) which was highlighted as a local food speciality. Since then, the Malaysian 

Government has strongly supported the promotion of local cuisine, which has been 

frequently employed as a marketing tool in many marketing and promotional activities, 

particularly overseas.  

 

  
Figure 4.4: The poster of the first ‘Visit Malaysia Year’ in 1990 

(MTPB, 2014) 
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As shown in Figure 4.4, every month included different types of celebrations. Local 

cuisine and fruits were placed in between October and December during the VMY 1990. 

This was due to the higher incidence of tourist arrivals during this period each year, 

especially during school holidays in most neighbouring countries and the Northern 

Hemisphere’s winter season. VMY was organised bearing in mind that most schools have 

their holidays from October until the end of the year and that during this period there is a 

strong demand for leisure and tourism activities. From the MTPB’s perspective, the 

yearly tourism calendar is important because it allows them to plan marketing and 

promotional activities, particularly those focusing on events and festivals.  Not only is 

there a need for proper planning (e.g. time, effort, financial resources, location and 

collaboration with stakeholders) but the details, such as the dates and locations of events, 

are also crucial. Accuracy of information helps the MTPB to plan and organise its 

marketing and promotional activities at both the domestic and international levels. This 

is evident in Figure 4.5. 

 

 

Figure 4.5: The poster of Malaysia Festival in Kuala Lumpur which was organised in 

conjunction with VMY 1990 

(MTPB, 2014) 

 

The caption for the poster states: 

Kuala Lumpur, the City of Lights, will once again be hosting the ‘Malaysia Fest’ to be 

held on 15–30 September 1990. Cultural events and food fairs of the 13 states in Malaysia 

will be organised in leading hotels and shopping complexes throughout the festival. 
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As discussed in Section 4.2 and 4.3, the division of power between the federal and state 

governments has strongly influenced the tourism industry. This has involved product 

development as well as marketing and promotional activities, including local cuisines. 

Although tourism activity within Malaysia is divided into 13 states and three territories, 

Kuala Lumpur is Malaysia’s capital city and one of the main international gateways for 

international tourists. Therefore, it not surprising that international events are undertaken 

in Kuala Lumpur (e.g. Figure 4.5). Nevertheless, the Malaysian Government has also 

placed a high priority on one of the NEP’s objectives, which is to balance the involvement 

of ethnic groups.  

After the VMY 1990, food specialities (i.e. food that is important to an ethnic group which 

can represent their cultural identity) were categorised as one cultural element that could 

benefit the tourism industry in Malaysia. Content analysis of both texts and photographs 

conducted by Jalis et al. (2014) found that a section of entertainment and dining out was 

devoted to highlighting local cuisine specialities in all tourism Malaysia marketing 

materials, including those published by state governments. This included relevant 

government websites. In general, Malaysian cuisine has been positioned based upon the 

wide range of ethnic groups. Similar patterns of local cuisine ideas were identified in 

material produced by the MTPB (as part of the federal government, with headquarters in 

Putrajaya and state offices) and by tourism divisions or units of state governments. 

Nevertheless, it was found that there are distinct differences in terms of local cuisines in 

every state. This shows that the Malaysian Government at both the national or state level 

have their own tourism agenda when making use of local cuisines in tourism promotion. 

Further discussion of these findings is presented in Chapters Six and Seven.   

To date, several Malaysian Government initiatives have promoted local cuisine. The two 

main food marketing campaigns which the Malaysian Government has been involved in 

are MKP and CitraRasa (formerly known as Fabulous Food 1Malaysia or FF1M5). MKP 

was initiated in 2006 as an international food marketing campaign. It was the first large-

scale project to promote the country as an international tourist destination through its local 

cuisine. MATRADE and MTPB overseas offices have collaborated in food-related events 

and festivals in particular regions or countries, for example in the ‘Taste of Melbourne’ 

festival in Victoria and the ‘Regional Flavours’ event in Brisbane, Australia. CitraRasa is 

an annual food marketing campaign with significant Malaysian Government 

                                                           
5 The 1Malaysia concept was included in FF1M which was introduced under the ETP in 2010. Even though the concept 

began 2010, FF1M was one information distribution channel used to promote the 1Malaysia concept nationwide. 
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involvement. It is a three-month celebration of Malaysian cuisine starting in October in 

each year. Even though food-related events under CitraRasa have been included in the 

annual national tourism calendar and organised within the country, this food marketing 

campaign is considered by the Malaysian Government to be an international destination 

marketing strategy. Analyses of MKP and CitraRasa are presented in Chapters Six and 

Seven.  

Developing and establishing the country’s image and identity is not limited to MKP and 

CitraRasa. The Department of Heritage also has taken proactive steps in regard to culture 

and heritage preservation. This has helped to document the story of food traditions which 

have passed from generation to generation. The Department released a list of heritage 

foods, which is called as the National Food Heritage List (NFHL), in May 2009 (Elis, 

2009). Initially, 100 foods were identified and listed under the NFHL. At the end of 

August 2014, coinciding with the 57th Anniversary of Independence Day celebrations, 

the then Tourism Minister, Dato’ Seri Mohamed Nazri Abdul Aziz, revealed 151 foods 

that were recognised as part of Malaysia’s national food heritage (FTM Reporters, 11 

August 2014). He further explained that these foods were listed in the ‘intangible cultural 

heritage’ section of the National Heritage Act 2005. Under the Act, intangible heritage 

items include any form of expression, language, sayings, songs, folklore, oral traditions, 

poetry, dance, acting, theatre or martial arts which have existed or exist in relation to 

Malaysia’s heritage. This is aligned with the interpretation of intangible cultural heritage 

by the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation or UNESCO (refer 

to in the text of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 

in Appendix 4). 

Food in the form of local cuisine that has been created by a group of people or by an 

ethnic group in an area or region, and has passed from one generation to another, is 

considered to be one kind of intangible cultural heritage. One example is French cuisine. 

In November 2010 French cuisine was officially recognised by the UNESCO 

Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. 

The Committee came to an agreement that French cuisine has fulfilled the criteria for the 

safeguarding program. These include:  

i) The gastronomic meal of the French plays an active social role within its community 

and is transmitted from generation to generation as part of its identity; 
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ii) Its inscription on the Representative List could contribute to greater visibility for 

intangible cultural heritage, as a catalyst for mutual respect and intercultural 

dialogue; 

iii) Safeguarding measures reflect the commitments of the community, the French 

authorities and NGOs [non-government organisations] to reinforce its transmission, 

particularly through the education system, while encouraging research and 

promotion; and 

iv) The nomination has been submitted following active and broad participation of 

communities throughout the country in meetings, debates and surveys, and many 

institutions and associations gave their free, prior and informed consent (Intangible 

Cultural Heritage, UNESCO, 2015). 

The gastronomy of the French is inscribed in the inventory of intangible cultural heritage 

of France, established by the Mission of Ethnology of the Ministry of Culture. 

In addition to the abovementioned initiatives, there are many other medium- and small-

scale food-related events and festivals within the Malaysian states. Furthermore, each 

ethnic group has its own cultural practices and traditions that have been inherited from 

their ancestors (Liu et al., 2002; Jalis, 2008). These are sometimes associated with 

religious beliefs. Special foods are prepared and served as part of religious celebrations, 

for example: the Muslim community celebrates Eid ul Fitr (the month of Syawal in the 

Islamic calendar), the native Iban people celebrate the ‘Dayak Festival’, and Chinese 

Malaysians celebrate the Chinese New Year (Jalis, 2008). There are also fruit festivals in 

some places when particular fruits are in season. The state of Perak is synonymous with 

the durian, also known as the ‘king of fruits’. At these celebrations a variety of food 

activities are organised, including eating competitions and cooking contests in which the 

seasonal fruit must be used as the main ingredient. The Malaysian Government has 

organised religious and cultural celebrations at a national level by including them in an 

annual national tourism calendar. The concept of an ‘open house’ (known in Malay as 

rumah terbuka) is now practiced at the national level (Jalis, 2008). To Malaysians, an 

‘open house’ connotes that anyone can visit the home of friends or relatives during a 

particular celebration. This shows that the Malaysian Government is concerned with 

national wellbeing and unity, and the hope is to bring people of different ethnic groups 

together at celebration venues and enjoy activities and food; it could be said, therefore, 

that Malaysian cuisine is more than just a plate of food. Thus, the Malaysian Government, 
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through MTPB, has identified that publicising night markets, food courts, food bazaars, 

farmers’ markets and hawkers’ street stalls is a way of marketing and promoting 

Malaysian cuisine throughout the world. This is a marketing strategy that has been 

employed by many other countries. Examples include promotions of hawkers’ street stalls 

in Singapore, as well as marketing campaigns in mainland China and Taiwan. One recent 

initiative of the state government has been to provide, through local councils, proper 

premises that are equipped with the necessary facilities for both business operators and 

customers. This enables local authorities to control and monitor not only food quality, 

food safety and the condition of the premises but also the varieties of food available.   

Another marketing and promotional initiative has been to develop and publicise was food 

trails. The food trail brochures were the idea of the former Tourism Minister, Tan Sri Dr 

Ng Yen, and they were introduced as part of CitraRasa (then known as FF1M). The 

Fabulous Food 1Malaysia Food Trail 2009 booklet, outlining ten ‘best’ and ‘must try’ 

eateries in three different food categories (nasi lemak, laksa and meat bone tea), was 

launched in August 2010. The ten eateries were chosen based on the quality of food, 

customer service and cleanliness. As stated by the Ministry, the booklet promoted 

Malaysian food to tourists and recommended three signature dishes that could be found 

everywhere in the country. The aim of this initiative was ‘to harness the attractions in the 

food sector and entrench them as outstanding products of Malaysia’s food tourism’ 

(MTPB, 2011a). 

According to the former Tourism Minister, the food trail booklet complemented 

MOTOUR’s (now MOTAC) existing tourism products, which promote the country’s 

target of attaining 36.168 billion tourist arrivals by 2020. This will also increase tourists’ 

expenditure on food and beverages (see Table 1.2 in Chapter One). 

The above discussion clearly shows how a variety of marketing and promotional 

initiatives have been put forward by the Malaysian Government to promote the country 

through its local cuisine. The entire process from planning to distribute the information 

through various marketing communication mediums requires time and financial 

resources, as well as cooperation from relevant tourism and hospitality representatives. 

These inputs are all crucial for ensuring the success of the projects. In Malaysia, it is clear 

that the federal government plays an important role in monitoring the tourism industry 

and in driving Malaysia’s destination marketing strategies.    
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‘CitraRasa’, ‘MalaysiaKitchen Programme’ and ‘Malaysia Signature Dish’, website 

pages with information on Malaysian cuisine were identified. Some of the sites contained 

little of their own information on Malaysian cuisine, but rather had recipes, news update 

articles and links to the MOTAC and MATRADE websites. These sites were removed 

from consideration, resulting in a sample of ten relevant websites (one MOTAC, three 

MTPB and six MATRADE websites). The analysis is based on text descriptions and 

photographs displayed in each website between January 2013 and December 2014. The 

details of the data are summarised in Table 5.1. 

 

Table 5.1: Content analysis materials 

(Various tourist destination marketing materials and websites published by MOTAC and 

MATRADE) 
 

General Marketing Brochures P E Publication 

Food endless tastes and flavours 

Kuala Lumpur - Malaysia Dazzling Capital City 

Customs and Etiquette: Tips For Tourists To Malaysia 

Malaysia A World of Luxury 

Heritage and Crafts 

Penang Street Food - Food Paradise of Asia 

Vegetarian Delights 

Malaysia Homestay Experience 

AgroTourism in Malaysia 

Sarawak Borneo 

Shopping Malaysia 

Culinary Delights 

Penang - Pearl of the Orient 

Pahang food endless taste and flavours 

Meet Malaysia: Nature. Culture. Relaxation. Cuisine 

History. Heritage. Recreation. Feel the thrill!  

- Southern Region (Johor, Melaka & Negeri Sembilan) 

Relic. Islands. National Parks. Capture the excitement!  

- Northern Region (Perak, Penang, Kedah & Perlis) 

Traditions. Beaches. Highlands. Make your dreams come true! 

- East Coast Region (Pahang, Terengganu & Kelantan) 

Nature. Adventure. Culture. Gear up for non-stop action!  

- East Malaysia (Sabah, Sarawak & Labuan) 

x 

x 

- 

- 

- 

x 

x 

- 

- 

x 

- 

x 

x 

x 

x 

 

x 

 

x 

 

x 

 

x 

- 

- 

x 

x 

x 

- 

- 

x 

x 

- 

x 

- 

- 

- 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

Mar 2013/14 

Sept 2012 

- 

- 

- 

2012 

Apr 2010 

Mar 2012 

Apr 2012 

2009 

2012 

Jul 2012/14 

May 2009 

Apr 2014 

Sept 2013 

 

Jun 2012 

 

Oct 2012 

 

Sept 2012 

 

May 2011 

Travel Guides    

Malaysia Travel Manual 

Malaysia Travel Guide 

x 

x 

- 

- 

Nov 2012 

Official websites MOTAC MTPB MATRADE 

http://www.tourism.gov.my/en/my/Web-

Page/Experiences/Top-25-Experiences/2?page=/1/2 

http://www.virtualmalaysia.com/destination/night%20market-

cat.html 

http://www.tourismmalaysia.com.au/guides/cuisine 

http://www.fabfood1malaysia.com/ 

http://www.malaysiakitchen.my/ 

http://www.malaysiakitchen.com.au/ 

http://www.malaysiakitchen.co.uk/ 

http://www.malaysiakitchennyc.com/ 

http://www.malaysianfood.net/ 

http://www.mychefwan.com/home.html 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

x 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

x 

 

x 

 

x 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

 

- 

 

- 

- 

x 

x 

x 

x 

x 

x 

Note - P = Printed, e = Electronic, MOTAC = Ministry of Tourism and Culture Malaysia, MTPB = Malaysia Tourism 

Promotion Board, MATRADE = Malaysia External Trade Development Corporation Malaysia 
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also emphasises the destination’s exoticness through specific regions and dishes. One 

example is: 

With a population that is diverse and colourful, the various ethnic communities of 

Sabah and Sarawak bring to the table an endless buffet of exotic culinary delights. 

(MTPB, 2012a, p. 33) 

Unlike cuisine in West Malaysia, dining in Sabah and Sarawak offer adventurous 

and exotic cuisine or food items. There are quite a number of unique dishes and rare 

ingredients that can be found here (MTPB, May 2011). 

The above sentence indicates the wide-range of ethnic groups found in Sabah and 

Sarawak is the main reason for the creation of exotic dishes. This seems misleading 

because Malaysia, in general, is well-known as being home to a wide-range of ethnic 

groups. Sabah and Sarawak are among the 13 states that form Malaysia as a nation. It is 

not surprising, therefore, that MOTAC, MTPB and MATRADE only emphasises the idea 

of ‘Otherness’ in relation to specific regions such as Sabah and Sarawak. The use of 

‘Otherness’ in this context can serve to create a sense of distinctiveness for the destination 

and encourage visitation. ‘Otherness’ in Malaysian cuisine that is associated with Sabah 

and Sarawak is seen through unique dishes and use of rare ingredients which differentiate 

them from the cuisine found in the states of West Malaysia. Furthermore, the use of the 

wording ‘diverse and colourful population’ does not necessarily carry the meaning of the 

exoticness of Malaysian cuisine. However, Sabah and Sarawak market themselves on the 

very unique cultures that they have, which make them difference from the rest of 

Malaysia.  

Finally, the word ‘freshness’ acts as another value-added aspect of Malaysian cuisine 

which could possibly create a positive image in tourists’ minds. However, the way 

MOTAC, MTPB and MATRADE describe freshness does not directly refer to or explain 

the local cuisine itself. Most of the words under this category, such as ‘fresh’, seem to 

focus on the freshness of cooking ingredients and methods rather than on the appearance 

or content of Malaysian cuisine. This is obvious in the following two sentences extracted 

from various marketing resources: 

The appeal of Chinese food is due to its fresh ingredients… (MTPB, 2012a, p. 11) 
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In Malay cuisine fresh aromatic herbs and roots are used, some familiar, such as 

lemongrass, ginger, garlic, shallots, kaffir limes and chilies. (Retrieved from 

http://www.malaysianfood.net) 

The above sentences mention that two of the three main ethnic groups, the Malay and 

Chinese, use fresh ingredients to prepare food. The word ‘fresh’ in the sentences is trying 

to inform tourists that Malaysian cuisine is healthy through its ingredients. In other words, 

no processed products or chemicals are added in preparing the foods; everything is made 

from scratch.  

5.7 Conclusion 

As mentioned in Chapter Two, marketing and branding are critical elements for a tourist 

destination when facing fierce competition and changes in tourists’ expectations (Ooi, 

2004). Apart from communicating what can be offered, marketing and branding 

distinguish a tourist destination through the construction of a unique identity and the 

creation of a positive image in the minds of targeted tourists (Chiappa & Bregoli, 2012). 

The results of the chapter, driven by the content, semiotic and discourse analyses of 

relevant tourism marketing materials and websites, have contributed to a better 

understanding of how Malaysian cuisine is integrated into Malaysia’s destination 

marketing and promotion strategies.  

The results show that Malaysian cuisine is predominantly represented through 

photographs showing ‘close-ups of meals’, ‘local fruit’ and ‘local ingredients’. Moreover, 

food-related activities, such as ‘culinary lessons’, ‘dining places’ and ‘dining practices’, 

further portray the identity of Malaysian food and cuisine. Clear images of the ingredients 

used in most Malaysian food and cuisine show tourists the types of food that they will 

encounter and experience during their travels. Regarding the textual analysis, specific 

words such as ‘spicy’, ‘hot’, ‘savoury’, and ‘tasty’ are repeatedly used in most of the 

Malaysian Government marketing collaterals, conveying ‘sensory appeal’. Similarly, 

there are a substantial number of words, such as delicious, mouth-watering and tempting, 

that are frequently applied to stimulate tourists’ desire to experience Malaysian cuisine 

while visiting the country. The aim of producing such images and descriptions is to create 

an awareness of Malaysian cuisine identity and to brand the tourist destination.  

Overall analysis of the photographs also found that the Malaysian Government 

demonstrates the sensorial characteristics of Malaysian cuisine through ‘close-ups of 
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meals’, ‘local ingredients’ and ‘local fruits’ photographs. Photographs of local food are 

used to increase the visibility of Malaysia as a culinary tourist destination and also show 

the local community lifestyle, for example images of happy families sharing and enjoying 

food, and of a girl wearing a scarf and eating a bowl of hot noodle soup using chopsticks. 

Such photographs could encourage tourists to try the local cuisine, get closer to the local 

community, and thus enhance their travel experiences while in Malaysia. 

These findings were further supported by the outcomes of the semiotic analysis. 

Multicultural and freshness themes consistently appeared in photographs of Malaysian 

cuisine throughout the entire data collected. Using a background of everyday eating 

places and a mix of people reflecting different ethnic groups were the most common 

strategies used by the Malaysian Government to incorporate Malaysia’s multicultural 

identity. The freshness theme was mainly conveyed through the ‘close-ups of meals’, 

‘local ingredients’ and ‘local fruits’ photographs, in addition the photographs showing 

cooking activities also manifest the notion of freshness in Malaysian cuisine. However, 

both the multicultural and freshness themes were found to be less important in the 

majority of photographs printed in the food trail brochures. 

The analysed texts in the marketing materials and websites provide an understanding on 

the roles that certain words that can play in influencing tourists to experience Malaysian 

cuisine. Even though there were inconsistencies in terms of writing style (i.e. between US 

and UK English), it was found that the words in the ‘sensory appeal’ and ‘creating desire’ 

categories are important in marketing Malaysian cuisine. Furthermore, the appearance of 

words such as ‘popular’, ‘famous’, ‘specialty’ and ‘favourite’ in the ‘recognition’ 

category can convey how certain types of local food are well recognised and available at 

certain places or venues in the country. However, it is less clear how photographs of 

indigenous ingredients and words under the ‘religious’ category promote Malaysian 

cuisine. The Malaysian Government may be able to improve marketing strategies by 

targeting the needs of different market segments. For example, tourists who have religious 

dietary requirements (e.g. Muslims, Hindus, Jews) could be given specific details about 

the foods available and served at a particular tourist destination. This could improve the 

effectiveness of marketing resources. 

Finally, with regards to the discourse analysis undertaken, it was interesting to note that 

MOTAC, MTPB and MATRADE paid more attention and detail to describing Malaysian 

cuisine. Several local foods were described in too much detail which caused confusion 



 

An Analysis of the Integration of Local Cuisine into International Destination Marketing Strategies for Malaysia 157 

and lead to incorrect information being provided. Furthermore, utilising complex terms 

not only led to confusion but also misinterpretation amongst the readers. As for the food 

trail brochures, the MTPB believes photographs were a more appropriate strategy to 

represent the idea of Malaysian cuisine. However, the majority of the photographs found 

in the food trail brochures failed to deliver the notion of Malaysia as a multicultural 

destination. This was not a main concern in the general marketing materials and official 

websites. 
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Chapter 6 –  Case Study 1: 

MALAYSIAKITCHEN PROGRAMME 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines MalaysiaKitchen Programme (MKP) as a government initiative 

that was first introduced by the Malaysian Government through the MATRADE under 

MITI in 2006. Using MKP as the first case study provides a better understanding of the 

strategic marketing and promotion initiatives that have been developed by the Malaysian 

Government by exploring how Malaysian cuisine is promoted in an effort to attract 

tourists to the country. For the purposes of this case study a range of secondary archival 

documents, such as relevant MATRADE annual reports, Malaysian Plans and brochures, 

were examined and a number of in-depth interviews were undertaken with relevant 

stakeholders both in Australia and Malaysia. In addition, systematic observations and 

informal conversations were undertaken at selected Malaysian restaurants (those which 

are registered under MKP) and MKP food-related events in Sydney and Melbourne. The 

case study specifically addresses the second (RO2) and third (RO3) research objectives 

of the overall research project.   

This chapter begins by first describing the course of MKP from 2006 to 2014 in Section 

6.2. The discussion includes the aim and objectives of MKP and the establishment of 

marketing and promotion initiatives for Malaysian cuisine. Section 6.3 describes the roles 

of the principal stakeholders in MKP. Section 6.4 describes the process of determining 

and selecting local foods to represent Malaysian cuisine and how this cuisine differs from 

other destinations in Southeast Asia (SEA), particularly the neighbouring countries of 

Indonesia and Singapore. Section 6.5 presents the findings on how Malaysian cuisine has 

been represented in marketing and promotion activities. These findings are based on 

observations conducted in Sydney and Melbourne, Australia. Section 6.6 addresses the 

issues involved in organising MKP. Section 6.7 summarises the overall outcomes from 

the chapter. 

6.2 An Overview of MalaysiaKitchen Programme 2006–2014 

As discussed in Chapter Four, the Ministry of Agriculture and Agro-based Industry 

(MOA) is the government agency with the primary responsibility for the agricultural and 

food producing industries. 
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6.2.1 Contextual Background 

 Agromas (‘agro’ is a short form for agricultural products, whilst ‘mas’ means Malaysia) 

and Olemas (‘ole’ is a typical Malay Malaysian term for souvenir, whilst ‘mas’ means 

Malaysia) are the two brands of food products introduced by MOA in 1993 that are 

promoted by the Federal Agricultural and Marketing Authority (FAMA). This is part of 

MOA’s initiatives to promote Malaysian food products and at the same time encourage 

SMEs relating to food production and manufacturing. In addition, MKP has established 

a culinary diplomacy program, also known as ‘gastrodiplomacy’, to promote and 

encourage people to understand as well as eat Malaysian cuisine. According to Zhang 

(2015), both culinary diplomacy and gastrodiplomacy are used interchangeably, which 

means using cuisine (as a tool of public diplomacy) to create cross-cultural awareness and 

understanding of a place/destination’s food and cuisine. MKP was initially inspired by 

the success of ‘Thailand: Kitchen of the World’, which had been established by the Thai 

Government in 2002.  

‘Thailand: Kitchen of the World’ is a 'Global Thai’ program established by the Thai 

Government through their Department of Export Promotion, Commerce Ministry. 

‘Thailand: Kitchen of the World’ aims to promote and build the country’s cuisine image 

through Thai restaurants worldwide. Thai restaurants are employed as a medium to export 

Thai food and products, including dining utensils, furniture and handmade products 

(Thailand: Kitchen of the World, 2015). Zhang (2015) observes that Global Thai was the 

first government-led gastrodiplomacy marketing initiative worldwide that intended to 

build the number of Thai restaurants around the world and encourage people to appreciate 

and eat Thai cuisine. The Thai Government was able to promote Thailand’s image 

internationally through its cuisine. As ‘Thailand: Kitchen of the World’ was seen to be a 

successful gastrodiplomacy program, the Malaysian Government developed MKP, which 

was originally known as ‘Malaysia: The Truly Asian Kitchen’. MKP is seen as a symbol 

of administration of Malaysia in which the Malaysian Government has the power to 

determine policy in relation to gastronomy and tourism. The NEP (i.e. the first national 

economic policy between 1970 and 1989) heavily emphasised ethnic unity and achieving 

a ‘fair’ socio-economic profile. Therefore, the Malaysian Government through the NDP 

(i.e. the second national policies between 1990 and 2009) has identified local cuisine as 

one of its ‘tools’ to achieve ethnic unity, balancing socio-economic distribution and to 

generate income which then boosts national economic growth. However, the extent to 

which local cuisine as a tool to achieve these ambitions is debatable and ethnic tensions 
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in particular remain. Both MKP and ‘Thailand: Kitchen of the World’ are examples of 

tourist destination marketing activities which have been planned and organised to create 

awareness about the culinary and tourism attractions available in a destination. 

6.2.2 Aim and Functions of MKP 

Through the MOA, MKP was initially proposed in the Ninth Malaysia Plan (2006–2010). 

The principal aim was to brand Malaysia as a multicultural country through its cuisine, 

by promoting local food products and Malaysian restaurants worldwide. Promotion of 

local food products would increase export activities. During its initial establishment, the 

MTPB acted as MKP’s promoter on behalf of the Malaysian Government. However, as 

will be discussed later, a transition from the MTPB to MKP Unit in MATRADE took 

place during late-2009. Collaboration with and cooperation from Malaysian restaurants 

abroad and foreign-owned restaurants serving Malaysian cuisine offered tangible 

experiences to educate people about Malaysian cuisine and, by extension, raise awareness 

of Malaysia internationally (MATRADE, 2015, July 11). Through MKP, the participating 

restaurants are promoted and featured: in relevant advertising and promotion collateral; 

on MKP portal; and through public relations initiatives, including participation in trade 

shows, cookery programs and other food-related events. MKP portal was developed as a 

social platform for people to virtually interact and share their ideas, comments, pictures 

or videos and to obtain information about Malaysian restaurants and cuisines. This 

provides an opportunity to market Malaysia as a tourist destination through cuisine 

awareness to a larger audience in just few seconds at a low cost (Jalis, 2013, November 

1st).  

As stated in the Ninth Malaysia Plan (2006–2010), by 2015 the Malaysian Government’s 

target is to have 8,000 Malaysian eateries worldwide by providing free business 

consultation (market surveys and business feasibility studies) and low interest financial 

support (e.g. MalaysiaKitchen Financing Facility or MKFF). This indirectly helps to 

attract tourists, increases agriculture exports and puts the country on the gourmet map. 

This figure is similar to the Thai Government’s 2003 target for Thai restaurants. In 2002 

there were 5,500 Thai restaurants operating worldwide (The Economist, 2002, February 

21); however, through the Global Thai campaign, the Thai Government successfully 

achieved its target of 8,000 restaurants in 2003. However, in the case of MKP campaign, 

it was seen as a long-term Malaysian Government investment to market and brand 
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Malaysia through its cuisine, as well as to accomplish its target of having 8,000 Malaysian 

restaurants around the world.  

To achieve the targeted number of Malaysian restaurants, a full package of incentives 

(e.g. free consultation to set up new restaurant businesses overseas, financing support, 

marketing and promotion initiatives, and up to 90 per cent financing at a 3 per cent interest 

rate) were offered to new entrepreneurs from the Export-Import (EXIM) Bank Malaysia 

to open restaurants abroad as long as 70 per cent of the company’s shares were Malaysian-

owned (Loh, 2006). It was found this happened toward the end of NDP period (i.e. 

between 1990 and 2009). During this period, the amount of money that was allocated for 

tourism industry more than tripled (see Table 4.3 in Chapter Four). According to the 

current Minister of International Trade and Industry, Dato’ Sri Mustapa Mohamed, the 

main terms and conditions of the MKFF loan scheme are: 

i) The equity condition owned by Malaysians citizens must be up to 70 per cent; 

ii) Maximum repayment structure is 5 years including a 6-month grace period, plus a 3-

month suspension; 

iii) MKFF is open to any franchise from Malaysia; and 

iv) No restrictions on the number of Malaysian dishes to be served at the Malaysian 

restaurants overseas (MATRADE, 2015). 

MKFF, under the EXIM Bank, is managed by the Ministry of Finance.  

Under the Ninth Malaysia Plan, MYR130 million ($43.09AUD million) was allocated by 

the federal government for MKP’s ten-year project (i.e. from 2006 until 2015). In 

addition, Malaysian embassies and MATRADE’s overseas offices assisted in sourcing 

raw materials (i.e. cooking ingredients) that require temporary import–export 

documentation and negotiation between representatives from two different countries via 

the MOA with transportation cooperation from MAS. MAS provided special air freight 

rates for raw food materials or manufactured food products (Loh, 2006). This is confirmed 

by MKP officer from MATRADE’s Melbourne office: 

We still collaborate with MAS to help the Malaysian restaurant operators under 

MKP on special air freight rates for raw food ingredients. (#MKP Officer, 

MATRADE Melbourne office, 24 February 2014) 
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With the marketing and promotion initiatives conducted by MTPB, financing facilities 

controlled by EXIM Bank and the support of Malaysian restaurants worldwide, MKP is 

seen as a platform to establish a cuisine identity and promote Malaysia as an international 

tourist destination. As such, the Fifth Prime Minister of Malaysia, Tun Abdullah Ahmad 

Badawi, showed his support of MKP and announced the idea at the Ninth Malaysia Plan’s 

tabling at the end of 2005.  

In the Ninth Malaysia Plan (2006–2010), the Malaysian Government has planned and 

proposed the country to be a stop-centre (i.e. Halal hub) for the Malaysia Halal 

certification and the Halal products certification worldwide. This initiative is believed to 

help Malaysian Government to position Malaysia’s image as the international Halal hub 

for Halal trade. At the same time, it promotes Malaysia’s Islamic tourism. The 

introduction of Islam by Arab traders in the fifteenth century transformed the food beliefs 

and practises of Malay community life through the introduction of Halal food practices 

(Daud, 1989). In the context of Islamic laws, Halal means permissible food that signifies 

pure food, especially in relation to meat, processed food content and alcoholic beverages 

(Fischer, 2011, 2012, 2016). By incorporating and positioning Halal into local cuisine, 

more Muslim travellers were attracted to the country and Malaysia was recognised as the 

World’s Top Muslim-Friendly Destination in 2015 (MTPB, October 2015). 

Beginning in 2006, this program was administrated by the National Economic Planning 

Unit (EPU) in the Prime Minister’s Department. It was originally promoted with the 

words, ‘Malaysia: The Truly Asian Kitchen’. This slogan was chosen as a way of 

improving Malaysia’s image as a multicultural country which consists of the three main 

ethnic groups: Malay, Chinese and Indian (Loh, 2006). However, to what extent the 

slogan represents the nation entirely (particularly Indigenous and other groups) remains 

questionable, especially in regards to the position of the minority ethnic groups as part of 

Malaysian cuisine’s identity. According to MKP coordinator: 

The slogan ‘Malaysia: The Truly Asian Kitchen’ is to tell people around the world 

that Malaysian cuisine emerged from different ethnic roots. There are Malay, 

Chinese and Indian dishes, plus creations over time which are a combination and 

blend of different elements [ingredients and cooking methods] of these different 

influences [ethnic groups]. As a result, tourists get the rich gastronomic experience 

when they travel through the entire Asian continent even if they travel only to 



 

An Analysis of the Integration of Local Cuisine into International Destination Marketing Strategies for Malaysia 163 

Malaysia to sample the broad range of dishes that are made available for them. 

(#MKP Coordinator, MATRADE Kuala Lumpur, 17 April 2014) 

The MOA was given the responsibility of developing a 10-year strategic plan for MKP. 

This is a long-term plan which requires continuous financial and non-financial support, 

as well as commitment from the Malaysian Government. In addition, the planning needed 

to consider the availability of raw materials and access to food supplies, marketing and 

promotional activities, access to the financing facilities and the support of private sector 

(i.e. Malaysian restaurants abroad). Moreover, MKP became the first Malaysian 

Government program to use a food marketing campaign to promote the country’s identity 

by using its cuisine to promote the country as an international tourist destination. For that 

reason, according to MKP Coordinator, MATRADE Kuala Lumpur, three subsidiary 

companies, The Malaysia Travel Business (MTB), Malaysia My Destination Sdn Bhd and 

Corporate Treasures and Travel Services Sdn Bhd, under the Pembangunan Pelancongan 

Nasional Sendirian Berhad or Pempena Sdn Bhd6 were appointed to promote MKP 

initiative worldwide. The MTPB remains the DMO for Malaysia and it has incorporated 

MKP into its tourism marketing and promotion activities.  

From December 2006 until December 2014, 376 Malaysian restaurants – 95.3 per cent 

short of the 8000 target – owned by Malaysian expatriates and Malaysian restaurant 

franchises were opened worldwide, covering markets in Europe, North America, the 

Middle East and Asia including Australia and New Zealand. Continuous marketing and 

promotion activities were conducted by the MTPB. One of the innovative marketing 

strategies planned was for Malaysian restaurants associated with MKP to be used as 

information centres to promote Malaysia as an international tourist destination. To date, 

724 restaurants have joined MKP, with 26.52 per cent or 192 restaurants operating across 

Australia. However, this total of 724 restaurants does not even achieve 10 per cent of the 

Malaysian Government's target of 8000 restaurants in 2015. This study found that failure 

to gain anywhere near the targeted number of restaurants was due to higher non-

performing loans (NPLs) and the fact that the restaurant business plan developed by MKP 

                                                           
6 Pelancongan Nasional Sendirian Berhad or Pempena Sdn Bhd is a private limited company subsidised by the Malaysian 

Government through the tourism ministry. In the Malaysian system of governance, subsidiary companies are known as 

Government-Linked Companies (GLCs). According to Khazanah Nasional (2015, April 15), an investment holding fund 

of the Malaysian Government, GLCs are ‘companies that have a primary commercial objective and in which the Malaysian 

Government has a direct controlling stake. Controlling stake refers to the Government’s ability (not just percentage 

ownership) to appoint BOD [Board of Directors] members, senior management, make major decisions (e.g. contract 

awards, strategy, restructuring and financing, acquisitions and divestments etc.) for GLCs either directly or through GLICs 

[Government-Linked Investment Companies]’. 
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was not flexible (in that some well-established Malaysian cuisine franchise restaurants 

were not able to register or were not eligible for MKFF). 

Twelve restaurants located in the Australian cities of Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane and 

the Gold Coast agreed to participate in this study. From the interviews conducted, none 

of the restaurant operators mentioned that their restaurant functioned as a kind of de facto 

tourism information centre. This was further confirmed through observation sessions held 

at their premises by ascertaining if there were any tourism-related promotional brochures 

or posters on display on the walls, dining tables or at the counter. As can be seen in see 

Figure 6.1, there are no tourism posters on the walls promoting Malaysia and indeed there 

is little to nothing in their interior design that suggests ‘Malaysian-ness’. 
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Figure 6.1: Examples of Malaysian restaurants overseas 

 

The restaurant operators believed that the MTPB was responsible for providing tourism-

related information to potential tourists. This belief was contradicted by the current 

Deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia, Dato’ Sri Mohammed Najib Abdul Razak, in an 

interview with the local English-medium newspaper, the New Straits Times on 4 

November 2006 (Loh, 2006). Abdul Razak pointed out that MKP would help the 

agriculture and tourism sectors by increasing exports of local food products and raw 

ingredients and by increasing tourist arrivals. He said that restaurants would be used as 

centres to disseminate information on tourism and as bases to promote Malaysian cuisine 

brands, products and handicrafts. Using restaurants as de facto tourist information centres 

in marketing Malaysian cuisine within the context of destination marketing is quite an 

innovative strategy, which to date no other countries have done. Although it is an 

innovative strategy, however, it does not appear to be working. None of the restaurant 

owners interviewed marketed Malaysia as a tourist destination, nor did they appear to 

gain any support in regards to tourism posters or other marketing collateral to help them.  

According to the Malay language newspaper BERNAMA (Kerajaan harap jumlah 

restoran Malaysia luarnegara cecah 8 000, 2007, April 18), from the tourism ministry’s 

point of view, the concept ‘from the farm to the table’ enables restaurants located overseas 
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to become ‘the windows of Malaysia’7.  In other words, MKP, through its focus on 

Malaysian cuisine, is able to provide sensory experiences by providing Malaysian meals 

at the restaurants. This indirectly helps to spread knowledge about Malaysian culture and 

entices tourists to choose Malaysia as their holiday destination. However, the concept 

‘farm to table’ denotes freshness (everything freshly grown and farmed). This could be a 

huge challenge to the Malaysian restaurants that operate overseas. According to 

BERNAMA (Kerajaan harap jumlah restoran Malaysia luarnegara cecah 8 000, 2007, 

April 18), the increase of 4.2 per cent in tourist arrivals from Japan from 2006 to 2007 

(340 027 arrivals in 2000 and 350 213 in 2007) was partly due to the efforts of the MTPB 

in MKP campaign and the launch of the first Malaysian restaurant in Tokyo, Japan, by 

Malaysia’s Deputy Prime Minister at that time. However, the newspaper article does not 

provide any evidence to support this claim. Indeed, Yoshino (2010) found that one of the 

major reasons many Malaysian restaurants still struggled to expand worldwide and to 

sustain their businesses, especially in the Japanese market, was due to a lack of distinctive 

cuisine identity. This is not aligned with the original concept of establishing MKP, which 

was articulated by Abdul Razak. 

As for the agricultural industry, the former agriculture minister, Dato’ Sri Mustapa 

Mohamed, Minister of International Trade And Industry (MITI), saw MKP as a tool to 

stimulate food industries, especially SMEs, and encourage their productivity 

(MATRADE, 23 April 2010). Again, food industries focussed largely on processed food 

for the purpose of export, which contradicts the concept of ‘from the farm to the table’. 

The involvement of the public sector could encourage food industry operators and 

relevant stakeholders, both inside and outside the country, to collaborate. As pointed out 

by Dato’ Sri Mohd Najib Abdul Razak in the New Straits Times on November 2006, this 

approach integrates Malaysia’s agriculture and tourism goals (Loh, 2006). Looking at the 

opportunity for Malaysia to become a high income and well-established country through 

the integration of local cuisine and tourism, the ETP (i.e. the third national policy – 

between 2010 and 2020) continued the initiative. However, the focus was shifted from 

tourism (i.e. at the end of NDP) to food production and manufacturing (i.e. beginning of 

ETP). In other words, brand Malaysia was being established through the use of local 

cuisine. This idea could be realistic if there is a strong collaboration and continuous 

commitment from both the MOA and MOTAC. It is similar to the concept of regional 

food events and festivals held in several countries, such as Melbourne and Brisbane in 

                                                           
7 The original text was translated for the purposes of this study. The dari terus ke meja makan reads in English as ‘from the 

farm to the table’, whilst Jendela Malaysia means the ‘windows of Malaysia’ 
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Australia, which have established the image of a place or destination. Abdul Razak said 

that the benefits to Malaysia may not be immediately tangible but they will manifest as 

improvements to Malaysia’s image and profile (Loh, 2006).  

6.2.3 Changes in Policy 

As previously mentioned, the transition from the MTPB to MATRADE to coordinate 

MKP (including marketing and promotion initiatives) took place in late 2009, after a 

meeting between the tourism minister, the Chief Executive Director of MTPB and the 

Minister of Trade to discuss the efficacy of MKP. The EPU decided to hand over MKP 

to MITI, and MATRADE took control of planning and managing the program because of 

suspicions regarding the amount of money spent showing minimum program outcomes. 

The Sun Daily (4 November 2008) reported that Dato’ Sri Azalina Othman Said (the 

Tourism Minister between May 2008 and April 2009) doubted MKP’s performance since 

its launch. The Minister further stated that MYR130 ($39.39AUD) million was allocated 

to MKP in 2006 but only MYR1.9 ($0.58AUD) million had been spent by October 2009. 

The Minister of Trade, Dato’ Sri Mustapa Mohamed, in his speech at MKP relaunch 

ceremony on 23 April 2010 in Kuala Lumpur mentioned that the Malaysian Government 

had conducted a study to assess the effectiveness of MKP since it was first introduced in 

2006. Results showed that there was a need to strengthen the promotional activities and 

improve accessibility to MKP financing facility. Therefore, MATRADE, through MKP 

Unit, was mandated to coordinate this food marketing campaign. As one of the 

respondents said: 

Actually, at the end of 2008 a meeting was held by the EPU, together with a 

consultant who had been appointed to assess the effectiveness of the 

MalaysiaKitchen Programme and it was reported that the performance was 

unsatisfactory especially the very low number of Malaysian restaurants recorded to 

participate in the campaign after three years of being introduced since 2006. (#MKP 

Senior Coordinator, MATRADE Kuala Lumpur, 17 April 2014). 

MATRADE (2015) acting as an import–export trade promotion agency believes there are 

great opportunities to expand trade in goods and commodities, including food products, 

Halal supplies, cooking equipment and appliances. In addition, MKP Unit, is responsible 

for monitoring the business performance of existing Malaysian restaurants registered 

under MKP, while at the same time encourages new restaurant businesses and coordinates 

them. It seems that the move from the MTPB to MATRADE has resulted in less focus on 
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marketing Malaysia as a tourist destination through its local cuisine. The MTPB not only 

lost the opportunity to promote Malaysian cuisine as part of tourism attractions through 

MKP but also limited its access to potential international tourists in some countries. A 

great deal of marketing and promotion initiatives were emphasised around food products, 

in particular readymade products which are available at supermarkets and food stores, for 

the purpose of export as well as awareness of Malaysian restaurant locations worldwide. 

Since 2010, MKP has remained under the management and administration of MKP Unit. 

The two core benefits that are offered through MKP are: promotional support and 

financial facilities. The promotional activities are now more extensive than those 

employed between 2006 and 2008 to provide marketing and promotional assistance to 

MKP restaurant businesses, as well as to keep attracting Malaysian restaurants abroad to 

join MKP. There are four different marketing communication channels and support: 

i) public relations through recipes and reviews by food bloggers and writers; 

ii) free advertising space for the restaurateurs and food businesses in MKP’s official 

portal and related marketing collateral (i.e. for restaurant customers, food retailers, 

food bloggers, etc.); 

iii) invitations for the restaurateurs and food businesses to participate at domestic and 

international food exhibition events; and 

iv) updates on information about Malaysian food products in the local market. 

According to MKP Senior Coordinator, MATRADE Kuala Lumpur, food bloggers and 

writers are invited by MATRADE to MKP restaurants to taste-test food and promote the 

restaurant, as well as Malaysian cuisine more generally, in their blog spots. Apart from 

that, the free advertising space on MKP’s official portal and related marketing collateral 

provide opportunities for businesses to promote themselves at domestic and international 

food exhibition events, and get the latest information about the availability of Malaysian 

food in the market place. All these marketing and promotion initiatives can expand and 

enhance the image of Malaysian cuisine and increase people’s awareness about the 

presence of Malaysian restaurant businesses. This is similar to the marketing strategy that 

the Thai Government has been practicing since 2002 through its ‘Thailand: Kitchen of 

the World’ program (Zhang, 2015). The Malaysian Government tends to take part and 

sometimes sponsor small-scale food events, such as Flavours of Malaysia at the Grace 

Hotel in Sydney and as a partner of the Taste of Melbourne festival, unlike South Korea 
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and Peru which focus on major international events (Zhang, 2015). This has led to less 

impact of marketing and promoting Malaysian cuisine to both the general public and 

potential tourists. From my observation and informal conversations at MKP’s food events 

both in Sydney and Melbourne, the majority of visitors (including tourists) were Asians 

from China, Japan and other countries. It shows that the awareness of Malaysian cuisine 

is largely among the Asian markets. Some of them were familiar with Malaysian cuisine, 

while others had no knowledge; they would like to taste-test the food to get some idea of 

Malaysian cuisine, which also could entice them to travel to Malaysia. Finally, 

collaboration with local and foreign media organisations is another important aspect of 

MKP to market and distribute information about Malaysia’s cuisine identity worldwide. 

MKP uses international broadcasters, such as the Asian Food Channel (AFC), Discovery 

Channel and CNN, to market and promote Malaysian cuisine (MATRADE, 2014).  

Under the management of MATRADE, administrative work, the hiring of new team 

members and new marketing strategies all needed to be done quickly. This has placed 

pressure on MATRADE to develop appropriate marketing strategies within the remaining 

available budget (i.e. MYR128.1 or $38.82AUD million). MATRADE found that the first 

three years of MKP showed little progress between 2006 and 2008. As mentioned by one 

of the respondents:  

MalaysiaKitchen Programme was basically taken over in 2009 and during the year 

we revised MKP. The budget was very limited and we had to use what was available 

at that time [in 2010]. (#MKP Coordinator, MATRADE Kuala Lumpur, 17 April 

2014) 

Immediate action was planned at that time to create awareness of MKP’s existence. Dato’ 

Sri Mustapa Mohamed, MITI launched the new MKP promotion in London in the UK 

with the aim of increasing international awareness of Malaysian cuisine and restaurants 

worldwide. He said that relaunching MKP in London could publicise Malaysian culture 

and heritage through its broad range of cooking styles and culinary traditions which would 

create a unique identity (MATRADE, 23 April 2010).  

Creating a unique identity for Malaysia to position itself as a multicultural country could 

be challenging. For example, how distinctive is Malaysian food in comparison to its near 

neighbouring countries’ cuisines (i.e. Singapore, Indonesia and Thailand)? MKP invited 

local media partners and well-known British celebrity chefs such as Gordon Ramsey to 

collaborate on marketing and promotion activities. For example, Malaysian cuisine 
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cooking demonstrations were organised by Gordon Ramsey and a few Malaysian chefs, 

with coverage of the events appearing in local newspapers, television channels and food 

blog spots (MATRADE, 2011). Since then, MKP has been progressively marketed and 

promoted worldwide, particularly in the US and Europe. According to MATRADE’s 

2010 annual report, in selected markets in Europe, the US, Australia and New Zealand 

MKP is part of Malaysia’s destination branding through the promotion of restaurants 

serving Malaysian cuisine (MATRADE, 2011). This indicates the Malaysian 

Government is targeting specific markets (for example Asian markets in foreign 

countries) which have the greatest potential for Malaysian cuisine to be celebrated and 

accepted.  

Apart from marketing and promotion initiatives, as mentioned earlier, MKFF was made 

available to any Malaysian restaurant overseas provided they fulfilled the minimum 

criteria. The EXIM Bank was appointed by the Ministry of Finance Malaysia (MOF) as 

the official MKP finance agency to disperse the allocations for restaurant businesses. As 

explained by one respondent: 

The mandate given to EXIM Bank is to provide cross-border financing. So anything 

outside Malaysia falls to EXIM Bank. Because of EXIM Bank’s mandate – that’s 

why I think MOF decided to park the fund with the EXIM Bank. (#MKFF Officer, 

EXIM Bank, 27 May 2014)  

As previously mentioned, any Malaysian national, regardless of ethnicity, is welcome to 

apply to MKFF scheme and get approval for up to 90 per cent of the total cost to set up a 

restaurant business overseas at 3 per cent interest. EXIM Bank, together with MKP 

overseas offices and Malaysian embassies, evaluate the restaurant business proposals and 

gather relevant information from the respective country. This applies to new restaurant 

operators, whilst those already well-established who need to expand their restaurant 

businesses are financed according to their current financial strength and assets. The EXIM 

Bank conducts application assessments before giving any approval. This was further 

elaborated by a respondent: 

MKFF is a special financing scheme of MOF that gives you a very low interest rate 

of three per cent. So we finance any restaurant operating overseas ... after 

assessment and also after liaising with all related departments for further assessment 

– for example the technical, risk department. Then, we track their expenditure with 
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suppliers and vendors because don’t want them to misuse the funds. (#MKFF 

Officer, EXIM Bank, 27 May 2014) 

For that reason, it is compulsory for the potential restaurant operators to submit a 

complete business plan via MKP unit, MATRADE. As described by MKFF officer, 

EXIM Bank:  

For new applications we will look at the viability of that location whether it is 

workable or not to open a restaurant at that location. And also to give some feedback 

on how to operate a restaurant in that location because when we want to give 

financing to the restaurant, we want to ensure the terms that we have imposed are 

workable…That’s why the purpose of that visit is to cover all related matters not 

only location, we observe local people’s eating patterns and their culture. (#MKFF 

Officer, EXIM Bank, 27 May 2014) 

Additional benefits that can be gained by restaurant operators registering and operating 

their food businesses under MKP include obtaining Malaysian food products and other 

supplies at lower prices. The participating restaurants can get deals via Malaysian 

Government-approved suppliers. Abdul Razak also announced that existing restaurateurs 

could get tax incentives and grants to open outlets abroad (Loh, 2006). This was part of a 

strategy to attract more restaurant operators to venture into overseas markets. It was found 

that MKP is attractive because of the benefits for participating restaurants – not so much 

for benefits focusing on Malaysian cuisine. This is aligned with Zhang’s (2015) findings, 

which mention that the Malaysian Government, through MKP, offers better deals for 

corporatising memberships and franchisees.    

After almost 10 years of implementing and marketing Malaysian cuisine throughout the 

world, MKP had attracted over 724 Malaysian restaurants to join the program 

(MATRADE, 2015). This figure represents nine per cent of the 8000 target set by the 

Malaysian Government and which was mentioned by Abdul Razak in 2006 at the 

introduction of MKP. This shows that the Malaysian Government has not come close to 

meeting its target. The key challenges of MKP are discussed in Section 6.6.  

In addition to its efforts to promote Malaysian restaurant businesses, MATRADE also 

collaborates with other Malaysian Government agencies, private sector organisations and 

regional tourism and trade bodies to promote Malaysian cuisine as part of its branding 
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strategy for attracting international tourists. Further discussion on this collaboration can 

be found in the following section. 

6.3 Identification of the Roles of MKP Stakeholders  

The involvement of MKP in marketing and promoting Malaysian cuisine as part of 

Malaysia’s international destination marketing strategies involves various stakeholders at 

multiple levels of policy and planning. This case study identifies the core stakeholder 

groups who actively participate in MKP and recognises their roles. This case study also 

examines the participation of the Malaysian Government through its agencies in planning 

and organising MKP. Thematic analysis conducted on related archival documents and 

interviews revealed the involvement of different stakeholders at three stages: i) 

processing, including planning and setting up businesses; ii) marketing and promotion, 

for the restaurant businesses and food products; and iii) monitoring the restaurant 

businesses’ progress and growth pattern of food products. The findings are tabulated in 

Table 6.1 and further explained in the following paragraphs. 

Reiterating the argument made in Chapter Two, there is no single stakeholder model that 

is able to describe and explain the marketing and branding of an international tourist 

destination through the integration of its local cuisine. Nevertheless, as identified by Pike 

(2004, 2008), DMO responsible for promotion activities, a government ministry 

responsible for policy advice, and a private sector to operationalise the tourist ventures. 

In addition, DMOs act as negotiators between public sector tourism initiatives and private 

sector businesses (Gilmore, 2003). This is also the case in Malaysia. Developing 

attractions which encourage tourists to travel to Malaysia requires involvement from 

various stakeholders. MKP is one of key the government-led food marketing campaigns 

in Malaysia. In 2006 the Deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia, Dato’ Sri Mohd Najib Abdul 

Razak (who is currently the Prime Minister of Malaysia) stated that the government was 

only a facilitator in this program and it was up to the private sector and entrepreneurs to 

make it succeed (Loh, 2006).  
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Table 6.1: The involvement of stakeholders in MKP 

(Original for this study) 

 

Stakeholders Stages 

Planning Marketing &  

Promotion 

Monitoring 

Nat. Int. Nat. Int. Nat. Int. 

Core Ministries 

1. Ministry of Finance (MOF)  

 

    

 

 

2. Ministry of International Trade and Industry 

(MITI) 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

Supporting Ministries 

1. Ministry of Agriculture and Agro-Based 

Industry (MOA) 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

2. Ministry of Tourism and Culture (MOTAC)   

 

  

 

  

3. Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA)   

 

  

 

  

4. Prime Minister Department       

Government Agencies 

1. Malaysia External Trade Development 

Corporation (MATRADE) overseas offices 

      

2. Export-Import (EXIM) Bank       

3. Malaysia Tourism Promotion Board (MTPB) 

oversea offices 

      

4. Malaysia’s Embassies       

5. Federal Agricultural Marketing Authority 

(FAMA) 

      

6. Department of Islamic Development 

Malaysia 

      

7. Malaysia Investment Development Authority 

(MIDA)  

      

8. Local or Regional Authorities       

Private Sector 

Restaurant businesses, Event companies, Hotels, 

Airline companies, Media partners, Consultation 

companies and many others. 

      

 Note - Nat = National, Int = International 

 

 

There are four groups of stakeholders involved in MKP: 

i) The Malaysian Government – Core Ministries 

The first group comprises the main drivers of MKP, the MOF and MITI. The MOF is 

responsible for funding MKP. The allocated funds are distributed to EXIM Bank (for 

financing Malaysian restaurants) and MATRADE (for marketing and promotion 

purposes). The supporting ministries are indirectly involved in MKP, given that agencies 

under their control are required through their core functions to support MKP’s operations.  
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ii) The Malaysian Government – Supporting Ministries 

The second group comprises the MOA, MOTAC, Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) and 

the Prime Minister’s Department. The ministries ensure the agencies coordinate what has 

been planned by the core ministries and this was clearly mentioned by one of the 

respondents: 

We do the implementation, meaning anything that comes from the top management 

of the ministry itself, we will implement. (#MKP Senior Coordinator, MATRADE 

Kuala Lumpur, 17 April 2014). 

At the same time, the ministries are also responsible for monitoring the performance of 

MKP program to make sure its targets can be achieved within the timeframes given.  

The involvement of the MFA through Malaysia’s embassies was found to be significant 

during the processing (i.e. planning and setting up the restaurant businesses) and 

marketing and promotion stages. In regards to processing the potential restaurant business 

applications for MKFF, one of the respondents mentioned that: 

It is us who sometimes seek assistance from the Embassy of Malaysia [under the 

MFA] at that country just to check its existence. Because sometimes, Tourism 

Malaysia [MTPB office] is not there. So we ask the embassy to get the relevant data 

for us and visit the location (#MKFF Officer, EXIM Bank, 27 May 2014). 

For marketing and promotion, one of the strategies used is for Malaysian embassies to 

serve informal meals to international countries’ leaders or government representatives. 

As described by Zhang (2015), this is commonly practised in gastrodiplomacy campaigns 

in many countries, such as Thailand, Malaysia and Japan, to improve formal state and 

country relations and to further diplomatic intimacy. Additionally, in another form of 

gastrodiplomacy, MATRADE has introduced the ‘MKP Food Ambassador’ also known 

as the Malaysia Food Ambassador initiative. Among criteria that have been set by 

MATRADE, the Ambassador must be a Malaysian citizen who is familiar with Malaysian 

cuisine, has been living and working in a particular place or country more than 10 years, 

is creative and innovative in marketing Malaysian cuisine, has a good rapport with local 

food and beverage industries or associations and, finally, is well connected with local 

media and communication channels. Professional and celebrity chefs in a particular place 

or country can be appointed as MKP Food Ambassador representing the Malaysian 

Government. The Malaysia Food Ambassador is responsible for planning and developing 



 

An Analysis of the Integration of Local Cuisine into International Destination Marketing Strategies for Malaysia 175 

creative marketing and promotional activities to promote and push the image of Malaysia 

using its local cuisine:  

As for the Malaysia Food Ambassador, in the Australian market, MATRADE has 

appointed me, who can do cooking demonstrations to help talk about Malaysian 

food at any MKP food-related events. Actually, my first involvement with MKP 

was at the Good Food and Wine Show at Darling Harbour. Actually I was involved 

in Laneway Lounge of MKP, I have to cook food and serve it to the public. 

(#Malaysian Food Expert, Sydney, 18 February 2014) 

Having a celebrity chef helps the government to get closer to the target audience and 

interact with supplier (Ljunggren, 2012; Moscardo, Minihan & O’Leary, 2015). Further 

examination of MFA initiatives under MKP is discussed in Section 5.4. 

iii) The Malaysian Government Agencies 

The third group consists of the agencies that plan, coordinate and monitor MKP 

worldwide. MATRADE acts as the leader to coordinate MKP and ensure the campaign’s 

success. MKP Unit is responsible for consulting with potential restaurant business 

operators to open their restaurants abroad, identifying and negotiating with local and 

international food industry operators (in this case largely the importers and exporters of 

the goods) and conducting market research. MKP Unit also has to identify and encourage 

Malaysian food companies and restaurants to participate in marketing and promotion 

initiatives at the international level. This sometimes involves Tourism Malaysia’s 

participation, especially in food events and exhibitions related to the tourism industry. In 

addition, MKP Unit works closely with EXIM Bank (in relation to the MKFF), the 

Federal Agricultural Marketing Authority (FAMA), the Islamic Development 

Department and Malaysian embassies.  

As previously mentioned, EXIM Bank reviews applications from restaurant businesses 

and investigates the market and demand at the location. It also monitors restaurant 

operations to evaluate their performance. One of the reasons for this monitoring is to 

ensure the restaurant operators can survive and repay the loan given to them. According 

to one respondent:  

We look at new applications in terms of the viability of that location and whether it 

is realistic to open a restaurant at that location. We also need to give some feedback 

on how to operate a restaurant in that location because when we finance a restaurant, 
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we want to ensure that we impose terms that are workable. We try to avoid imposing 

terms that the restaurant suddenly finds it cannot comply with … We do not want 

that to happen. The purpose of visiting locations is to not only to see the location, 

but also to see the eating patterns of local people and their culture (#MKFF Officer, 

EXIM Bank, 27 May 2014) 

The EXIM Bank will usually direct Malaysian Government agencies’ overseas offices 

such as MATRADE, Tourism Malaysia and Malaysian consulates (or embassies) to 

gather information such as the demand for Malaysian cuisine in the local market, rules 

and regulations to set up a restaurant business in a particular location and the availability 

of ingredients. According to one respondent: 

We do have to liaise with MATRADE and MTPB offices overseas just to check 

whether the information given is correct. We also verify that certain rules and 

regulations can be observed at the potential location. (#MKFF Officer, EXIM Bank, 

27 May 2014) 

These agencies are also involved in reviewing and conducting small market studies for 

the EXIM Bank. This is to ensure that the restaurant business can survive and succeed. 

One of the respondents stated that: 

We do the visit to take pictures, get feedback and obtain all sorts of relevant 

information about their outlets including the food prices and the customers who 

come to eat. We then monitor the situation after they get approval. We conduct 

observations together with MATRADE for the five-year tenure to see how their 

performance goes. We want to ensure we play our part in managing and providing 

the finance under the MalaysiaKitchen programme. (#MKFF Officer, EXIM Bank, 

27 May 2014) 

Ongoing evaluation through regularly visiting Malaysian restaurants under MKP is also 

crucial for observing business performance. At the same time, the return on investment 

(ROI) needs to be assessed by MATRADE and EXIM Bank to inform the relevant 

ministries on MKP's success each year. 

In terms of raw materials and other goods, MATRADE liaises directly with FAMA or the 

agriculture section’s overseas offices to make arrangements if there are specific food 

ingredients that need official documentation before they can bring them into a particular 

foreign country. Other Malaysian Government agencies within the region – either the 
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Malaysian embassies or MTPB overseas offices – take responsibility if there is no 

MATRADE branch.  

As for the Malaysia Investment Development Authority (MIDA), it plays a similar role 

with the other Malaysian Government agencies that have overseas offices. MIDA is 

contacted by EXIM Bank to collect and provide necessary data for potential Malaysian 

restaurant businesses. It also participates in marketing and promoting Malaysian cuisine 

and contributes some financial support for food-related events. As one respondent put it: 

When you talked about agencies we work together in terms of sometimes it’s called 

by particularly we doing it for MIDA they will fold out the money. We do have the 

funding for different occasions, some we decided with the same objective we 

combine effort at the food events. (#MKP Officer, MATRADE Melbourne office, 

24 February 2014). 

Finally, the Department of Islamic Development Malaysia is responsible for providing 

consultation on Halal food and monitoring Halal certification and food products. 

Although the Malaysian Government itself ensures every manufactured food product that 

is made in Malaysia displays the Halal logo for consumer convenience, it does not 

necessarily mean that it is compulsory for restaurants or food outlets, especially those that 

are overseas, to use Halal products. Most respondents believed that Halal is only 

meaningful in certain target markets, especially Muslim communities. However, a 

different view was given by one restaurant operator on the importance of Halal in 

restaurants:  

Twenty-five per cent of the world’s population is Muslim. The Muslim market is 

growing and in most Western countries access to Halal food is very limited and this 

is a problem for Muslims … So, we focus on this because there’s a large market. I 

believe there are two million Muslims in Australia8 … and if you look at Sydney 

which has a population of four million there are not many Halal certified 

restaurants. In fact, there are not many Malaysian restaurants that are Halal 

certified. (#Restaurant Manager 1, Sydney, 19 February 2014) 

This respondent asserted that Halal certification is important for international tourists 

because: 

                                                           
8 In 2011, Muslim was reported the third largest community in Australia with 2.2 per cent (i.e. equivalent to 476 290) of 

the total Australian population (University of South Australia, 2015) 
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It’s more on the trust thing; the moment we show the certification, especially 

certified by Halal Australia … we have a reputation that we have to maintain. I 

think it’s important especially in the city hotels. A lot of tourists visit here and stay 

here but there is no Halal food between here and the CBD, I mean there are but not 

easily accessed. So I think it is important. (#Restaurant Manager 1, Sydney, 19 

February 2014) 

This comment is echoed in Fischer’s (2012, 2016) study on countries which brand Halal 

for the global Muslim market. He found that displaying the Halal logo and certificate 

either on the food product label or on the food premises’ wall is seen as a form of trust, 

which acts as a communication tool in modern consumer cultures. Halal is, perhaps, part 

of the Malaysian Government’s marketing strategies for the country’s cuisine. While 

attending MKP food events food stalls were observed to display the Halal sign, 

communicating the message to their visitors (including tourists) that their food complied 

with Islamic law. 

Another interesting response was received to the question regarding the importance of 

Halal in running restaurants under MKP. This was concerning the financial support 

provided by the Malaysian Government: 

OK, I think as a financier, we are always concerned with repayment of the loan. We 

want to make sure that they are able to repay the loan. If we want to restrict our 

promoters [restaurant operators] to only those providing Halal, especially if they 

are running their business overseas, we don’t think they can survive. Because 

knowing the cultures of other countries which consume alcoholic beverages during 

and after dinner, so we can’t insist on this restriction. (#MKFF Officer, EXIM Bank, 

27 May 2014) 

The above responses clearly show that Halal is only a concern in certain target markets. 

This is not to say that other target markets do not really care about Halal information. The 

reason for not enforcing Halal practices in Malaysian restaurants under MKP is also to 

give flexibility to food business operators to offer more menu items to meet local demand 

and to be more profitable and hopefully sustainable, so that there is a ROI for the 

Malaysian Government. The approach taken is a pragmatic one and there is willingness 

to compromise Muslim beliefs in order to maximise financial returns for commercial 

reasons. At the same time, it minimises the chances of the Malaysian Government losing 


