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ABSTRACT 

Malaysia afford several thousands of foreign workers. Due to high service 

commitment, more foreign workers are employed in food service industry.  

Nevertheless, these foreign workers have to face several employment oriented 

challenges in order to continue their employability. Following the case study this 

particular research explore the issues pertaining to foreign workers continuous 

employment in Malaysia. Over-workload, Communication, threat of son of soil 

issue and several maintenance factors were the real challenges narrated by the 

foreign workers. The paper provide better insight into the issues Foreign 

Worker’s challenges in Food Service Industry.  
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INTRODUCTION 

There are approximately 71,000 foreign worker hired in the food industry 

(Leong, 2018). Malaysia government had induce a law that food service industry 

can only hire foreign worker to work as a cook or cleaner. In other words, foreign 

waiter or waitress are not allowed. However, there are some exception in some 

food service. The explanation given by the owner is that very little amount of 

locals that willing to take the position as a waiter. According to the president of 

Malaysian Indian Restaurant Owners and Association, it is refer that cook are 

not the only one that are low in supply while waiter is facing a very high 
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demand. There are 2000 Chinese Coffee Shop and 400 Indian-Muslim banana 

leaf shop close down in the year of 2017.  

The reason that foreign worker are more favourable by restaurant owner 

is that they are willing to work. There are times that the restaurant is doing a 

good business and required waiter to extend their working shift for an hour or 

more. It turns out most of the local worker refuse while foreign worker agree to 

extend (Leong, 2018). Working in the food service industry is a long working 

hour job with lots of sweat required. Unwillingness of local worker to work for 

long hours has always causing a headache to restaurant owners. Furthermore, 

foreign workers demand lower wages than the local. As a restaurant owner, it is 

clear the profit is still the main objectives after all. Hence, hiring foreign labour 

is one of the way to lower down the cost regardless some disadvantages comes 

along.  

In general, there are workers from around the world in Malaysia majority 

from Nepal, Bangladesh, Vietnam, India, Pakistan, Philippines, China, Thailand, 

Cambodian and Sri Lanka. The amount of foreign worker in Malaysia lead by 

Indonesia with the amount of 728,870 follow by Nepal with 405,898 workers. The 

other country also have 221,089 workers from Bangladesh, 127,705 workers from 

Myanmar, 114,455 workers from India. Workers from Pakistan, Philippines, 

Vietnam, and China are 59281, 56153, 29039, and 15399 respectively. On the other 

hand, Thailand have 12,063 workers, Sri Lanka has 5964 workers, 5103 workers 

from Cambodia and 39 workers from Laos (Nasa, 2017). (See Appendix A) 

LITERETURE 

According to United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), food service 

industry is to be explain as place where food, beverage and snacks which is serve 

on site, in other words, which is meal away from home. Food service industry 

can be divide into two major categories, which are commercial food service and 

non-commercial industry. Commercial industry are food service that main 

purpose are to earn profit. For examples, fine dining restaurants, fast food 

restaurant and café are categories as commercial food service. On the other hand, 

non-commercial industry are places that their main income of profit are not from 
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food. Cafeteria in school, canteen in military service and hospital canteen are all 

examples of non-commercial food service industry.   

Food as one of the basic needs of human being, it is known that the food 

service industry is one of the major market in any country including Malaysia. 

Malaysia’s food service industry are increasing rapidly as it is closely related to 

the economic growth (UK Essays, 2015). What are the job position are available 

in food service industry? Food service industry required a lot of staff in one 

single restaurant. In order to provide a good service quality, services are provide 

the moment the customer stand in front of the restaurant. Host is the staff that 

customer first meet once they arrived, then waiter. In the kitchen, there is a group 

of cooks and the cleaner. On the other hand, for restaurants that provide delivery 

service, it involves rider. In a nutshell, food service industry is craving for 

workforce, with the scarce supply of local worker, foreign worker is the only 

choice left for the owners. 

METHODOLOGY 

The study followed qualitative research methodology. Qualitative researchers 

are interested in people’s belief, experience, and meaning systems from the 

perspective of the people. The purpose of qualitative research is to describe and 

interpret issues or phenomena systematically from the point of view of the 

individual or population being studied, and to generate new concepts and 

theories. Case study was the method followed by the researcher. Several factors 

linked to foreign workers challenges in hotel industry, is explored through in-

depth interview, observation and content analysis.  

PROBLEM EXPLORATION  

Communication 

First of all, the problem of the overload of foreign worker in food service industry 

is communication. Majority of the foreign worker are from Bangladesh, Nepal, 

Vietnam and more. In general, all the foreign worker has their own mother 

tongue. It requires a long time for foreigner to learn our national language, 

Bahasa Melayu and the international language, English. Waiter requires a lot of 
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communication with the customer like taking order or getting something for the 

customer. However, if the waiter do not understand what the customer wants, it 

would be a trouble. Without proper communications, the kitchen and the dining 

area of a food service site will be hard to manage. Kitchen will not get customer’s 

order precisely while waiter unable to present what kitchen provide. Moreover, 

it may produce misunderstanding and conflict among customers and workers. 

The poor vocabulary might cause misunderstanding among each other as an 

insult.       

Threat to locals  

Secondly, the demand of the salary by foreigners is low. Foreign workers are 

willing to work for a very low pay in the food industry. Food service industry 

owners are force to employ foreign worker because it would lower down the cost 

of production by a lot. Hence, it will lead to the rising of rate of unemployment 

in Malaysia. The difficulty to search for local worker in food service industry is 

increasing because is rare to find local that accept the low wages. Local workers 

dislike to work in the food industry for long hours but it might change their mind 

if the salary is attractive. According to TheStar, foreign workers are strictly 

prohibited in the past. Local workers still willing to pick up job. As the times 

pass, more foreign workers are hire, and the system eventually compromised. 

Hygiene Hazard 

Thirdly, hygiene standard of foreign workers are not up to expectations. Most 

foreign workers are found carrying microbes which could cause diseases. It may 

cause food poisoning and even death if condition is too severe (Loh, 2018). 

Different country has different rules for food service handler. Hence, people 

from around the globe gather in Malaysia to work will have various type of body 

condition. In Malaysia, food handlers should have typhoid injection. This 

injection will stop the spread of food poisoning. A study by University of Malaya 

shows the presence of bacteria that will cause food poisoning on the food 

handlers’ hand. The paper stated that 99.5% of workers possessed ultimate level 

of Aerobic Plate Count (APC) (LOH, 2018). Owners of the food service is a 

problem too. All injections and medications to prevent all sorts of disease are 
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costly. Owners of the food industry refuse to be responsible for the cost of all 

medications. Hence, the medications are neglected regardless the consequences.  

SOLUTION 

Law Enforcement  

Government should enforce the law so that employers or owners of the food 

service restaurants will reduce the amount of foreign worker. The law should 

state clearly the type of position allow foreign workers. For example, foreign 

workers could only take the position as a cleaner and buzzer in the restaurant. 

This is because the low demand of this job from the local and it will be difficult 

for owner to find workers to fill up that position. The amount of foreign workers 

in food service industry could not be eliminate all but vastly reduce in amount.  

It is nearly impossible to eliminate all foreign workers in the food 

industry due to some position that are unwilling to take by the locals. Hence, 

government should have strict laws on foreign workers’ medication. Summon 

should be given to service industry owner when foreign workers fail to meet the 

requirement on medications. Food operator’s license will be terminated if 

operator failed to reach a certain level of hygiene. Once food operator’s licence 

is terminated, there is no way for operators to reapply. Obedience to law will 

form when strict law is enforce. The fear of losing the license will make operators 

ensure the hygiene and health hazard of foreign workers.  In a nutshell, law is 

the way to rule a country and make the country a better place to live.  

Minimum Wage  

Once again, government plays an important role at solving the current issue, 

foreign workers overload in food service industry. The root of the issue is that 

foreign workers is low cost. Hence, owner of food service industry unwilling to 

increase the salary to get local worker. On the other hand, local worker refuse to 

take the difficult and tiring job with a low pay. If government induce a minimum 

wages or salary, it will attract more local worker to work in food service industry. 

Owner of food industry have to pay the same salary to legal foreign workers and 
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local worker. So, the same price but local and foreigners. I believe that most of 

the owner and employers will prefer locals. 

Benefits  

Benefits can be categorized under non-financial and financial benefits. Salary 

will always not satisfied workers for a long time. Hence, benefits is the key to 

their heart. Benefits can come from both government and employers.  

In terms of government, medical fees can be sponsored by the country. 

For example, local worker in food service industry can get free medication in 

government operate hospital. Moreover, government can provide low price 

working insurance for local workers. For instance, government can introduce a 

low price insurance plan to all workers and deduct a low percentage from their 

salary to avoid inconvenience.  

From the employers’ side, they can provide a lot of benefits for local 

workers. Hostel is one of the common benefits provide to worker. 

Accommodations are provided to local workers for a very low price or free when 

they work in food service industry. This is to save their time for travelling long 

way from home.  

With all the attractive benefits being a food service employee, more local 

will be lured into the industry.   

Implementation 

Based on the first solution, law enforcement, when the law is enforced, there is 

fear among food operators. The best way to lower down the amount of foreign 

worker entering Malaysia is to stop accepting them through law. The criteria to 

apply working visa should be narrow down and control the quality of foreign 

worker. The law could help selecting foreign workers that will contribute to the 

country. For example, the minimum education level of foreign workers entering 

will be at least high school graduate. This could ensure that the first problem, 

which is communication, can be eliminated. Secondly, the minimum wages that 

set by government can strengthen the economic scale in our country. The 
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minimum wages of the people determine the spending power of the citizens. It 

can also help college student to earn pocket money while working in food service 

industry. Lastly, it is the benefits for employees. It act as a bait to lure more local 

workers into the industry. Local workers refuse to work in the food service 

industry because the perception on food service industry is wrong. Images of 

tiring job and criticism are in the mind of them and cause refusal on the job. 

Benefits like that will help local workers to try the job once. When local workers 

try to work in the food service industry, food operators and owners should work 

their best and change the perception of people on the food service industry.  

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the overload of foreign workers in food service industry will lead 

many problems. Which includes communications problem, threat to locals and 

health hazard. However, government and employers should work hand by hand 

to solve the problem. Both play an important role to reduce the foreign workers 

in food service industry simultaneously increasing the local workers in the food 

service industry. The solutions are law enforcement, minimum salary policy and 

employee benefits.  
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Figure 1. Workers data in Malaysia (2018) 
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