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a b s t r a c t

Background: Ethnic cuisines are increasingly popular in global food markets. This study identifies the
personal values underlying Malaysian consumers' decision making with respect to Japanese food.
Methods: A total of 134 Malaysian consumers were interviewed and analyzed using means-end chain
methodology.
Results: Our findings indicate that Japanese food is chosen for the values that the attribute “tasty” can
help achieve, not for that attribute per se.
Conclusion: Identified values primarily related to longevity, meaningful life-style and sense of accom-
plishment. The identification of these connections is an important step in understanding why a particular
ethnic food is favored by foreign consumers. Our findings could be helpful to restaurateurs in meeting
marketing strategies with consumer values and policymakers when designing health campaigns.
© 2017 Korea Food Research Institute. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the

CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

In recent decades, various ethnic cuisines have gained
increasing presence in global food markets. Ethnic food evolves
from human culture, and human biological phenomena have sig-
nificant sociocultural values and are an integral concept in human
values [1]. When transposed outside its traditional settings, in the
context of economic decision-making but other cultures, an ethnic
food is seen to provide culinary variety and a sense of adventure.
Consumers care about their food choice to the extent that their own
utility is affected by the attributes of the ethnic food.

Decision-making by consumers ultimately determines their
gastronomy. Preference for an ethnic food as a primary dining
option or even incorporation of its culinary techniques and in-
gredients into traditional meals, is likely to be highly dependent on
themotivation of individual consumers to embrace fusion in diet. In
the psychological literature, personal values are viewed as a

standard or a rationale explaining why a certain action is chosen
[2]. Consumers' sentient beings are not limited to product
attributes but may include adventure, emotional mobility, and
memories associated with a specific ethnic food or location [3].

In the scientific literature, there is a considerable interest in
investigating consumers' responses to ethnic food, in particular
with respect to acceptance or consumption (e.g., [4,5]). Experience
or satisfaction is also widely discussed [6]. These studies have
generally found ethnic food preference to be related to perceived
attributes, such as “edible,” “tasty,” “quality,” “fresh,” and “clean”.
Other studies have examined whether there are differences in
views and reactions to ethnic food dependent on its perceived
authenticity (e.g., [7,8]).

Notwithstanding these works, there appears scant interest in
examining the content and structure of personal values underlying
and directing consumers' decision-making with respect to ethnic
food choice. Uncovering the values that guide food preference can
improve existing understanding of consumer motivation to
consume ethnic food. Such understanding will benefit the formu-
lation of business strategy. Additionally, this knowledge can be
used by governments and the food industry when developing
marketing strategies to promote the gastronomy of ethnic foods,
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through reference to the values ascribed by consumers to the
product.

The objective of this study is to uncover the personal values
underlying and directing consumers' decision making with respect
to their choice by targeting one popular ethnic fooddJapanese
fooddusing the means-end chain (MEC) model. This model has
been widely used to explore the personal values driving consumer
preference for fresh foods (i.e., [9,10]), processed foods (i.e., [11,12]),
and other food products [13]. Recently, the MEC model has been
employed to examine consumer decision-making and ultimately
those personal values guiding such decisions, with respect to novel
food [14,15]. Its systematic interview technique pushes re-
spondents to progressively reveal higher cognitive structures and
eventually uncovers the personal values underlying their behavior.
Based on the content and cognitive structure behind an ethnic food
choice, through the application of the MEC model, our study will
add breadth to the literature on ethnic food.

2. Conceptual framework

The MEC theory is disseminated through the seminal works of
Gutman and Reynolds (i.e., [16,17]). They posit that consumers
make a choice decision according to their perceived attributes of
the products, the consequences associated with these attributes,
and how the consequences can lead to the realization of the per-
sonal values. As such, theMECmodel is predicated on a hierarchical
cognitive structure, starting from product attributes leading to
positive consequences and, in turn, gear to fulfilling values most
personally relevant to consumers.

The highest hierarchy will reveal the personal values that drive
consumers' choice.We posit that the attributes ascribed to Japanese
food are the instrumental means whose consequential result is
perceived to help fulfill self-desired end-states. This concept reflects
self-congruence matching consumers' self-concept with the prod-
uct. Therefore, consumers' choice for Japanese food is conceptual-
ized as governing by the desire to satisfy one's personal values.

Personal values reflect what people think is important and
desirable to them and guide people in their lives. Conventional
personal values described by Rokeach [18] and Schwartz [19] are of
a broad system applied to understanding human behavior in a
general sense. However, various consumer studies (e.g., [20,21])
have shown that personal values influence human behavior only
when they are activated in a specific context. For example, local
food stimulates consumers' primary sense of “money for other
things”, motivating preference over relatively expensive imported
food [10]. Abundance of empirical support is also provided by MEC
investigations of specific food products, such as beef [22] and yogurt
[23]. Consumers are found to possess different personal values and
to assign varied priorities according to different target products.

3. Methods

Study area: This study focused onMalaysia's Klang Valleywhere
foreign foods can be found virtually in every shopping mall and at
major business areas. Japanese food and Korean food are particu-
larly popular in this study area. Korean food began to attract in-
terest of Malaysian consumers in tandemwith the play of “Autumn
in My Heart” and “Winter Sonata” drama series on mainstream
television in the early 2000. It gains further momentum as more
Korean television drama series, pop music, and celebrities are
covered by local media. Relatively, Japanese food has a longer his-
tory in Malaysia.

The number of Japanese restaurants has quadrupled in tandem
with the birth of new shopping malls and their enhanced retail
space in the past 30 years. Each shopping mall is now tenanted by

at least one Japanese restaurant. Although there are no population
statistics, the popularity of Japanese restaurants is burgeoning
[24,25]. Japanese cuisine appeals to increasingly affluent Malaysian
consumers. The most popular and the most readily available
Washoku (traditional Japanese food) are sushi, ramen, sashimi,
takoyaki and teppanyaki. Most people identify these styles under
the broad banner of Japanese food despite their divergence in
history, preparation, and even taste. Consequently, they were
selected as the representatives of Japanese food in our investigation
(see Fig. 1).

Data collection: Our in-depth interviews were conducted using
laddering technique where a systematic questioning process
pushes respondents to reveal their increasingly higher motives
with respect to a behavior.

A laddering interview begins with the identification of an entry
concept through a seemingly simple question like “why do you
choose that” and followed-up by a series of “why is that important”
questions. Such questioning process moves respondents to
increasingly higher mental hierarchy until a saturation point where
respondents face difficulty in answering a question. The laddering
interview can be operated using either a “hard” or “soft” technique.

“Hard” laddering involves the collection of primary information
using a questionnaire. The questionnaire offers potential answers
through a priori list consisting of attributes, consequences, and
personal values elicited from a preliminary study (i.e., focus groups
and pretest) and qualified by literature [26]. However, confined by a
limited answer choice, “hard” laddering also denies researchers the
opportunity to uncover other potential significant associations and,
thus, generates a restrictive outcome and reduces the explanatory
power of the resultant MEC model [27].

“Soft” laddering offers solutions to the limitations of “hard”
laddering. It is the original MEC method and was designed to be
used in individual, face-to-face, and semistructured interviews to
elicit cognitive structure. Guided by interviewers, respondents are
free to express unique answers while climbing their cognitive hi-
erarchy to reveal attributes, their associated consequences, and
their links with their personal values. This exploratory approach is
particularly advantageous when the existing knowledge about
cognitive structures in relation to a particular subject is limited
[28]. The information collected through “soft” laddering is rela-
tively robust, even with a small sample size [29]. Considering all of
these factors, the “soft” laddering interview technique was applied
in this study.

We recruited 134 respondents (see Table 1 for the statistical
summary of their background) at eight major and conveniently
available shopping malls in the Klang Valley between January 2016
and March 2016. Respondents were selected on the basis that they
had consumed a kind of Japanese food in the previous month.
Before the interview, we explained the purpose and procedures of
the semistructured interview and assured that all information
would be analyzed and presented anonymously. Upon their
voluntarily agreement, we asked respondents to think about why
they consumed Japanese food and then list the three most signifi-
cant aspects that they considered when making their consumption
decision. Their immediate responses were regarded as attributes of
Japanese food and served as the starting point for the “soft” lad-
dering interviews. All answers were written down accordingly in a
hierarchical table on the questionnaire.

Empirical analysis: The “soft” laddering data were analyzed
according to Reynolds and Gutman's [17] guidelines. Our MEC an-
alyses were split into two stages: content analysis and hierarchical
value map (HVM) analysis.

In the first stage, the content analysis involves assigning a
construct code to each MEC element. To obtain valid and reliable
results, two content analysts coded construct categories separately.

Y.S. Tey et al / Journal of Ethnic Foods 5 (2018) 33e3934



Fig. 1. Popular Japanese food in Malaysia.
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This assignment started with a careful understanding of the key
element in each answer (sentence). The construct categories
function similarly to latent variables, which are inferred from a
number of converged elements. Together, they give meaning to the
construct categories. After the coding exercise, the outputs of the
two independent content analysts were compared. Differences in
coding were resolved by discussion and consensus between them
[26].

In the second stage, the coded construct categories are used as
the input in HVM analysis. This involves constructing a summary
implicationmatrix (SIM)da squarematrix exhibiting the frequency
of each construct category leading to another in the same row, into
a HVM. In the SIM, two types of relationships are presented: direct
and indirect. (In)direct relationships are those in which one
construct category leads to another without (through) any inter-
vening construct category. Such collective relationships, as pre-
sented in the SIM, serve as the “blueprint” for drawing up the HVM.

The HVM is a tree-link network, starting from tangible attri-
butes leading to the highest abstraction level of personal values. At
its raw form, for example, presenting all the 21 attributes (see
Table 2) revealed by the respondents would be highly challenging.
To simplify that, a cut-off procedure was applied to emphasize
significant constructs that appeared multiple times in our content
analysis. We followed Leppard et al's [30] suggestion and tried cut-
off levels between three and five with an aim of obtaining a
manageable HVM. It turned out that the cut-off level three (3)
proved robust, capturing 44.2% of total active links and providing
ease of interpretation.

In the HVM, abstractness ratios and centrality measures were
also produced for each qualified construct. Abstractness ratios and
centrality measures are termed “in-degrees” and “out-degrees”
respectively in the network theory. Like “in-degrees,” the
abstractness ratios refer to the frequency each construct served as
the means or end in cognitive ladders. Ranging between zero and
one, a low abstractness ratio indicates that a construct is relatively
tangible, and a high ratio shows that a construct category is rela-
tively abstract. Like “out-degrees,” centrality ratios refer to the
frequency each construct served as the source of origin for other
constructs. Ranging between zero and one, a high centrality index
indicates a construct being a dominant base, which a large pro-
portion of associations between.

4. Results

At cut-off level three, the abstractness ratios and the centrality
index of significant constructs are presented in Table 3. Given that
low abstractness ratios indicate a construct as being a predominant
means, the respondents viewed Japanese food as an “appealing
food,” “an ideal option,” “meet my preference,” “variety of
food,” “fresh food,” and “tasty.” Amongst these, based on the
highest centrality index (0.07), “tasty” was regarded as a common
transit point of MECs by most respondents.

The abstractness ratio of the consequences “healthy
food,” “small portion,” “hygienic food,” “appetizing,” “simple
food,” “enlightening,” “maintain slim,” “value for money,” “save
money,” and “maintain health” indicate a different level of
abstraction. While these constructs were used to describe the na-
ture of Japanese food by some respondents, most respondents
linked these constructs to a relatively tangible attribute (i.e.,
“tasty”). Therefore, “healthy food,” “small portion,” and “hygienic
food” turned out to be consequences. “Maintain health”, as indi-
cated by the centrality index (0.12), was perceived by the re-
spondents, in their cognitive structure, as the central component of
consequences.

The high abstractness ratios of “self-image,” “sense of accom-
plishment,” “avoid wasting food,” “live longer,” “happy,” “mean-
ingful life,” and “enjoy life” indicate that these constructs are ends.
Among these personal values, “sense of accomplishment” has the
highest centrality index (0.04) and is the central component to the
final end in most connections.

At a cut-off level three, the resultant HVM is presented in Fig. 2.
In the HVM, the Y-axis presents the abstractness ratio of qualified
constructs, and the color of the boxes represents their centrality
index. Based on the number of relations, the thickness of adjoining
lines depicts the dominance of the relationship between two con-
structs. All pathways begin with an attribute (“tasty,” “variety of
food,” and “appealing food”) notwithstanding, as mentioned
earlier, that Japanese food itself can be a product attribute.

Dominant pathways, as illustrated by the thicker arrows, are of
most importance to respondents. They all start from the attribute

Table 1
Descriptive statistics on the 134 respondents.

Item Percentage Item Means

Male 41% Age of respondent 33.01
Married 33% Household size 3.31
Undergraduate degree 69%
Preferred sushi 82%
Preferred ramen 34%
Preferred sashimi 12%
Preferred takoyaki 15%
Preferred bento 13%

Table 2
Attributes mentioned by the respondents.

Challenging food Trial Variety of food

Focus on priority Higher standard of living Fresh food
Good service Maintain environment Tasty
Health conscious Motivation Healthy food
Luxury Appealing food Special occasion

and eating out
Nearby An ideal option Convenience
Proud Meet my preference Small portion

Table 3
Abstractness ratio and centrality index for the 12 construct categories.

Content codes Abstractness Centrality

Attributes
Appealing food 0.21 0.02
An ideal option 0.23 0.02
Meet my preference 0.23 0.06
Variety of food 0.25 0.04
Fresh food 0.28 0.04
Tasty 0.28 0.07

Consequences
Healthy food 0.35 0.08
Small portion 0.4 0.02
Hygienic food 0.41 0.03
Appetizing 0.47 0.02
Simple food 0.5 0.02
Enlightening 0.55 0.03
Maintain slim 0.56 0.03
Value for money 0.6 0.02
Save money 0.63 0.03
Maintain health 0.7 0.12

Personal values
Self-image 0.71 0.02
Sense of accomplishment 0.71 0.04
Avoid wasting food 0.75 0.01
Live longer 0.75 0.01
Happiness 0.78 0.03
Meaningful life 0.83 0.01
Enjoy life 0.9 0.02
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“tasty”, indicating that as being the most significant aspect
perceived by the respondents. Although taste is quintessentially
personal, according to respondents, Japanese food was universally
perceived as offering a good taste experience.

From the perspective of the respondents, tasty Japanese food
was linked to higher level the attributes “fresh food” and “meet my
preference”. Japanese food was seen as fresh largely due to its
stringent selection and preparation of all raw materials regardless
of their presentation form (i.e., raw or slightly cooked). For re-
spondents, self-preference did not just refer to their personal
liking but also their choice for the taste of Japanese food over other
ethnic foods. Consumption of tasty Japanese food was regarded as a
way expressing that explicit preference.

Personal preference and fresh Japanese food were perceived as
linked to the predominant consequence “healthy food”. Fresh food
was perceived best from a nutritional standpoint. In particular,
according to respondents, Japanese food meets every standard as
being healthy. Sushi was given as an example since the vinegar-
coated rice promotes digestion.

The link then diverges into three pathways and meets the
consequences “simple food,” “maintain slim,” and “value for
money” separately. As perceived by the respondents, healthy foods
are simple in their nature, rich in natural taste, and make healthy
eating a preferred choice. Consuming healthy foods was also seen
as a significant way to maintain slim. For them, staying fit, healthy,
and lean is an act requiring constant vigilance and is a result of
healthy consumption. Healthy food was additionally viewed as
giving better value for the respondents' money.

After departing from the consequences “simple food,” “maintain
slim,” and “value for money,” the links converge into a single
pathway since respondents believed that they would “maintain
health”. With minimal processing, simple food prepared using
unsophisticated ingredients and methods were generally seen as
nutritious and conducive to the maintenance of healthy well-being.
That state of health, according to the respondents, could be ach-
ieved by keeping their body in good shape. Interestingly, bymaking
better value (dietary) choices seeking value for money was claimed
to improve their chances of living a healthy life.

“Maintain health” was perceived by the respondents to link to
values “live longer,” “meaningful life,” and primarily “sense of
accomplishment”. Staying healthy was regarded as of paramount
importance to live a long life. Failure to maintain health was said
to plague them with loss of meaning in life. Conversely, healthy
living was seen as a precondition to strengthening a healthy sense
of self.

5. Discussion

Recognizing the growing demand for ethnic food, we have
identified some of the personal values governing consumer pref-
erence with respect to Japanese food. Our application of an MEC
approach using soft laddering interview technique has enabled an
in-depth study of the values consumers use to evaluate Japanese
food and their perceptions respecting how that choice can lead to
the achievement of those values. It adds a new perspective to our
collective understanding of this area of knowledge.

Our findings indicated “tasty” as the most significant aspect for
consumers when making consumption decisions. That attribute, as
suggested by the HVM, was regarded by the respondents as the
entry (starting) point in their consideration with respect to Japa-
nese food. Jang et al [31] have demonstrated that “tasty” is indeed
one of the top three attributes valued by patrons of Japanese food.
Further research might well confirm that this finding is the com-
mon starting point for all food choices, especially in cases where
pressing hunger is not a factor.

Although tastiness is a relative and subjective concept, con-
sumers generally learn and can tell, through consumption, whether
they like the taste. If it does not taste good, consumers are unlikely
to repurchase that food. When given options, no one willingly in-
gests anything whose taste (or presentation) they find abhorrent.
Consequently, tastiness is a critical entry point that should be both
emphasized and considered in the promotion of ethnic food. Evi-
dence is available that the taste of Japanese cuisine is a prominent
positive attribute and that taste is used by the Japanese government
to enhance its national reputation through consumption experi-
ences [32]. Similarly, at the discourse of cultural nationalism,

Fig. 2. HVM of eating Japanese food for Malaysian people at cut-off level of 3. HVM, hierarchical value map.
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Japanese cuisine is promoted as a “delicious food in a beautiful
country” [33].

The HVM also indicated that consumers associated “tasty” as an
indirect pathway to “healthy food”. The motivation to enjoy deli-
cious food is related to the enjoyment derived from ingesting any
functional food, i.e., when properly combined and presented, it is
perhaps the most desirable way of ingesting otherwise unpalatable
healthy food. It is the adult alternative to masking the taste of a
beneficial medicine for a child by combining it with one of their
favorite foods.

Japanese food, in general, is thought to offer a healthy diet. This
could arise because consumers are increasingly informed of pro-
duction/preparation processes and concerned for food-related
health issues. As an implication, all food (including ethnic food)
should possess functional properties, e.g., offer physiological ben-
efits and/or reduce the risk of disease. In so far as they are perceived
to meet that goal, (as is the case with Japanese cuisine) they
become a preferred choice for consumers. Reenforcing this finding,
the demand for agri-food products has shifted from quantity to
quality, and the functional segment has experienced substantial
growth in recent years.

“Healthy food” was indicated to be indirectly connected to
“maintain health”. This is the central consequence that was most
desired by respondents in this study. Japanese food is also regarded
as a diet food by American consumers [34]. This ethnic food is
generally known for its healthy dietary components, designed to
supply the essential dietary needs and balanced nutrients neces-
sary to support human life and health. It is widely promoted in
Japan to combat the over consumption of protein and fat that is
frequently associated with health issues (i.e., obesity, cardiac dis-
ease, diabetes, and high blood pressure) that are endemic in the
Western cultures but that, hitherto, have not been prevalent in
Japanese society [35,36]. Evidence is available that Japanese diet
can help reduce the obesity epidemic [37] as well as the risk of
cardiovascular disease and mortality [38].

The Japanese value “ikigai”. When dissected, “iki” means alive
and “gai” means worth. Their compounded value refers to a reason
for living and a meaning for life. It is a Japanese cultural belief that
discovering one's “ikigai” brings sense of accomplishment and
satisfaction. In our study, health maintenancewas perceived to lead
directly to the values “live longer,” “meaningful life,” and primarily
“sense of accomplishment”. This suggests that Japanese food,
through its functional properties, was perceived as linked to con-
sumers' personal welfare by offering a means to realize their ex-
istence values.

Apart from the values above, other values revealed in this study
were “self-image,” “avoid wasting food,” “happiness,” and “enjoy
life”. Most of these values were posited to be related to how one
views oneself and how one would like to live one's life. “Avoid
wasting food” was the only value disconnected from self-
importance values. However, since this value is derived from con-
sumers knowing their consumption limits and understanding the
consequence of over-consumption, a subtle underlying unifying
link might well exist. The HVM did not suggest a link between
health maintenance and happiness or between health maintenance
and self-image. This suggests that consumers think of staying
healthy as a major precondition leading to the existence values
described earlier.

In sum, the findings of this study revealed largely life-related
values, which lie beyond either the simple pleasure of consuming
Japanese food or the need for food.

When viewed in the light of Schwartz and Bilsky's [39] study, the
revealed values “enjoy life” and “self-image” would be related to
hedonism, “sense of accomplishment” to achievement, “live longer”
to security, “meaningful life” to tradition, and “avoid wasting food”

would be associated with universalism. “Happiness,” in turn, is an
outcome of value attainment [40].

6. Conclusion

The findings of this study have demonstrated that the con-
sumption decisions made by consumers with respect to Japanese
cuisine are governed by a set of internalized personal values. They
suggest that ethnic food represents special value propositions to
consumers.

Restaurateurs can leverage these insights to design their pro-
motions and their offerings of Japanese food. While the “exotic”
nature of a foreign culture, when expressed through restaurant
d�ecor a service, might enhance the experience. This study offers
empirical proof that taste combined with the perception of healthy
eating are the main motivators in the attraction toward Japanese
cuisine. Since these are its strengths, the message to marketers,
restaurateurs, and chefs becomes clear.

Policymakers would also benefit by taking the heterogeneity of
our findings on perceived values into consideration. For instance,
Malaysian consumers can be encouraged to prepare and/or
consume food in a Japanese way by accounting for the values that
are consideredmost salient by them in the public promotions of the
long-term population health. In combating morbidity, this may be
an effective alternative to shift the passion for (unhealthy) food to a
healthier and tastier choice.

A key limitation of this study should give rise to future inves-
tigation. A single ethnic food is unlikely to render universally
applicable insights. It is unlikely that all ethnic cuisines will be
attractive based, primarily, on their health benefits. Some might be
attractive because of their “exotic” appeal, others because of the
unique foodstuffs used, and others because of reputation and/or
taste despite the fact that the cuisine is basically “unhealthy”. Since
each ethnic food is unique, marketing and policy strategists need to
be sensitive toward the unique appeal of each ethnic food.
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