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Abstract: Adapting to a new traditional cultural environment has
noteworthy implications for emotional manifestations, especially
among immigrants who migrated to a new place. This study aimed to
examine the effect of living duration (one-year cut-off period) among
immigrants in Malaysia on their emotional manifestation towards the
traditional culture of the ethnic majority. This study also examined the
element of cultural items (games, clothes, or food) most affected during
their adaptation in the new traditional culture environment. About 119
international graduate students (male; n=72, 61%) from a public
university in West Malaysia who met the inclusion criteria took part in
this cross-sectional study. They were selected using convenient
sampling method. Using visualisation approach, two groups of
immigrants with different living duration (less than a year versus a year
or more) were asked to respond to the pictures of Malay traditional
items (traditional food, game and clothes) that were projected onto the
screen. While viewing the pictures, participants rated their emotional
state of valence from one (low valence/high pleasantness) to nine (high
valence/high pleasantness) according to the non-verbal pictorial
measure of Self-Assessment Manikin Scale. Socio-demographic and
acculturation scores were also collected. The study found the one-year
duration of living in the country as insufficient for the immigrants to
adapt to the new cultural environment. Traditional food seems to be the
most affected cultural item. The tendency of immigrants to practice the
Malay tradition explained 4% of the variance of immigrants’ emotional
manifestation towards Malay traditional food. To conclude, the
duration of living in a country is crucial to adapt to a new traditional
culture. Unsurprisingly perhaps, traditional food in the particular
country brought more emotional property than other cultural items.
Keywords: cultural heritage, emotion, immigrant, traditional culture,
valence.

Malay Tradition

Malays are the ethnic majority in Malaysia, comprising more than 50% of its entire
population of the country (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2020). Most of them can be found
living in the West (Peninsular) Malaysia region, although some of them live in Sumatra Indonesia
and Borneo island and even as far as the Australian continent. Historians believe the Malay
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ethnicity branched out across Austronesia spreading from West Malaysia to Sumatra Indonesia and
covering southern parts of Thailand (Milner, 2010). However, small Malay clusters different in
language, tradition, and genetics are scattered in Southeast Asia due to migration and assimilation
(Barnard, 2004; Milner, 2010).

The Malay culture started blooming rapidly during the golden age of the Malaccan
Sultanate in the 15" century as a result of prosperity at the economic activity in Malacca that was
a progressive trading centre at that time (Alexanderll, 2006; Wolters, 1999). This activity indirectly
spread the Malay culture among foreign traders who came for trading, and marriage between
foreign traders and the locals further spread the Malay culture from generation to generation.
Around the 12" century, Islam came to the Malay and began influencing their way of life. Later,
the Hindu religion influenced the culture of Malays due to encounters between two cultures from
their migration to Malaya during the British colonisation (Akhbar, 2010; Halimi, 2008; Othman,
2002; Punitha & Kumaran, 2014; Rostam, 1984; Shafie & Zainudin, 2000).

Today, the identity of Malay ethnicity is evident, especially in the aspects of food, clothing
and games. Food such as ketupat palas is a Malay traditional food that is recognised as a national
heritage (Department of National Heritage Malaysia, 2020). Ketupat palas is a type of glutinous
rice wrapped around the leaves of fan palm (Licuala) and is usually served together with chicken
or beef curry during Islamic festivals or celebration such as Eid Al-Adha and Eid Al-Fitr. Today,
ketupat palas can be found easily in markets and is served as a delicacy in normal events
(celebration). This traditional food is believed to have existed for aeons and is found in literature
like the story of Indraputra.

Among other elements of culture listed as a national heritage is a game called sepak raga
(Department of National Heritage Malaysia, 2020), which is a favourite game among the Malays.
Some believe that sepak raga existed 600 years ago in the era of the Malaccan Sultanate in the 15%
century. This game is a favourite of every layer of the community regardless of gender and age,
which is seen from the support from the Malay community towards the game in every competition
that is held. During the game, the players form a circle, and they kick the ball with their legs or hit
it with their head so that the rattan ball does not fall or touch the ground. Today, as a result of
modernisation and urbanisation, the game has undergone several changes such as the use of nets
that separate players into two groups (Department of National Art and Culture, Malaysia, 2019).

Malay traditional clothes such as Baju Melayu (for men) and Baju Kebaya (for women) are
also among the national heritage recorded by the Department of National Heritage (Department of
National Heritage Malaysia, 2020). Baju Kebaya is usually worn by Malay women in Southeast
Asia in Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore and Brunei. It is believed that the Baju Kebaya was adopted
as an official garment from Java Islands around 1600 during the Dutch colonisation. Nonetheless,
the Baju Kebaya has not been spared from outside influence. The designs of Baju Kebaya has
evolved over generations. The tradition of the Arabs known for its clothes which is Abaya was
brought into Malay land by the merchants are believed to have influenced the patterns and designs
of Baju Kebaya. Today, Baju Kebaya is available in a variety of patterns matched with a batik
sheath and songket. The beauty of its stunning cut of the pattern has made it a uniform in tourism
sectors, including the national airlines. Similarly, Malay men often wear Baju Melayu in Malaysia
and Indonesia. Baju Melayu is often matched with sampin (from songket cloth) and an oval cap
(songkok) which is worn especially during the Muslim festivals such as Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-
Adha (Fuller, 2000; Ihsan, 2009).
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Immigrants in Malaysia

Immigrants in Malaysia are a non-Malaysian social group who migrated to Malaysia for a
variety of reasons, especially for studying and working (Department of Malaysian Immigration,
2016). They live in Malaysia for a while before returning to their home countries. Their presence
in Malaysia has created encounters between their culture and that of the place of their migration.
The situation requires this group of immigrants to adapt to the local culture where they are living.
From a sociological perspective, this cultural adaptation is known as an acculturation process,
which is a process by which changes happen in the beliefs or practices of an ethnic group as a result
of a cultural encounter between two different cultures (Berry, 2005, 2019; Sam & Berry, 2010).

Acculturation has a huge impact on immigrants. The effects of acculturation can be seen
especially in food, clothing and leisure (games) (Yusoff, Samsuri, Ayob, & Reza, 2019; Zhang et
al., 2019). The effect of acculturation is not only visible on the outside but also the psychological
and physical well-being of the immigrants themselves (Kovacev & Shute, 2010; Lopez-Class et
al., 2011; Rosenthal, 2018; Torres et al., 2012; Urzua et al., 2017). Several studies focusing on
immigrant-related issues and their implications towards the mental aspect of their well-being
helped to draw to this conclusion (Balidemaj & Small, 2019; Beiser & Hou, 2017; Cleary et al.,
2018; Cooper et al., 2019; George et al., 2015; McCorkle, 2020; Schotte et al., 2018; Steel et al.,
2017). Moreover, it was evident from past literatures that the immigrants as ethnic minority show
difference in their focal psychology compared to the ethnic majority who live in the country
(Akinsola, 2020; EI-Bouhaddani et al., 2019; Masud, 2020; Nielsen et al., 2018).

Previous studies from a cultural heritage perspective on immigrant issues have found that
immigrants who maintained their original cultural practices have experienced a positive effect on
their psychosocial adjustment and well-being (Sun et al., 2020; Telzer et al., 2016). It was also
discovered that the tendency of Malaysian immigrants to practise their own culture accounts for
6% of the variance in their emotional reactions towards the cultural heritage of their place of
migration, Malaysia (Yusoff, Samsuri, Ayob, & Reza, 2019). These findings are not only reflected
in studies of immigrants to Malaysia but is also evident in studies on immigrants to other Asian
and western countries. For instance, findings from in-depth interviews on food preference show
that the Latino (from Dominican Republic, Mexico, or Puerto Rico) who migrated to the United
States of America (US) still choose to eat food they have back at their home country (e.g., tortillas,
tacos, ceviche). In addition, their children who grow up in the US also prefer food from their
original culture despite being in the US from a very young age (Fuster et al., 2019).

On the other hand, country such as Singapore has been very accommodating towards the
immigrants. This is evident from the existence of ethnic enclaves in the country to cater to the
demands for the country’s increased level of tourists. The representatives for ethnic enclaves in
Singapore are the ‘Chinatown, Kampong Street (representing the Malay culture), Little India, and
Arab Street (representing the Muslims) (Kim et al., 2020). There is also a ‘Koreatown’ in Tanjong
Pagar street in Singapore, which adopted Korean trends (i.e., food and fashion) since the early
2000s (Kim et al., 2020). This reflects the country’s willingness to cater for the immigrant’s needs
and also to fit in with the ‘Korean Wave’ trends which has been on the rise since the increase of
K-culture and K-pop and K-drama lovers. With this, Korean immigrants will most likely visit this
town to have their meals and clothing, which will decrease the possibility for them to experience
the local delicacies or purchase local fashion items. When the immigrants consume local products
of the country they visited, including foreign music and movies, they are attaching the new cultural
products to their original culture (Lee et al., 2020). These immigrants will develop the ‘new’ hybrid
culture according to their own ‘taste, values, and needs’ (Jang & Song, 2016, as cited in Lee et al.,

68



Yusoff, N.

2020). This is a positive side because despite receiving a new cultural influence, the country’s
cultural ethos can be kept alive (Kaisii, 2017).

Moreover, Winkelman (1994) suggested four phases of trajectories to explain the cultural
adaptation by new immigrants. The phases are, honeymoon, crisis period, adjustment, and
acceptance and adaptation. During the first phase (honeymoon phase), newly migrated immigrants
experience excitement and fascination with the new culture. During this phase, they tend to
overlook problems which are insignificant and excited to explore new things. Meanwhile, the
second phase of ‘Crisis period’ (or also known as ‘culture shock”) is a condition where they started
to tune down on the excitement and experience disappointment after going through more major
changes in their lives. In addition, they may feel overwhelmed and irritated by the difficulties they
face in the foreign country they moved to and could possibility start giving rude remarks or making
jokes (also called the ‘fight back’ period). During the third or ‘Adjustment’ phase, the newcomers
learn to accept the culture and to change their negative attitude to a positive one. In the last phase
of ‘Acceptance and Adaptation’, the newcomers feel ‘at home’ and become involved in activities
and may enjoy some of the country’s customs.

Theoretical Framework: Visualization and Circumplex Model of Affect (Valence)

This study used a visualisation approach to explore the emotions of the immigrants towards
the Malay cultural heritage, which is the traditional culture of the ethnic majority in Malaysia.
Through this visualisation approach, two key points are emphasised. The first is the reference to
Gestalt's theory (Koffka, 1935; Kohler, 1938). This theory is used as a reference because visual
perception towards something reflects on the emotional tendency of a person. This fact has been
established by studies in the field of psychology that have attempted to understand perception (e.g.
Curby & Moerel, 2019; Dybala et al., 2020; Feldman, 2001; Guberman, 2017; Katamata et al.,
2017; Kimchi, 2000; Peterson & Kimchi, 2013; Tétreault et al., 2020; Wagemans et al., 2012).
Both humans and animals use visualisation in their daily life to process information from the
environment, which is essential for survival. The process of visualisation involves not only the use
of physical eyes but also biological and psychological aspects. This current study applied one of
several of Gestalt's principles that is important in a visualisation approach, which is the Law of
Past Experience. This principle is influential in the visualisation process. The emotional reaction
of immigrants towards Malay cultural pictures depends on their experiences when they are in
Malaysia. In other words, the longer they are in Malaysia, the more they are exposed to the Malay
culture.

The second focus in this research is the measurement of the valence element, which is a
subjective and fundamental emotional experience indicated by the emotional continuum of
pleasantness and unpleasantness that an event or a thing triggers (Russell, 1991). The Circumplex
Model of Affect, a model of emotion that states valence as a basic domain in the emotional structure
of humans, has been much integrated into the conceptual framework of psychology (Barrett, 2006a,
2006b; Carr & Incetas, 2018; Rolls, 1999; Russell, 2003; Styliadis et al., 2018).

Based on the two points stated above, one research question in this study is if the time frame
of a one-year period in Malaysia can influence the emotional tendency of immigrants towards the
cultural heritage in their place of migration? Second, among the items of the Malay cultural heritage
(games, clothes or food), which has more impact on the immigrants? This research question
addresses whether past experiences (Gestalt Theory of The Law of Past Experience) have
significant implications in the experience of the emotional valence of a person (Bliss-Moreau et
al., 2020; Posner et al., 2005; Russell, 2003).
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Research Method
Study Participants and Study Locations

The participants of this study were international graduate students at a public university in
West Malaysia. Through convenient sampling, 119 international students who met the criteria
agreed to participate in this study, which included having no vision problems or any background
of psychological abnormality. Because this study involves the assessment towards the visualization
of images, participants with visual impairments who were not aided by glasses or contact lenses
were not allowed to participate. Besides that, participants in this study who have a spouse of
Malaysian nationality or were born from mixed marriages (that is whether the mother or father was
married to non-Malaysian citizens) were excluded from the study to avoid possible cultural bias.
All participants come from different cultural backgrounds that were very different compared to the
Malay culture - South Asia (42%), West Asia (30%) and Africa (28%). A total of 49 participants
(41%) had lived in Malaysia for a year or more while 70 (59%) had lived in Malaysia for less than
a year. Participant ages ranged from 17 to 40 (mean age 27 £ 6.6). Most participants were male (n
=72, 61%).

Study Procedure

The protocol of this study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB).
Participants who agreed to participate in this study were required to fully understand the objectives
and procedures of the study before signing the informed consent form. A copy of the relevant
documents, which were the consent form and study details, were provided to the participants to be
kept as a reference. Participants’ welfare was considered by providing honorarium (money) as
compensation for the time and energy given for this research. Participants were also allowed to
withdraw from the study at any point of time.

The study was conducted on a cross-sectional basis in which participants were gathered in
a lecture hall. Through the visualisation approach, participants were required to provide their
emotional response towards the images of the Malay heritage projected from the screen by rating
the Self-Assessment Manikin scale (Bradley & Lang, 1994) (Figure 1). Participants were also
required to provide their socio-demographic information and level of acculturation in the form
provided (i.e., the Vancouver Index of Acculturation- VIA).

Image Visualisation of Malay heritage

Images of Malay heritage projected from the screen comprised of three different types of
images from different categories (Figure 1), which were: 1) traditional Malay food — ketupat palas,
2) traditional Malay game - sepak raga, and 3) traditional Malay clothes —kebaya/baju Melayu.
Experts in the field of Malay heritage consisting of two academic members and a cultural officer
assessed the content validity of these images. Participants were instructed to evaluate the cultural
heritage images mentioned above based on four options (Davis, 1992) below:

1 = not relevant
2 = somewhat relevant
3 = quite relevant (given as X)
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4 = highly relevant (given as X)

The content validity of each picture was shown by the Content Validity Index (CVI) by
considering the X scores (i.e., from Score 3 and 4) obtained from each evaluator (Davis, 1992).
The calculation is depicted as below:

Number of X

Number of Evaluators

In this study, all images had a score of one for the Individual Content Validity Index (I-
CVI). Thus, the images had good content validity (Davis, 1992). In addition, the Malay heritage
items that were displayed in the photos had already been acknowledged as an ancestral heritage of
the Malays, which are still being preserved (Department of National Heritage Malaysia, 2020).

Quality controls were considered, and all the pictures displayed were adjusted in terms of
brightness and size to avoid technical bias. These images were also free of copyright. See Figure 1
below.

Figure 1
Malay Traditional Items

Ketupat Palas |

LS 4
~
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Self-Assessment Manikin Scale

The Self-Assessment Manikin Scale is a scale that measures emotional domains such as
valence, arousal, and dominance (Bradley & Lang, 1994). Because this scale is effective and is of
low cost, it has been widely used in the study of emotions (Bynion & Feldner 2017; Geethanjali et
al., 2017; Li et al., 2019; Murdoch et al., 2019). This study focused on the element of valence,
which is an element that refers to the internal emotional dimension that is positive (attraction) or
negative (rejection) triggered by something, whether it is an object or not an object.

Figure 2
Emotional Continuum of Self-Assessment Manikin (SAM) for Valence — 1 (Unpleasantness/
Unhappy) to 9 (Pleasantness/Happy)
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In this scale, participants were asked to provide feedback on their emotional state by
rating an answer option ranging from one (that indicate unpleasant emotion or unhappiness) to nine
(that indicate pleasant emotion or happy emotion) (Figure 2). Figures of facial expressions that
indicate levels of pleasantness/happiness were included together with the answer option to help
participants describe their emotions more accurately.

Vancouver Index of Acculturation (VIA)

The VIA is a standardised scale that measures the tendency of cultural practice among
newcomers from two cultural views — 1) maintaining the old traditional practice and 2) practising
the new tradition while living under a new (host) culture (Paulhus, 2013). This scale has 20 items
that can be divided into two sections. The odd-numbered questions (10 items) are the questions
that request participants to respond concerning their home cultural heritage. For example, “I often
participate in my heritage cultural traditions . The remaining 10 questions (even-numbered items)
request participants to respond with regard to their new settlement cultural heritage. For example,
“| often participate in mainstream [Malay] cultural traditions”. Some changes in the original
even-numbered items were made to conform with the host culture, which is the Malay culture. For
example, as indicated by the underlined word “I enjoy American entertainment (e.g., movies,
music)” was replaced with ““I enjoy Malay entertainment (e.g., movies, music)”. The psychometric
properties of VIA have been reported elsewhere (Ryder et al., 2000). In this study, the internal
consistency of the scale was acceptable with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.89.

Statistical Analysis

Data were analysed with the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 23.
The analysis of variance (ANOVA) for a two-way mixed design was carried out to determine the
interaction effect between the emotional response from Malay cultural heritage items (three levels
of between-subjects effect: 1) traditional game, 2) traditional clothes and 3) traditional food) AND
the duration of living in Malaysia (two levels of the within-subjects effect: 1) less than a year and
2) a year or more). The degree of freedom of the F ratio was corrected (if any) according to the
Huynh-Feldt method along with the assumption of sphericity. Other than that, the regression
analysis was performed to determine the predictive value of the significant independent variable
on the dependent variable as modelled.

Results

The analysis of variance of the two-way mixed design indicated a significant main effect
for the three types of Malay cultural heritage (Table 1). The traditional Malay food indicated a
higher emotional expression from the immigrants (Mean=6.6+2.1) as compared to the Malay
traditional game (Mean=5.8+2.2) and clothes (Mean=6.4+1.8) — [F (1.70, 229.72) = 5.60, p<0.05].
However, an interaction effect between the Malay traditional items and the duration of staying in
Malaysia was not detected — [F (1.70, 229.72) = 0.40, ns].
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Table 1
Interaction of Malay Cultural Heritage and Years of Living in Malaysia
Main Effect* Interaction Effect
F df F df
Malay Cultural 5.60 1.96 0.40 1.96

Heritage® X Duration
of living in Malaysia?

YWwithin Subject Effect: (a) Traditional game, (b) Traditional clothes, (c) Traditional food
2Between Subject Effects: (a) less than a year (b) a year or more
*p<0.05

Pearson correlation was conducted to determine the correlation between Malay cultural
heritage items, duration of staying in Malaysia and their tendency towards practising Malay culture
(Table 2). Among other Malay traditional items, the emotional expression of immigrants towards
Malay traditional food revealed a significant correlation with their tendency to practise the Malay
culture (r=0.20, p<0.05). However, the duration of staying in Malaysia did not show any correlation
with any Malay traditional items. The traditional Malay food was the only variable that had a
significant correlation with another associated variable (i.e., a tendency towards practising the
Malay culture. Thus, these variables were input into the regression model to determine the
predictive value of the independent variable (i.e., a tendency towards practising the Malay culture)
towards the emotional expression of the immigrants towards Malay traditional food (Table 3).

Table 2
Pearson Correlation (r) between Malay Cultural Heritage and Associated Variables
Duration of living in Tendency to practice Malay
Malaysia tradition

(Mean=13.0; SD=18.4) (Mean=50.9; SD=14.0)

Traditional game 0.09 0.12

(Mean=5.8; SD=2.2)

Traditional clothes 0.09 0.05

(Mean=6.4; SD=1.8)

Traditional food 0.06 0.20*

(Mean=6.6; SD=2.1)

SD = Standard Deviation
*p<0.05

Through the ‘enter method’ that was performed in the regression analysis (Table 3), it was
found that the tendency of immigrants to practice the Malay tradition (independent variable)
explained 4% of the variance of immigrants' emotional expression towards Malay traditional food
(dependent variable) — (=0.2, t=2.1, p<0.05).
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Table 3
Prediction of Immigrants' Tendency to Practice the Malay Culture on the Emotional Expression of
Malay Traditional Food

R? Standardised df F p-value
Coefficient
Beta
Acculturation (tendency 0.04 0.2 1 4.6 0.03*

towards Malay culture)

*p<0.05

To understand the tendency of cultural practice (whether tendency towards practising own
culture or tendency towards practising the Malay culture) during living in Malaysia, a paired t-test
was performed with the one-year duration (less or more) as a cut-off (Table 4). The results revealed
that both groups (i.e., immigrants living in Malaysia for less than a year and immigrants living in
Malaysia for a year or more) had more of a tendency to maintain their tradition while living in the
new settlement (i.e., Malaysia).

Table 4
Tendency of Cultural Practice and Years of Living in Malaysia
Years of living in Tendency to Tendency to t P-value
Malaysia maintain their practice Malay
own culture culture (Mean,
(Mean, Standard Standard
Deviation) Deviation)
Less than a year 65.5+15.40 50.8+15.12 7.6 p<0.001
(N=70)
A year or more 65.4+16.9 51.08+12.46 55 p<0.001
(N=49)
Discussion

This study determined a few factors which must be given attention. First, a closer look must
be given to the elements of the Malay culture in a detailed study by looking at the elements of
culture that were most affected during the adaptation of immigrants to the culture in a new country
(Malaysia). At the same time, the effect of the duration of staying in the new country by the
immigrants in the new cultural environment (Malaysia) is based on a one-year cut off period, as
suggested by De Leersnyder (2017). Adaptation towards cultural elements is closely related to the
factor of the duration of living in a place (or in this case, a country).

Immigrants tend to practise their own culture when the country their migrated to is
accommodating for their cultural needs. For the case in Malaysia and Singapore, the immigrants
feel welcomed because they can easily find the food, clothing, and leisure activities which are
similar to those that can be found back in their home country. These were highlighted in the
introduction with the given examples of the ‘Koreatown’ in Singapore (Kim et al., 2020) and
cultural hybridity experienced in Malaysia and Indonesia (Lee et al., 2020). There are also other
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factors which were not explored in the present study, including the traditional values of the
immigrants themselves, could influence whether they would assimilate with the country of
migration or remain practising their original cultures without making any changes or adaptation.

This study proposes a research result that is more specific on the dimensions of
acculturation (encounter and cultural adaptation) that immigrants in Malaysia experience. First and
foremost is that the effect of acculturation varies according to the cultural elements. This study, in
particular, found that traditional food element had the highest emotional reactions compared to the
traditional clothing and traditional games elements. Reactions of immigrants towards traditional
food were predicted by acculturation factors (tendency towards culture in a new place). Conversely,
these acculturation factors were not found to influence the emotional reactions of immigrants
towards traditional clothes and games.

These findings indicate that food elements are more affected in the process of acculturation
compared to other elements of the Malay culture. Similar findings have been found in studies
conducted among Malaysian ethnic minority, which is the Chinese ethnic group (Yusoff, Samsuri,
Ayob, & Teo, 2019). Based on this Yusoff, Samsuri, Ayob, & Teo’s (2019) findings, the Chinese
ethnic minority, who is known to have a history of ancestors who migrated to Malaya several
centuries ago, showed a higher emotional reaction towards images of traditional food compared to
images of traditional clothing and the images of traditional games. This finding is also in line with
Fuster et al.’s (2019) study on food practices among Latino immigrants in the US. They found these
immigrants and their children who grow up in the US to prefer food from their home countries
(Fuster et al., 2019).

Emotional aspects are largely related to food (e.g., Jones & Herr, 2018; Mikhail & Kring,
2019; Sinha, 2018; Ulrich-Lai et al., 2015; Yau & Potenza, 2013; Yusoff, Samsuri, Ayob, & Reza,
2019), that may be a justification for the high degree of immigrants’ emotional reaction towards
food images. De Leersnyder (2017) emphasised the assessment of acculturation from an emotional
point of view, especially minority group emotions. According to her, changes in the minority group
emotion occur as a result of contact with new cultures in a place. Involvement of a person (from a
minority group) in a cultural practice is usually related to the emotional appropriateness of a person
when being in a new place. Immigrants who are a minority group in Malaysia have undergone a
contact phase with the ethnic majority (Malay ethnicity). In other words, this group of immigrants
has been through life experiences in the Malay ethnic tradition. However, they still have the chance
to choose the appropriate Malay tradition that suits their emotional atmosphere. This current study
found that immigrants had more reactions towards the images of Malay traditional food compared
to images of traditional clothes and traditional games (De Leersnyder, 2017).

The three-stage model that Pearson (1987) suggested can be used as a concept to explain
the process of food acculturation that happens among these group of immigrants. According to
Pearson (1987), acculturation is a cultural phenomenon that begins with the existence of a
relationship or contact among different cultures. Thus, in this phase, immigrants undergo a new
experience in a new place where they begin to be exposed to the diversity of traditional and non-
traditional foods are available in the Malay community. The adaptation phase then follows this
contact phase. During the adaptation phase, the group of immigrants begin to adapt to the new
cultural environment. This means that they have shifted from the introduction phase towards
traditional Malay food to a higher phase of adaptation. The framework of the relationship and
adaptation concept can also be interpreted through the lens of Sam and Berry (2010). They
emphasised that the adaptation of a social group towards the culture of another social group
involves the acquisition of traditional beliefs and practices. This means that, in a cultural encounter,
one party will be affected and will undergo socio-cultural change. However, after the introductory
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phase, these group of immigrants have taken a cultural action which is “choosing” to place
themselves in “adaptation.” In this regard, immigrants have chosen to adapt themselves more to
the food element (at this time), compared to other elements such as traditional games and traditional
clothing.

This fulfils the neuro-cultural interaction model addressed by Kitayama and Tompson
(2010), in which before the formation of a neural system underlying a repetitive and voluntary
(without coercion) cultural behaviour, a person must first choose the type of cultural practice that
goes along with the goals he/she wants to achieve. The basis for this selection depends on macro
or external ecology and social factors. The arrival of immigrants from various corners of the world
who have different geographies and climates is an ecological factor while migration goals such as
study, work and so on are social factors.

The periodic factors of being in Malaysia do not represent a significant predictor factor (due
to the bias of the periodic distribution). Thus, the practices of the original culture are still rooted in
these immigrants, who have lived for less than a year or more in the host country. This is based on
the acculturation data, which found immigrants who lived in Malaysia for less than a year showed
a greater tendency towards their own cultural practices (Mean = 65.3; Standard Deviation = 16.86)
compared to the cultures in a new place (Mean = 51.1; Standard Deviation = 12.46) - (t=7.6, p
<0.00). The same situation was found for immigrants who lived in Malaysia for a year or more
where they also exhibited a greater tendency to practice their own culture (Mean = 65.5; Standard
Deviation = 15.39) than in new cultures (Mean = 50.79; Standard Deviation = 15.13) - (t=5.5, p
<0.00). This fact explains clearly that immigrants are still inclined to retain their original culture,
but at the same time, they are undergoing a process of adaptation with the local traditional culture
to which they migrated.

Nevertheless, the formation of a cultural practice that is characterised by repetitive and
voluntary behaviour is not a matter which can be done in a short time (Berges Puyo, 2020). This is
because this formation involves the development of a neural system underlying cultural behaviour.
In Yusoff, Samsuri, Ayob, and Teo (2019), the emotional similarity shown by an ethnic minority
can explain that the actual process of acculturation takes a very long time. This Yusoff, Samsuri,
Ayob, and Teo’s (2019) study, which was conducted among Chinese ethnic minority in Malaysia,
provided a long history of ethnicity in Malaysian history as they were employed as labourers in the
mines industry and involved in trading activities, and growing the generation through intermarriage
(Ching & McKenna, 1990; Gurer, 2019; Othman, 2002; Shafie & Zainudin, 2000). This long
process of acculturation (from the 19th century up to this century) has produced a Chinese
community that practices Malay culture, which is evident in many aspects of their lives. The best
example of how the Chinese ethnic minority that has a history of migration in the past and has
blended with the culture of Malay ethnic majority can be seen in the village of Tirok in Terengganu,
Malaysia (Tan, 2011) and the village of Pasir Parit, Pasir Mas, Kelantan, Malaysia (Zainal Abidin
et al., 2016). They have undergone socio-cultural processes with contact and adaptation that
eventually form a social group that is acculturated from the majority social culture to which they
migrated. Hence, it is not surprising that this study did not find major contributions to the living
duration of immigrants in Malaysia towards the culture-emotional tendency in a new place. The
time frame was too small.

This study has several limitations. First, the small number of study participants needs to be
increased in future studies. Second, the duration of the participants living in Malaysia was short.
The sample included a high percentage of immigrants who lived in Malaysia for less than a year
(59%), and 38% lived in Malaysia for a year or more (but less than five years). The remaining 3%
were immigrants who had lived in Malaysia for more than five years. Thus, no immigrants had
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lived in Malaysia for more than ten years - a period considered rational for changes in practices
and beliefs. Future studies should collect data for more than one time-point to gain an estimation
for the period of time needed by immigrants to live in a new environment (or in this case, a new
country) in order to adapt with different phases of cultural adaptation, as suggested by
Winkelman’s (1994) trajectories of cultural adaptation. It is important for immigrants to get from
the honeymoon phase of a culture to accepting and adapting the culture.

Conclusion

Periodic factors and the emotional properties of the cultural elements provide significant
implication in the emotional appearance of the immigrants to adapt to the new cultural
environment. According to De Leersnyder (2017), acculturation that is measured from an
emotional aspect among individuals experiencing cultural encounter can occur as early as a year
after they are in a new place. But as indicated from the present study, regardless of the period of
living in Malaysia, the immigrants tend to retain their own tradition or culture. This should be
reflected positively because it gives a positive implication towards the well-being of the
immigrants, as discussed earlier on (Sun et al., 2020; Telzer et al., 2016).

Furthermore, the results of this study suggest that acculturation depends on the elements of
the new culture, particularly the ‘food’ element. ‘Food’ has the potential to have an accelerated
effect on acculturation compared to other cultural elements. The cultural hybridity is an important
and encouraging factor for the immigrants to continue practicing their original cultural preference.
As discussed in the earlier sections, Malaysia is a multicultural country, with the influence of past
colonisation. This increases the chance for Malaysians to be more accommodating towards a person
who practices a different culture, perhaps to the point that they could fit in without making major
changes to their original practices.

As the implication, the countries cultural practices are important determinants of whether
the immigrants would feel belong and continue living in a country for a longer duration. From the
findings, it seems that Malaysia is a country which is very welcoming towards immigrants due to
our cultural hybridity. This is an element that should be retained because being able to practice a
culture that one is familiar with also means the country is able to keep the local culture ‘alive” while
being more welcoming towards tourists from across the globe.
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