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Abstract 

Health and weight remain a worrying topic in Malaysia due to the constant rising 
rate of obesity and chronic diseases related to poor food choices. The situation 
continues to cause anxiety especially weight gain during the Covid-19 lockdown 
among Malaysians were repeatedly reported, stressing a major concern on further 

straining the finances of healthcare allocations in the country. Despite many 
studies attempted to determine the risk factors and consequences, yet the 
relationship of emotional intelligence (EQ) and food choices among Malaysians 
is unknown. This study sets out to examine the relationship of four key EQ 
elements including (i) self-awareness, (ii) self-regulation, (iii) social awareness, 
and (iv) social skills among Malaysians when making food choices during 
lockdown. A total of 375 questionnaires were gathered from Klang Valley, 
Malaysia. Findings reported that the four elements of EQ have significant 
relationship with food choices (p<0.05) among the Malaysians. When compared 

further, study revealed that the score of self-awareness (47%), social skills (46%) 
and social awareness (45%) are parallel among Malaysians except for self-
regulation, where 62% of Malaysian males are lacked better self-control when 
making food choices during lockdown. In contrast, higher self-awareness is 
recorded among Malaysian females where such feature enables them to better 
regulate their food choices. Findings also revealed that younger Malaysians 
portrayed lower score in all elements when compare to older participants during 
the lockdown period. The findings underline the role of EQ as vital as acquiring 

nutrition knowledge when deciding food choices.  

Keywords: Covid-19 lockdown, Emotional intelligence, Food choices, Malaysian 
health. 
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1. Introduction  

Health and weight remain an emerging foci in Malaysia especially the prevalence of 

obesity has increased steadily from 14% in 2006 to 18% in 2015 (NPANM III, 2016). 
While the Malaysian government has been steadfastly promoting healthy eating by 

implementing the National Plan for Action for Nutrition of Malaysia (NPANM) since 

1996 with its latest plan in 2016 that stretches up to the year of 2025, these efforts seem 

to be futile where most Malaysians still fail to translate healthy eating into good 

practices [1]. Recent report showed that 63% of adults are likely to be subjected to at 

least one non-communicable disease (NCD) risk factors including obesity or high blood 

pressure or high cholesterol that are often caused by poor food choices [2]. 

The situation continues to become more concerning especially Covid-19, a 

highly pathogenic virus that is causing a global pandemic where quarantine and 

isolation measures are implemented to control the current outbreak since March 

2020 in Malaysia. These measures, however, induce several conditions such as 

people are forced to stay at home leading to reduction of physical activity and 

outdoor movement; an apparent pattern of poor food choices and eating habits are 

reported, weight gain is rising in multiple countries, and the rate of anxiety and 

stress are increasing at the same time [3, 4]. In particular, studies pointed out that 

poor food choices are a common health issue that causes a large impact not just in 

physical, but also mental health.  Poor food choices traits include having certain 

preference for type of food, or not choosing the appropriate daily need of healthy 

foods, or over-consuming too many types of unhealthy food [5, 6].  

While the lockdown measures are imperative to abate the spreading of Covid-

19, the impact on emotions among Malaysians’ when making food choices by 

eating at home remains unclear. According to Johnson, Batey and Holdsworth, 

emotional intelligence (EQ) can be defined as the ability to perceive, control, and 

evaluate emotions and decision making, thus, having the ability to exercise EQ 

during difficult time is highly important [7]. Numerous research has also shown 

that EQ acts as a facilitator of positive health practices and behaviors. For example, 

in Poonamallee et al. [8], Zeidner and Roberts [9] various studies highlighted that 
emotionally intelligent individuals are more likely to maintain proactive self-care 

practices such as making choices for healthy diet and regular exercise.  

Statement of Problem 

There has been much research into the causes, health risk factors and consequences 

of obesity as well as the interventions and policies to promote healthy eating 

behaviour and smarter food choices across the country even before the pandemic. 

Nevertheless, with the emergence of Covid-19 and its impact towards the 

individuals and society at large, food choices during lockdown becomes more 

pertinent especially for emotional eating during the pandemic. Despite many 
studies have tried to determine the relationship between emotions and eating, yet 

the relationship of EQ and food choices among Malaysians, alas, remained rarely 

discussed till date [10].  

Objectives of the Study 

With EQ classified as a key role in determining the success of decision making in 

everyday life, Cherniss et al. [11] highlighted that it is important to assess how EQ 

among the consumers drive better decision when making food choices that can help 
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better inform the eating behaviors during the pandemic. Therefore, this study sets 

out to examine the relationship of EQ and food choices among Malaysians. In this 

research, four prime elements including (i) self-awareness, (ii) self-regulation, (iii) 

social awareness and (iv) social skills are further assessed. Objectively, this study 

aims to answer the following questions:   

• What is the relationship between self-awareness and making food choices? 

• What is the relationship between self-management and making food choices? 

• What is the relationship between social awareness and making food choices? 

• What is the relationship between social skills and making food choices? 

• What is the relationship between the overall emotional intelligence and making 

food choices?  

2. Related Work 

The effect of Covid-19 lockdown  

Covid-19 had brought huge impact on the eating and drinking habits among the 

people all around the world, this means that people are more cautious about what 

they eat and drink. People prefer to improve their health in order to boost their 

immunity level during this pandemic, therefore decreasing the risk of acquiring the 

disease [12]. However, by means of lifestyle changes, most people tend to spend 

more time at home due to the safety measures taken by the government. With the 
implementation of lockdown, it has exacerbated the existing issues in weight gain 

in these unprecedented times [13]. 

Studies show that the outbreak of Covid-19 where people adhere to the 

lockdown, has significantly caused confusion and lifestyle changes, including 

commuting restrictions, worried and scared of the disease, closure of schools and 

businesses, all these brought about devastating psychological impacts especially 

anxiety [14, 15]. As a result, there is a high percentage of people tend to increase 

their food intake and having weight gained issues, this may also be due to stress or 

more snacks at night [16, 17]. 

Similarly, in Malaysia, many Malaysians have been complaining about their 

weight gain during the movement control order (MCO) period which they were 

homebound and less active physically [18]. The figures are grim in Malaysia 

especially the data shows a threefold increase of obesity rate among children. Not 

only such early exposure will affect the overall quality of life and productivity for 

our generations to come, the pervasiveness of health and weight issues will soon 

become a burden to the country’s finances of healthcare if it prevails [19].  

Role of emotional intelligence  

While the new condition brought by Covid-19 may compromise maintaining a 

healthy, varied diet, as well as a regular physical activity, research suggests that EQ 

could play a role to enhance and act as resources for adaptive habitual and coping 

behaviours that added health benefits [20]. According to Goleman [21], emotional 

intelligence includes abilities such as being able to motivate oneself and persist in the 

face of frustrations; to control impulse and delay gratification; to regulate one’s 

moods and keep distress from swamping the ability to think; to empathize and to hope.  
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In his EQ framework, four main elements are most notably accepted as a 

compendium to measure the relationship of emotions: (i) self-awareness; (ii) self-

regulation; (iii) social awareness; and (iv) social skills (Fig. 1). Several studies, in 

addition to Goleman’s framework have investigated the control effect of EQ in 

health-related behaviour including having nutritious diet, demonstrating controlled 
efforts to maintain regular exercise, and adequate sleep, all of which have been 

associated with increased positive mood and better health-related quality of life 

[10]. Additionally, low perceived EQ has also been linked to a variety of adverse 

health outcome including poor coping, alcohol related issues, substance use issues 

and eating disorders [22, 23].  

Goleman believes that high EQ can improve people’s general quality of life and 

personal and social success [24]. For example, higher EQ shows how people can 

use efficiently their skills in different situations and shows an emotional state 
appropriate to these situations. One of the characteristics of high EQ people is the 

control, postponing, or removal of impulses or pressures that block the path to goal 

achievement. Study shows that those with high EQ rarely abandon their attitudes, 

and as a result, they can effectively control behaviour such as emotional eating 

when compared to those with low EQ [25].   

 
Fig. 1. The concept of emotional intelligence  

encapsulated by four main elements [21]. 

Emotional intelligence and food choices  

With the emergence of Covid-19 and its impact towards the individuals and society 
at large, food choices during the lockdown becomes more pertinent especially for 

emotional eating during pandemic. Many studies have tried to determine the 

relationship between emotions and eating as eating has been commonly recognised 

as a way to deal with stress and emotions [26-29]. However, there are only very 

small group of studies that have examined positive emotions, indicating that 

positive and negative emotions differ in their association with specific eating 

behaviours and food choices, yet only negative emotions are often studied and 

linked to adverse eating behaviours [30-32]. It is apparent that gaps and 

inconsistencies remain in the study of emotion relating to eating and food choices 

during pandemic. In particular, the association between emotional intelligence and 

food choices are scarce in the literature and are rarely considered.  
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In addition, as the society is moving towards healthier lifestyle, food choices 

play fundamental and deciding role in this. There was some past research that 

linked emotional intelligence to eating behaviours and physical activities of 

individuals. Nonetheless, this is not prevalent in the Malaysian setting. Researches 

have focused on the emotional intelligence links to improve psychological and 

physical health [10, 33]. 

A research done by Gnanaiah [34] stipulated that there was no significant 

difference between the overall emotional intelligence of a binge eating disorder 

individual and a non-binge eating disorder individual. However, binge eating 

disorder individuals were found to have lower self-esteem and self-control and they 

were found to be emotional when eating. On another research by Wong et al. [35], 

it was found that there was no significant relationship between emotional 

intelligence and body mass index. Nevertheless, the same research revealed that 
there was a negative relationship between emotional eating and emotional 

intelligence.  

Sidor and Rymski [36] disclose that more than 50% were reported to have eat 

and snack more frequently during the Covid-19 pandemic and these tendencies 

were more apparent in overweight and obese individuals. The research also 

highlighted that the lockdown imposed affected the eating behaviour and choices 

of food among individuals. Another research shows that individuals reported 
changes in their food choices and their eating habit demonstrated higher level of 

depression [37]. In short, individuals who were unable to control or manage their 

emotions will have drastic change in their food choices and eating habits.  

3. Materials and Methods 

Sampling and data collection 

To examine the relationship between EQ and food choices among Malaysians, this 

study adopted cross-sectional design through an online survey conducted between 
March to May 2020, where the targeted respondents were selected using purposive 

sampling with the inclusion and exclusion criteria. In particular, Malaysians who 

are aged between 18 - 55 and above living within Klang Valley were invited to 

participate in the survey. Those who are non-Malaysians or residing outside the 

Klang Valley were excluded from sampling. 

Such sampling was made based on the similarity in the lockdown phenomenon 

faced by the respondents who reside in Klang Valley. To that end, not only Klang 

Valley contains Malaysia’s most populated areas sprawling with major commercial 

capitals, but the area also received alarming rate of increase in obesity since 2015 

in comparison to other areas in Malaysia [38]. Additionally, criteria such as 

qualification, marital status and professions were not part of the selection 

consideration in this study. 

Survey invitation through Google forms was distributed to a total of 750 

respondents by sharing the link of the questionnaire form using emails, WhatsApp 

messages and via social media platforms. With periodic reminders, 412 responses 

were received. With data reduction technique, only 375 surveys were fully 

completed and met the sampling criteria, they were included in the study for further 

analysis by Krejcie and Morgan [39] and Tongco [40]. Participation in the survey 

was voluntary and respondents’ consents were obtained prior to the start of the 
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survey During this process, participants were assured regarding the confidentiality 

of their responses.   

Study instrument 

Explicit and straightforward statements were designed to gauge responses to the 

given constructs. This approach can obtain an appropriate and accessible 

understanding of the survey respondents. The questionnaires were designed by 

using a Five-Point Likert Scale ranging from 1 to 5 (1=Never; 2=Seldom, 

3=Sometimes, 4=Frequently and 5=Always), adapted from Goleman’s Theory of 

Emotional Intelligence (EQ) and its four prime elements whereby the frequency of 

number presented in each figure represents the highest and lowest score of EQ as 

shown in Arnow et al. research [41]. The instrument had undergone words checking 

and were designed with a total of 40 items. The distribution of items is as follow: 

a. Self-awareness (10 items) 

b. Self-regulation (10 items) 
c. Social awareness (10 items) 

d. Social skills (10 items) 

The survey questionnaire consisted of two parts in total. Part One encompassed 

basic demographic information such as nationality, age, gender, and race. Part Two 

was designed with the emphasis on measuring EQ and food choices which the four 

prime elements of EQ were presented in each section under Part Two to further 

assessed: (i) self-awareness, (ii) self-regulation, (iii) social awareness and (iv) 

social skills.  

The questionnaire was designed in English language. Initially, a pilot test was 

carried out among 30 respondents to ensure appropriate wording, and areas were 

checked for improvements. As a result of piloting, few minor changes were made 

in wordings to fit with the aim of this research. This process was deemed vital to 

allow minimising measurement error. 

Statistical analysis 

In order to explain the features of the study participants, frequency distribution and 

descriptive statistic (mean ± standard deviation) and regression coefficient analysis 

were performed. Data were then categorised into demographic profiles and 

regression data to measure the relationship of each EQ element and food choices 

among the Malaysians. Statistical testing was conducted using statistical package 

for social science (SPSS 25.0). The significance level was set at two-sided p<0.05. 

4. Results and Discussion 

A total of 375 respondents participated in this study and their socio-demographic 

characteristics are shown in Table 1. The sample disclosed that majority of the 

respondents were between the age of 18-24 followed by 25-34 (24%).  Gender 

composition of the respondents were 66% female whilst 34% were male. In 

addition, Chinese female comprised the highest number of respondents with 

approximately 33%, Malay female respondents at 23% while 18% were Malay 

male respondents. Female aged between 18-24 recorded the highest number (24%) 

followed by female in the age group of 25-34 (15%) while only 13% of male 

respondents were from the age group of 18-24. 
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Table 1. Characteristics of respondents participated in the study.  

Characteristics Frequency Percentage 

Age 

Below 17 6 1.6 

18-24 139 36.6 

25-34 90 23.9 

35-44 66 17.5 

45-54 35 9.3 

55 and above 41 10.6 

Gender 

Male 128 34.2 

Female 247 65.5 

Means and standard deviations 

Figure 2 presents the mean and standard deviation for the food choices and elements 
of emotional intelligence among respondent. Findings reveal that social skills consist 

of the highest mean of 3.53 with standard deviation of 0.68 while self-regulation 

entails the lowest mean among the elements of emotional intelligence (3.33) and 

standard deviation of 0.53. In short, data disclose that participants who scored high 

in social skills are good in socialising however may have lower self-regulatory.  

 

Fig. 2. Mean and standard deviation of variables. 

Relationship of emotional intelligence and food choices  

As presented in Table 2, it was found that there is a significant relationship between 

self-awareness and food choices with its significance level at p<0.05. This can be 

deduced that individuals are aware of their emotions when they are making the food 

choices decision. For instance, when they are feeling happy, they are more likely 

to resort to certain food choices as opposed to when they feel stress or anger during 

the pandemic. These individuals are more aware of the feelings they have, external 

2.97

3.52 3.33 3.51 3.53 3.47

0.6 0.6 0.53 0.63 0.68 0.51

Mean Std. Deviation
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events that may affect their feelings and the food choices they made. As a result, 

they are likely to make better food choices decision and not resort to panic eating 

or poor food choices decision. 

Table 2. Coefficient of self-awareness and food choices. 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 2.215 .179  11.880 .000 

AVGSA .240 .050 .241 4.796 .001 

In further comparison, Table 3 portrayed that there is a significant relationship 

between self-regulation and food choices (p<0.05). Findings uncover that 

individuals who have better control of their self and emotions are able to make 

better food choices. For example, these individuals are likely to be able to control 

themselves and not to overindulge or overeat when they make food choices decision 
during the situation such as lockdown. They are less likely to be distracted nor 

affected by any event or stressful situation due to their high self-control ability.  

Table 3. Coefficient of self-regulation and food choices. 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 
(Constant) 1.903 .189  10.058 .000 

AVGSR .321 .056 .284 5.720 .001 

In Table 4, data shows the significant relationship between social awareness 

and food choices (p<0.05). Finding explains that in a scenario such as lockdown 

during the pandemic period where people are required to work from home to avoid 

the spread of covid-19, not only individuals who have high social awareness are 

likely to be more aware of their own emotions but also those around them. Given 

that these individuals are more aware of the other’s emotions, they are also 

perceived more capable to identify mood changes and have better understanding on 

how others make food choices.  

Table 4. Coefficient of social awareness and food choices. 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 
(Constant) 2.038 .168  12.097 .000 

AVGSocA .266 .047 .280 5.631 .001 

In this study, the coefficient of social skills and food choices is studied. Results 

shows that there is a significant relationship between social skills and food choices 

(Table 5). This can be deduced that individuals with good social skills are likely to 

have better communication and have better ability in making food choices. 

Moreover, these individuals are able to share their emotions with the people around 
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them such as their thoughts of making certain food choices, discussing about their 

food choices or communicate with others about making food choices. In contrast, 

those who are less inclined in socializing are likely to have difficulties in 

communicating and thus likely to resort to poor decision making in food choices 

during the lockdown period.  

Table 5. Coefficient of social skills and food choices. 

Model 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 
(Constant) 2.004 .154  12.989 .000 

AVGSS .274 .043 .314 6.389 .001 

In sum, results in Table 6 shows that there is a significant relationship between 

overall EQ and food choices (p<0.05). Findings also reveal that despite the many 

restrictions imposed due to the pandemic, food choices remain a pivotal role in 
ensuring the sanity, healthiness and happiness of individuals in the society [42]. 

With that, individuals with high emotional intelligence are likely to make better 

food choices and maintain better emotional and wellbeing. 

Table 6. Coefficient of overall EQ and food choices. 

Model 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients t Sig. 

B Std. Error Beta 

1 
(Constant) 1.583 .202  7.841 .000 

Total EQ .010 .001 .339 6.952 .001 

Emotional intelligence Among Malaysians in food choices 

As much as making healthy food choices remains an important part of maintaining 

one’s health and emotions amid the global pandemic, this study revealed a 

significant relationship of all the four elements of EQ and food choices, as well as 

the level of EQ among 375 Malaysians are alarmingly low (Fig. 3).  

Majority of the Malaysians scored the lowest in self-regulation with 62% 
followed by self-awareness (47%), social skills (46%) and social awareness (45%). 

Most of the respondents scored the medium range for all EQ elements and only a 

handful percentage scored highest for all the elements in all elements of EQ. 

Figure 4 shows the lowest and highest score of EQ based on gender. Results 

show that female carried the lowest score for self-awareness (n=103) during 

lockdown. The low score in self-awareness among female participants portray a 

less inclined scenario in acknowledging their own feelings and emotions thus 
avoidance behaviour often occur. However, these situations may actually help 

regulate and moderate their food choices and eating behaviour [43].   

Male on the other hand, scored the lowest for self-regulation when it comes to 

food choices during lockdown (n=80). Studies reported that between men and 

women, women tend to have better self control on food, they are more invested in 

food-related issues, have better knowledge of food and nutrition, are more prone to 

go on a diet, and are more likely to perceive themselves as needing to watch their 

food intake [44-46].  
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On the high spectrum, females and males scored the highest for social skills 

(n=97) and (n=43) respectively. The findings suggest that both male and female 

participants tend to be friendly and sociable, wanting to create relationship and 

friendships with others. One possible reason was that during the pandemic, the pace 

of the whole society slowed down and have created more opportunities and time 

among the community members to want to care for each other [47, 48].  

 

Fig. 3. Malaysians recorded the lowest score in self-regulation. 

 

Fig. 4. Malaysian males scored the lowest in self- 

regulation while females scored the lowest in self-awareness.  

EQ in age differences were also observed. According to World Health 

Organization, young people are classified in the 10-24 year age group. In this study, 
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finding revealed that younger participants projecting low score in all elements 

where self-regulations marked the lowest compare to older participants over the 

lockdown period (Fig. 5). Despite that the healthy food choices regarded an 

essential feature for body weight management, emerging studies also revealed that 

when indivudual experiencing negative affect or mood especially during lockdown 
phase of Covid-19, comfort eating will be adopted as a form of coping strategy to 

contend with the stressful situations [29, 41, 49].  

This is concerning the younger adults as recent studies suggested that they are 

more likely to subject to comfort eating compare to older adults simply because 

older adults have better emotional experience than younger people - even during a 

pandemic that is placing them at greater risk than any other age group [50]. Two 

factors likely account for age advantages. The first is experience where older adults 

have had more years to encounter stressful and negative experiences; the second is 
that older adults experience changes in their motivations and goals. There is 

considerable evidence that older adults are more motivated to focus on the good in 

their daily lives, display greater emotional stability in day-to-day life and when 

faced with critical situation, they are like to accept than younger adults who tend to 

experience greater feelings of anxiety [51, 52]. 

Fig. 5. Malaysian’s young adults  

recorded lower score across all EQ elements. 
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5. Conclusions 

A total of 375 participated in the study, 65.5% were females and 36.6% were aged 

between 18 - 24 years old. The study found out that during the lockdown, a significant 
relationship of all the four elements of EQ and food choices, as well as the level of 

EQ among 375 Malaysians are alarmingly low. Across the four elements in EQ, 

there were more than half of the Malaysians scored the lowest in self-regulation. 

To compare further, when it comes to food choices during lockdown, the score for 

self-regulation is seemingly poor among male respondents while females displayed 

better self-control. In addition, between younger and older Malaysians, lower score 

in all four EQ elements are marked among younger respondents when making food 

choices during the lockdown. On the contrary, finding shows that Malaysians yearn 

to create relationships with others during the lockdown where the social skills are 

scored the highest across all respondents. 

Implications of the Study 

Explicit and This study provides an overview of the relationship of EQ and food 

choices among Malaysians during the Covid-19 lockdown in Malaysia. While this 

research shows correlation between each element of emotional intelligence and 

food choices among Malaysians, participants in this study appear to thrive in some 

aspects of EQ, yet many struggled with self-regulation when faced with food 

choices. Our results revealed that Malaysians who are less aware of their own 

emotions are in fact better in making food choices and are less likely to resort to 

comfort eating. Notably, the study also brought dramatic pessimism for self-

regulation among young Malaysian adults. The findings suggest that older 
Malaysian adults have better self-control and are highly motivated, thus have better 

control from making poor food choices when going through stressful atmosphere.  

In addition, our findings suggest that Malaysians scored higher in social skills 

where it has been assumed that a close relationship with others and an 

understanding environment have better contribution to a positive emotion which is 

essential to avoid emotional eating [53]. As social skills proven to play a key role 

in determining the level of resilience at the times of adversity, it is perceived as one 

of the most powerful coping strategy that can influence one’s level of resiliency 
[54, 55]. For instance, individuals who are able to accept negative experiences as a 

part of growth experiences are more exposed to positive coping mechanism such 

as adaptive eating instead of comfort eating. 

Thus, not only Covid-19 put Malaysians’ relationship with food at risk through 

the continuous rise of stressors (e.g. anxiety of lockdown, worried and scared of 

the disease), it has also given ultimatum to the finances of healthcare in the country. 

Nevertheless, this study recommends that by identifying and improving one’s EQ, 

it enables Malaysians to make better food choices and help increases their resilience 

to overcome the lockdown.  

Limitations and Future Research 

Although the current study has a commendable contribution to the literature and 

practice, however, this study also has a few limitations which could be the future 

directions. First, with the current Covid-19 pandemic affecting the lives of many 

individuals, it is indispensable to look into how emotional intelligence can be 

improved among young Malaysians when making food choices especially post-
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pandemic. Second, future research can further explore the benefits of working on 

self-regulation strategies as part of treatment in a post-pandemic world at a time 

when people have limited control over the antecedents of negative experience. 

Lastly, this study is based on questionnaire survey, however, in order to get an in-

depth understanding of the impact of food choices during critical time, future 

studies should include interviews and focus group discussions.  
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