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DRIVEN BY PROMOTIONS

PRICE DRIVES BUYING CHOICES

Many consumers pick lower-cost products
due to tight budgets, even if these items
are less safe or durable

FAIQAH KAMARUDDIN
KUALA LUMPUR
bt@nst.com.my

OST consumers opt

for the cheapest

products available,

often setting aside
considerations of quality and
safety.

Industry leaders say this is not
due to rance, but rather a
matter of necessity.

They told Business Times that
demand for branded or premium
products remains weak, largely
because rising living costs have
squeezed household budgets.

Many consumers, they added,
are fully aware of quality differ-
ences but are forced to prioritise
price — increasingly questioning
whether higher prices genuinely
translate into better quality.

Last November, Deputy Do-
mestic Trade and Cost of Living
Minister Datuk Dr Fuziah Salleh
said only around 30 per cent of
consumers prioritise branded or
higher-quality items, lower than
the roughly 80 per cent seen in
many other countries.

She added that consumer
awareness is a vital yet often
overlooked component in
strengthening the domestic retail
sector.

Consumer Behaviour
Federation of Malaysian Con-
sumers Associations chief exec-
utive officer Saravanan Thambi-

rajah said many consumers un-
derstand that cheaper products
are not automatically safe. Like-
wise, expensive or well-known
brands do not guarantee high

quality.

He said this view is shaped by
past experiences in which high-
er-priced products did not meet
expectations for durability, safe-
ty or performance,

This, he said, reinforces the no-
tion that price alone is not a de-
pendable measure of value,

“Post-pandemic, consumers
have become significantly more
price-sensitive and promotion-
driven.

“This behaviour reflects pro-
longed cost-of-living pressures
and income uncertainty, pushing
households to prioritise afford-
ability and short-term savings.

“While this coping strategy
may be understandable in the
current economic climate, it is
not entirely sustainable for
household financial health,” he
said when contacted.

Malaysian International Cham-
ber of Commerce and Industry
president Christina Tee said
many households continue to be
price-conscious, meaning their
buying decisions are driven more
by affordability and practical val-
ue than by brand status.

She added that consumers are
becoming increasingly pragmat-
ic, prioritising products that offer
comfort and reliability and meet
their needs at a fair price.

Saravanan Thambirajah

“This shift in consumer be-
haviour has contributed to a
highly competitive, price-driven
market structure.”

She said in such an environ-
ment, brands able to offer accept-
able quality at lower price points
tend to gain traction, which
partly explains the growing pres-
ence of Chinese brands in
Malaysia.

“China’s scale as a manufactur-
ing hub makes it difficult to com-
pete purely on cost,” she said.

However, Tee said that compe-
tition driven by price can create
issues with consistency and qual-
ity, ultimately impacting con-
sumer trust.

The Price Dilemma

Saravanan said an excessive fo-
cus on promotions and low prices
can lead to impulse buying, poor
financial choices, and the fre-
quent need to replace low-quality
items, which could end up being
more costly in the long run.

He said there is a risk that an
excessive focus on low prices may
lead consumers to compromise
on safety, durability and long-
term value,

“At the same time, Fomca said
that higher prices should not be
equated with better quality. Both
extremes carry risks,

“Cheap products may fail to
meet safety standards, while ex-
pensive branded goods may rely
more on marketing rather than
::I quality improvements,” he

He added that the core issue is
not the price itself, but the ab-
sence of clear information that
enables consumers to make in-
formed decisions.

Saravanan sald Fomca is wor-
ried about a widening consump-
tion gap, with safer, more durable
and higher-quality products be-
coming largely accessible to
higher-income groups.

He added that lower-income
copsumers are frequently
forced to choose cheaper alter-
natives out of financial necessity,
even when these options may

carry higher long-term costs or
risks.

“This situation highlights the
need for stronger market gover-
nance to ensure that basic quality
and safety are not treated as pre-
mium features.

“In this context, clear labelling,
transparency and integrity from
manufacturers and service
providers are important.

“Consumers must be given ac-
curate, honest and understand-
able information regarding prod-
uct standards, safety compliance,
ingredients, warranties and after-
sales support,” he said.

He added that deceptive
claims, whether promoted as
“cheap and affordable” or
through premium branding,
erode consumer trust and can
skew purchasing decisions.

Christina Tee

Towards
m Buying

Tee sald a stronger focus on
quality and branding will rely on
several factors.

She added that sustainable
wage growth is key, as it enables
consumers to make decisions
based on value rather than just
price.

“At the same time, stronge:
branding of local products, an
chored in clear differentiation
around quality and reliability,
will be key to justifying a price
premium.

“This must be supported by ro-
bust and transparent quality as-
surance frameworks, including
recognised certifications and reg:
ulatory standards, which rein-
force credibility and give con-
sumers confidence that higher:
prlecd goods deliver genuine val:
ue,” she added.

She said these elements would
encourage healthier competition
based on quality, innovation and
long-term value creation. i

Meanwhile, Saravanan said
consumers must not fall into the
trap of equating cheap with value
or expensive with quality.

He added that responsible pur-
chasing involves conducting re-
search, comparing products and
assessing actual needs.

Consumers should be encour:
aged to assert their rights and re-
sponsibilities. They can demand
accurate information, lodge com-
plaints when standards are not
met and make informed choices.

“A balanced approach, sup-
ported by strong regulation and
consumer education, can ensure
that affordability, safety and val:

ue can coexist in the t
place.” F
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Relief, but where’s capability building?

COMMENT

widely e s was the
government'’s decision to once again
provide a RM100 cash p  fc
_every Malaysian adult aged 18 and
above under the Sumb:

Rahmah (Sara)

Tunai Rahmah

tages. However,
undemeath its superficial allure
exists a more profound policy
question: Is this simply a transaction,
or can it evolve into a component of a
ider . I MalavaTae

alvin Lee Kuan

Prime Minister

Datuk  Seri Anwar

W/ [brahim tabled Budget
W 2026, one of the most

t to

Y

Sian

fixed RM100 | ent offers
temporary relief for a few days’
expenses, but it fails to significantly

bolster future resilience. Instead, it

jeopan)ﬂses the perpetuation of a

support for its citizens? >
There is no doubt that many.
_‘N’l’al:ysians will welcome the cash.

r round of Sara assi
saw a large majority of
spend the money me d

recipients
ays, a sign

%ydh jaya for
‘on Putrajaya for
iporary relief instead of av to
anced tial.

The universality of the p

D y e because
individuals

tead of treating them
s, the

htodays
ntial
them

upskilling programmes provided by
zdouDEC, HRD Corp or community

leges. These inexpensive linkages
would transform aid from a simple
disbursement into a catalyst for

umption b
.~ coul
programmes to 3 ar.
commitment to capability buildin,
portion of future aid could be
to optional redemption for short-
term - tional

- engagement in the formal sector.

More  importantly, the
government could measure not only
distribution efficiency but also
impact on how recipients spend,

families are in distress. The
fundamental issue is not a lack of
compassion; rather, it is the absence

‘of a mechanism that links alleviation

o advancement. In a nation where
wealth disparities endure and youth
unemployment remains persistently
high, fiscal instruments must be
crafted to empower rather than
simply placate.

Budget 2026 rightly places people

at the centre of economic recovery.
The RM100 gesture is a nod to

inclusivity and empathy. Yet for
Malaysia to move from safety nets to
pringboards, future budgets must
increasingly blend  short-term
assistance with long-term
empowerment. Helping citizens cope
with today’s prices is essential but
helping them = ’s
income is transformative.

The 2026 cash aid measure is
understandable and  politically
defensible. It reaches everyone, it
arrives fast and it signals mat;jhgz
government is listening. But it
exposes amissed opportunity (o pivot
from relief to resilience.
difference between a transfer and a
transformation lies in what follows
the pay - whether it b a
brief respite or the foundation of a
stronger, more skilled society.

Malaysia has proven adept at
distributing money efficiently. The
next challenge is to distribute
opportunity with the same zeal. Only
then can the promise of shared

ity move b d the wallet,

whether short-term

n;
certifications or entrepreneurship
ki bl e %

albeit politically
undermines its economic specificity:

of genuine need and the i
of economic stress.

The government’s total
commitment of around RM15 billion
to cash aid in 2026 demonstrates an
eamest desire to help. But one-off

High-i beneficiaries obtain the
sag:l amz:iunt as
individuals, diminishing the potential
effect on those that require assistance
the most. Over time, this extensive

distribution may become financially

translates into improved welfare and

24

prosperity move bey :
and into the fabric of everyday

g p whether complementary support capability.
attractive, convert porary into hanisms reach those who need :
skills and employability. them most. Transparency in Galvin Lee Kuan Sian is o PhD
Basic behavioural nudges may would allow future budgets researcher in marketing at the Asio-
low-income  enhance efficacy. In addition to to refine targeting without politicising  Europe Institute, UniversitiMaloya
disbursement notifications,  assistance. andis a lecturer and programme
beneficiaries could receive links to Critics may dismiss Yy coordi inbusiness ataprivate
budgeting tools, micro-investment  assistance as a populist policy; yet, college in Malaysia. Comments:
opportunities or details regarding such a judgement is unfair when letters@thesundailu.com
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