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ABSTRACT

The street coffee business has become an important component of Malaysia’s urban food entrepreneurship sector, particularly in Kuala Lumpur, where consumer demand for affordable, accessible coffee services continues to grow. This study explores the factors influencing the success and failure of street coffee entrepreneurs in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. A qualitative research approach was employed through semi-structured interviews with selected local coffee entrepreneurs operating in the street food sector. The collected data were analysed using thematic analysis to identify key patterns related to entrepreneurial practices, operational challenges, and business sustainability strategies.
The findings reveal that successful entrepreneurs demonstrate strong branding and marketing capabilities, effective financial management, product innovation, strategic location selection, and adaptability to changing consumer preferences. In contrast, business failure is associated with poor communication, lack of business planning, inadequate financial management, limited market differentiation, and difficulties in managing operations and customer expectations. The study also highlights the importance of sustainability practices, technological adaptation, and customer engagement in maintaining long-term business competitiveness.
This research contributes to understanding entrepreneurship in Malaysia’s street coffee industry by providing practical insights for small business operators, policymakers, and future entrepreneurs. The findings may assist entrepreneurs in developing more sustainable business strategies and improving operational performance within the increasingly competitive street food market.
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INTRODUCTION

The street food industry has become an important contributor to urban economic development and entrepreneurial growth in Malaysia. Among the emerging trends within this sector is the rapid expansion of street coffee businesses, particularly in major urban areas such as Kuala Lumpur. Street coffee entrepreneurship has gained popularity due to changing consumer lifestyles, increasing demand for affordable specialty beverages, and the growing café culture among Malaysian consumers (Euromonitor International, 2023; Statista, 2023). These businesses not only provide accessible food and beverage services but also create employment opportunities and contribute to the development of local small and medium enterprises (SMEs) (SME Corporation Malaysia, 2022).
In recent years, the coffee industry in Malaysia has undergone a significant transformation, driven by evolving consumer preferences, social media influence, and intensifying competition in the food and beverage sector (Samoggia & Riedel, 2020). Consumers are becoming more selective regarding product quality, service experience, branding, and sustainability practices (Specialty Coffee Association, 2021). Consequently, entrepreneurs operating street coffee businesses must continually innovate and adapt their strategies to remain competitive in a rapidly changing market (Kotler & Keller, 2016). Despite the growing popularity of street coffee businesses, many entrepreneurs continue to face operational and managerial challenges that affect business sustainability and long-term performance (Hashim et al., 2020).
Previous studies have highlighted several critical factors influencing entrepreneurial success in the coffee and street food industries, including effective financial management, strategic marketing, product differentiation, customer satisfaction, and operational efficiency (Al Mamun et al., 2018; Hassan et al., 2021). Conversely, inadequate planning, weak communication, poor financial control, and inability to adapt to market trends have been identified as major causes of business failure among small food enterprises (Ahmad & Seet, 2009). Furthermore, increasing competition and rising operational costs have intensified the challenges entrepreneurs face in sustaining profitability and customer loyalty (Department of Statistics Malaysia [DOSM], 2023).
Although numerous studies have examined entrepreneurship and café businesses in Malaysia, little research has specifically focused on the experiences of street coffee entrepreneurs in Kuala Lumpur. In particular, there remains insufficient understanding of the factors contributing to both success and failure within this unique business segment. Therefore, this study seeks to explore entrepreneurs' ability to manage and sustain street coffee businesses by identifying the challenges encountered, the strategies adopted, and the factors influencing business performance.
This study employs a qualitative research approach using semi-structured interviews with selected street coffee entrepreneurs in Kuala Lumpur. Through thematic analysis, the study aims to provide deeper insights into entrepreneurial practices, operational challenges, and sustainability strategies within the street coffee sector. The findings of this research are expected to contribute to the existing literature on entrepreneurship and provide practical recommendations for entrepreneurs, policymakers, and stakeholders involved in Malaysia’s food and beverage industry.
The objectives of this study are:
1. To identify the factors contributing to the success of street coffee entrepreneurs in Kuala Lumpur. 
2. To examine the challenges and failure factors faced by entrepreneurs in the street coffee sector. 
3. To explore strategies that support the sustainability and competitiveness of street coffee businesses in Malaysia.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Street Coffee Entrepreneurship in Malaysia
The street food industry plays a significant role in Malaysia’s urban economy by contributing to employment opportunities, tourism development, and the growth of small businesses. Within this sector, the street coffee business has emerged as an increasingly popular entrepreneurial activity due to rising consumer demand for affordable, convenient, and accessible coffee products. The rapid expansion of coffee culture in Malaysia, particularly in urban centres such as Kuala Lumpur, has encouraged entrepreneurs to establish mobile and small-scale coffee businesses that cater to diverse consumer preferences. As competition intensifies, consumers increasingly seek not only high-quality beverages but also distinctive customer experiences, attractive branding, and convenient services.
Entrepreneurship in the coffee industry requires individuals to manage a wide range of operational and strategic responsibilities, including product development, marketing, financial management, customer service, and supply chain coordination. Wilkinson (2015) stated that successful coffee entrepreneurs demonstrate strong leadership qualities, effective business management skills, and the ability to adapt to changing market environments. Similarly, Lee et al. (2017) found that entrepreneurial success in Malaysia’s café industry is influenced by several factors, including innovation, family support, customer relationship management, and efficient business operations.
In the context of street coffee businesses, entrepreneurs are also responsible for maintaining product consistency and ensuring service quality despite operating in highly competitive and dynamic environments. The ability to develop creative products and establish a strong brand identity has become increasingly important for attracting customers and sustaining long-term business performance. Furthermore, entrepreneurs must continuously adapt their business strategies to accommodate evolving consumer preferences, technological advancements, and emerging trends within the food and beverage industry.
Challenges Faced by Street Coffee Entrepreneurs
Despite the increasing popularity of street coffee businesses, entrepreneurs continue to encounter numerous operational and managerial challenges. One of the primary challenges involves maintaining consistent product quality and customer satisfaction. Schröder et al. (2020) emphasised that variations in brewing techniques, environmental conditions, and operational settings may significantly influence coffee quality and customer perceptions. In highly competitive markets, failure to maintain consistent standards may negatively affect customer loyalty and business sustainability.
Another major challenge faced by entrepreneurs is intense market competition. The growing number of coffee vendors and café operators has increased pressure on small entrepreneurs to differentiate their products and services. Kim et al. (2021) highlighted that product differentiation, innovative marketing strategies, and customer engagement are essential for attracting and retaining customers within competitive food service industries. Entrepreneurs who fail to establish unique selling propositions often struggle to sustain profitability and market relevance.
Financial management also represents a critical challenge for small business operators. Ineffective budgeting, poor cash flow management, and limited access to financial resources may hinder business growth and operational efficiency. Previous studies have shown that inadequate financial planning is among the key factors contributing to business failure among small entrepreneurs. Additionally, operational challenges such as rising supply costs, equipment maintenance, and workforce management further complicate the sustainability of street coffee businesses.
Logistics and supply chain management are equally important within the street coffee sector. Zhang et al. (2023) noted that effective logistics management contributes significantly to operational efficiency, cost reduction, and customer satisfaction within food service businesses. Street coffee entrepreneurs must ensure consistent supply availability while maintaining cost efficiency and service quality. Failure to manage supply chains effectively may disrupt business operations and reduce customer confidence.
Moreover, changing consumer preferences continue to influence business sustainability within the coffee industry. Consumers are increasingly demanding healthier products, environmentally friendly practices, and convenient service experiences. Brown et al. (2024) reported that sustainability and health-conscious consumption patterns are becoming increasingly influential within the food and beverage sector. Consequently, entrepreneurs must remain responsive to market trends and continuously adapt their products, services, and operational strategies to remain competitive.
Sustainability and Business Competitiveness
Business sustainability has become an important concern among entrepreneurs operating within the street food and coffee sectors. Sustainable business practices not only contribute to environmental protection but also enhance brand reputation and customer trust. In recent years, many coffee entrepreneurs have adopted environmentally friendly initiatives such as biodegradable packaging, ethical sourcing, and energy-efficient operations to align with consumer expectations regarding sustainability.
Kim and Chen (2023) argued that sustainability practices positively influence brand image and customer loyalty within coffee businesses. Consumers are increasingly attracted to businesses that demonstrate social and environmental responsibility. Therefore, entrepreneurs who integrate sustainability into their business operations may achieve stronger competitive advantages and long-term customer relationships.
Technological innovation also plays a significant role in improving operational efficiency and customer experience. Kim and Zhong (2021) emphasised that digital technologies such as mobile ordering systems, contactless payments, and social media marketing have transformed business operations within the food service industry. These technologies enable entrepreneurs to improve customer convenience, streamline business processes, and expand market reach. The use of digital platforms has become particularly important for small entrepreneurs seeking to enhance visibility and customer engagement in competitive urban markets.
In addition, branding and customer relationship management are essential elements of business sustainability. Strong branding strategies help entrepreneurs differentiate their businesses and establish emotional connections with consumers. According to Nguyen et al. (2023), storytelling, social media engagement, and community involvement contribute significantly to customer loyalty and positive brand perception. Entrepreneurs who successfully develop strong brand identities are more likely to sustain customer retention and achieve long-term business growth.
Operational efficiency is another important factor influencing business sustainability. Lee and Kim (2022) highlighted that effective inventory management, cost control, and supplier coordination are critical in maintaining profitability within food service businesses. Entrepreneurs who optimise operational processes and minimise resource wastage are better positioned to sustain financial performance while maintaining product quality and customer satisfaction.
Research Gap
Although previous studies have extensively examined café businesses, entrepreneurship, and consumer behaviour within the coffee industry, limited research specifically focuses on street coffee entrepreneurs operating in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Existing studies primarily emphasise café operations, customer satisfaction, or general entrepreneurship without addressing the unique operational realities and sustainability challenges experienced by street coffee entrepreneurs.
Furthermore, there remains insufficient qualitative research exploring both the success and failure factors affecting entrepreneurs within the Malaysian street coffee sector. Understanding these factors is important for developing effective business strategies, improving entrepreneurial capabilities, and supporting the sustainability of small businesses within the urban food economy. Therefore, this study aims to address this gap by exploring the experiences, challenges, and business strategies of street coffee entrepreneurs in Kuala Lumpur through a qualitative research approach.
METHODOLOGY
This study employed a qualitative research design to explore the experiences, challenges, and business sustainability strategies of street coffee entrepreneurs in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Qualitative research is appropriate for this study because it enables researchers to obtain in-depth understanding of participants’ experiences, perceptions, and business practices within their natural settings. According to Creswell (2014), qualitative research allows researchers to investigate social phenomena through detailed exploration of participants’ perspectives and lived experiences. The use of qualitative methods also provides flexibility in examining complex entrepreneurial issues and identifying factors that influence business sustainability within the street coffee industry.
Research Design
The study adopted a qualitative approach using semi-structured interviews as the primary data collection method. Semi-structured interviews allow researchers to gather detailed information while maintaining flexibility to explore emerging issues during the interview sessions. This approach was selected because it enables participants to freely express their experiences, challenges, and business strategies related to operating street coffee businesses in Kuala Lumpur.
The research focused on understanding entrepreneurial practices, operational challenges, customer engagement strategies, sustainability initiatives, and business management experiences among street coffee entrepreneurs. In addition, observational methods were used to corroborate interview findings by examining business operations, customer interactions, branding strategies, and service delivery practices across the selected coffee businesses.
Research Sampling
Purposive sampling was used in selecting participants for this study. The participants were street coffee entrepreneurs with direct experience and knowledge of operating coffee businesses in Kuala Lumpur. Three selected street coffee businesses were included in this study: Kopi dan Kamu Coffee, Jardin Coffee, and Rey.Hut Coffee. These businesses were selected based on accessibility, operational experience, and their active involvement within Kuala Lumpur’s street coffee industry.
The study also employed maximum variation sampling to capture diverse perspectives from entrepreneurs with varied business backgrounds and operational approaches. According to Patton (2002), maximum variation sampling helps researchers identify common patterns across diverse participants while capturing unique experiences and viewpoints.
Data Collection Procedure
Data were collected through guided semi-structured interviews conducted with the selected entrepreneurs. The interview sessions focused on several key areas, including business operations, customer service, branding strategies, sustainability practices, financial management, operational challenges, and future business plans. Each interview was conducted face-to-face and recorded with participants’ consent to ensure accuracy during data transcription and analysis.
In addition to interviews, observational notes were recorded during visits to the coffee businesses. These observations included customer interactions, product presentation, business environment, operational workflow, and promotional activities. The combination of interviews and observations enhanced the credibility and richness of the research findings.
Data Analysis Approach
The collected data were analysed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is widely used in qualitative research to identify, analyse, and interpret recurring patterns or themes within textual data. Braun and Clarke (2006) explained that thematic analysis provides a systematic yet flexible approach for organising and interpreting qualitative data.
The analysis process began with data familiarisation through repeated reading of interview transcripts and observational notes. The researcher then generated initial codes by identifying important statements, ideas, and recurring issues related to the study objectives. Similar codes were grouped into broader themes that represented common patterns within the data.
The themes were reviewed and refined to ensure consistency, clarity, and relevance to the research objectives. Finally, the findings were interpreted and presented according to the identified themes to provide comprehensive insights into the experiences and challenges faced by street coffee entrepreneurs in Kuala Lumpur.
Table 1: 
Thematic Analysis Procedures

	No.
	Procedures
	Explanation

	1
	Transcribing the Data
	Interview recordings were transcribed into written text to facilitate data analysis.

	2
	Familiarisation with Data
	The researcher repeatedly reviewed transcripts and observational notes to comprehensively understand the data.

	3
	Generating Initial Codes
	Important statements and meaningful information related to the research objectives were identified and coded.

	4
	Searching for Themes
	Similar codes were grouped together to form potential themes and categories.

	5
	Reviewing and Defining Themes
	Themes were refined to ensure they accurately reflected the participants’ experiences and research objectives.

	6
	Data Interpretation
	The identified themes were interpreted to understand their implications for business sustainability and entrepreneurship.

	7
	Reporting the Findings
	The final themes and findings were presented using supporting quotations and detailed explanations.




	No.
	Procedures
	Explaination

	1.
	Transcribing the Text
	To begin, enter the written material or interview recordings into a text format. To make analysis easier, this entails writing down uttered words.

	2.
	Initiation of Data
	Examine and become acquainted with both the raw and transcribed data. Make notes underline important details, and mark any early ideas or trends that the researcher finds particularly noteworthy.

	3.
	Produce First Codes
	Mark text passages that are pertinent to the study questions or interesting themes to start the data coding process. To classify these parts, use labels or codes that provide context.

	4.
	Search for Themes
	Examine the coded sections and begin grouping them according to possible themes or trends. Seek for themes, ideas, or ideas that keep coming up in the data.

	5.
	Review and Define Themes
	Ensure each theme accurately reflects a unique feature of the data by fine-tuning and defining the study themes in light of the coded segments. Verify the themes’ coherence and significance.

	6.
	Data Interpretation
	Examine the themes’ relevance to the study’s goals and the insights they offer in order to interpret the data. Consider each theme’s broader implications for the research project.

	7.
	Summarise the Results
	Provide a detailed account of the analysis by outlining the themes that were found and bolstering them with quotes or data samples. Give a thorough explanation of each theme and talk on how it relates to the study questions




FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION


Overview of Findings
The thematic analysis identified four major themes associated with the sustainability and operational experiences of street coffee entrepreneurs in Kuala Lumpur: (1) entrepreneurial acquisition and operational management, (2) entrepreneurial ability and business capability, (3) customer satisfaction and service expectations, and (4) operational non-performance challenges. The findings demonstrate that street coffee entrepreneurs operate within highly competitive and dynamic business environments that require continuous adaptation, innovation, and strategic management practices. The analysis further reveals that communication effectiveness, branding strategies, product quality, customer engagement, and operational efficiency are significant determinants influencing business sustainability and entrepreneurial success.
The word frequency analysis indicated that issues related to communication, quality maintenance, branding, customer satisfaction, and operational delays were repeatedly emphasised by participants, suggesting their central importance within the street coffee business environment.
Table 2: 
Theme Framework
	No.
	Codes
	Theme

	1
	Lack of communication, managing behaviour, process management, lack of experience, employee assistance, promotion, security
	Entrepreneurial Acquisition and Operational Management

	2
	Coffee brand expansion, brand identification and business classification
	Entrepreneurial Ability and Business Capability

	3
	Customer expectations, customer needs, customer disputes
	Customer Satisfaction and Service Experience

	4
	Delay, business failure, operational disruption
	Operational Non-Performance



Entrepreneurial Acquisition and Operational Management
One of the dominant themes identified in this study relates to entrepreneurial acquisition and operational management. Participants frequently highlighted communication difficulties between employers, employees, and customers as a major operational challenge affecting business performance. Poor internal communication often contributed to misunderstandings, reduced service efficiency, and inconsistent customer experiences. Similarly, ineffective communication with customers occasionally resulted in dissatisfaction and weakened customer relationships.
The findings suggest that operational management within street coffee businesses requires entrepreneurs to possess strong interpersonal and leadership capabilities. Participants indicated that employee training plays an important role in improving communication skills, customer interaction, and operational consistency. Entrepreneurs who actively provided guidance and structured training to employees reported better service delivery and smoother business operations.
In addition, lack of business experience emerged as a common challenge among small-scale entrepreneurs. Several participants explained that limited experience in financial planning, workforce coordination, and operational management initially affected their business performance. However, entrepreneurs who continuously learned through practical experience and market observation demonstrated greater adaptability and operational resilience.
The findings also reveal that promotional strategies are essential for increasing customer awareness and strengthening market positioning. Social media platforms, digital marketing, and visual branding were commonly used by participants to attract customers and enhance business visibility within highly competitive urban markets.
Entrepreneurial Ability and Business Capability
Entrepreneurial ability was identified as another critical factor influencing business sustainability. Participants consistently emphasised the importance of innovation, branding, and adaptability in maintaining competitive advantage within the street coffee industry.
The findings indicate that successful entrepreneurs demonstrate strong capabilities in product innovation and business differentiation. Entrepreneurs introduced unique coffee flavours, customised beverages, and creative product presentations to cater to changing consumer preferences. This reflects the increasing importance of experiential consumption within the contemporary food and beverage sector, where consumers seek not only product quality but also distinctive customer experiences.
Branding was also identified as a major contributor to business growth and customer retention. Participants highlighted that establishing a recognisable brand identity through logo design, packaging, stall aesthetics, and social media presence significantly influenced customer attraction and loyalty. Entrepreneurs viewed branding as a strategic tool to differentiate their businesses from competitors in the same market.
Strategic location selection further contributed to entrepreneurial success. Participants explained that business locations with high pedestrian traffic, accessibility, and strong visibility positively influenced customer engagement and sales performance. This finding demonstrates the importance of spatial strategy within small-scale urban food businesses.
Financial management capability also emerged as an essential entrepreneurial competency. Entrepreneurs who effectively controlled operational costs, managed inventory, and monitored cash flow reported greater financial stability and long-term business sustainability.

Customer Satisfaction and Service Experience
Customer satisfaction was identified as a central component influencing business continuity within the street coffee sector. Participants emphasised that maintaining product quality, service consistency, and positive customer interactions significantly affected customer loyalty and repeat purchases.
The findings reveal that consumers have increasingly high expectations for beverage quality, hygiene standards, service efficiency, and the overall customer experience. Entrepreneurs explained that maintaining consistent coffee taste and product presentation is essential due to intense market competition and growing consumer awareness.
Participants also highlighted the importance of customer engagement in building long-term business relationships. Friendly communication, responsiveness to customer preferences, and personalised service experiences were viewed as important strategies for strengthening customer trust and satisfaction.
Additionally, customer disputes and complaints were identified as unavoidable operational issues. Entrepreneurs who responded professionally and efficiently to customer concerns were more likely to maintain positive customer relationships and preserve their business reputation.
Operational Non-Performance Challenges
Operational non-performance emerged as another significant theme affecting the sustainability of street coffee businesses. Participants frequently reported challenges related to operational delays, supply shortages, equipment issues, and workforce limitations.
Delays in service delivery were found to negatively affect customer satisfaction, particularly during peak business hours. Entrepreneurs explained that limited manpower and operational inefficiencies occasionally reduced service speed and product consistency.
Business failure risks were also associated with rising operational costs, volatile market demand, and intense competition in Kuala Lumpur’s coffee industry. Several participants noted that small-scale coffee businesses remain highly vulnerable to financial instability due to fluctuating raw material prices and changing consumer behaviour.
The findings further indicate that entrepreneurs who adopted flexible operational strategies and continuously adapted to market trends demonstrated stronger business resilience. Adaptability, innovation, and effective operational management, therefore, appear to be critical factors supporting long-term business sustainability within the street coffee sector.
DISCUSSION
The findings demonstrate that street coffee entrepreneurship in Kuala Lumpur extends beyond beverage production and sales, involving complex managerial, operational, and strategic responsibilities. The study highlights that entrepreneurial success is strongly influenced by communication effectiveness, branding capability, operational efficiency, and customer relationship management.
The results are consistent with previous entrepreneurship and hospitality studies, which emphasise innovation, service quality, and adaptability as important determinants of business sustainability within competitive food service industries. Furthermore, the findings contribute to the limited literature on Malaysian street coffee entrepreneurship by offering qualitative insights into the lived experiences and operational realities of small-scale coffee entrepreneurs in urban environments.
Overall, this study suggests that sustainable business growth within the street coffee sector requires entrepreneurs to continuously improve managerial competencies, embrace innovation, strengthen branding strategies, and maintain customer-oriented business practices.
CONCLUSION
This study explored the experiences, challenges, and sustainability strategies of street coffee entrepreneurs in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. The findings revealed that street coffee businesses operate in highly competitive, rapidly evolving urban environments that require entrepreneurs to possess strong managerial, operational, and entrepreneurial capabilities. The study identified several important factors influencing business sustainability, including communication effectiveness, branding strategies, customer satisfaction, operational efficiency, innovation, and adaptability to changing market trends.
The results demonstrated that maintaining consistent product quality and delivering positive customer experiences are essential for sustaining customer loyalty and business performance. Entrepreneurs who successfully implemented creative branding strategies, customer engagement approaches, and digital marketing practices were found to possess stronger competitive advantages within the street coffee industry. In addition, operational management practices such as inventory control, workforce coordination, financial management, and supplier relationships significantly influenced business stability and long-term sustainability.
The study also highlighted several operational and managerial challenges faced by street coffee entrepreneurs, including intense market competition, rising operational costs, supply chain disruptions, service delays, and changing consumer preferences. These challenges require entrepreneurs to continually adapt their business strategies and enhance operational flexibility to remain competitive in the urban food and beverage sector.
Furthermore, the findings indicated that sustainability practices and technological innovation play increasingly important roles in supporting business growth and customer retention. The adoption of environmentally friendly initiatives, digital payment systems, social media marketing, and customer relationship management strategies contributed positively to brand image, operational efficiency, and market visibility.
This study contributes to the existing literature by providing qualitative insights into the operational realities and sustainability experiences of street coffee entrepreneurs in Kuala Lumpur, an area underexplored in prior research. The findings may assist future entrepreneurs, policymakers, and small-business support agencies in understanding the factors influencing business sustainability in Malaysia’s growing street coffee industry.
Overall, the study concludes that the long-term sustainability of street coffee businesses depends largely on entrepreneurs’ ability to integrate innovation, effective operational management, strong branding, customer-oriented services, and adaptive business strategies within increasingly competitive market environments.
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