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1. INTRODUCTION

Homelessness is a pervasive issue that impacts both developed and developing nations,
including Malaysia. This situation gives rise to multiple stigmas and misconceptions
within the community. The problem of homelessness in Penang is a significant concern
for government authorities and non-governmental groups, who are actively attempting
to confront, mitigate, and assist in managing this situation. This study aims to ascertain
the community's impression of people experiencing homelessness. The questionnaire
survey included 387 respondents from the local community near Komtar, Pulau Pinang.
A straightforward random selection was made using the participants' method. This study
uses descriptive analysis and a relative importance index (RRI) to analyze the study data.
The survey findings indicate a specific outlet or community categorization exists for
those currently suffering homelessness, including those who do not have a permanent
dwelling (homeless individuals (44.5%) and a significant fraction of wandering individuals
(21.5%).

Moreover, this study demonstrates that the perception of the homeless population is
closely tied to their attire, which in turn is influenced by factors such as safety,
surroundings, and location. This study on homelessness can offer significant insights to
the Department of Local Government and Social Welfare regarding the community's
view and response to homeless individuals in the area, which serves as an administrative
centre. Moreover, this study can assist the Government in identifying the precise
locations of homeless people. This would enable a more precise allocation of aid to the
desired group, ultimately reducing the number of homeless individuals in Pulau Pinang.
Keywords: community, homelessness, perspective, stigma, stereotypes.

crucial to comprehend the perceptions of homeless individuals

In Malaysia, there is no specific operational definition of
homelessness. However, the Orang Papa Act 1977 regulates the
situation of individuals without a house and is implemented by
[1]. Homeless people encounter inherent health and safety
hazards, as well as being subjected to societal stigmatization.
Evidence indicates that the general public's perceptions of the
homeless population are predominantly unfavorable [2]. It is
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regarding the unfavorable attitudes held by the community
towards them. These ideas can have an impact on their ability to
secure employment, seek assistance, and overall well-being.
Homeless people perceive that they are subject to societal or
communal disdain. Furthermore, this stigma and stereotype of the
homeless population is not a recent phenomenon and has persisted
for a long time [3]. Different regions within the same country or
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territory, as well as different countries, have different laws that
describe what it means to be homeless. The homeless are people
who sleep in public or private places that aren't meant to be used
as accommodations [4]. People who are homeless don't have an
appropriate place to live, so they must move around a lot to find
shelter. Being poor and being homeless correlate [5]. There are a
lot of studies on homelessness in both emerging and industrialized
countries because the problem of homelessness is linked to
national development issues. A study of homeless people in the
United States found that most of them are men [6]. There is a
widespread belief that homeless people are dangerous, which is
perpetuated by the fact that many people hold the stigma and
stereotypes that homeless people are criminals [7]. On the other
hand, most people who are homeless do not have criminal records,
and if they do, the offenses that they have committed are often
non-violent [8]. An important part of the cognitive component of
attitude structure is the concept of stereotypes. Several individual
factors contribute to the existence of homeless people. These
include the fact that homeless people engage in negative behaviors
such as drug addiction, alcoholism, gambling, being victims of
divorce or family separation, being evicted or running away from
home, and so on [9]. In addition to the fact that they do not have
income or are living at the level of poverty, some factors
contribute to the existence of homeless people. Considering this,
this behavioral and social issue is causing the people in the area
under study to experience a disruption in their serenity.

Homelessness poses a significant financial burden on the
Government, who are taxpayers. This is because homeless
individuals are considered heavy users of public services, which
indirectly leads to the community bearing the expense of these
services [10]. The homeless crisis has a significant influence on
local communities due to the conflict between the homeless
population and the economy, as well as the linked public policy
challenges encountered by local governments, particularly the
issue of homeless placement. Municipalities striving to enhance
their economic conditions encounter challenges in mitigating
homelessness within their jurisdictions. The homeless are subject
to social stigma. Individuals experiencing homelessness endure
emotions of shame and isolation and require assistance to sustain
their lives.

Moreover, the community, devoid of any personal
encounter with homelessness, is incapable of comprehending the
entire extent of the predicament endured by homeless individuals.
Consequently, this circumstance engenders a multitude of stigmas and
preconceptions throughout the community towards the homeless
population. Despite the negative associations, stereotypes are used
by individuals as a handy means of organizing knowledge about
people and forming expectations based on their group affiliation
[11]. Nevertheless, stereotyping frequently results in an outgroup
homogeneity effect, wherein all individuals belonging to the
outgroup are viewed as distinctly dissimilar from the ingroup.
While stereotypes can be effective, they do not consistently depict
the most prominent traits of a group and may unjustly present the
group in an unfavorable light. Homeless individuals are often
unfairly categorized as criminals, leading to the widespread
perception that they pose a threat to society [7]. Nevertheless,
most individuals experiencing homelessness lack criminal
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histories, and in the few instances when they do, it typically
pertains to non-violent offenses [8]. Stereotypes are a fundamental
element of the cognitive aspect of attitude formation.

The issue of homelessness has diverse impacts on the
local community [12]. The community will be concerned if the
Authority does not take responsibility for eliminating the presence
of homeless individuals, given the annual rise in their numbers.
Based on the 2022 Global Peace Index (GPI), Malaysia holds the
18th position globally and is rated 4th in the Asia-Pacific region.
According to the National Key Result Areas (NKRAS), the
proportion of respondents who feel safe has declined from 47.5%
in 2011 to 39.0% in 2016. The existence of individuals without
permanent housing is a contributing factor that generates feelings
of uncertainty and unease and presents a potential for security
hazards [9]. Therefore, we must conduct a research investigation
to examine the stigmatization and stereotypes held by the local
populace regarding the presence of homeless individuals in public
areas.

1.1 Concept of Homeless

In Malaysia, homeless individuals are classified as "orang
papa" according to the Orang Papa Act 1977 (Act 183). According
to [9] state that the concept of homelessness varies across different
countries. The definition of a homeless person is an individual
who engages in various forms of street begging, causing
inconvenience to the public who frequent the area, and disrupting
the peace [9]. Additionally, a homeless person can be someone
who aimlessly wanders in a public space, whether they engage in
begging. Superficially, this group is perceived as lacking a place
of residence and having an unsatisfying self-image. However,
Aziz et al., characterized orang papa in urban areas as the absence
of visible individuals, social instability, and the incapacity of
individuals to self-manage, resulting in an inability to buy housing
and ultimately leading them to reside on the streets [13].
According to [14] people experiencing homelessness lack a
suitable dwelling. According to [15] a homeless person may be
described as an individual who lacks a stable living situation and
is forced to reside on the streets due to financial constraints and
poverty. The United Nations classifies homeless individuals into
two distinct groups: primary homeless individuals, who remain on
the streets without any form of shelter, and secondary homeless
individuals, who lack a permanent house and frequently relocate
from one location to another in quest of suitable living conditions.
Furthermore, the homeless population is commonly linked to
those who have fled their homes, been forcibly removed from their
homes, are living on the streets, have resided in welfare homes or
juvenile rehabilitation institutes, lack a permanent address, and
frequently relocate [16].

1.2 The situation of homelessness in Penang, Malaysia

Homelessness is a societal issue that causes distress to a
portion of the population [17,18]. The problem of homelessness
in Malaysia is predominantly concentrated in the capital city [9]. The
homeless population encompasses individuals from diverse age
groups and genders, including the elderly, children, individuals
with mental health issues, former prisoners, drug addicts, social
workers, people with disabilities, undocumented immigrants [19-
21], and stateless children [22]. The statistics from the Department
of Social Welfare, Penang (JKMPP) revealed that the number of
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homeless individuals in 2017 was 580, which increased to 626 in
2018, and then decreased to 587 in 2019 [23] (Table 1). Despite a
reported decline in the number of homeless individuals in Penang,
the homeless population continues to face distressing
circumstances, as evidenced by many studies [24-28]. This
discrepancy arises due to an elevated count of individuals
experiencing homelessness, beyond the figures documented in the
statistical records. The existing data reports do not accurately
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represent the actual number of homeless individuals in Penang
[29]. The occurrence of several homeless populations clustered in
Komtar, Penang is sporadic, transient, and persistent [29].
According to Berawi and Ismail, the causes of homelessness
include ex-convicts, drug/alcohol addiction, family abandonment,
severe sickness leading to destitution, incapacity to self-manage,
unemployment, mental health issues/depression, unemployed
foreigners, poverty, and neglect of residents [24].

Table 1. The homeless individual's number in Penang from 2017 to 2019

Years Malaysian
Citizens

2017 511

2018 467

2019 442

Not Total
Malaysian

Citizens

70 580
159 626
45 587

Source: Department of Social Welfare, Penang (2020)

1.3 Stigma and Stereotype Against Homeless

Stigma devalues a characteristic due to negative attitudes,
preconceptions, or beliefs [30]. The stigmatized attribute might be
either apparent or hidden and is usually associated with belonging
to a specific social category. Stigma involves separating
individuals and identifying them as "different"” from others
[31,32]. Labelling Theory posits that assigning individuals a
specific label can shape how others perceive them and justify
treating them differently based on that label [33]. Stereotype refers
to a scenario where individuals belonging to a particular social
group are apprehensive about being judged or treated unfairly due
to a bad stereotype associated with their group. The fear of
reinforcing the stereotype can increase anxiety, monopolize
cognitive abilities, and hinder motivation to succeed [34]. As a
result, individuals belonging to stereotyped groups may exhibit
lower performance on tasks that involve evaluation in the domain
associated with the stereotype.

Kartini (2016 and Rafiza (2015) state that homeless
individuals are frequently stigmatized because of their
involvement in criminal activities, which they resort to sustain
their survival [35,36]. Due to their frequent presence on the
streets, homeless individuals lack privacy and experience a high degree
of autonomy, which perpetuates their adherence to conflicting
societal norms. Street living is often accompanied by social stigma
due to perceived uncleanliness, unpleasant odors, unhappiness,
lack of responsibility, lack of resources, and perceived laziness.
The act of socially identifying those who are homeless not only
demonstrates society's lack of awareness of the issue but also
denies the rights of people who have experienced poverty to live
a wealthy life in their own country [37]. Krajweska-Kulak et al.,
discovered that the community's general perception towards the
homeless is that homelessness is a deliberate decision and
assisting people experiencing homelessness is perceived as unjust,
unremunerative, and a squandering of resources [38]. According
to Syazwani, homelessness is believed to arise from deficiencies
in the social structure, inadequacies in support services, and the
mindset of the homeless individuals themselves [39]. Consequently,
homeless individuals experience cognitive impairment due to
frequent exposure to adverse daily circumstances. In their study, [
27] argue that the act of socially labeling homeless individuals
serves to isolate them from potential sources of assistance or
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support, effectively segregating them from mainstream society
and creating a concealed community. According to the
investigation from the United Nations Human Rights Council
(UNHRC), homeless individuals face discrimination and stigma.
This is seen in their co-workers ostracizing them or them leaving
their jobs shortly after being employed due to negative societal
views on homelessness [40]. Hence, it is imperative to undertake
this study to investigate the community's stigma and stereotypical
notions towards people experiencing homelessness in public
areas.
2. RESEARCH METHOD

The analysis's methodology explains the specific methods
and procedures employed in this investigation, utilizing a
guantitative method. The data was collected by conducting a
guestionnaire survey. The research questionnaire had a total of
387 respondents who were from the local community in the
Komtar area of Penang. According to Altheide, questionnaires
offer three primary benefits: they enable researchers to engage a
substantial number of respondents, facilitate relationship studies
and comparisons with a large population, and ultimately generate
factual data and information for discussion in the study findings [41].
The questionnaire in this study was divided into three sections to
comprehensively gather information from the participants. The
initial section of the questionnaire encompasses the demographic
information of the participants, including age, gender, race,
education level, occupation, and monthly household income. The
second phase entails administering a questionnaire to assess the
impoverished individuals' understanding of the definition of
homelessness. The final section addresses the issue of societal
perception towards individuals experiencing homelessness. The
data in this study was analyzed utilizing the Statistical Package for
Social Sciences (SPSS) software. This study employed descriptive
analysis and the Relative Importance Index (RII) to assess the
proportion of respondents’ demographic profiles and the
community's impression of the homeless, encompassing all the
parameters examined. According to Aibinu and Jagboro, the
Relative Importance Index (R11) method has been used to provide
an explanation of the relative significance of the causes and effects
according to the likelihood of their occurrence and the impact they
have on the project [42]. This method makes use of the Likert
scale, which consists of five scales. Additionally, the component
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that is the critical cause or impact is the one that has a larger value
of the index of its relative importance (RII), which is derived by
the equation.

_ Zw
RII= 2o 1)

Where:

RII - is Relative Importance Index
W —is the weight given to each factor by the respondents from 1,
2, 3, 4 and 5 for very low, low, moderate, high, and very high,
respectively.

A — is the highest weight (i.e., 5 in this case).

N — is the total number of respondents.
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2.1. Study Area

Figure 1 shows that the location of the study was Komtar,
Penang. The case of homeless people in the Komtar area and the
community's perception of the changes to the Komtar area can be
studied in Komtar, Penang. This is particularly true given that the
Komtar building is a public space that served as the primary
gathering place for residents during its initial construction. and in
recent times, the Komtar area's function has declined, which has had
multiple effects on Penang's economy and society. Consequently, a
significant portion of Penang's homeless population resides in the
Komtar neighborhood.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The research involved a total of 387 respondents (Table
2). The survey findings indicate that there were 202 female
respondents, representing 52.2% of the total, while there were 185
male respondents, representing 47.8%. The age cohort that
exhibited the highest level of participation in the study was the
21-30-year-old demographic, comprising a total of 168
participants. This was closely followed by the 31-40 years old age
group, which consisted of 121 individuals. In contrast, there was
just one individual in the age category of >61 years and beyond,
whereas the age groups of 41-50 years and 51-60 years had 64 and

Figure 1. Study Area

33 responses respectively. Most respondents were Malays, with
135 individuals (34.9%). Chinese respondents represented 122
individuals (31.5%), while Indians constituted 118 individuals
(30.5%). The participation of other ethnicities in this poll is
minimal, comprising only 12 individuals. 54.4% of the
respondents are employed in the public sector, indicating a
majority. The informal sector accounts for 18.9% of the total. The
private sector contributed 11.4% of the respondents, while the gig
economy accounted for 7.4% and non-working individuals made
up 4.5%. Housewives constitute the smallest proportion of
responders, comprising only 3.4%.

Table 2. Respondents' Demographic Profile

https://ijbssrnet.com/index.php/ijbssr

Demography Profile Frequency (n) Percentage (%)

Gender

Male 185 47.8
Female 202 52.2
Age Groups

21-30 168 434
31-40 121 31.3
41-50 64 16.5
51-60 33 8.5
>61 1 0.3
Ethnics

Malay 135 34.9
Chinese 122 315
Indian 118 30.5
Others 12 3.1
Occupations

Public Sector 210 54.4
Informal Sector 73 18.9
Private Sector 44 11.4
Gig Economy 30 7.4
Non-working 17 45
Housewife 13 3.4
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Figure 2 depicts the general perception of the homeless
within the community. The study's findings revealed that the
proportion of those without a residence, commonly referred to as
the homeless, is the greatest at 44.5%. Furthermore, the category
with the second biggest proportion of homeless individuals is
comprised of a roam individual, representing 21.5%. This is
followed by homeless individuals who have no permanent job,
making up 13.1%, and those who are isolated individuals, with a
rate of 6.8%. The percentage of individuals who are poor people

Bankcrupt Individual | 1.2
H 14
H14
H 14

Live in an emergency shelter or transitional housing program
Share the same residence

Staying at home has no security aspect

have a bed at night

Poor people

Isolated individual

No parmanent job

A wandering individual

Homeless individual

Hl 35

I 5.2

I 6.8

I 131

I 215
. /4.5
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is 5.2%, whereas the percentage of individuals who have a bed at night
is 3.5%. Alternative perspectives on homelessness encompass
individuals staying at home having no security aspect, sharing the
same place, and individuals residing in emergency or transitional
housing programs. Each of these categories accounts for an equal
proportion of 1.4%. The homeless population comprises those
with the bankrupt individual, with a mere 1.2% representing their
proportion.

0

5

10 15 20 25 30

Percentage (%)

35 40 45 50

Figure 2. Community perception of the definition of homeles

3.1. Community stigma against the homeless from a

safety perspective

Figure 3 discusses important relative indices of
community perceptions of safety. People in the Komtar area feel
unsafe because of the number of homeless people living there.
Due to Komtar's many uses as a meeting place for the Penang
government, as well as a shopping centre, public amenities, and a
major tourist destination, the area is always bustling with locals
and tourists alike, making for heavy traffic. From a security
perspective, this is a major worry, particularly for the people of
Komtar who rely on public services. The study's results reveal a
notable amount of prejudice and antagonistic behavior towards the
homeless population, with a level of 0.71 as seen in Figure 3. This
is because the community often feels uneasy or fearful around the
homeless, as they are often perceived as having unpredictable or
aggressive behavior [43]. Furthermore, there are misunderstandings
within the community regarding the homeless population. and the
underlying factors that contribute to their becoming homeless and
aggressive behavior, such as psychological strain and mental
disorders [9].

The second-highest relative importance index value, 0.65,
is for the community's discomfort with homeless individuals. The
third-highest index value, 0.63, is for the stigma that the presence
of homeless people will make the area unsafe and advocate the
spread of disease. Regarding health, screening of infectious
diseases among the homeless community is frequently linked to
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sexually transmitted diseases like HIV/AIDS and Hepatitis C.
Furthermore, there are respiratory infections such as pertussis,
meningococcal, mumps, measles, TB, and gastrointestinal
diseases such as shigellosis and giardiasis [44]. According to the
Penang State Health Department, homeless individuals in the
Komtar area are more vulnerable to tuberculosis and hepatitis
[45]. Furthermore, while considering the lifestyle of homeless
individuals, who place less emphasis on cleanliness practices, they
are very susceptible to contracting diseases, including skin
ailments [43, 46, 47]. While the Penang State Health Department
is very engaged in implementing the health screening program, its
efforts are insufficient and have adverse consequences on the local
community, leading to a feeling of uneasiness among them. With
a relative relevance rating of only 0.61, the community stigma claims
that those experiencing homelessness are disproportionately likely
to commit crimes. Numerous communities hold a stereotype that
associates homeless individuals with criminal behavior,
suggesting that homeless persons are a threat [46]. As per the 2021
report by the Penang Development Corporation (PDC), the crime
rate in Komtar, Penang is significantly lower compared to the
overall crime rate in Penang. Indeed, Dato' Mohd Bazid, the Chief
Executive Officer of the Penang Development Corporation,
personally verified that the crimes recorded in the Komtar region
were not only perpetrated by those without homes. Not all
homeless individuals are perceived as dangerous, even if they
have a previous criminal record [48]. Thus, it is inherent that
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societal prejudice against the homeless is linked to the least severe
forms of criminal behavior.
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Figure 3. Ranking the Importance Index of Community Stigma on Safety Factors

3.2 Community stigma against the homeless from an
environment impact perspective

In addition, this study also investigates the community's
prejudice towards the homeless in connection with the
environmental consequences (Figure 4). The results indicate that
the community stigma with the highest relative importance index
value of 0.73 is the lack of attractiveness of the community and
tourists in the Komtar area. The presence of homeless individuals
might lead to the perception of an area being unclean, with a
correlation coefficient of 0.69. The index value of 0.68 indicates
that the presence of homeless individuals is associated with the
creation of messy and unclean environments, as well as the
creation of unpleasant smells. Most of the community concurs
with the contention that homeless individuals exert a detrimental
influence on the environment in the Komtar area, mostly through
the discharge of human waste (feces and urine) in public spaces.
Discharging human waste in this manner contaminates both land
and water. Subsequently, an offensive and disagreeable odor
emanates in the vicinity. Homeless individuals generate various
types of waste, including plastic, paper, metal, and glass, which
are the most apparent. Urban environments are significantly
affected by the accumulation of waste trash, which contributes to
environmental degradation. Despite being easily seen on streets

and other public areas; this litter occasionally finds its way into
waterways or drainage systems [49]. Kil, claims that homeless
individuals frequently disregard the necessary protocols for
appropriate waste disposal and instead dispose of garbage
according to their preferences [50].

Similarly, the act of creating an unpleasant smell in this
specific region where the homeless population is concentrated
follows the same principle. The community's appearance of this
matter is undeniable since the disagreeable smell is quite
disruptive to the comfort of the surrounding community.
Homeless individuals, who have limited access to toilets and
proper hygiene facilities, experience a stronger body smell that
becomes ingrained in their bodies. However, this smell becomes
a source of pollution for the nearby population. The presence of
public restrooms in buildings such as Komtar exacerbates the
prevalence of this stink problem. For instance, in Boston, most
toilets are situated in buildings that do not operate around the
clock. Several 24-hour toilets have an entrance fee of 25¢ for each
usage, which has implications for the homeless population and
contributes to the problem of unpleasant odors [51]. Due to the
convenient accessibility of public spaces, homeless individuals
have sought refuge in these areas, increasing sanitation and
pollution concerns.

Less attractive |, 073

Dirty place NG 0.6

Produce a bad smell | NN o5

Mess NN o.cs

0.65 0.66 0.67

0.68

069 07 071 072 073 0.74

Relative Importan Index (RII) value

Figure 4. Ranking the Importance Index of Community Stigma on environment impact
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3.3 Community stigma against the homeless from

Komtar as a Public Space

Figure 5 depicts the stigma of the community towards
Komtar as a public space in the presence of homeless individuals.
According to the results, the stigma associated with the existence
of homeless individuals will significantly damage the reputation
of Komtar, which has the top position with a relative importance
index of 0.74. With an index value of 0.70, the presence of
homeless individuals will significantly affect economic activity
and hinder the community's utilization of public amenities. With
an index value of 0.67, the lowest level of stigma will lead to
human congestion in public areas. Komtar, Penang, serves as both
a government administrative centre and a renowned destination for
foreign tourists due to its diverse range of attractions. Nevertheless,
the current community consensus is that the presence of homeless
individuals has an impact on tourism in Komtar. While the tourist
structure may not be a primary focus in the economic growth of
Komtar, it is undeniably a significant factor in assessing the
tourism industry in Georgetown, Penang, as indicated by Penang
Travel Tips. Residents and visitors are less inclined to visit regions
that appear to be lacking in security and convenience since they

Bad image

Discruption of the use of public facilities
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fear higher rates of crime and an increase in drug use. This has a
significant connection with the decrease in income from local
firms as well. The escalating issue of homelessness, combined
with the rampant drug epidemic and the consequent disturbance
of public areas, jeopardizes the region's standing as a hub for
commerce, services, and tourism.

The management of public facilities and services implies
a significant shift in the societal perception of homelessness,
which can potentially result in substantial ramifications for current
legislation. When discussing the homeless about security and
community comfort, it implies that the homeless are excluded
from social policy. This statement illustrates the viewpoint of
individuals who hold homeless people accountable for their
predicament [38,46]. The community, who are also users of public
facilities such as the bus station in Komtar, is greatly perturbed by
the presence of homeless individuals in the area. Disruption in this
sense encompasses the inability to reach the designated waiting
seats, feeling unsafe while waiting for an extended period at the
bus station vicinity, and creating congestion for users in the
region.

I

Economic activity affect _ 0.7

Human congestion

I o7

062 0.64 0.66 0.68
Relative Important Index (RII) value

0.7 072 074 0.76

Figure 5. Ranking the Importance Index of Community Stigma on Komtar as a Public Space

4. CONCLUSION

Ultimately, society holds varying perspectives on
homeless individuals based on numerous factors. The homeless
face stigma and discrimination due to their exclusion from social,
economic, and political power. This lack of power makes it
challenging for them to defend themselves against social isolation
and being stigmatized based on stereotypes. The way the
surrounding population perceives the homeless, even those who
frequently roam and make the Komtar region their temporary
home during the day, is influenced by what is revealed to them.
The community perceives the homeless as a disruptive force that
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