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EDITORIAL 

First and foremost, on behalf of the whole AHTR editorial team, I would 

like to express our deep appreciation and gratitude to all authors and 

reviewers who contributed to the Volume VII of the Advances in 

Hospitality and Tourism Research (AHTR) Journal for 2019. This issue is 

dedicated to the growing field of the interaction of gastronomy and 

tourism. Gastronomy is increasingly attracting scholars’ attention and has 

become one of the latest academic fields which explores the knowledge 

and understanding of human nutrition. Gastronomy includes discovering, 

experiencing, researching, understanding and writing of food production 

and consumption. It is predicted that multidisciplinary studies will help to 

understand the phenomenon of gastronomy. To understand the 

gastronomic experience of tourists, it is useful to take advantage of the 

interaction of many basic disciplines such as geography, anthropology, 

psychology, sociology, and economics. In this context, AHTR has intended 

to provide an academic platform for discussions on the latest 

developments and issues on explaining how gastronomy and tourism are 

interdependent and interactive. 33 manuscripts have been submitted on 

the topic of “gastronomy and tourism” and five of them have been 

accepted for publication in this issue. The issue includes significant papers 

exploring interesting cases from distinct destinations. These papers 

address the important topics of the gastronomy and tourism fields which 

are gastronomic identity, food tourism policy, enogastronomy, the role of 

local food in explaining destination loyalty of tourists, and creating sense 

of place in restaurant settings. 

Once again we would like to thank firstly guest-editor Professor Dr. 

Bahattin Özdemir and all the contributors for their support to the journal. 

We wish you to enjoy reading the seventh volume of AHTR. 

Yours sincerely,  

Prof. Dr. Beykan Çizel (PhD) 

Editor in Chief of AHTR 

 



viii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



167 

 

 

 

 
 

 

GASTRONOMIC IDENTITY OF GAZIANTEP: PERCEPTIONS 

OF TOURISTS AND RESIDENTS  
 

Belma SUNA1 

Tourism and Hotel Management, Gaziantep University, Gaziantep, Turkey 
ORCID: 0000-0003-0710-2678 

 

Maria D. ALVAREZ 

Department of Tourism Administration, Boğaziçi University, Istanbul, Turkey 
ORCID: 0000-0003-4986-5702  

 

 

 
ABSTRACT 
Tasting local flavours is often an important motivation for 

tourists visiting a particular destination. A destination’s richness 

in terms of cuisine increases its attractiveness and may be an 

important element of its branding identity. Gaziantep is one of 

the cities that is known for its gastronomy and unique foods. The 

purpose of this research is to explore the concept of gastronomic 

identity, seeking to better understand the elements that construct 

it in the case of Gaziantep. In addition, the study looks at the 

differences between tourists and local residents in relation to the 

gastronomic identity of this city. According to the results, 

gastronomic identity is formed by four dimensions; namely 

Gastronomic Culture and Reputation, Food Quality, Food 

Outlets and Gastronomic Activities. Besides, significant 

differences between the tourists and residents are found in the 

dimensions of Food Quality and Gastronomic Activities. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Traveling to a destination with the specific purpose of tasting its unique 

dishes has become increasingly common, and subsequently many 

researchers have focused on identifying the contribution of local food to 

                                                           
1 Address correspondence to Belma Suna, Tourism and Hotel Management, Gaziantep University, 
Gaziantep, TURKEY. Email: suna@gantep.edu.tr 
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tourism (Horng & Tsai, 2010; Jiménez-Beltrán et al., 2016a; Kivela, 2017; 

Lai et al., 2018; Okumuş et al., 2018; Sirse, 2014; Sormaz et al., 2016; 

Stavrianea et al., 2017). Gastronomy tourism is defined as travel with the 

aim of experiencing the unique culinary specialities and traditions of a 

destination (Long, 2004). According to the World Tourism Organisation, 

gastronomy helps develop the communication between diverse cultures, 

facilitating multiculturalism (UNWTO, 2016).  Gastronomy has become a 

fundamental component of travel (Cohen, 2003; Correia et al., 2008; Kivela 

& Crotts, 2006) and a significant motivator for visiting a particular 

destination (McKercher et al., 2008). Indeed, when people choose a place 

to visit, they generally make a deep research about the presence and 

richness of the local foods during the decision-making phase (Okumuş et 

al., 2007; Boyne et al., 2003). Thus, gastronomy and unique food-related 

aspects of the place may become important resources that are used in the 

creation of a unique value proposition for the destination (Horng & Tsai, 

2012). According to Haugland et al. (2011), destinations’ competitiveness 

is dependent on the place’s ability to convert existing resources into 

competencies through the coordination of stakeholders’ activities and 

inter-destination ties. Thus, following a resource-based view of destination 

development (Barney, 1996; Haugland et al., 2011; Horng & Tsai, 2012), 

gastronomy and local food culture should be evaluated in relation to its 

potential to contribute to the destination’s brand.  

Given the importance of gastronomy and gastronomy tourism, a 

growing literature on the topic is emerging. While several papers analyse 

gastronomy tourism from the tourist’s point of view (for example, Correia 

et al., 2008; Kivela & Crotts, 2006), others have begun to look at the topic 

from the perspective of the destination’s branding activity, with an 

examination of the gastronomic identity within the overall brand strategy 

of the destination (Lai et al., 2018; Lin at al., 2011). Thus, Fox (2007, p. 546) 

states that “a unique and memorable gastronomic identity is an 

indispensable strength to any successful tourist destination”. Even though 

gastronomic identity is often viewed from the tourist’s perspective, the 

point of view of the local people who help create the destination’s 

experience is critical. In this sense, the role of residents in the creation of a 

destination’s brand is considered as important, since local people are a 

part of the destination’s experience, may act as ambassadors of the 

destination brand and may participate in the process of defining the 

destination’s identity (Braun et al., 2013). A successful brand strategy is 

that which achieves an alignment of the views of local people with the 

image of place that is portrayed to tourists (Kong et al., 2015). 
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Furthermore, the ability of the destination to coordinate and integrate the 

efforts of various actors is essential for the success of the destination, as 

well as that of the individual producers (Haugland et al., 2011).    

There are many destinations known for the richness of their 

gastronomy worldwide. The increasing interest in gastronomy as a 

cultural element of the destination has led to the establishment of the 

UNESCO Creative Cities Network (UCCN) in 2004, incorporating 

gastronomy as one of the intangible heritage elements fostering the 

development of the destination via creativity and culture (Xiaomin, 2017). 

One of the cities included in this network is Gaziantep, which constitutes 

an example of an increasingly popular gastronomic destination in Turkey. 

It was included in 2015 in the UCCN network under the category of 

gastronomy. However, this destination is not only rich in gastronomical 

elements; it also encompasses a significant historical heritage derived from 

the existence of ancient civilizations and different cultures within its 

territory. Therefore, Gaziantep is a good example of a destination where 

historical, cultural and gastronomical elements interact to create a highly 

attractive tourism offering (Birdir et al., 2015). The current study aims to 

explore the concept of gastronomic identity as a destination’s strategic 

competency that is based on existing culinary resources (Haugland et al., 

2011), seeking to better understand the elements that construct it in the 

case of Gaziantep. In addition, the study also attempts to determine 

whether there are differences between tourists and residents in terms of 

their understanding of the gastronomic identity of the city, providing 

suggestions on how different culinary elements may come together to 

enhance the city’s competency in terms of gastronomy. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Gastronomy from a Resource-Based View of Destination Development 

Destinations are composed of amalgams of individual products that are 

combined to create an integrated experience for the tourists (Buhalis, 

2000), thus generating the need for strategies that go beyond single 

organizational actors. According to a resource-based view of the firm 

(Barney, 1996) organizations become competitive when they are able to 

use their unique resources to create a sustained competitive advantage. 

However, destinations are faced with a situation in which multiple actors 

and levels of decision-making exist (Haugland et al., 2011). Thus, the 

destination’s ability to turn the individual resources of each actor into 
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destination competencies and to coordinate the actions of different players 

is paramount to achieve success (Haugland et al., 2011). Evaluating the 

destination’s resources from the perspective of the resource-based theory 

of the firm can also provide insights to guide policy making and resource 

allocation (Duarte Alonso, 2017). For example, Duarte Alonso et al. (2018) 

use the resource-based theory of the firm to evaluate the potential of Peru 

as a culinary destination. In addition, as the destination evolves through 

different stages of its life cycle (Butler, 1980), so its resources and 

competencies may also change (Rodríguez-Díaz & Espino-Rodríguez, 

2008).         

The resource-based view of the firm has been applied to the 

evaluation of gastronomy as an important competency that is based on the 

culinary resources of the destination (Horng & Tsai, 2012). Gastronomy 

can be defined as a multifaceted process that encompasses choosing, 

cooking, serving and enjoying satisfying foods (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 

2019). Accordingly, gastronomy may be thought to include reflexive 

eating and cooking, encompassing food preparation, production and 

presentation of different dishes with the aim of achieving excellence in this 

process (Hjalager & Richards, 2002; Scarpato, 2000,2001; Symons 1998). As 

travellers are becoming more interested in getting detailed information 

about what they can eat at the destination, a new type of tourism which is 

based on the culinary qualities of the destination has emerged. Thus, 

gastronomy tourism may be defined as “travelling for the purpose of 

exploring and enjoying the destination’s food and beverage and to savour 

unique and memorable gastronomy experiences” (Kivela & Crotts, 2005, 

p. 42).  

Gastronomy is considered as being a part of the destination’s 

culture (Jiménez-Beltrán et al., 2016a), and is increasingly viewed in the 

literature as one of the main resources that the destination may have 

(Horng & Tsai, 2012; Okumuş et al., 2007; Presenza & Del Chiappa, 2013; 

Sánchez-Cañizares & López-Guzman, 2012). According to a research 

carried out by the World Tourism Organization on a panel of tourism 

experts, gastronomy is considered a distinctive and strategic component in 

defining the image and brand of the destination and a driving force for 

tourism development (UNWTO, 2017). While eating food was formerly 

the first step in Maslow's needs hierarchy, it has now become a symbol of 

people's lifestyles. The food may be an indicator of prestige, also leading 

to the development of cuisine-based new lifestyles (Hjalager & Richards, 

2002; Horng & Tsai, 2010; Kivela & Crotts, 2006; Riley, 1994). This trend is 

compounded by the use of social media, since tourists share the pictures of 
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the food they taste while on vacation, influencing other individuals’ 

destination choices (Eröz & Doğdubay, 2012; Tuç & Özkanlı, 2017). 

Gastronomy tourism is thus favoured by those tourists who want to come 

across different culinary cultures and share their experiences with other 

individuals (Şahin & Unver, 2015). As a result, gastronomical elements in 

the destination have become significant features to draw international and 

national tourists (Horng & Tsai, 2010). Furthermore, many destinations 

use food components as a source of attraction, including these in their 

tourism marketing activities (Lin et al., 2011) to differentiate themselves 

from other competing places. Thus, the cuisine and culinary products at 

the destination may be considered as strategic resources that constitute a 

differentiating factor and a source of competitive advantage for the place 

(Okumus & Çetin, 2018). The importance given and use of culinary 

resources in the destination’s overall strategy is also dependent on the 

stage of the destination’s life cycle (Harrington & Ottenbacher, 2010). 

Using the case of Lyon as an example, Harrington and Ottenbacher (2010) 

remark that as destinations become more mature, they rely less on their 

culinary attributes for promotion.    

Gastronomy tourism also supports regional development by 

linking food and beverages that are indigenous to the place to the tourism 

activity, thus strengthening local identity (Everett & Aitchison, 2008). Each 

destination decides to focus on specific local foods and create food-related 

experiences that will be used to brand and market the place in order to 

attract tourists (Williams et al., 2014). However, this unique identity needs 

to be supported by overlapping elements at the destination that constitute 

the overall product (Willams et al., 2014). 

 

Gastronomic Identity of the Tourist Destination 

Gastronomic identity has been the subject of several research studies in 

recent years. Harrington is one of the first researchers to analyse the 

concept of gastronomic identity. According to Harrington (2005) the 

destination’s gastronomic identity emerges from the environment and 

culture of the region, which affects the flavours and tastes in food and 

beverages. While geography and climate are part of the environment, 

ethnic and historical elements that form a part of the place’s culture may 

affect tastes, food textures and flavours. Thus, environmental and cultural 

factors of the destination are influential in shaping the unique 

characteristics of the destination’s cuisine, in other words, its gastronomic 

identity (Harrington, 2005; Nebioğlu, 2016).   
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Danhi (2003) refers to the gastronomic identity of a place as being 

determined by the use of dominant tastes, techniques and presentations in 

the recipes in a region. Danhi (2003) pointed that six main elements are 

critical in shaping a place’s gastronomic identity. These factors consist of 

geographical elements, historical aspects, diversity of ethnicities, culinary 

customs or etiquette, dominant tastes and recipes. The culinary etiquette, 

which determines the characteristics of a local cuisine, refers to the eating 

habits of a certain culture (Danhi, 2003).  Rao et al. (2003) argue that some 

of these dimensions have changed over time. These authors state that 

there are five dimensions that determine the gastronomic identity: the 

culinary discourses, the rules of cooking, the different contents, the chef's 

ability and the structure of the menu (Rao et al., 2003).  

Based on the above-mentioned literature, Lai et al. (2018) define the 

different elements that constitute the gastronomic identity of Australia as 

including six components. These encompass geographical components, 

cultural culinary characteristics, aspects related to food consumption as a 

lifestyle, the quality of the food, the existing restaurants and other dining 

places and the culinary activities organized. The current study is based on 

Lai et al.’s conceptualization and aims to measure the gastronomic identity 

of Gaziantep through perceptions of both tourists and residents.  

Regardless of the nature of the destination, taking the views of 

different stakeholders’ groups when marketing the place has become 

increasingly important (Ferrell et al., 2010; Gundlach & Wilkie, 2010; Line 

& Wang, 2017; Lusch, 2007; Lusch & Webster, 2011). Haugland et al. (2011) 

also remark that resources that are available to different individual players 

may only be turned into specific destination competencies through 

collaboration and integration of the different actors involved. In this 

instance, network and stakeholder theories may be used to obtain insights 

into the mechanisms for collaboration (Haugland et al., 2011) and to look 

at the destination product from the perspective of the various interested 

parties.  Indeed, stakeholder theory constitutes an approach to marketing 

in which the destination’s stakeholders are taken into account while 

marketing destinations, instead of focusing on the customer and the 

market (d'Angella & Go, 2009). Within this approach, the aim of marketing 

is not only to please customers, but also to increase the value for all the 

stakeholders involved (Line & Wang, 2017). When a destination adopts a 

market orientation approach that involves multiple stakeholders, its brand 

identity should be defined taking these different parties into consideration 

(Garcia et al., 2012; Line and Wang, 2017; Özdemir et al., 2015; Yusof & 

Ismail, 2014). In particular, the residents of a city have an important role to 
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play in defining the identity of the place (Everett & Aitchison, 2008). 

Considering the view of residents who contribute to the creation of the 

city’s character, and tourists, who will choose the destination based on a 

particular image portrayed (Björk & Kauppinen-Räisänen, 2016) is also 

important for Gaziantep. This city identifies itself as a city of gastronomy, 

focusing its marketing efforts on the tourists’ gastronomic experience 

(Özdemir, 2018). 

 

Gaziantep as a Destination for Gastronomy Tourism  

The popularity of Gaziantep, selected for the UNESCO Creative Cities 

Network, has been increasing since 2015 (UCCN, n.d.). Gaziantep is a city 

rich in cultural heritage due to its deep-rooted history. The city is one of 

the first settlements of Anatolia, being located between Mesopotamia and 

the Mediterranean, and having witnessed many civilizations and different 

cultures throughout history. Because the province of Gaziantep was on the 

Silk Road, and since Arabs, Kurds, Armenians and Turkmens lived 

together in this city during the Ottoman period, the destination may be 

considered as a place of cultural interaction (Aksoy & Sezgi, 2015). This 

diversity enriches the cultural texture of the city and this richness is 

reflected in the city's cuisine (GMM, 2019; Koçoğlu, 2019; Özdemir, 2018). 

This cultural wealth results in more than 400 types of food in Gaziantep’s 

cuisine, of which 291 are registered through geographical indication 

(GMM, 2019). Gaziantep’s dishes have an important position in Turkish 

and World cuisines. Baklava, Katmer, Beyran, and various types of kebabs 

are among the most familiar foods of the city (GMM, 2019). Pistachio is a 

local product that is registered through geographical indication and that is 

used in food and many kinds of sweets in Gaziantep (TPTO, 2019). This 

culinary wealth has allowed the city to be chosen in 2015 as a city of 

gastronomy under the UCCN framework. 

In addition to its culinary richness, Gaziantep is also endowed with 

many historical and cultural resources that add to the city’s attractiveness. 

For example, the Zeugma Mosaic Museum is the biggest mosaic and open-

air museum in the world (GMM, 2019), exhibiting spectacular mosaics. 

Gaziantep also has a rich culture in terms of traditional handicrafts. 

Among these, copper has an important place in the city’s history and 

culture (Özdemir & Kaya, 2011). Other traditional handicrafts in 

Gaziantep include embroidery of silver, weaving of carpets and rugs, 

textile silk weaving, inlaying of mother of pearl, production of clay-based 

kitchen materials, etc. (GMM, 2019).   
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Before being selected to the UNESCO Creative Cities Network in 

2015, Gaziantep was mainly known for its industrial activity. The 

inscription of the city in the Creative Cities Network has contributed to 

raise awareness about the city and its gastronomical wealth (GCC, 2019). 

The increasing popularity of Gaziantep as a gastronomic destination has 

led to a significant growth in the number of tours organized in the city. In 

this way, almost 600,000 local and foreign tourists visit this magnificent 

city annually. There are also 15 tourism investment certified hotels in the 

city, of which 5 have been opened only in recent years (GPDCT, 2019). 

While most of the restaurants and shops that sell food produce, such as 

baklava or pistachios, already existed before the popularization of the city 

as a gastronomy destination, the level of production and revenues of these 

places has also significantly increased in the last few years (Gaziantep27, 

2017; Posta, 2019). Given these characteristics, Gaziantep may be 

considered as being at the development stage of the destination life-cycle 

(Butler, 1980), although at certain times during the year the number of 

tourists significantly exceeds the existing capacity (GPDCT, 2019; 

Gaziantep27, 2019), showing signs of consolidation. Gaziantep is also 

currently relying significantly on its culinary attributes to promote and 

differentiate itself from other competing cities.  

Therefore, the city of Gaziantep provides a suitable setting to 

investigate gastronomic identity of various tourists and residents in a 

destination that incorporates a wealth of both culinary and non-culinary 

cultural elements. While many researches have focused on the view of 

tourists (Chi et al., 2013; Correia et al., 2008; Horng et al., 2012; Jiménez-

Beltrán et al., 2016b; Kivela & Crotts, 2006) some papers also address the 

perspective of the residents (Hillel et al., 2013). The current research aims 

to investigate the views of both stakeholder groups, tourists and residents, 

looking at how the destination’s culinary resources come together to 

define Gaziantep’s gastronomic identity. The paper provides a more 

comprehensive and holistic view as it examines gastronomic identity from 

a wider perspective. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The study aims to explore the attributes of the gastronomic identity of 

Gaziantep as a tourist destination, looking at the dimensionality and 

measurement of this concept. In addition, differences between the 

perceptions of tourists and residents are examined. Gaziantep's 

population is almost 2 million and according to Provincial Culture 
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Tourism Directorate’s information, which was obtained via official 

correspondence, 560,000 domestic tourists (out of a total of 600,000 

tourists) have visited the city in 2018. The population of the research 

consists of local people and visitors to Gaziantep. The data were collected 

between March and April 2019. Local people were administered an online 

questionnaire, which was shared through social media accounts using a 

combination of convenience and snowball sampling. Care was ensured to 

access residents from varied backgrounds and who are not working in the 

tourism industry, since it was thought that those working on tourism 

would have a different view of the city. The tourists that participated in 

the research include only domestic tourists, who were accessed at the 

city’s main touristic attractions in Gaziantep. The locations where these 

respondents were approached include the Elmacı Bazaar and the Zeugma 

Mosaic Museum. These respondents were asked to fill in a paper-based 

format of the questionnaire. In total, 214 questionnaires from tourists and 

164 from residents were obtained. Table 1 provides information on the 

profile of both samples separately. 

 

Table 1. Frequency distribution of demographic profiles of participants 

 Residents Visitors 

Gender   

Male                       66 89 

Female         98 125 

Age   

18-25 50 48 

26-35 45 67 

36-45 43 56 

46-55 17 32 

56 and up 9 11 

Education Level   

Elementary   14 21 

High School      39 57 

Associate Degree    41 42 

Undergraduate          56 85 

Graduate       14 9 

Marital Status   

Single 68 87 

Married 91 122 

Other 5 5 

TOTAL 164 214 

 



 Suna and Alvarez 
 

176 
 

In the current study in order to measure the gastronomic identity of 

Gaziantep, the scale from Lai et al (2018) was used. In order to adapt the 

measure of gastronomic identity to the particular situation of Gaziantep 

interviews with five experts were carried out. These experts included 

respondents from the local government and from the tourism sector from 

five-star hotels and first-class restaurants. The interviews revolved around 

the main gastronomical aspects of Gaziantep according to the 

interviewees. The resulting questionnaire form was piloted before being 

applied to the target group.  

As in the original scale from Lai et al. (2018), the measure of 

gastronomic identity used consists of 6 dimensions; geographic 

environment, food culture, food as lifestyle, food quality, dining 

places/restaurants and food activities. All the items in the utilized 

measurement tool were rated using a seven-point Likert scale. The data 

were analysed using SPSS software and AMOS version 25. 

 

FINDINGS 

In order to explore the dimensionality of the scale, an Exploratory Factor 

Analysis (EFA) using the principal components method was carried out. 

The adequacy of the sample and the suitability of the data is confirmed 

through the KMO (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin) test, which is 0.954, and the 

Barlett’s Test of Sphericity, which is significant (p = 0.00). This analysis 

was also used to refine the scale and some of the items with low 

commonalities were eliminated. The final analysis revealed a four-factor 

solution that explains 73.89% of the variation. The factors obtained are 

named as “Gastronomic culture and reputation”, “Food quality”, “Food 

outlets” and “Gastronomic activities”. Detailed information on each of the 

factors may be seen in Table 2. 

As observed in Table 2, the means of the various items are high, all 

of them above 4.6. The highest means correspond to those items that are 

under the gastronomic culture and reputation dimension. In contrast, the 

lowest means are those of the items concerning gastronomic activities in 

Gaziantep, such as festivals and cooking classes, as well as those 

pertaining to the language of the menus in the restaurants and the 

availability of fresh produce. Nevertheless, these means are also high. 
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Table 2. Gastronomic Identity: Exploratory Factor Analysis 

Items 
Common- 

alities 
Mean 

Factor  

1 

Factor  

2 

Factor  

3 

Factor 

4 

Gastronomic culture and reputation       

Gaziantep has its own unique food history, 

tradition and culture (G4) 
.814 5.91 .831    

Gaziantep offers an attractive local food culture 

(G5) 
.806 5.93 .812    

Gaziantep offers local dishes and local cuisine 

with a true local flavour (G6) 
.835 5.92 .810    

Gaziantep offers a wide variety of foods and 

dishes (G8) 
.824 5.88 .808    

Gaziantep’s food and cuisine are well-known 

and recognized (G10) 
.812 5.92 .795    

Gaziantep offers unique food with cuisine styles 

unique to Gaziantep (G7) 
.797 5.89 .795    

Gaziantep is well-known as a pistachio 

producer (G3) 
.701 5.75 .780    

Food culture is an essential element in 

Gaziantep’s lifestyle (G11) 
.792 5.96 .771    

Gaziantep offers authentic food using local 

ingredients (G9) 
.764 5.89 .745    

Gaziantep’s food is delicious, colourful, 

aromatic, and tasty (G14) 
.763 5.80 .709    

Food quality       

Gaziantep offers healthy and nutritious food 

(G17) 
.769 5.08  .772   

Gaziantep offers a high standard of 

safety/hygienic food (G16) 
.720 5.10  .742   

Gaziantep offers fresh produce (e.g. fresh fruits, 

vegetables, and high-grade meat) (G18) 
.707 4.95  .737   

Gaziantep produces high-quality food with food 

quality labels (G15) 
.639 5.31  .630   

Gaziantep’s cuisine expresses the eating habits 

of all social classes (G12) 
.523 5.31  .564   

Food outlets       

Gaziantep offers restaurant menus in Turkish 

and other languages (G27) 
.782 4.65   .853  

Gaziantep offers friendly service personnel in its 

restaurants (G28) 
.664 5.00   .687  

Gaziantep offers easy access to restaurants (G29) .686 5.11   .677  

Gaziantep offers attractive markets that provide 

farm-direct fresh produce (G26) 
.595 5.01   .649  

Gastronomic activities       

Gaziantep offers various food festivals/events 

(G22) 
.803 4.97    .833 

Gaziantep offers cooking classes that involve 

tourists cooking with local chefs and learning 

how to cook local dishes (G21) 

.723 4.66    .762 

Chronbach’s Alpha (Total = .952)   .968 .871 .830 .713 

Percentage Variance (Total = 73.89)   52.89 13.04 4.37 3.59 
Principal Component Analysis; Rotation Method: Equamax with Kaiser Normalization 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy = 0.954; Barlett’s Test of Sphericity: Significance = 0.000 

Only factor loadings greater than 0.5 are included in the table 



 Suna and Alvarez 
 

178 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. CFA Measurement Model 

 

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used in order to test the 

dimensionality of the scale obtained through the EFA. The results of this 

analysis are shown in Figure 1 and Table 3. The reliability is confirmed, as 

the Composite Reliability (CR) figures are all above 0.8 or close to it, 

indicating the internal consistency of the constructs (Hatcher, 1994). This 

finding is also supported by the Cronbach’s Alpha figures obtained for 

each of the dimensions of gastronomic identity. In addition, the Average 
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Variance Extracted (AVE) is greater than 0.5 for all constructs, except in 

the case of Food quality, which is very close (Hatcher, 1994). This finding 

confirms the convergent validity of the various dimensions of gastronomic 

identity of Gaziantep. The goodness of fit of the model is also confirmed 

since the AGFI is 0.90, the CFI is 0.98, the GFI is 0.92 and the RMSEA is 

0.05. These numbers are all within the recommended critical values 

(Bollen, 1989; Engel et al., 2003). The CFA Measurement Model is shown in 

Figure 1 and Table 3. 

Table 3. Confirmatory Factor Analysis of Gastronomic Identity 

 
    

Standardized 

Regression 

Weights 

t-

value 
p 

G4  Gastronomic culture and reputation  0.871    

G5  Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.905 25.60 0.000 

G6  Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.868 27.87 0.000 

G8  Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.905 25.59 0.000 

G7  Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.855 22.66 0.000 

G10  Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.848 22.38 0.000 

G3  Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.703   

G11  Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.776 13.83 0.000 

G9  Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.743 13.13 0.000 

G14  Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.766 13.62 0.000 

G17  Food quality 0.798 13.10 0.000 

G16  Food quality 0.799   

G18  Food quality 0.677 13.28 0.000 

G15  Food quality 0.738   

G12  Food quality 0.753 12.34 0.000 

G27  Restaurants and food outlets 0.863 23.16 0.000 

G28  Restaurants and food outlets 0.884 24.20 0.000 

G29  Restaurants and food outlets 0.763 22.23 0.000 

G26  Restaurants and food outlets 0.827 21.30 0.000 

G22  Gastronomic activities 0.792 16.02 0.000 

G21  Gastronomic activities 0.704 12.50 0.000 

Overall gastronomic identity  Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.382 7.27 0.000 

Overall gastronomic identity  Food quality 0.164 1.57 0.117 

Overall gastronomic identity  Restaurants and food outlets 0.456 4.17 0.000 

Overall gastronomic identity  Gastronomic activities -0.120 -1.18 0.237 

 Chi-square = 353.578; Degrees of freedom = 183; Probability level = 0.00 

 GFI = 0.92; AGFI = 0.90; CFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.05 

  CR AVE  Cronbach´s Alpha 

Gastronomic culture and reputation 0.94 0.62  0.968 

Food quality 0.82 0.48  0.871 

Restaurants and food outlets 0.81 0.53  0.830 

Gastronomic activities 0.78 0.64  0.713 
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The gastronomic identity scale is defined as a second order 

formative construct (first order formation and second order reflectivity). In 

addition, the four dimensions obtained in the EFA are confirmed through 

the CFA. However, of the four different aspects of gastronomic identity 

only two of them form the overall gastronomic identity of Gaziantep. That 

is, the gastronomic identity of Gaziantep is formed by its restaurants and 

food outlets (weight of 0.456; p < 0.000), as well as by its gastronomic 

culture and reputation (weight of 0.382; p < 0.000). In contrast, for 

Gaziantep, the food quality and gastronomic activities dimensions do not 

significantly form its overall gastronomic identity. This finding may be 

explained by the fact that these dimensions are not strongly associated to 

Gaziantep, as for example activities related to its food and gastronomy are 

not very well known and its gastronomy festival has only been 

implemented since 2018 (Hurriyet, 2018). This result may be different for 

other destinations in which these dimensions may be more influential in 

the formation of the place’s gastronomic identity. 

In order to determine whether there are differences between the 

perspective of the tourists and locals concerning Gaziantep’s gastronomic 

identity, an independent samples t-test was applied. According to the 

findings, a significant difference between the groups is found in the food 

quality and gastronomic activities dimensions (Table 4). That is, residents 

of Gaziantep perceive food quality (mean=5.39) significantly (p = 0.019) 

higher than tourists (mean=5.11). Similarly, the local people see 

Gaziantep’s gastronomic activities (mean=4.62) as being significantly (p = 

0.032) more numerous than the visitors (mean=4.39). However, as seen in 

Table 4, there is no significant difference between the groups in relation to 

the gastronomic culture and reputation and the restaurants and food 

outlets dimensions. 

 

Table 4. Differences between residents and tourists 

Dimensions of gastronomic 

identity 
Groups Mean t-value Significance 

Gastronomic culture and 

reputation 

Resident 5.74 
1.459 0.145 

Tourist 5.56 

Food quality 
Resident 5.39 

2.352 0.019 
Tourist 5.12 

Food outlets 
Resident 5.17 

1.174 0.241 
Tourist 5.02 

Gastronomic activities 
Resident 4.62 

2.148 0.032 
Tourist 4.39 
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CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

This study examines the dimensions of gastronomic identity from the 

point of view of visitors and residents in Gaziantep. The research 

establishes the city’s gastronomic identity as encompassing four 

dimensions, namely Gastronomic Culture and Reputation, Food Quality, 

Food Outlets and Gastronomic Activities. This finding shows a difference 

between the dimensionality of gastronomic identity in the study of Lai et 

al. (2018) and that obtained in the current research.  In addition, among 

the four different aspects of gastronomic identity only two of them, food 

outlets and gastronomic culture and reputation, form Gaziantep’s overall 

gastronomic identity. Thus, for this city, certain aspects in the gastronomic 

identity scale are not well known to tourists and may not yet be associated 

to the identity of Gaziantep. This result implies that contextual elements 

referring to the particular situation of the gastronomic destination may be 

present and shows the need to adapt existing scales measuring 

gastronomic identity to the particular situation of that destination. A 

better understanding of what constitutes gastronomic identity of a place 

for different types of destinations may be achieved by investigating the 

topic in more detail, comparing destinations that are both dissimilar and 

akin. For example, Antakya is another city in Turkey that was chosen in 

2017 to be part of UNESCO’s UCCN in the field of gastronomy. The 

comparison of Antakya and Gaziantep would shed light on the construct 

of gastronomic identity and its dimensionality. 

Furthermore, according to the findings in this research, the main 

difference between visitors and residents concerns perceptions of food 

quality and gastronomic activities. According to these results, the 

residents have a more favourable perception of the quality of the food and 

the variety of activities provided in the city. This difference in perceptions 

may be due to the local inhabitants being more aware of the city’s 

gastronomic activities and to the existence of several restaurants that cater 

mainly to the tourists and which may not reflect well Gaziantep’s food 

quality. However, this topic should be investigated further in future 

research, since it is important for the management of the destination’s 

brand. Indeed, previous studies have stressed the importance of aligning 

the views of tourists with those of the local people, since a gap in the 

destination image between the visitors and the residents may result on a 

lower support of the community for tourism (Compte-Pujol et al., 2018; 

Ryan & Aicken, 2010). As branding is also important in order to 

strengthen the community’s sense of identity and pride (Campelo et al., 

2014), so in the case of Gaziantep it is paramount that the community’s 
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positive perceptions concerning the city’s gastronomic aspects be also 

conveyed to the tourists. This result also indicates that in addition to better 

promoting the city’s gastronomic resources to the tourists, it may be 

necessary to identify gaps between the service that is provided to the 

tourists and that which is available to the local people. 

  Thus, as this research points out, the construction of the 

gastronomic identity of a destination with the purpose of using it for 

branding purposes needs to incorporate the views of different stakeholder 

groups and to carefully examine any potential gaps in the perceptions of 

varied interested parties. In the case of Gaziantep, despite the differences 

between residents and visitors in the dimensions of food quality and 

gastronomic activities, differences are not seen in terms of gastronomic 

culture and reputation, and food outlets. In addition, the means for the 

various dimensions of gastronomic identity of Gaziantep are very high for 

both stakeholder groups, especially for the culture and reputation aspect 

of gastronomic identity. Thus, following Haugland et al. (2011) and Horng 

and Tsai (2012), gastronomy and culinary resources seem to constitute an 

important competency of the city, supporting the current promotional 

efforts being carried out for this destination. Notwithstanding this positive 

result, attention may need to be paid to further promoting gastronomic 

activities so that they become associated with the destination’s brand and 

included as part of its identity. A more detailed investigation of the food 

quality of existing food outlets may also reveal a difference between those 

establishments that cater to residents and those that are more touristic, 

thus indicating the need for a more integrated management of culinary 

resources that are produced by the various individual actors. Such a 

research should also take into consideration the destination’s life cycle 

stage, as Gaziantep shows signs of moving from a development to a 

consolidation stage in which some of the food services provided may 

become more commodified and lose their authentic flavours.  

The current investigation is limited in that it includes only the 

opinions of tourists and local residents. Other influential stakeholders, 

such as the local government and the private sector are not included in the 

research. Future studies should be more comprehensive, including these 

important interested parties, since the destination’s brand identity should 

ideally be constructed based on a shared view of various stakeholders 

(Yusof & Ismail, 2014). In addition, the gastronomic identity should also 

be identified as part of the overall branding strategy for the destination 

(Okumuş & Çetin, 2018). 
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ABSTRACT 
This paper focuses on how the phenomenon of food tourism 

developed in Ireland between 2009 and 2019. Employing a 

phenomenological epistemology, a qualitative methodology was 

adopted to explore key stakeholder’s lived experience of the Irish 

government’s approach to food tourism, identifying the primary 

drivers and key moments during the ten-year period. Extant 

literature was reviewed and critically evaluated. Using purposive 

sampling, and employing an emic posture, ten semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with senior governmental and 

tourism industry figures until saturation occurred. The findings 

highlight the influence that key policy makers, the formation of 

networks, clusters, and the role social entrepreneurs had on 

developing food tourism in Ireland. The influence of the 

economic downturn in 2008 was a force for change and creativity 
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among both government agencies and the broader tourism and 

hospitality industry. Food tourism policy was aligned with 

broader government policy, the creation of regional tourism 

brands (Wild Atlantic Way etc.), linking gastronomy with 

cultural and other tourism initiatives and marketing strategies. 

Whereas food in tourism in Ireland is well established, only ten 

per cent of overseas visitors are travelling specifically for food 

experiences. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The World Tourism Organisation (WTO) defines tourism as being the 

‘activities of persons travelling to and staying in places outside their usual 

environment for not more than one consecutive year for leisure, business 

and other purposes’ (De Esteban et al., 2015, p. 9). Globalisation has 

brought about cultural changes which have impacted tourism activities, 

leading to the appearance of many niche markets within the tourism 

offering (Everett, 2016). Food tourism, defined by Hall and Sharples (2003, 

p. 10) as ‘visitation to primary and secondary food producers, food 

festivals, restaurants and specific locations for which food tasting and/or 

experiencing the attributes of specialist food production region are the 

primary motivating factor for travel’, has now emerged as one of those 

key tourism activities, offering as it does the opportunity for food lovers to 

seek out culturally authentic food experiences (Getz et al., 2014). Ellis et al. 

(2018) suggest that food not only defines the cuisine of a country but also 

represents the traditions, stories and symbols of a nation. Therefore, 

interacting with the food of a place provides tourists with an opportunity 

to co-create a unique and memorable tourism experience (Kivela & Crotts, 

2006).  

The academic literature suggests some blurring of the lines between 

the concepts of ‘Food Tourism’ and that of ‘Food in Tourism’ (Mulcahy, 

2019a), however, there is widespread acceptance of the pivotal role (about 

33% of tourist spend) that food now plays in the tourism product of any 

country (Fáilte Ireland, 2018). With food so deeply connected to its origin, 

many destinations are focussing their marketing efforts and product 

development strategies on their own unique food offerings (UNWTO, 

2012). Ireland is no exception in this regard. Mac Con Iomaire (2018a) 

concedes that Ireland has a greater historical connection in the public 

imagination with drink rather than food, yet he argues for food to be 

recognized as part of Ireland’s intangible cultural heritage. There is 

growing international recognition of the quality of food produced in 
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Ireland and increased priority given to the promotion of food and food 

related activities within government agencies (Allen & Mac Con Iomaire, 

2017; Healy & Mac Con Iomaire, 2019). Since 2009, Fáilte Ireland, the 

National Tourism Development Agency, has begun to develop policies 

and strategies for food tourism in Ireland (Mulcahy, 2019a). Both tourism 

and food tourism have become incorporated into rural policy making in 

Ireland, acknowledging not only the greater economic role of non-

agricultural actors in rural economies but also the growing importance of 

environmental and sustainability imperatives (Hall & Gossling, 2016). 

This paper will briefly outline the history of food tourism globally 

before discussing the growth and development of food tourism/food in 

tourism in Ireland from 2009 to 2019. The main aim is to examine the Irish 

government’s approach to food tourism by exploring the major 

developments and identifying the primary drivers of Irish food tourism 

during this ten-year period. The objective of this paper is to explore the 

development of food tourism policy in Ireland from 2009-2019. This 

research attempts to answer the following research questions: 

RQ1.  What are the historical origins of food tourism phenomenon in 

Ireland?  

RQ2. How did food tourism policy develop in Ireland from 2009-2019?  

RQ3. What was the lived experience of various stakeholders of the 

development of food tourism policy in Ireland? 

The first section explores the current literature relevant to food 

tourism, its growth and development and reviews international cases as 

well as significant developments in Ireland. An outline of the 

methodology used to gather the primary data is then offered. This is 

followed by the presentation of the key results derived from the data 

analysis, and the development of a contextual framework. A discussion of 

the results obtained in the context of addressing the overall research aim 

follows, together with conclusions incorporating both the practical and 

theoretical contributions of the findings relating to the relevant 

stakeholders. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The increasing interest in food tourism as a field of study has generated 

the emergence of several definitions of the term ‘food tourism’ 
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(Henderson, 2009; Mulcahy, 2017). These definitions aim at distinguishing 

those who eat by necessity during their travels, from people deliberately 

looking for food and drink experiences or traveling for food-related 

motives. There have been a number of different terms used to describe the 

combination of food activities and tourism such as ‘food tourism’ (Getz et 

al., 2014), ‘culinary tourism’ (Long, 2004), ‘gastronomic tourism’ 

(UNWTO, 2012) and ‘tasting tourism’ (Björk & Kauppinen-Räisänen, 

2014). Everett (2016) suggests that the complex and ever-evolving nature 

of food tourism justifies the use of several terms to designate it. In fact, she 

advances that using one definition would undermine and simplify food 

tourism: in many cases food and drink activities overlap with other wider 

forms of tourism, hence the need for different definitions (Everett, 2016).   

 

Historical Origins 

Historical evidence has shown that food has played a key role in the 

experience of travellers for many centuries. However, it is suggested that 

perhaps food tourism as we know it dates back to the 18th century, when 

people first started exploring other cuisines during their travels, be they 

based on war, commerce or leisure (Mulcahy, 2019b). Tannahill (1991) 

notes that there was culinary engagement on the part of people who 

travelled around different countries, tasting foreign food and drinks. 

Professional tour guiding can be traced back to the tutors who 

accompanied the young aristocrats on the ‘Grand Tours’ in that their roles 

of mentor and pathfinder were antecedents of Cohen’s (1985) theories of 

contemporary tour guide roles. In the 18th century, nations such as France 

and Italy were becoming famous for their culinary identities and the 

theme of food emerged in travel writing, suggesting that food was part of 

the overall tourist experience (Everett, 2016; Mac Con Iomaire, 2018b).  

 

New Tourism - the Experience Economy 

From the 1990s there was a shift from mass tourism and package holidays 

characteristic of ‘old tourism’ to more flexible, segmented and more 

authentic tourism experiences which led to a form of ‘new tourism’ (Boyd, 

2015, p. 13). This coincided with a general recognition of the experiential 

elements of the tourism offering within the wider context of the new 

‘experience economy’ (Pine & Gilmore, 1998, p. 98). In this new era, if a 

business intentionally used its ‘services as the stage, and goods as props, 



 Quigley et al. 
 

192 
 

to engage individual customers in a way that created a memorable event’, 

they were no longer selling mere products but were in fact selling 

experiences.  

The culturally symbolic role of food thus gained greater 

significance for tourists seeking out new travel experiences. Indeed, 

Scarpato (2002, cited in Kivela & Crotts, 2006) suggests that because 

gastronomy is considered a cultural element, it can also be seen as a 

cultural tourism product. Tourism therefore can be seen as an unusual 

context in which food consumption gains special meaning and pleasure 

(Hjalager & Richards, 2003), while others such as Quan and Wang (2004, 

p. 302) suggest that within food tourism activities, the consumption of 

food can be considered a ‘peak touristic experience’ by many individuals. 

It is not surprising therefore that the literature on the development of food 

tourism internationally shows the importance of local food and drink and 

its ability to contribute to a destination’s ‘sense of place’ (Yeoman et al., 

2015).  

Fox (2007, cited in Henderson, 2009) suggests that a distinct 

gastronomic identity and culinary heritage can be used by regions and 

nations for both differentiation and revival. While some destinations have 

traditionally benefited from the positive image of their food, other 

destinations such as Canada, Australia and South Africa have actively 

sought to promote and highlight their food and wine as part of their 

destination image (Henderson, 2009). Mulcahy (2014) notes that Norway, 

Singapore, New Zealand and Scotland each use food as a marker of 

identity to promote tourism and exports. Similarly, Hjalager and Richards 

(2003) highlight how destinations like Scotland and Portugal, not 

necessarily known for their food, began to use their gastronomy as part of 

the tourism experience and destination marketing. The Ontario Culinary 

Tourism Alliance included Ireland as a case study in its special The Rise of 

Food Tourism report, where it noted that Ireland was a ‘great example of 

an emerging culinary destination because it is not necessarily top of mind 

for culinary tourists’ (Ontario Culinary Tourism Alliance, 2015, p. 13). 

 

Food Tourism and Ireland 

Ireland is the most westerly country in Europe. The island of Ireland has 

thirty-two counties, six of which form Northern Ireland which is part of 

the United Kingdom. The other twenty-six counties gained independence 

from Great Britain in 1921 and was known as the Irish Free State until 
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1947, when the Republic of Ireland was declared. Although there are only 

five million people currently living on the island of Ireland, there are over 

eighty million people around the world who claim Irish lineage, thanks in 

part to the mass emigration of the mid-19th century (Mac Con Iomaire, 

2011).  

Both commercial food provision and tourism were well established 

in Ireland long before the country gained independence from the United 

Kingdom in 1921 (Mac Con Iomaire, 2013). It will surprise some to find 

that neutral Ireland, and especially Dublin, experienced an influx of 

‘gastro-tourists’ during the years of World War II (1939-1945) and that in 

the 1950s, two Dublin restaurants, Hotel Russell and Jammet’s were 

among the most outstanding restaurants in Europe (Mac Con Iomaire, 

2015). These ‘haute cuisine’ restaurants, with their French head chefs and 

managers, were not the norm in 1950s Ireland.  

Bord Fáilte (The Irish Tourism Board) was created in the 1950s, and 

indeed, for the decades that followed, Ireland’s food was not perceived 

positively (Deleuze, 2014). Bord Fáilte began to put in place initiatives to 

promote Irish food and change the quality standards. This new-found 

emphasis on food is illustrated with the publication in 1972 of its first 

Guide to Good Eating. Conflict between nationalists and unionists in 

Northern Ireland between 1969 and 1994, known as ‘The Troubles’, 

severely curtailed tourism development in Ireland for decades. 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Bord Fáilte took more interest in the food 

sector and invested in training and education projects to improve the 

quality of food standards up to 2003, when it merged with Tourism 

Ireland into Fáilte Ireland, the National Tourism Development Authority 

(Deleuze, 2014).   

Mac Con Iomaire (2018b) highlighted that dramatic changes in the 

Irish foodscape arose during the ‘Celtic Tiger’ (1994-2007) boom years and 

later during the economic recession (2008-2014) that followed, noting that 

in 2011, the editor of Le Guide du Routard, Pierre Josse, wrote ‘the Irish 

food experience is now as good if not better than anywhere in the world’ 

(Mac Con Iomaire, 2018b, p. 59). This economic downturn generated a 

boost in creativity along with a focus on local quality produce within the 

restaurant industry. It appears that during this time state bodies such as 

Bord Bia (The Irish Food Board) also started considering food as a driver 

of economic development (Mac Con Iomaire, 2018a, 2018b). Fáilte Ireland 

(2018) accepts that the perception of Irish food has improved, however the 

government agency admitted that there remains a considerable amount of 
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work to be done. A signal moment for Irish gastronomy was when Mark 

Moriarty won the San Pellegrino Young Chef of the Year 2015, beating 

nineteen other regional finalists from all over the world (Mac Con Iomaire, 

2018b). 

 

Visitors’ Perceptions of Irish Food 

In 2016, the World Food Travel Association (WFTA) conducted a survey 

on food expectations regarding Irish food and drinks of respondents who 

had not visited Ireland (Fáilte Ireland, 2018). Findings showed that beer 

was the first thing that came to mind (32%), followed by potatoes (15%), 

whiskey (14%), Guinness (10%) and corned beef and cabbage (10%). 

Generally, respondents associated Ireland with its alcoholic beverages 

more than its food. Fáilte Ireland (2018) stated that prior to visiting 

Ireland, tourists did not see Ireland as a food destination and had low 

expectations regarding the food offering. However, a 2016 survey showed 

that 76 per cent of respondents were satisfied with the food offering they 

experienced when visiting the country, which identified a gap in 

perception (Fáilte Ireland, 2018). Fáilte Ireland (2018) recognised that an 

adequate marketing approach is required for the Irish food and drink 

offering to gain a positive global reputation.  

 

Tourism Policy and Policy Makers in Ireland 

The strategic development of tourism in Ireland started with the creation 

of the Irish Tourism Association at the start of the 20th century (Fáilte 

Ireland, n.d.). Bord Fáilte Éireann was then formed in 1955 to facilitate the 

development and promotion of Irish tourism in the Irish Republic at both 

domestic and international levels (Fáilte Ireland, n.d.). This was followed 

by the establishment of CERT (the Council for Education, Recruitment and 

Training) in 1963, which aimed at providing training for the tourism sector 

(Fáilte Ireland, n.d.). In 1998, as part of the Good Friday Agreement, 

tourism was identified as an area of cooperation. A new entity, Tourism 

Ireland Ltd. was established in 2002 to manage the promotion of tourism 

for the island of Ireland. This function was previously managed by Bórd 

Fáilte Éireann in the Republic of Ireland and the Northern Ireland Tourist 

Board in Northern Ireland (Fáilte Ireland, n.d.). In 2003, Fáilte Ireland was 

formed as the ‘National Tourism Development Authority’, a new agency 

which replaced Bord Fáilte Éireann and CERT (Fáilte Ireland, n.d.).  
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The dramatic rise in Irish tourism during the ‘Celtic Tiger’ years is 

charted by O’Brien (2012) who points out that between 1996 and 2006, the 

number of hotel rooms doubled from 26,000 to 52,000. She noted that a 

dramatic collapse occurred in the second half of 2008, and in just 18 

months, tourism numbers fell by one million. Applying Wilson’s (2000) 

policy regime model, O’Brien (2012) maps the state and private sector 

interactions that led to developmental failure. In September 2009, the 

Tourism Renewal Group published a mid-term report Survival, Recovery, 

and Growth – a Strategy for Renewing Irish Tourism 2009-2013. The 

Tourism Recovery Taskforce was established in 2010 and The Gathering 

Ireland 2013 was a government led grassroots tourism initiative run by 

Fáilte Ireland to mobilize the Irish diaspora to return to Ireland during the 

year. Mottiar (2016) examines The Gathering in the context of social 

entrepreneurship. Prior to 2010, the lack of a national food tourism policy 

was criticised by Mulcahy (2009) who highlighted the potential of food 

tourism as a driver of Ireland’s economy and the impact it could have on 

the tourism sector generally.  

 

Developments in Food Tourism in Ireland 

John Mulcahy can undoubtedly be viewed as the architect and instigator 

of food’s role in Irish tourism development, originally stemming from a 

Masters’ thesis (Mulcahy, 2009). In his position as senior manager for the 

Irish state agency, Fáilte Ireland, Mulcahy played a central role in the 

shaping and implementing of a food tourism / food in tourism policy and 

strategy in Ireland from 2008-2018. The trajectory of this evolution can be 

seen in his academic publications (Mulcahy, 2014, 2015, 2017, 2019a, 

2019b) and many of the individual developments are outlined in the state 

agency’s policy documents (Fáilte Ireland, 2011, 2014, 2018). 

It was during the recession (2008-2014) that Fáilte Ireland came up 

with a new approach in terms of food tourism. In 2010, Fáilte Ireland 

created a working group comprised of stakeholders and government 

agencies (Mulcahy, 2019a). This led to the development of the National 

Food Tourism Implementation Framework 2011- 2013. The aim was to 

develop a vision and plan for food tourism as part of the overall tourism 

destination marketing strategy (Fáilte Ireland, 2011). The framework 

aimed at highlighting Ireland’s ability to offer unique food experiences: 

‘Ireland will be recognised by visitors for the availability, quality and 

value of our local and regional food experiences which evokes a unique 

sense of place, culture and hospitality’ (Fáilte Ireland, 2011, p. 17).  
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Mulcahy (2019a) presents a case study of Ireland’s Food Champions 

network, and outlines how the model of lifestyle entrepreneurship first 

applied in the Auckland and Hawkes Bay area of New Zealand inspired 

him to set up the network. In 2012, Fáilte Ireland created a ‘Food Tourism 

Team’ within its organisation and launched their Food Champion 

programme (Mulcahy, 2019a). An initial group of 14 Food Champions 

were chosen by Fáilte Ireland in 2012. This was followed in 2013 by the 

addition of eight individuals to the list of Fáilte Ireland’s Food 

Ambassadors to support the Wild Atlantic Way brand. Consequently, the 

Food Tourism Activity Plan 2014-2016 was created, seeking to ‘shift the 

perception that Ireland is a producer of great ingredients to that of a 

nation with an authentic cuisine (Mac Con Iomaire, 2018a, p. 1). In 2016, 

Fáilte Ireland selected 16 new individuals from the Irish food scene and 

kept six existing Food Champions from the previous group (Mulcahy, 

2019a). In a case study, Mulcahy (2019a) showed that the tourism agency 

adopted a creative collaboration approach between 2012 and 2017 to 

develop food tourism in Ireland. Sustainability has been core to the 

approach, and Carruthers et al. (2015), using the County of Cork as a case 

study, proposed gastronomic tourism as a viable option for sustainability 

on the island of Ireland in terms of economy, environment and society. 

Mulcahy (2019a) concludes that the critical success factors for gastronomic 

tourism experiences are: 

 Start with the basics (quality, authenticity, and locality) 

 Build coalitions (public private partnerships) 

 Spread the message (build a brand, communicate clearly) 

 Develop and promote a holistic approach (gastronomic tourism should 

be seen as one aspect of the entire food value network) 

 Ensure a solid base of local food culture 

 Develop a network abroad that helps to profile national and/or 

regional cuisine 

More recently, Fáilte Ireland’s Food and Drink Development 

Strategy 2018-2023 was launched, which demonstrated a clear interest in 

making Irish food and drink a more important component of the overall 

tourism experience in Ireland. The strategy was based on Fáilte Ireland’s 

Food Tourism Activity Plan 2014-2016, which generated successful food 

initiatives such as the Boyne Valley Food Series and the Burren Food Trail 

(Fáilte Ireland, 2018). The aim of the current food and drink strategy is to 

‘enhance the visitor experience through food and drink and make a strong 

contribution to overall tourism revenue growth’ (Fáilte Ireland, 2018, p. 

33). The food and drink strategy relies on four main pillars ‘insights and 
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innovation’, ‘strengthening Ireland’s appeal’, ‘driving industry capacity’ 

and ‘building great visitor experiences’ (Fáilte Ireland, 2018, p. 35). 

According to Fáilte Ireland (2018) the strategy will enable it to measure the 

impact of food in tourism and demonstrate how it contributes to Ireland’s 

economic growth. Finally, the strategy will be reviewed by Fáilte Ireland 

in 2020 in order to identity its strengths and weaknesses.  

The latest food tourism initiative is an all-island project entitled 

Taste the Island (Fáilte Ireland, 2019). The report outlines how far food 

tourism has progressed in the decade since it was first proposed by 

Mulcahy (2009). Fáilte Ireland (2019, p. 14) estimates Ireland’s food and 

drink tourism landscape to include 8000+ pubs, 3000 restaurants 

(including 16 Michelin stars and 31 Bib Gourmands), 966 hotels, 170 

farmers markets, 60+ food festivals, 60+ food producer experiences, 40 

food and drink tours, 31 cookery schools, 27+ brewery experiences, 17 

whiskey distillery experiences, 9 gin distillery experiences, and 4 cider 

distillery experiences. Food tourism in Ireland appears to be firmly part of 

the ‘experience economy’ (Pine & Gilmore, 1998). In October 2019, the 

Michelin Guide 2020 awarded stars to five new Irish restaurants, resulting 

in 21 Michelin starred restaurants including three two-starred 

establishments. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Phenomenology as an established philosophical movement gained 

credence with the writings of Edmond Husserl, Martin Heidegger and 

later Maurice Merleau-Ponty among others (Gill, 2014). Ontological and 

epistemological views of leading phenomenologists differ from its two 

orientations (descriptive or hermeneutic) or its three associated methods 

(descriptive phenomenology, hermeneutic phenomenology, and 

interpretative phenomenological analysis) (Pernecky & Jamal, 2010; 

Jackson et al., 2018). Pernecky and Jamal (2010, p. 1056) note ‘significant 

variations within the phenomenological tradition’, pointing out that 

Heidegger’s ‘hermeneutic phenomenology’, which is the approach 

adopted in this article, ‘addresses experience from the perspective of 

meanings, understandings and interpretations’. Jonathan Smith’s 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is within the Heideggarian 

orientation and since its emergence (Smith, 1996), has become increasingly 

popular in psychology.  IPA employs flexible guidelines and its 

idiographic nature distinguishes it from other phenomenological 

methodologies (Gill, 2014), making it apposite for this research. 
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The first step of the research project was to conduct a 

comprehensive review of the extant literature on the topic of food tourism 

globally and then in Ireland. A desk-based, online review was undertaken 

on the grey literature, various strategy documents, frameworks, policies 

and initiatives that have been published or launched by the Irish 

government or its agencies. Peer reviewed journal articles and book 

chapters were examined on the broader field of gastronomy and tourism, 

covering the various terms adapted within the canon (food tourism, 

culinary tourism, gastronomic tourism etc.). Academic literature on 

gastronomic tourism in Ireland is dominated by one key researcher 

(Mulcahy, 2009, 2014, 2015, 2017, 2019a, 2019b) and the grey literature 

stems principally from a single state tourism agency (Fáilte Ireland, 2011, 

2014, 2018, 2019). Therefore, a phenomenological epistemology was 

adopted to uncover the ‘lived experiences’ of key governmental and 

industry figures to see how their perceptions of the development of food 

tourism in Ireland 2009-2019 triangulated with the published literature.  

To achieve the objectives of this exploratory study, constructivist 

ontology, an interpretivist phenomenological epistemology and a 

qualitative methodology was adopted. This can help to get close to the 

professional life and ‘lived experience’ of the participating food tourism 

professionals to explore how they conceive and experience the 

phenomenon of food tourism (Gill, 2014; Hillman & Radel, 2018).  

Data was collected by the use of face-to-face semi-structured 

interviews with nine food tourism professionals and, due to logistical and 

time limitations, one telephone interview, between February 2018 and 

May 2019 until saturation was achieved (Denscombe, 2003; Gill, 2014). 

Potential interviewees were contacted, the research background and goals 

were outlined, and following which each interviewee was invited to 

participate. Purposive sampling (Smith, 1996) was used and the majority 

of interviewees held senior positions with many years of experience in 

various sectors of the tourism hospitality industry. They included social 

entrepreneurs, food champions, tour guides, culinary educators, and 

managers in state agencies and beverage attractions. 

The researchers constructed a flexible interview schedule in a way 

which aimed at answering the research objectives but allowed room for 

issues to emerge (see Appendix 1). Notes and memos were taken during 

each interview; these were appended to the typewritten transcripts for use 

at the data analysis stage. The longest interview took 54 minutes while the 

shortest interview lasted for 26 minutes. Interviews were transcribed 
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verbatim. The transcripts were then checked against the recordings for 

accuracy. Participants were asked to sign a consent form. Each was 

assured of complete anonymity— of both identity and operation— and 

data confidentiality. Names used within this paper are pseudonyms 

(Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Demographic of Interviewees 

Code 

Alias 
Gender Age Position 

Years in 

Tourism/ 

Hospitality 

Other Role / 

Details 
Location 

George Male 51-65 Senior Manager 40 years 
State Tourism 

Agency 
Urban 

David Male 51-65 Entrepreneur 35 years Food Champion Urban 

James Male 41-50 
Educator /  

Tour Guide 
28 years Social Entrepreneur Rural 

Deirdre Female 31-40 Tour Guide 13 years Food Champion Urban 

Martina Female 51-65 Artisan Producer 17 years Food Champion Rural 

Linda Female 31-40 Manager 20 years Beverage Attraction Urban 

Patricia Female 41-50 
Beverage /  

Tour operator 
25 years Social Entrepreneur Rural 

Kate Female 31-40 
Beverages / 

Education 
20 years Food Champion Rural 

Joy Female 31-40 Tour Guide 20 years Food Champion Urban 

Mary Female 41-50 Tour Guide 10 years Social Entrepreneur Rural 

Amy Female 31-40 Manager 13 years Beverage Attraction Urban 

 

 

Data analysis  

The data were subjected to qualitative inductive thematic analysis (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006), which involved a process of data familiarisation, coding 

and gradual data reduction as coded comments were brought together 

under higher order themes. Codes were subjected to a process of continual 

comparison, and the data were refined through several stages using 

procedures outlined in the literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Gill, 2014). 

Analysis in qualitative research does not stop by summarizing data; it digs 

deeper to recognize patterns and themes envisaging the relationships 

among these reaching to an elucidation of the phenomenon. It should be 

noted, however, that this process was an iterative one (Gill, 2014). The 

final outcome of the analytical process is a narrative account where the 

researchers’ analytic interpretation is presented with verbatim extracts 

from the interviewees (Gill, 2014). 
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As the four researchers held occupational experience within the 

tourism / hospitality industry, an ‘emic’ or ‘insider’s’ rapport (Robinson et 

al., 2014) was developed with the interviewees. An emic perspective is 

fundamental to understanding how people perceive the world around 

them and is one of the principal concepts guiding qualitative research 

(Given, 2008). This facilitated a greater level of insights and a reflective 

hermeneutic cycle (Heidegger, 1962) which continued into the analysis 

and beyond, thus strengthening the rigor of the project. Interviews are 

clearly reflexive, but reflexivity comes into its own in the interpretation 

and reinterpretation of data – Heidegger’s (1962) ‘double hermeneutic’ 

manifest. May (1999) describes knowledge derived from the shared 

understanding of a community (tourism professionals in this case) based 

on the emic posture of the researchers as ‘endogenous reflexivity’. 

 

RESULTS 

Participant’s profiles 

The demographics of the interviewees are discussed in this section and an 

outline of participants is shown in Table 1. Male interviewees constituted 

30% of the sample while female interviewees accounted for 70%. The 

majority of the participants were aged between 31 and 40 years, three 

participants were in the 41-50 bracket, and three participants were over 50. 

Most of the participants had a long history of working in tourism and/or 

hospitality - 241 years in total; the mean was 24.1 years. Half of the 

interviewees were self-employed entrepreneurs, with three employed by 

the State, and two employed in the private sphere. All were highly-

socially networked in their local communities, with five individuals 

having been chosen by their peers as Food Champions or ambassadors at 

some stage of their career (see Table 1).  

The interviews provided insight into the development of food 

tourism not available in the literature, including how food tourism 

strategy was influenced by other overarching developments in tourism 

policy in Ireland and how politics and a change in either government or 

minister can affect policy and direction. The ‘lived experiences’ of various 

individuals who were affected, or not, by changing policies or strategies 

depending on which parts of the industry or country in which they 

worked proved illuminating. Also of note was the power of volunteerism 

and social entrepreneurship within the tourism / hospitality industry 

where networks, clusters, and concepts of supporting local businesses and 
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producers helped to build a more sustainable future through the 

multiplier effect. Quantifying the social value of this in financial terms 

proved difficult for food tourism policy advocates, who battled with 

finance directors in justifying spending on projects whose return seemed 

intangible or required long term vision. Additionally, thought-provoking 

was hearing from those at the coalface on how policy initiatives such as 

the ‘Food Story Toolkit’ and the promotion of local seasonal food, through 

initiatives such as ‘Place on a Plate’, actually transformed businesses. The 

findings can be divided into three main themes: The Economy, 

Government Policies and Strategies, and finally, Food and Drink 

Initiatives and Experiences. The key themes and sub-themes are shown in 

Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Identified Themes and Sub-Themes 

Main themes Sub-themes 

The economy The creative economy 

The experience economy 

Government policies and strategies Major developments in Irish food tourism 

2009 and 2019 (Networks, Events, Food 

Trails) 

Food champions 

Networking 

Social value of volunteerism 

Food and drink initiatives and 

experiences 

Social entrepreneurs 

Bureaucracy 

Education 

Clusters 

 

 

The Economy 

Some of the initial codes emerging from the data can be grouped under 

the theme of the economy. Naturally, recession featured strongly in the 

analysis, as the dramatic collapse of tourism from 2008 through 2009 took 

hold and, as O’Brien (2012) noted by September 2009, unemployment had 

reached 429,400, a rise of 75% in the course of a single year. However, 

some interviewees such as Amy stated ‘I think the recession was the best 

thing that happened to Irish food’.  
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The creative economy 

Creativity often stems from crisis, and Mary expanded on this sentiment 

noting ‘the crash came and a lot of people went back to their roots, working on 

their parents’ farms and started looking at things differently, looking for it to be 

more sustainable in the future.’ Entrepreneurs such as David suddenly found 

that they had to ‘reign in [their] spending and cut [their] cloth to measure’ 

thereby transforming their businesses into much leaner operations. For 

others, such as Patricia, recession allowed them to change career and 

explore new opportunities.  

Creativity and the opportunity to try new directions also influenced 

government departments. Initiatives such as ‘The Gathering’ based on a 

previous concept, ‘An Tóstal’ which started in the 1950s recession 

encouraged each parish in Ireland to organise events, such as clan 

reunions, to entice some of the large Irish diaspora to return home. This 

boosted the local economy and also reinforced the traditional Irish concept 

of the ‘meitheal’ or volunteerism for the greater social good. It also 

reinforced the role of social entrepreneurs who emerged as leaders within 

each parish or community.  

George noted that around 2009 there was ‘no appreciation of the fact 

that we could offer food tourism as a product here’; but as it did develop in 

very small ways, ‘it became more about food in tourism than food tourism.’ The 

Gathering was followed by the formation of regional tourism brands such 

as ‘Wild Atlantic Way’, ‘Dublin, a Breath of Fresh Air’ and ‘Ireland’s 

Ancient East’ as strategies to entice tourists and business out of city 

centres and around the country. 

 

The experience economy 

Linda could have been quoting Pine and Gilmore (1998) when she posited 

that ‘food is not just a functional piece anymore, it’s experiential.’ Both she and 

Amy, who both work in one of Ireland’s most visited tourist attractions, 

noted that the role of food moved from sustenance to an important part of 

the tourist experience. Linda noted that although theirs is a beverage 

experience, the number of people who eat onsite now represents about 

30% of visitors. This contrasts with 2009, when food was functional as a 

‘comfort stop’, in more recent years ‘food has become central to what the visitor 

is expecting, also what the brand has to communicate. The role of food is totally 

unrecognizable.’ Amy elaborated that if visitors have food onsite; their 
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experience is clearly enhanced, stating ‘If you get people to come in and eat 

here they’re having a much deeper experience than they would have otherwise had, 

so it’s a huge opportunity’. 

 

Government Policies and Strategies 

The creation of regional tourism brands has been one of the most 

prominent tourism developments in Ireland of the last ten years. This 

research reveals that food was not a formal part of the tourism strategy 

until a ‘food tourism team’ was created within Fáilte Ireland in 2012. This 

implies that rather than promoting food tourism, Fáilte Ireland has 

progressively integrated food as a part of the overall Irish tourism 

experience. This gradual incorporation as a minor element of the overall 

strategy has taken place against the backdrop of the development of 

regional brands. It is evident, however, that during the ten-year period 

between 2009 and 2019, a concerted effort has been made to promote food 

tourism as well as food within Irish tourism, through a range of strategy 

commitments and policy initiatives. This marks an increased focus on food 

tourism from a policy perspective.  

 

Major developments in Irish food tourism 2009 and 2019 (networks, 

events, food trails) 

The three main policy developments in Irish food tourism during the 

period studied were the National Food Tourism Implementation Framework 

2011-2013 which was followed by the Food Tourism Activity Plan 2014-2016 

and the Food and Drink Development Strategy 2018-2023. The research 

showed that the creation of the Fáilte Ireland Food Champions was one of 

the first food tourism initiatives developed. Generally, the agency looked 

at developing collaborations with the private sector as well as providing 

business support to food and tourism industry professionals. Fáilte 

Ireland also increased the availability of food tourism tools in order to 

facilitate the development of food tourism products. The major 

developments in Irish food tourism were identified as the creation of 

networks (e.g Fáilte Ireland Food Champions, Boyne Valley Food Series), 

food events (Food on the Edge, Dingle Food Festival, Ballymaloe LitFest, 

Dublin Gastronomy Symposium) and food trails (The Burren Food Trail, 

Taste the Atlantic).  

 



 Quigley et al. 
 

204 
 

Food champions 

The creation of the Fáilte Ireland Food Champions was mentioned by 

nearly all of the participants. Although Mulcahy (2019a) provides a case 

study of the Champions, it was revealing to hear some of them tell of their 

own ‘lived experiences’ and to see how they were perceived by others 

within the industry. George highlighted that the traditional route to 

engage with industry professionals was through the representative 

organisations (Irish Hotel’s Federation, Restaurant Association of Ireland, 

Tourist Guide Association) who would disseminate information 

downwards. He noted that many of these organisations ‘act as trade unions 

for employers and therefore might not be the best way to get your message out to 

an industry constituted of large number of microbusinesses.’ The idea of the 

Food Champions, according to George, was to form a network of 

individuals to facilitate exchanges between the government agency and 

the private sector: ‘People who are on the ground doing stuff, who are seen by 

their peers as somebody that knew what they were doing or they had a very strong 

interest in and through that to create a community who are all the more or less 

saying the same thing.’ 

With this network, Fáilte Ireland created an opportunity to use the 

social and professional capital of this group of individuals in a comparable 

way to the local champions in New Zealand. While the role of the Food 

Champions was not clearly defined at first, their individual experiences 

have still been useful. George pointed out that these individuals provided 

useful insights to the government agency from a business perspective, 

noting ‘the earlier Food Champions were all commercial people, if they thought 

something was nonsense, they would blow it down straight away.’ George noted 

that the second group of Food Champions was strategically chosen along 

the Wild Atlantic Way. Indeed, eight individuals were added to the list of 

Fáilte Ireland’s Food Ambassadors in 2013 to support the Wild Atlantic 

Way brand. The third group of Food Champions comprised of three 

groups of 22 individuals based in the three different branded areas. Again, 

this was a strategic move to align with overall national tourism strategy.  

 

Networking 

The Food Champion programme involved several benchmarking trips and 

George stated that a trip to Canada inspired Michelin-starred chef J. P. 

Mac Mahon, who was one of the first Food Champions to be selected, to 

create his food symposium ‘Food on the Edge’ in October 2015. Mac Con 
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Iomaire (2016) analysed the inaugural event, which comprised 350 

symposiasts and 40 speakers, ‘three-quarters of whom either have or had 

been awarded Michelin stars at some time, and one quarter of whom 

currently feature in the 2015 world’s top 100 restaurants’ (2016, p. 107). 

Food on the Edge has been running annually each October in Galway and 

was one of the key events of Galway’s European Region of Gastronomy 

program in 2018. Some of the Champions interviewed mentioned that the 

value of the benchmarking trips was as much about networking with 

fellow Champions as it was about observing international best practice. 

Joy discussed how this network grew and commented that ‘a message to the 

Champions’ WhatsApp group would get a quick answer to nearly any question 

you posed’, so diverse was the expertise within the group. Kate noted that 

these trips gave them confidence in Ireland’s food offering, as quite often 

what was available at home was far superior to what was benchmarked 

internationally as ‘cutting edge’. George suggested that ‘it was more about 

raising the confidence to say “Actually, we don’t have to go overseas, we actually 

have the things ourselves”, and the three benchmarking trips showed that.’ With 

events such as Food on the Edge, many of the Champions got the 

opportunity to network at home, not just amongst themselves but with a 

host of international culinary stars. This worked both ways, as Mac Con 

Iomaire (2018a) noted that chefs Albert Adria and Nathan Outlaw both 

put local Galway oysters on their respective menus on their return to 

Barcelona and London. 

 

Social value of volunteerism 

One factor that was brought up by more than one Champion was that the 

benchmarking trips were not ‘junkets’ but that the champions contributed 

to the trips financially as well as giving their time and energy. This was an 

unpaid volunteer role which they were happy to perform, and from which 

they benefited in the social and cultural capital derived from the network 

and new friendships. Another insight gleaned from the interviews was the 

surprise and shock some champions felt when they were brought together 

in late 2018 and informed that their contracts would expire in June 2019. 

Some, such as Kate, had realized that it was a limited time contract when 

signing. A new CEO was appointed to Fáilte Ireland in 2016. The head of 

food tourism retired in 2017, but was not replaced until 2019 with 

appointment of a Food and Drink Tourism manager. 
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Food and Drinks Initiatives and Experiences 

The Taste the Island report (Failte Ireland, 2019) documents the dramatic 

growth in food and drink experiences (festivals, markets, tours, cookery 

schools, beverage experiences etc.) which have mushroomed since 2012. 

Interviewees identified some of the early regions to organize networks 

and clusters, such as Cork, The Burren, Boyne Valley and Kilkenny.  

 

Social entrepreneurs  

A common theme among these regions was the presence of one or two 

dynamic social entrepreneurs who had strong leadership capabilities. 

James identified individuals such as Olivia Duff, ‘who nearly singlehandedly 

transformed the Boyne Valley into a thriving food destination by her ability to 

energise the local producers and bring people with her.’ Joy also noted how, as a 

tour guide, she would ‘recommend my fellow Champions’ businesses and others 

that I knew were special to foreign visitors on my tours.’  

 

Bureaucracy 

Things were not always smooth and more than one of the interviewees 

had issues with other industry professionals being unaware of some of the 

Fáilte Ireland initiatives. Bureaucracy was also mentioned as an issue in 

some interviews. Mary recalled attempts to convince a regional tourist 

office of her idea to bring French tourists on food tours falling on deaf ears 

until a new manager was appointed and finally listened to her idea. Mary 

noted her pride in changing tourists’ perception of Irish food. ‘When I have 

my French customers on a tour, getting them to try air-dried lamb for example, 

it’s something that you don’t necessarily see everywhere and it’s a beautiful 

product,… showing them the reality of what we’re actually making now. I 

suppose it’s innovative.’ The role of other agencies such as the rural 

development agency, LEADER, and Local Enterprise Office (LEO) was 

mentioned by some. James noted that ‘over time I learned how the system 

worked and became good at drawing down available grants for artisan producers 

in my area to develop websites, fund training workshops, or scale up for a food 

visit to their farm.’  
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Education 

Continuous professional development and education featured, with David 

noting how ‘going back to college and studying gastronomy and the history of 

food helped me return to the business and transform it.’ David funded bursaries 

for Irish students to research Irish food history. George also recognized 

the importance of having solid research on Ireland’s gastronomic history 

and heritage ‘to shape authentic storytelling, folklore not fakelore’, and noted 

that Fáilte Ireland over this period funded a number of PhD projects and 

initiatives such as the Dublin Gastronomy Symposium and Food on the 

Edge.  

 

Clusters 

Kachniewska (2013, p. 38) extends her definition of clusters to include 

educational establishments and research institutes which provide a large 

part of their human and technological capital. The networking of the 

Galway Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT) with Food on the Edge and 

with the Galway European Region of Gastronomy 2018 is a great example 

of this. Mac Con Iomaire (2018a) has argued that the new paradigm of 

liberal / vocational education, with gastronomy at its core, offered by the 

Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT, now Technological University 

Dublin) since 1999, was a factor in the Irish food renaissance. Finally, 

nearly all interviewees would agree with Mary who when asked if Ireland 

was a food tourism destination, said: ‘Not yet. I think it will in the next ten 

years.’ 
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Contextual Framework

I rish Government M inisters

in charge of tourism since 2002
June 2002-Sept 2004 Seamus Brennan

Sept 2004-June 2007 Martin Cullen
June 2007-Jan 2011 Noel Dempsey

Jan 2011-March 2011 Pat Carey

March 2011-July 2014 Leo Varadkar
July 2014-May 2016 Paschal Donohue

May 2016-present Shane Ross

Food Tourism Team

John Mulcahy, 

Head of Food Tourism (2012-2017)

Tracey Coughlan 

Food & Drink Tourism Manager (from Jan 2019)

Timeline of key developments influencing Food Tourism in I reland

201120072003 20192005 2013 201720152009

Fáilte Ireland CEOs: Shaun Quinn (2003-2016), Paul Kelly (2016-Present)

R: Survival, Recovery and Growth- A strategy for Renewing Irish 

Tourism, 2009 – 2013 ‘New Horizons for Ir ish Tourism’  2009

2011: Tourism Recovery Taskforce established 2015: Ireland`s Ancient East; Dublin, A Breath of 

Fresh Air; Food On The Edge established

2014: Wild Atlantic Way

2013: The Gathering; The Burren Food Trail; eight new Food 

Ambassadors joined Fáilte Ireland Development Programme

2012: Food Tourism Department created within Fáilte Ireland; 

Fáilte Ireland Food Champions selected; Inaugural Dublin 

Gastronomy Symposium

R: National Food Tourism Implementation Framework (2011-2013)

2016: Year of Food & Drink

2017:  ‘ Taste of Place’  Charter

2018: Galway, European Region of Gastronomy; Ireland’s 

Hidden Heartlands; Food Tourism Module delivered on 

MA in Gastronomy and Food Studies at TU Dublin

2019: ‘Taste the Island’ Bord Fáilte Food Tourism Initiative 

2003: N ational Tourism D evelopment Authority: Fáilte I reland 

established under N ational Tourism D evelopment Authority Act

Changes in Government 2002-2019

2002 election FF and PD
2007 election FF, Green, PD

2008 election FF, Green, PD
From Nov 2009, FF, Green, IND

From Jan 2011, FF minority

2011 election FG, Labour
2016 election FG, IND minority supported by FF

R: Food Tourism Activity Plan 2014-2016

R: Food and Drink Development Strategy 2018-2023

 

Figure 1. Contextual Framework 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The development of food tourism in Ireland 2009-2019 can broadly be 

conceptualized into four factors: economic, political, societal and 

environmental, as can be seen in Figure 1. It is clear from reviewing the 

academic and grey literature, and analysing the interview transcripts and 

notes, that the recession was a major factor in driving change and 

creativity in both Fáilte Ireland and in the broader food tourism/ 

hospitality industry. Some of this creativity was fiscal, with the lowering 

of the VAT rate from 13.5% to 9% in July 2011, a change that was reversed 

in January 2019. As the 2009 Tourism Renewal Group report proclaimed, 

what was required first was survival, then recovery, and growth would 

flow from recovery.  

From a political perspective, a major revelation from the interviews 

was the influence a change in government or minister could have on 

policy makers. Since the establishment of Fáilte Ireland in 2003, up until 

today, there have been only two CEOs, Shaun Quinn (2003-2016) and Paul 

Kelly (2016 onwards), yet there have been eight changes in government, 

seven changes in minister, and the government department responsible 

for tourism has been re-named and re-structured twice. Long-term 

planning is difficult during periods of political instability. Restructuring in 

state agencies based on incentivized early retirements at the beginning of 

the recession helped reduce the wages bill, but also meant a significant 

loss in expertise and institutional memory. There were three changes in 

ministers of tourism over a six-month period from late 2010 to early 2011, 

a fact which must have delayed recovery somewhat (O’Brien, 2012). This 

is clearly identified in Figure 1 which outlines the contextual framework of 

this study. 

From a societal perspective, initiatives such as The Gathering 

(Mottiar, 2016) helped draw citizens and communities throughout the 

length and breadth of the country together in a collective and volunteering 

mind-set, which differed hugely with some of the neo-liberal 

individualism and greed that had been prevalent during the worst 

excesses of the Celtic Tiger boom in Ireland. The creation of regional 

tourism brands aimed to spread the recovery around the country and out 

of the large urban areas that were not as hard hit by the recession. 

Initiatives such as the Food Champions (Mulcahy, 2019a) drew on social 

entrepreneurs and leaders from communities around the country and 

networked them. Fáilte Ireland (2019, p. 23) grouped foreign visitors into 

the ‘Culturally curious’, ‘Social energizers’, and ‘Great escapers’, and 
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communicated the different food and beverage demands of each group to 

the industry. Story toolkits and most recently Taste the Island toolkits and 

workshops enabled communities to improve their own food and drinks 

experiences and, with initiatives such as ‘Taste of Place’, to promote local 

food and boost the local economy through the multiplier effect (Yeoman et 

al., 2015).  

The creation of networks and clusters carried with them not only 

economic but important societal rewards through interaction, social 

capital, volunteerism and friendship. A recent publication of calculating 

social value (Whitebarn Consulting, 2019) might provide a model for 

illustrating the monetary value of volunteerism. CLG Na Fianna, a Dublin 

sports and cultural organisation with 3000 members, was shown to have 

created €50 million of social value in the local community in the years 

2017-2018. For every €1 equivalent invested into CLG Na Fianna, in the 

region of €15 of social value was created, resulting in a 15:1 return on 

investment ratio. This is a model which social entrepreneurs in tourism 

might explore in order to justify investment in programs such as The Food 

Champions. 

The environmental factors are diverse and many. They include the 

impact that using local food has on building sustainable tourism and on 

sustainable societies, allowing rural dwellers, farmers and food producers 

to remain in their environment and safeguard that environment for the 

next generation. A large number of the food and beverage experiences 

listed in the Taste the Island report (Fáilte Ireland, 2019) are members of 

‘Origin Green’ and are committed to sustainable food production. In 

Ireland, the landscape and the wild beauty of the countryside are also a 

large part of our tourist offering along with the warm hospitality and 

great food.  

To conclude, this paper has explored the development of food 

tourism policy in Ireland from 2009-2019. The research questions were 

answered by exploring the historical origins of food tourism. Figure 1 

contextualizes the primary drivers and key moments in food tourism 

policy development in Ireland. The ‘lived experiences’ of ten key tourism 

stakeholders from across the industry have been analysed and compared 

with the academic and grey literature to form a narrative account of the 

phenomenon of the development of food tourism in Ireland from 2009-

2019. 
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Practical Implications 

The practical implications of this journal article for the future of the food 

tourism policy of Ireland are fourfold. First, government agencies must 

endeavour to ensure cross-political party backing for medium to long term 

strategies so that changes in government or minister do not side track or 

jeopardise tourism policy. Secondly the role of social entrepreneurs and 

volunteerism in developing tourism needs to be valued. The social value 

of these initiatives can provide returns in multiples of the initial financial 

outlay. Thirdly, the environmental implications of sustainable tourism can 

ensure the next generation of rural farmers and communities can remain 

on the land and as custodians of the rural communities and landscape, 

which forms such a part of Ireland’s unique tourism attraction. Finally, the 

value of networking both nationally and internationally needs to be 

embraced so that all stakeholders can learn from each other and realise the 

quality of the product they are selling and be proud of the work that they 

do. 

 

Limitations of the research 

One of the limitations of this research is the difficulty in getting current 

policymakers to go on record. Another limitation is that as an under-

researched area, most of the published research is dominated by a small 

number of researchers which limits the perspective and research outlook. 
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Appendix 1. Interview Schedule 

Questions for Policy Makers Questions for Industry Professionals 

Could you describe the role of the food 

tourism department at Fáilte Ireland? 

What has been the Irish government’s 

approach to food tourism over the last 10 

years? 

Has this approach changed over time? 

How? Why? 

What do you think have been the major 

developments in Irish food tourism in the 

last ten years? 

What have been the drivers of the 

development of food tourism in Ireland? 

What have been the main food tourism 

strategies and initiatives in Ireland? 

How would you evaluate the success of 

these food tourism strategies and 

initiatives? 

Could you tell me about successful food 

tourism initiatives? 

Do you consider Ireland to be a food 

tourism destination? 

Do you think the food tourism strategies 

and initiatives have had an impact on the 

perception of Irish food? 

What do you think are the main challenges 

in food tourism in Ireland? 

How do you think tourists perceive Irish 

food? 

 

What do you think is the perception of Irish 

food for tourists prior to travelling to 

Ireland? 

How do tourists react to your food 

experience? 

Have you identified common 

characteristics amongst your customers? 

Why do you think tourists partake in food 

tours? 

Do people who partake in your food 

experience have common characteristics? 

What do you think is the approach of the 

Irish government towards food tourism? 

Has this approach changed over time? 

How? Why? 

Do you feel as a food tourism provider you 

receive support from policymakers? 

Do you consider Ireland to be a food 

destination? 

What are the challenges of running a food 

tourism business? 

How do you describe the food experience 

you provide? 

Do you think Ireland has a national 

cuisine? 
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ABSTRACT 
This study aims to understand how conflicting stakeholders’ 

interests and agendas of the public, private and non-profit sectors 

may affect the management of the tourism destination identity. It 

focuses on Northern Portugal, a geographical area with 

contrasting characteristics, ranging from coastal urban areas to 

rural hinterland, each dealing with different development issues. 

The study is qualitative in nature, being carried out using in-

depth interviews conducted with various stakeholders (public, 

private and non-profit sectors) at three wine regions located in 

Northern Portugal. Data was examined through content analysis. 

The findings suggest that there is an evident lack of cooperation 

between the food-and-wine and the tourism sectors in the three 
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wine regions, which tends to hinder the construction of a 

territorial identity for development purposes. This study 

identifies the role of public organisations in promoting a shared 

vision for endogenous products alongside local stakeholders, 

thus contributing to the construct of a territorial identity. 

Although regional identity is studied in the relatively limited 

context of cooperation among stakeholders’ practices, the paper 

exemplifies how local food and wine products can enhance the 

identity of tourism destinations. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Previous studies have acknowledged the importance of local food as an 

element of cultural identity of place (Mkono, 2011), and that the 

preservation of traditional food production sustains the regional and 

national identities of a tourism destination (Kim & Iwashita, 2016). Akin, 

the uniqueness and authenticity of local food are important markers in 

constructing the identity of a destination (Chatzopoulou et al., 2019; Ellis 

et al., 2018; Everett & Aitchison, 2008; Stone et al., 2019; Ting et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, a recent study found that the tourists’ emotional bond (place 

attachment) may impact their return intention to a food destination (Yeap 

et al., 2019). 

As tourists are increasingly engaging in personalised food-and-

wine experiences at destinations visited (OECD, 2018), more 

entrepreneurial businesses related to food-and-wine are emerging, for 

example food vendors attending festivals, street food and other micro 

food providers (Kline et al., 2014). However, an overweight of micro 

stakeholders in the food-and-wine sectors may not be in tune with the 

needs of local economies (Thomas et al., 2011), and by dominating the 

industry, particularly in peripheral areas, they may function as an obstacle 

to the improvement of the tourism product (Getz & Carlsen, 2005).  

Tourism has become an important industry in Portugal, both in 

urban and rural areas, contributing to the economic development of local 

communities (Turismo de Portugal, 2016), in which the value of food-and-

wine landscapes are recognised as important dimensions of the country’s 

economy (Silva et al., 2018). Yet, the evolution of food-and-wine tourism 

was slower compared to other tourism products. In fact, food and wine 

tourism is a rather recent activity in Portugal. Until 2013, the country had 

339 wine tourism units, of which 78% had initiated their activity after 2000 

(Turismo de Portugal, 2014). Portugal’s National Tourism Authority 



 Rachão et al. 
 

218 
 

(Turismo de Portugal, IP) has placed increased emphasis on destination 

competitiveness based on its food-and-wine heritage, inherent in the 

Portuguese Tourism Strategy 2027 (Araújo, 2017).  

But the Portuguese tourism industry, similar to other European 

countries, is fragmented and the majority of businesses are micro-sized 

(Banco de Portugal, 2014; Mykletun & Gyimo, 2010). This is quite evident 

when it comes to wine tourism businesses where the average number of 

full-time workers is five (Turismo de Portugal, 2014), and in the 

accommodation and restaurant sectors the number drops to an average of 

three employees (PORDATA, 2019).  

According to Lee et al. (2017), the fragmentation of the food-and-

wine sectors may have negative impacts on the tourism destination 

identity, a phenomenon that requires more research to be fully understood 

and managed. Yet, despite the importance of food-and-wine tourism for 

local economies, little research has been undertaken on the cooperation of 

various stakeholders in food tourism to sustain a destination identity 

(Correia et al., 2014; Everett & Slocum, 2013; McGregor & Robinson, 2019). 

As acknowledged by Staggs and Brenner (2019), a coherent collective 

identity requires a shared perspective amongst stakeholders. Similarly, 

due to the increasing importance of micro food-and-wine 

entrepreneurship, it is important to understand how conflicting 

stakeholders’ interests and agendas (of the public, private and non-profit 

sectors) may affect the management of the tourism destination identity.  

Based on this rationale and to achieve the research purpose, two (2) 

objectives have been defined: 

Objective (1) – To analyse the influence of cooperation between the food-

and-wine and the tourism sectors on a structured destination identity; 

Objective (2) – To understand how local stakeholders perceive the 

enogastronomic identity of Northern Portugal.  

This case study offers theoretical insight into the relationships 

between food-and-wine and tourism stakeholders and how their 

cooperation may affect the destination/territorial identity. 

The paper begins by outlining concepts on cooperation among 

tourism industry stakeholders, particularly focusing on food-and-wine 

tourism contexts. It then briefly discusses relevant existing theories on 

territorial/regional identity and shifts to the analysis of empirical data 

obtained from interviews with key stakeholders within the research 
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setting. The paper ends with the main conclusions, as well as the 

limitations of the study and some suggestions for future research. 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Cooperation among tourism industry stakeholders 

There is a significant number of theoretical and empirical research related 

to cooperation in tourism destinations, particularly about the different 

levels of cooperation between tourism industry stakeholders (Beritelli, 

2011; Boesen et al., 2017; Czernek, 2013; Damayanti et al., 2017; Wang & 

Xiang, 2007). However, it is not the purpose of this research to develop a 

new theory on cooperative matters, but rather to understand how 

cooperation can be decisive for the success of a strong identity of food-

and-wine tourism destinations. 

One of the growing tourism trends is the pairing of wine with 

quality food products, prepared by local chefs and/or the organisation of 

events and exhibitions which are linked to culinary demonstrations 

(Telfer, 2001). To provide this type of food-and-wine experiences, the 

involvement of multiple stakeholders from different sectors is necessary 

(Getz, 2000). These multiple stakeholders (food providers, wineries, farms, 

accommodation facilities, tour operators) must share a common vision in 

order to develop composite tourism products; yet, competing individual 

interests and conflicts may interfere in its development (Alonso & 

Northcote, 2008; Gammack, 2006).  

Given the fragmentation of the tourism industry, one fundamental 

key issue for a successful territorial identity promotion is the cooperation 

among stakeholders (Damayanti et al., 2017; Ottenbacher & Harrington, 

2013). As mentioned above, food-and-wine-related tourism businesses are 

characterised by their micro and small scale. Therefore, they tend to 

trigger entrepreneurial activities (Lee et al., 2017), as small-scale boutique 

wineries (Dawson et al., 2011), innovative food-related facilities (Hjalager 

& Johansen, 2013) and third-wave coffee shops (Lee et al., 2017), just to 

name a few examples. For that reason, cooperation among small food-and-

wine businesses might benefit the structural development of a territorial 

identity.  

Zhang et al. (2009) point out that cooperation is a form of an inter-

firm relationship in a tourism supply chain. For Correia et al. (2014, p. 45), 

cooperation describes “the intentional and voluntary 
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relationships/initiatives in which two or more independent businesses 

and/or individuals interact”. Cooperation among stakeholders can take a 

form of micro-clusters, allowing innovation through interaction and 

facilitating knowledge sharing (Braun & Hollick, 2006). At the same time, 

tourists benefit from these micro-clusters as they reduce search and travel 

costs, and raise the associated tourism experience (Taylor et al., 2007).  

Cooperation might be shaped by specific social contexts of 

countries/regions as business life cycles, demographic features and spatial 

determinants (Czernek, 2013). Based on research in Australia, it was 

suggested that wine tourism industry members are more keen to 

participate in cooperative activities (Taylor et al., 2007). Correia et al. 

(2014), studying cooperation among wine and tourism businesses in the 

Douro Valley, confirmed this finding for the Portuguese context. 

If destination stakeholders fail in defining the regions’ attributes or 

landmarks (Silva et al., 2018), the regional identity may become confusing 

in the eyes of the visitors. For that reason, branding a food-and-wine 

destination requires a considerable negotiation among key stakeholders to 

define the place’s identity which should emphasise the uniqueness of local 

food (Lai et al., 2019).  

 

Territorial and regional identities 

The development of territorial valorisation strategies is seen as a 

consequence of a postmodern society strongly marked by the 

standardisation of products and services (Rachão et al., 2019). The 

Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) and the Protected Geographical 

Indication (PGI) labels, for example, illustrate how the European Agrarian 

Policies operationalises the preservation and strengthening of endogenous 

food-and-wines (Silva et al., 2018).  

As a form of differentiation, in a globalised crowded marketplace, 

many destinations have been using food as a form of attraction (Frochot, 

2003; Lin et al., 2011). This is because the uniqueness of local food and 

wine products (Haven-Tang & Jones, 2008), deeply rooted into a place 

(Frochot, 2003; Lin et al., 2011), can reinforce cultural differences among 

regions and countries (Fox, 2007). By using such endogenous products, 

destinations have the opportunity to increase the uniqueness of their 

identity, and, additionally, to formulate a unique selling proposition 

(Haven-Tang & Jones, 2008). The increasing interest in cooking, dining 
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locally, and travelling for and socialising through food experiences (Kline 

et al, 2014) has led to the growth of tourists seeking novelty in experiences 

focused on local food heritage (Presenza & Chiappa, 2013). 

Additionally, food-and-wine production methods are connected to 

gastronomic traditions which have a great role in marking the regional 

identity of places (Corigliano, 2015; Hashimoto & Telfer, 2006). These 

production methods (wine, dairy products, olive oil, among others) can 

also support the development of unique food-and-wine experiences that 

policymakers may link with local communities as they are a part of a 

destination’s identity (Lin et al., 2011), and thereby of the territory 

(Corigliano, 2015). The natural landscape of territories is also considered 

as a unique characteristic (attribute) of a food and wine destination 

(Scorrano et al., 2018), and the quality of the experience of the viticultural 

(wine-growing) landscapes or grape-wine environments has a critical 

impact on the attitude of tourists towards the destination (Quintal et al., 

2015). Moreover, shared local identities and visions may facilitate the 

involvement and commitment of local stakeholders in decision-making 

processes (Sto & Vanneste, 2018). As acknowledged by Hallak et al. (2012), 

entrepreneurial success drifts from the tourism entrepreneur’s sense of 

identity with the place where the business is operating. 

This overview of the literature emphasises the need for a better 

understanding of the issues involved in the development of a territorial 

identity based on its endogenous resources, such as food-and-wine, as 

well as the local stakeholders. 

 

Research setting: The Douro, Vinho Verde and Trás-os-Montes wine 

regions 

Like other food-and-wine destinations, such as France, Italy and Spain, 

Portugal is now promoting its enogastronomic offer of local cuisine and 

terroir to attract tourists. The positive influence of gastronomy on 

international visitors’ satisfaction has been confirmed in different regions 

of Portugal, namely in Porto (Ramires et al., 2018), but also the Algarve 

(Serra et al., 2015) and the Alentejo (Amaral et al., 2016). To satisfy the ever 

demanding tourist market, Portugal offers several certified 

regional/traditional products ranging from dairy products, such as cheese, 

dry fruits (e.g. almonds and chestnuts), honey, olive oil, to different types 

of animal meat (beef, pork and lamb) (DGADR, 2019). Portugal has 14 

demarcated wine regions (Wines of Portugal, 2016), 14 wine routes, 31 
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Denominations of Origin (DO) and 10 Geographical Indications (GIs) 

(IDTOUR, 2016), and has world primacy regarding the number of 

indigenous wine grape varieties (Silva et al., 2018). These Portuguese 

endogenous products associated to food and wine heritage could become 

even stronger identity markers, as reviewed in the literature. Additionally, 

Portugal is the 11th world wine producer (IVDP, 2017), with the Douro 

Valley (in the mainland) – Alto Douro Wine Region – and the Pico Island 

(Azores Archipelago) – Landscape of the Pico Island Vineyard Culture – 

are recognised as world heritage by the United Nations’ Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (Silva et al., 2018). Also, 

Portugal has created a brand associated to the traditional and authentic 

image found in its privately-owned wine tourism estates (Quintas) 

(Ramos et al., 2018), mostly located in the countryside. To further explore 

the potential of food and wine tourism, an informal group of producers 

was established to promote traditional Portuguese gastronomy and 

stimulate short food supply chains (no more than one intermediary) 

branded as ‘Prove Portugal’ (https://tasteportugal.com/). This initiative 

has encountered mixed results, some positive and some negative. 

Considerable work needs to be carried out including the increased 

integration of local producers, whom tend to be declining in number due 

to rural exodus (Silva et al., 2018). 

For this study, the North of Portugal was chosen. With around 3.6 

million inhabitants, composed of 86 municipalities and 1,426 parishes, this 

region accounts for almost 35% of Portugal’s resident population, and 

about 29% of the national economy’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

(CCDRN, 2019).   

Northern Portugal is a relevant food-and-wine destination because, 

for example, 21 of the 65 traditional Portuguese products certified as PDO, 

are from this region (DGADR, 2019). Moreover, the majority of its territory 

is covered by demarcated wine regions: two major regions, namely Douro 

and Vinho Verde, and two smaller regions, Trás-os-Montes and Távora-

Varosa (Marques & Marques, 2017). This study will only focus on the first 

three wine regions (Figure 1). 

The Douro Valley is renowned as the place of origin of the Port 

wine and as the first demarcated and regulated wine region in the world, 

since 1756 (IVDP, 2017). In 2001, part of this region, the Alto Douro 

Vinhateiro (Upper Douro Valley) was classified by the UNESCO as a 

World Heritage Site because of “its cultural, evolutionary and living 

landscape” (IVV, 2015, p. 118). Concerning the Vinho Verde, it is 
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Portugal’s largest demarcated region in geographical terms, as well as one 

of the largest in Europe, extending over 34,000 hectares throughout the 

northwest of Portugal (CVRVV, 2019). It also hosts the sub-region Vinho 

Verde Alvarinho. The wine demarcated region of Trás-os-Montes has a 

“secular origin, being intrinsically marked by winepress basins dug in the 

rock of Roman and Pre-Roman origin” (ENOTUR, 2016).  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Northern Portugal and the regions in which the interviews took place 
Source: Northern Portugal Regional Coordination and Development Commission 

(CCDR-N), 2019 

This section described the overall resources for food-and-wine and 

tourism present in Northern Portugal, relating them as core factors of 

differentiation and attractiveness of this region. The following section 

presents the main objectives and research questions and explains the 

methodological processes to collect and analyse the research data.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

To gain insights into a specific phenomenon, this study follows a 

phenomenological research philosophy (Altinay & Paraskevas, 2008) to 

understand the people’s meanings, their own explanations of their 

behaviour (Clark et al., 2007; Veal, 2006). This exploratory study employed 

                    Douro interviews 
                    Vinhos Verdes interviews 
                     Trás-os-Montes interviews 
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in-depth interviews to obtain the opinion of individuals (Creswell, 2009) 

within their real-life context (Ritchie et al., 2005; Veal, 2006).  

Qualitative in-depth interviews were conducted with nine public, 

private and non-profit key stakeholders, between January and April 2017, 

in the regions illustrated in Figure 1. The face-to-face interviews took place 

at the participants’ place of business, and each interview took about 60 to 

90 minutes.  The interviewees were selected based on their significant 

involvement in food-and-wine and tourism networks in Northern 

Portugal. Within each wine region, they represent different activity 

sectors, namely: accommodation, societies, governance, restaurant and 

wine production (Table 1). Therefore, purposive sampling was employed 

as it restricts to more experienced individuals (Altinay & Paraskevas, 2008; 

Veal, 2006) and provides quality data about a relatively short period of 

time (Bertella et al., 2018). 

 

Table 1. Interviewees' profile 

Interviewee 
Wine 

Region 
Business operation  Overlap with tourism Sector  

TOM1 
Trás-os-

Montes 

(TOM) 

Policy maker  
Coordinates events within food 

and wine tourism 
Public  

TOM2 
Head of food and 

wine brotherhood 
No overlapping 

Non-

profit  

TOM3 Wine producer  Wine tastings and winery visits Private  

D4 

Douro (D) 

Restaurant owner  
Restaurant serves both 

tourists/visitors and residents 
Private 

D5 
Country house 

owner  

Accommodation and wine 

tourism activities  
Private 

D6 Wine policy maker  No overlapping Public  

VV7 

Vinhos 

Verdes 

(VV) 

Wine policy maker  No overlapping Public  

VV8 Policy maker 
Coordinates events within food 

and wine tourism 
Public  

VV9 
Accommodation 

manager  

Hotel accommodation related to 

wine 
Private   

Public sector = 4, Private sector = 4, Non-profit = 1, Total = 9 

 

A four-section framework to guide the in-depth interviews with 

local stakeholders was employed addressing the following research issues: 

(1) the closeness/proximity of cooperation among stakeholders of the food-

and-wine and tourism sectors; (2) perceptions of competition or conflict 

between food-and-wine and tourism businesses within the same wine 
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region; (3) aspects considered the most relevant for the region’s identity; 

and (4) the role of gastronomy in regional territorial dynamics.  

A total of four academics participated in the pre-test to avoid 

possible ambiguous words and shortcomings. Minor adjustments were 

made to the wording of questions. Despite the defined interview protocol, 

supplementary issues emerging from the interview were added. As 

suggested by Clark et al. (2007), face-to-face interviews can benefit from 

supplementary questions, direct invitations to go deeper, and from open-

ended questions that allow longer answers. 

Participants were informed of the objectives of the study, and the 

in-depth interviews were audio-recorded, with prior approval. Transcripts 

of the interviews were then coded and categorized into emerging themes 

and sub-themes with the assistance of NVivo 11 Pro, a computer-assisted 

qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS).  

The interview data were submitted to a qualitative thematic 

analysis (Fox et al., 2010; Neuman, 2014), in which data reduction, 

proceeded by data display, was applied to draw conclusions. The 

emerging themes and sub-themes were developed gradually and 

collaboratively based on the coding process. Additionally, a deductive 

content analysis was employed as the themes were grounded on the 

theory developed in the literature review section. Some procedures were 

implemented during the research data analysis to ensure the validity of 

the findings. Firstly, a high degree of consensus of the codes (emerging 

themes) was reached by applying a triangulation of the researchers 

(Decrop, 1999; Dwyer et al., 2012; Verma & Chandra, 2018). At least three 

coders were appointed to secure reliability and provide the most objective 

insight for each theme assessment. Secondly, emerging themes were 

subjected to a process of continuous comparison through inter-coder 

agreement (Creswell, 2009). The first author of this paper coded 

transcriptions individually and the second author verified the coding in 

order to have a systematic coding reliability.  

The next section presents the results of the qualitative thematic 

analysis of the interview data and discusses the main research findings. 

 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

The findings revealed four major themes (1) scarce and informal 

cooperation, (2) competition and conflict between stakeholders, (3) wine 
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region attributes and (4) the role of gastronomy in territorial dynamics. 

Within the latter key theme, the complementary of gastronomy and wine, 

the creativity in enogastronomy, the potential of gastronomy in promoting 

wine, the lack of gastronomic quality and the creation of micro-thematic 

routes emerged and are discussed to demonstrate how these dimensions 

may affect the management of the tourism destination identity. 

 

Informal cooperation  

As illustrated in Table 2, the first theme arising from the in-depth 

interview data, and labelled as “scarce and informal cooperation”, 

demonstrates that the few existing types of cooperation among 

stakeholders are based on inter-personal relationships and trust. This 

study thus supports Beritelli’s (2011), Damayanti et al.’s (2017), and Wang 

and Xiang’s (2007) notion that friendship ties and trust are a common 

cooperative inter-firm strategy, in which decisions are made at a personal 

level. 

Stakeholders in the Vinho Verde region recognise that, despite the 

lack of a structured wine tourism supply, the wineries should collaborate, 

as they have a wide range of different wines and tourism services. Overall, 

there is no strong cooperation among wineries, wine museums, and other 

tourism support services (e.g. accommodation units, entertainment 

businesses, tour operators). This supports the work conducted by Correia 

et al. (2014), in which they conclude that food-and-wine and tourism 

stakeholders in the Northern Portuguese wine regions usually do not 

cooperate.  

Cooperative strategies (particularly, informal partnerships) were 

developed mainly by medium to large sized businesses. These include 

partnerships with businesses specialised in outdoor sports activities that 

provide tourists with things to do in the region. This approach to 

cooperation supports Telfer's (2001) findings which show that the 

commitment of the wine industry to tourism is partly related to the age of 

the winery and the availability of financial resources. 

Nonetheless, in a small wine sub-region within the Vinho Verde 

region (producing the alvarinho variety), the local stakeholders are 

managed by the two municipal councils, respectively, the level of local 

cooperation is higher. The key role of public governance lays within 

managing/supporting stakeholders’ involvement in and commitment to a 
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successful food-and-wine tourism destination. This governance structure, 

discussed by Wang and Xiang (2007), who suggested that stakeholders 

may overcome problems of collaboration and coordination in the market 

place through a hierarchical/public mode of governance, was reinforced 

by the participants’ responses. 

 

Table 2. Stakeholders’ cooperation  

Themes Quotations extracted from interviews 

Scarce and 

informal 

cooperation 

(**VV7, VV9, 

D5, TOM1, 

D4, 

VV8, TOM3) 

*[1] There is natural cooperation, for example, […] we recommend guests a place 

in the neighbourhood for lunch or dinner.  

[2] There are two or three producers that cooperate […]; one of the largest 

producers in the region links wine production with the offer of accommodation. 

[3] […] we do not have a ready-made and structured offer for a group. 

[4] The contact among the stakeholders is continuous, however, I have to 

manage it.  

[5] Individually. 

[6] Scarce, with the exception of Monção and Melgaço.  

[7] There has to be a sense of closeness, of affection; it is almost a family, we are a 

small territory which gives us this connection. 

[8] We work with other local hotel units, restaurants, shops […] the golf course 

[…], a riding ring. 

[9] Some hotel units send their guests to dine at my restaurant because the 

owners are my friends.   

Competition 

and conflict 

(VV9, TOM2, 

TOM1, 

TOM3, VV8) 

[1] I don’t think so at this stage. Obviously, there are always exceptions. Overall, 

there is no conflict.  

[2] Conflict is inevitable, and discussion is necessary.  

[3] There is always conflict. Conflicts have to be managed. It is crucial that we 

manage conflicts. Obviously, there are conflicts between producers.  

[4] I think there have been more conflicts. At this point, people have realized that 

the market is much larger than they might have imagined.  

[5] There is still no connection among the local establishments, […] the presence 

of the wines is not so strong. 

* Number of quotations; ** Interviewees 

 

Nevertheless, there was no consensus amongst the interviewees 

regarding this public governance mode. This was evident in statements 

like “Where the government regulates and supports people, it can be a 

good system, but it must be recognised that […] people and private 

businesses have to fight for their own interests” (Interviewee VV7). 
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Competition and conflict 

When questioned about potential competition and conflicts, respondents, 

particularly those in the wine industry, showed different positions on the 

topic, illustrating different realities between wine regions. The Vinho 

Verde stakeholders concur that there is still insufficient competition as 

they are in an initial stage of food-and-wine tourism development: “The 

wine producers are all very young, as well as are the members of the 

wineries, but there is a dynamic tendency on the part of the young” 

(Interviewee VV7). On the other hand, in the Trás-os-Montes region 

conflicts between stakeholders are very common and they are usually 

resolved and/or managed by local non-profit organisations and 

associations, acting as mediators. This was revealed in statements such as 

“Producers who do not talk to each other sometimes have to share the 

same spaces in festivals and events; obviously, we cannot place them close 

to each other” (Interviewee TOM1). Yet, some local businesses are starting 

to cooperate as they recognise the need to offer a more integrated food-

and-wine tourism supply. “They also realised that with an isolated, selfish 

strategy, they will not succeed” (Interviewee TOM3).  

 

Wine region attributes 

Interviewees acknowledged that the gastronomic heritage is an important 

attribute of the territorial identity, as illustrated in Table 3. The 

agricultural products such as almonds, olives, mushrooms, the animal 

production (lamb), and their use in traditional food recipes were 

emphasised. This supports the work of Haven-Tang and Jones (2008), who 

recognise local food and wines as identity marks of a destination, and a 

source of identity formation in post-modern societies (Richards, 2002). In 

this context, food tourism can be an important means of strengthening a 

region’s identity (Everett & Aitchison, 2008; Hashimoto & Telfer, 2006). 

The three food-and-wine destinations also have natural landscapes 

as attraction points. In fact, the distinctiveness of the Douro Valley 

landscape led to the classification of world heritage by UNESCO. An 

interviewee showed how this recognition is valued locally with the 

following reference: “It was the interaction between nature and man that 

was worth the UNESCO classification, […] the greatness of the territory” 

(Interviewee D6). The natural landscape features were also emphasised by 

the interviewees of the Vinho Verde region, as it is the region which 

integrates the only National Park of the country, as shown in Table 3.  
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‘Local inhabitants’ was the third attribute most mentioned. This 

was evident in statements such as “The identity of the region lies in the 

local people because they made the territory” (Interviewee D6). One 

possible explanation for the awareness of the importance of local residents 

on their surrounding environment is that local people are constantly 

remembered of the fact that the UNESCO classification was obtained due 

to the human interaction with nature (landscape). 

 

The role of gastronomy in regional territorial dynamics 

According to the respondents there is also a growing need to apply 

creativity within their enogastronomic context in order to attract 

consumers. This relates to the work of Fox (2007), referring to the 

Table 3. Wine region attributes according to respondents after thematic codification 

Attributes TOM (1,2,3) D (4,5,6) VV (7,8,9) 

Gastronomy 

Olive grove 

Chestnut trees (2)* 

Vines 

Wine (2)* 

Olive oil 

Almonds 

Mushrooms 

Wine (2)* 

Port wine 

Vines 

Lamb 

 

Regional sweets (traditional 

flavours) 

Natural landscape 

Diversity of soils (2)* 

Natural environment 

Granite 

Shale (sedimentary 

rock) 

Landscape 

Greatness of walled 

terraces 

Changing landscape 

(every 50 km) 

Remarkable 

presence of vines 

River valleys 

Seacoast 

Mountain area 

National Park of Peneda-

Gerês 

Local inhabitants  

 

 

 

Friendly people 

Local inhabitants 

Farmers who work 

the walled terraces 

Humanized 

territory 

 

Historical heritage 

Castles 

Roman olive oil mills 

Olive oil mills arts 

Built heritage 

 Romanesque Route 

Religious heritage   Religious tourism 

* Mentioned more than once 
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reinvention and ‘spectacularisation’ of local food products for trade, and, 

also, to other trends, like fostering creative enogastronomic clusters (Lee et 

al., 2015; Richards, 2012), the use of creative techniques in local products 

(Tresidder, 2015) and overall creativity in gastronomy (Pearson & Pearson, 

2017). These mixed ‘creative’ efforts will enable residents to build a 

successful regional identity.  

 

Table 4. The role of gastronomy in regional territorial dynamics 

* Number of quotations; ** Interviewees 

 

Gastronomy was also described as a means of communicating 

Portuguese wine heritage. Yet, most of the restaurants are still not pairing 

food and local wines. Thus, combining the varietal heritage (Silva et al., 

2018) with traditional and new architectural forms of landscape (e.g. 

Themes Quotations extracted from the interviews 

Complementarity of 

gastronomy and wine 

(** VV9, TOM2, 

TOM1, D6, TOM3) 

*[1] Wine and gastronomy are intrinsic.  

[2] It is necessary to associate gastronomy and wines. 

[3] We cannot dissociate them. The wines are based on food and both 

complement each other.  

[4] There is no gastronomy without wines.  

[5] The style of wine I produce is associated with the gastronomy of 

the region.  

Creativity in 

enogastronomy 

(VV8, D6, D5) 

[1] Reinventing traditional dishes […].   

[2] Making wine according to the changing consumer taste is a new 

thing. 

[3] The dining experience is on the same level as other experiences. 

[4] In addition to the obvious products, such as wine, jams, olive oil, 

some handicrafts, we added apples and oranges to fairs/events […], 

we offered them to the festival attendees, and they ended up having 

contact with them. 

Gastronomy can 

promote wine 

(TOM1, TOM3) 

[1] Gastronomy is an excellent way to communicate wine.  

[2] People involved in the restaurant sector present dishes and do not 

present wines. 

Lack of gastronomic 

quality 

(D5, TOM1) 

[1] Unfortunately, the region suffers from a lack of gastronomic 

quality. If you go out for having dinner, it is hard to find restaurants 

that are opened.  

[2] Restaurants with local gastronomy are scarce. A region producing 

chestnuts only has a chestnut dish during the chestnut season.   

Micro-thematic 

routes 

(TOM2) 

[1] The development of an almond-themed route in Torre de 

Moncorvo.  
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restaurants, gourmet shops, wine cellars, wine museums) might 

strengthen the cultural economy (Ramos et al., 2018). 

Respondents from the Douro and Trás-os-Montes regions 

associated the lack of gastronomic quality with the short opening hours of 

the restaurants, particularly during periods of high demand: “If you go 

out to have dinner, it is hard to find restaurants open” (Interviewees D5; 

TOM1). Furthermore, there is evidence that endogenous agricultural 

products are not always integrated in popular dishes: “A region 

producing chestnuts does not have a typical chestnut dish all year round, 

only in the chestnut season” (Interviewees D5; TOM1). But menus based 

on seasonal products are practically non-existent. Food providers tend to 

use year round menus. 

In Northern Portugal it is also observed what several authors 

(Brunori & Rossi, 2000; Bruwer, 2003; Corigliano, 2015) attested in other 

regions:  micro-thematic food-and-wine routes serve not only to express 

the regional attributes of a place (cultural, natural and social 

characteristics), but also to promote local economic development.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Gastronomy and wines have become significant factors of regional 

distinctiveness. Portugal has followed other successful international cases 

by improving its wine tourism services and gastronomic products (Correia 

& Ascenção, 2006). In the regions where this study was conducted, the 

lack of cooperation between small scale stakeholders appeared evident 

and putting at risk the quality of the tourism services provided. Despite 

the existence of some informal partnerships among medium to large-sized 

businesses, the food-and-wine tourism supply in Northern Portugal is 

fragmented. In regions where the governance mode is predominantly 

managed by the public sector, food, wine and tourism stakeholders 

demonstrated higher levels of collaboration, as well as commitment and 

trust (McGregor & Robinson, 2019). This study has identified the role of 

the public organisations in pushing local stakeholders to establish and 

defend a shared vision on the endogenous products, and, thus, helping 

them to construct a joint territorial identity. For this reason, local 

initiatives, particularly those that are funded, should not only support 

individual stakeholders, but also foster the launch of joint activities 

leading to the creation of more composite tourism products. 
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In this sense, different forms of collaborative activities, such as 

micro-thematic food routes and street food markets (harnessing local 

farmers’ market structures), could improve community pride and lead to a 

unique selling proposition of the destination. Also, various sub-brands 

linked to the regional identity of a place could be developed (Hashimoto 

& Telfer, 2006). Concerning the most relevant aspects for the regions’ 

identity, respondents agreed that the gastronomic heritage, natural 

landscape and local inhabitants were the main attributes of the Northern 

Portuguese wine regions and that they should represent in a far more 

conscious way a ´coherent collective identity´ (Staggs & Brenner, 2019). 

The role of gastronomy in regional territorial dynamics is seen from 

the innovation and creative perspectives. Traditional recipes may be 

reformulated to attract new consumers/tourists, and to promote local food 

and wine pairing. As tourists are increasingly looking for personalised 

and memorable enogastronomic experiences, local food providers need to 

retro-innovate traditional recipes by adapting to current trends without 

losing their cultural value.   

 

Limitations and future research  

Certain limitations of the research process were identified. Given the 

qualitative nature of the research, time constraints and small sample size, 

the results cannot be generalised. Future research should be based on a 

broader sample of stakeholders to better understand the process of 

regional leadership and cooperation in building a coherent destination 

identity, particularly in hinterland rural areas.  

This case study identified a dichotomous view of the governance 

structure in the collaborative dynamics of food-and-wine tourism: from a 

public governance intervention in a small wine sub-region to a private 

management perspective in larger wine regions. Further and deeper 

research into these two management perspectives is required. 

Future research can analyse more complex international 

cooperative strategies. They can embody different types of network 

initiatives, such as the slow food movement or alternative food networks. 

Gaining membership of international creative food networks such as the 

UNESCO network of Creative Cities of Gastronomy, Portuguese food-

and-wine regions may acquire new knowledge on how to exploit the 

unique food-and-wine attributes of a destination and, thereby reinforce 
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their identity through creative strategies and, in the end, strengthen the 

cultural economy. 
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ABSTRACT 
The paper examines the effect of local food on loyalty of tourists 

on a destination. The participants were identified using 

purposive method of sampling and these respondents comprised 

of local and foreign tourists who have visited Angeles City. The 

research design used was predictive-correlational method and 

partial least squares path modelling was utilized to gauge the 

parameter estimates. The results showed that food-related 

motivation positively affects local food involvement, destination 

loyalty, and food satisfaction. It was also found out that local 

food involvement is significantly and positively related to food 

satisfaction and destination loyalty. Moreover, relationship 

between food satisfaction and destination loyalty was found to be 

significant and positive. The mediation analysis revealed that 

food satisfaction is a mediator on the link between food-related 

motivation and destination loyalty and between local food 

involvement and destination loyalty. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Local food is an integral component in the field of tourism since it is 

considered a resource which can be utilized by destinations, locations, and 

countries in their marketing campaigns and events. Furthermore, it 

significantly creates an impact when it comes to destination branding and 

                                                           
1 Address correspondence to Jean Paolo G. Lacap, Vice President for Administration and Quality 
Assurance, City College of Angeles, Angeles City, PHILIPPINES. Email: jpglacap@gmail.com 

 

Advances in Hospitality and Tourism Research (AHTR)  

An International Journal of Akdeniz University Tourism Faculty 

ISSN: 2147-9100 (Print), 2148-7316 (Online) 

Webpage: http://www.ahtrjournal.org/ 

2019 

Vol. 7 (2) 

238-257 

Article History 

Received 8 April 2019 

Revised 2 December 2019 

Accepted 4 December 2019 

DOI: 10.30519/ahtr.550600 

Keywords 

local food 

food-related motivation 

local food involvement 

food satisfaction 

food tourism 

destination loyalty  



Advances in Hospitality and Tourism Research, 7 (2) 

239 
 

even development of localities, cities, or regions. Since local food is part of 

culture, each destination of nation is represented by unique or exemplary 

dishes (Björk & Kauppinen-Räisänen, 2016). With the increasing 

importance given to food as part of cultural tourism (Hall & Mitchell, 

2007; Hjalager & Richards, 2003), local food has the capacity to attain 

tourism sustainability and at the same time, augment destination 

authenticity, foster stronger domestic economy, and contribute in 

establishing sustainable tourism infrastructure (Handszuh, 2000).  

Food tourism or gastronomic tourism is gaining momentum and 

popularity. More and more tourists are motivated to travel because of 

activities and events related to food. Tourists seek these activities to 

experience iconic local delicacies or products and, at the same time, 

experience unique events (Kivela & Crotts, 2006).  The desire of tourists to 

experience authentic and unique food experience is now a budding 

occurrence in tourism industry (Smith & Costello, 2009). When tourists 

enjoy local food, they acquire memorable travel experiences because local 

food is highly associated with local cultures and histories, which may 

evoke lasting memories (Tsai, 2016).  

Pampanga is known to be the culinary capital of the Philippines. 

Angeles City, being one of the cities in Pampanga, is a haven for several 

cultural and historic landmarks. Aside from heritage treasures, Angeles 

City boasts itself as a culinary destination. The city is known for the world 

renowned “sisig,” a local dish which is a pork hash made with pork face, 

ears, cheeks, and snout. And according to the late renowned chef, 

Anthony Bourdain, “sisig” could be the next big trend (Thomson, 2017). 

Because of the popularity of “sisig,” Angeles City stages Sisig Fiesta 

annually to celebrate this local dish. The Sisig Fiesta is celebrated to 

preserve and commemorate the significance of “sisig” not only in 

Pampanga but in the entire Philippines. With the fame of “sisig,” Angeles 

City is now bidding in the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Creative Cities Network, Gastronomy 

category (Magalog-De Veyra, 2018). 

Several studies have identified the key role of local food or food in 

general in enhancing the value of a destination, may it be in local 

economy, culture, destination identity, and growth and sustainability. 

Hence, food as a tourism resource, is fundamentally getting more 

attention because of its contribution to tourism sustainability (Chen & 

Huang, 2019; Everett & Aitchison, 2008; Everett & Slocum, 2013; Sims, 

2009). Local food directly and indirectly influences sustainability in a 
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destination (Du Rand & Heath, 2006; Everett & Slocum, 2013; Sims, 2009). 

It can expand tourism sustainability, may it be in the aspect of economic, 

social or environmental, through revenue generation, support for local 

establishments, and can provide tourists’ needs for local tourism 

experience (Berno et al., 2014; Sims, 2009). Being a culinary destination, the 

main goal of the present study is to explore the food-related factors 

including food-related motivation, local food involvement, and food 

satisfaction that influence destination loyalty of tourists in Angeles City. 

 

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT 

Destination Loyalty 

In marketing, loyalty from the customers is an important measure of a 

firm’s success. Loyalty to a specific product or service extends in various 

studies in the field of hospitality and tourism, in particular, destination 

loyalty (Suhartanto et al., 2018). Examining destination loyalty can be 

done through analysis of one’s behavior or attitude (Hapsari et al., 2017). 

The behavioral approach to destination loyalty entails purchase of a 

tourism product or service or a repeated manner. On the other hand, the 

attitudinal approach entails the relative strength of tourist’s affection 

towards a tourism product or service (Mechinda et al., 2009; Prayag & 

Ryan, 2012). The present study utilized the attitudinal dimension of 

destination loyalty as it is used in many research studies (e.g. Di-Clemente 

et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2015; Lin, 2014; Loureiro, 2014; Mechinda et al., 

2009).   

 

Food-related Motivation 

There are many reasons why a tourist visits a place or a destination. 

Fundamentally, tourists travel or visit a destination because of a 

motivation (Ngwira & Kankhuni, 2018). It is the beginning of any travel-

related activities (Nikjoo & Ketabi, 2015). It is the individual’s drive to 

address a need and to obtain value in their lives (Oliver, 2014). So, when a 

tourist travels or visits a destination, he or she is confronted with 

numerous travel motives and these factors include food-related 

motivations (Kim et al., 2013; Kim & Eves, 2012; Kivela & Crotts, 2009). 

Consumption of food has been one of the many activities of tourists and 

food as a travel motive may affect the choices of tourists when it comes to 

food (Ji et al., 2016). Hence, food is an important travel motive for tourists 
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and can also be treated as a secondary motivator for some travelers (Hall 

et al., 2004). From these related studies, food-related motivations are 

tourists’ travel motives related to destination’s local food. 

Local food is an integral component of a lasting tourism experience 

and a tool for tourists to understand a tourist destination. With the 

proliferation of travel shows, magazines, and the like, tourists are much 

exposed to various motivators including local food of a destination which 

may heighten their interest for local dishes and stimulate their motivation 

to experience local cuisines (Tsai, 2016). Levitt et al. (2017) found out that 

tourists with high motivation and involvement in food in a destination 

have the greatest intentions to consume local food and they exhibit highest 

favorable attitudes towards local dishes. Furthermore, the factors that 

tourists consider in attaining food satisfaction are their desires and 

expectations based on their previous food experiences (Andersen & 

Hyldig, 2015). On the other hand, Chen and Huang (2019) observed that 

food-related motivation of Chinese tourists was found to be an 

insignificant factor to destination loyalty. In the study of Agyeiwaah et al. 

(2019), the authors revealed that the motivation of tourists is directly 

related to culinary satisfaction and experience. They further indicated that 

higher motivation of tourists leads to participation and involvement in the 

culinary experience, thus increasing their level of satisfaction, and in the 

long run, their loyalty. Therefore, it is hypothesized that: 

H1a. Food-related motivation positively affects local food involvement. 

H1b. Food-related motivation positively affects destination loyalty.  

H1c. Food-related motivation positively affects food satisfaction.  

 

Local Food Involvement 

The concept of involvement in the field of tourism has been used to 

evaluate the level of satisfaction of tourists (Green & Chalip, 1998; Laverie 

& Arnett, 2000). According to Sherif and Sherif (1967), involvement is a 

form of attitude and it happens when one interacts with the social 

environment. Moreover, Laurent and Kapferer (1985) argued that 

involvement is influenced by satisfaction and loyalty, in varying degrees. 

Based on these related studies and literature, local food involvement refers 

to the degree in which a tourist involve himself or herself in food-related 

activities of a destination. In the study of Chen and Huang (2019), the 

authors found out that local food involvement among tourists in China is 

nothing to do with destination loyalty. Contrary, in the research study of 

Prayag and Ryan (2012), involvement of tourists is a predictor of loyalty 



 Lacap 
 

242 
 

where satisfaction is a mediator. Moreover, Lee and Chang (2012) found 

out that tourist involvement positively affects loyalty, mediated by 

satisfaction. Hence, it is postulated that:  

H2a. Local food involvement positively affects food satisfaction. 

H2b. Local food involvement positively affects destination loyalty. 

 

Food Satisfaction 

Satisfaction of tourists is both cognitive and affective and it is based on 

tourism experience in a destination (Rodriguez & San Martin, 2008). In the 

present study, food satisfaction is basically the favorable response of a 

tourist to his or her tourism experience in a food destination. It has a 

behavioral component which can lead to loyalty to a destination (San 

Martín et al., 2018). In the study of Chen and Chen (2010), tourist 

satisfaction is positively correlated with destination loyalty. On the other 

hand, destination loyalty, based on the present study, refers to the degree 

to which forms an intention to revisit a particular destination (Meleddu et 

al., 2015).  In the study of Chen and Huang (2019), the authors observed 

that food satisfaction among tourists in China was directly related to 

destination loyalty. Thus, it is predicted that: 

H3. Food satisfaction positively affects destination loyalty. 

Examination of previous studies show that there are limited 

research undertakings on the mediating effects of food satisfaction on 

different tourism constructs. Namkung and Jang (2007) examined how 

food quality affects customer satisfaction and behavioral intentions. The 

findings showed that customer satisfaction acts as mediator between food 

quality and behavioral intentions. Moreover, Chen and Huang (2019) 

found that food satisfaction partially mediates local-food involvement and 

destination loyalty. Therefore, it is hypothesized that: 

H4. Food satisfaction mediates the direct link of food-related motivation and 

destination loyalty. 

H5. Food satisfaction mediates the direct link of local food involvement and 

destination loyalty. 

Based on the research hypotheses formulated, a model of 

destination loyalty was conceptualized (see Figure 1). The proposed 

model assesses the influence of food-related motivation, local food 

involvement, and food satisfaction on loyalty to a destination. Aside from 

the investigation of the direct effects, the current study also examines the 
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mediating role of food satisfaction on the relationship between food-

related motivation and destination loyalty, and on the link between local 

food involvement and destination loyalty. 

 
 

Figure 1. Proposed model of destination loyalty 

 

 

METHOD 

Participants of the Study 

The respondents of the study were local and foreign tourists who have 

travelled or visited Angeles City. The sampling method used was 

purposive. Out of 500 survey questionnaires distributed, 352 were 

completed accurately by the respondents, resulting in a response rate of 

70.4%. The survey questionnaires were floated in August 2018 and ended 

in October 2018. 

The gathering of data through survey was conducted face-to-face. 

The enumerators were stationed in various landmarks and tourist spots of 

Angeles City. Each respondent of legal age (18 years old and above) was 

asked whether he or she has stayed overnight in the city for him or her to 

be qualified as a respondent. Those who have stayed overnight were 

considered as the participants of the study.  

The socio-demographic profile of the participants is reflected in 

Table 1. Eighty-five percent of the total respondents were local tourists. 

Out of 352, 86% were Filipino nationals. There was an almost equal 

distribution in terms of sex, and out of the total participants, 40% were 
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employed while 39% were college students. In terms of purpose of visit, 

36% travelled to Angeles City to visit a friend / family while 36% 

responded for leisure. 

 

Table 1. Sample’s Socio-Demographic Profile 

Respondents’ Characteristics Frequency Percent 

Type of Tourist   

     Local 299 84.9 

     Foreign 53 15.1 

Nationality   

     Filipino 303 86.1 

     Non-Filipino 49 13.9 

Sex   

     Male 169 48.0 

     Female 183 52.0 

Occupation   

     College Student 136 38.6 

     Employed  142 40.3 

     Self-Employed 34 9.7 

     Unemployed 40 11.4 

Purpose of Visit   

     Leisure 125 35.5 

     Meeting or event 24 6.8 

     Visiting friends/family  127 36.1 

     Business trip 29 8.2 

     Others 47 13.4 

 

Sufficiency of the Sample  

The present study has a total of 352 respondents. In order to measure 

whether the sample size is robust enough to support the results of the 

proposed structural model, inverse-square root and Gamma-exponential 

methods (Kock & Hadaya, 2018) were applied. Looking at the PLS path 

model in Figure 3, the minimum significant path coefficient is 0.16. 

Moreover, with the level of significant of 0.05 and power level of 0.80, 

using the statistical software WarpPLS version 6.0 (Kock, 2017), the 

computed sample sizes were the following 242 (using inverse-square root) 

and 228 (using Gamma-exponential) as reflected in Figure 2. Therefore, 

352 as the sample size signifies that the robustness of the proposed model. 
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Figure 2. Sample size estimates  

  

Research Instrument 

The current undertaking utilized a questionnaire as the research 

instrument. The instrument contained the demographics of the 

respondents – type of tourist, nationality, sex, occupation, and purpose of 

visit – and the items (measured using 5-point Likert scale) for the four (4) 

latent variables – food-related motivation, local food involvement, food 

satisfaction, and destination loyalty.  

The six (6) items for food-related motivation were based on the 

studies of Beer et al. (2012), McKercher et al. (2008), and Kim et al. (2010) 

which were summarized, validated, and tested for reliability in the study 

of Chen and Huang (2019). The present study adapted these items and 

were quantified employing a 5-point Likert scale (level of 

agreement/disagreement). 

 On the other hand, the 8 items for local food involvement were 

adopted from the study of Sparks (2007) which are modified version of the 

Personal Involvement Inventory scale (Zaichkowsky, 1985). The items 

were also measured using 5-point Likert scale (level of 

agreement/disagreement). 

As for the 5 items for food satisfaction, these items were based on 

several studies including Bosque and Martin (2008), Mason and Paggiaro 

(2012), Zabkar et al. (2010) which were summarized, validated, and tested 

for reliability also in the study of Chen and Huang (2019). The present 
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study adapted these items and were measured using a 5-point Likert scale 

(level of agreement/disagreement). 

Finally, the 3 items for destination loyalty came from the study of 

Zabkar et al. (2010). All the items for the 4 latent variables were refined in 

the research undertaking of Chen and Huang (2019). 

 

Data Analysis 

To test the applicability of the proposed structural model on the role of 

food on destination loyalty, a predictive-correlational design was utilized. 

A partial least squares – structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) was 

used to measure the parameter estimates of the proposed model. The PLS-

SEM is a statistical test that follows three (3) stages: specification of the 

model, evaluation of the outer model, and assessment of the inner model. 

The present study also employed mediation analysis to gauge how 

mediators absorb the effect of the exogenous (independent) variable on an 

endogenous (dependent) construct in a structural model (Hair et al., 2014). 

 

RESULTS 

Model Fit and Quality Indices 

Table 2 presents the 10 global model fit quality indices. The model fit and 

quality indices evaluates model quality of the proposed framework (Kock, 

2017).   

According to Kock (2011), the evaluation of the fit of the structural 

model, p-values of APC, ARS, and AARS must be significant (p < 0.05). 

Moreover, the coefficients of AVIF and AFVIF must be equal to or less 

than 3.3 (Kock & Lynn, 2012). As seen in Table 2, the mentioned indices 

are within the accepted ranges.   

With regard to Tenenhaus GoF, a measure of explanatory power of 

the structural model (Tenenhaus et al., 2005), the coefficient corresponds 

to the following thresholds: small if GoF is greater than or equal to 0.1, 

medium if GoF is greater than or equal to 0.25, and large if GoF is greater 

than or equal to 0.36 (Wetzels et al., 2009). With Tenenhaus GoF = 0.510, 

this indicates that the goodness of fit of the model is large, therefore, the 

model is highly acceptable. 
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Table 2. Model fit and quality indices 

Model Fit and Quality Indices Coefficients 

Average path coefficient (APC) 0.336, p<0.001 

Average R-squared (ARS) 0.378, p<0.001 

Average adjusted R-squared (AARS) 0.375, p<0.001 

Average block variance inflation (AVIF) 1.622 

Average full collinearity VIF (AFVIF) 1.767 

Tenenhaus GoF 0.510 

Simpson’s paradox ratio (SSR) 1.000 

R-squared contribution ratio (RSCR) 1.000 

Statistical suppression ratio (SSR) 1.000 

Non-linear bivariate causality direction 

ratio (NLBCDR) 
1.000 

 

 

In terms of SPR, a measure of the possible causality problem in a 

structural model (Kock, 2017), and RSCR, an index that gauges the degree 

to which the structural model has no negative R-squared contributions 

(Kock, 2015; Kock & Gaskins, 2016; Pearl, 2009; Wagner, 1982), the 

thresholds are as follows: SPR and RSCR must be equal to 1 or a more 

relaxed criterion, they must be equal to or higher than 0.7 (Kock, 2017). 

With SPR and RSCR having values equal to 1, the results suggest 

Simpson’s paradox is not present and there are no negative R-squared 

contributions in the structural model.  

And, as for the coefficients of SSR and NLBCDR, the acceptable 

values must be equal to or greater than 0.7. The SSR is an index that 

gauges whether the structural model does not have or does not encounter 

suppression instances. On the other hand, NLBCR measures how bivariate 

non-linear values support the hypothesized directions of causal 

relationships of a structural model (Kock, 2017). With SSR and NLBCDR 

having values equal to 1, the results indicate that the structural paths are 

free from statistical suppression and the causality of the hypothesized 

path direction of the model is supported.  

 

Collinearity, Reliability, and Validity Measurements  

The block variance inflation factors (VIFs) measure whether 

multicollinearity exists or not (Lacap et al., 2018). According to Kock & 

Lynn (2012), the threshold for block VIFs must be equal to or lower than 

3.3. As seen in Table 3, all VIFs are below 3.3 suggesting that there is no 

vertical multicollinearity in all latent constructs in the structural model.  
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To gauge the reliability of each construct, composite reliability (CR) 

and Cronbach’s alpha (CA) were measured. The values of CR and CA 

must be at least 0.70 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Nunnally, 1978; Nunnally & 

Bernstein, 1994; Kock, 2017; Kock & Lynn, 2012). With the coefficients of 

CR and CA for each variable, as shown in Table 3, all constructs are highly 

reliable. 

 

Table 3. Collinearity, convergent validity, and reliability measures 

Construct & Item 
Factor 

Loading 

Variance 

Inflation 

Factor 

Average 

Variance 

Extracted 

Composite 

Reliability 

Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

Food-related motivation   

0.558 0.883 0.841 

FRM1 0.753 1.675 

FRM2 0.751 1.748 

FRM3 0.782 1.807 

FRM4 0.782 1.845 

FRM5 0.745 1.736 

FRM6 0.661 1.396 

Local food involvement   

0.661 0.940 0.926 

LFI1 0.790 2.543 

LFI2 0.796 2.611 

LFI3 0.794 2.169 

LFI4 0.810 2.326 

LFI5 0.859 3.021 

LFI6 0.869 3.265 

LFI7 0.806 2.539 

LFI8 0.775 2.161 

Food satisfaction   

0.715 0.926 0.900 

FS1 0.833 2.218 

FS2 0.806 1.985 

FS3 0.871 2.676 

FS4 0.872 2.868 

FS5 0.844 2.444 

Destination loyalty   

0.814 0.929 0.886 
DL1 0.904 2.653 

DL2 0.921 2.994 

DL3 0.881 2.232 

All factor loadings are significant at 0.001 (p < 0.001). 

 

Convergent and discriminant validity tests were also measured. A 

construct is said to have a convergent validity when the factor loading of 

each item at least 0.5 or higher at the corresponding p-value must be 

significant, p < 0.05. (Hair et al., 2009; Kock, 2014). Furthermore, 

discriminant validity involves the evaluation of average variance extracted 



Advances in Hospitality and Tourism Research, 7 (2) 

249 
 

(AVEs). The values of AVEs must be at least 0.5 or higher (Fornell & 

Larcker, 1981; Kock & Lynn, 2012). At the same time, discriminant validity 

also involves the scrutiny of the correlations among constructs with square 

roots of AVEs (Kock, 2017; Lacap, 2019). The diagonal values (see Table 4), 

must be larger than the values to their left in the same row (Kock, 2017). 

As shown in Tables 3 and 4, all constructs exhibit convergent and 

discriminant validity. 

 

Table 4. Discriminant validity using Fornell and Larcker criterion 
 FRM LFI FS DL 

FRM 0.747    

LFI 0.596 0.813   

FS 0.463 0.524 0.845  

DL 0.461 0.496 0.615 0.902 

FRM = food-related motivation; LFI = local food involvement; FS = food satisfaction; DL = 

destination loyalty. The diagonal values are the square root of AVE of constructs while the off-

diagonal elements are the correlation between constructs.  

 

PLS-Path Model 

Figure 3 and Table 5 display the PLS path model and the direct effects of 

each structural path. Analysis of data revealed that food-related 

motivation positively affects local food involvement (β = 0.614, p < 0.001), 

destination loyalty (β = 0.158, p = 0.001), and food satisfaction (β = 0.238, p < 

0.001). The effect sizes for FRM  LFI is medium (f2 = 0.337), FRM  DL is 

small (f2 = 0.074), and for FRM  FS is small (f2 = 0.113). Therefore, H1a, 

H1b, and H1c are supported. 

 Moreover, local food involvement showed positive influence on 

food satisfaction (β = 0.386, p < 0.001) and on destination loyalty (β = 0.160, 

p = 0.001). The relationship between LFI and FS has a medium effect size (f2 

= 0.205) while the relationship between LFI and DL has a small effect size 

(f2 = 0.079). Hence, H2a and H2b are supported.  Additionally, results also 

revealed that food satisfaction positively affects destination loyalty (β = 

0.463, p < 0.001) with an effect size of medium (f2 = 0.287). Thus, H3 is 

supported. 
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Figure 3. The PLS path model with parameter estimates 

 

Table 5 also manifests the mediation effects results for H4 and H5. 

The findings showed that food satisfaction partially mediates the direct 

link between food-related motivation and destination loyalty (β = 0.110, p = 

0.002) with a small effect size (f2 = 0.052) and between local food 

involvement and destination loyalty (β = 0.179, p < 0.001), with a small 

effect size (f2 = 0.089). Hence, H4 and H5 are supported. 

 

Table 5. Direct and indirect effects 

 Path 

Coefficient 

Standard Error p-value Effect Size 

Direct Effects     

H1a. FRM  LFI 0.614 0.049 <0.001 0.337 

H1b. FRM  DL 0.158 0.052 0.001 0.074 

H1c. FRM  FS 0.238 0.051 <0.001 0.113 

H2a. LFI  FS 0.386 0.050 <0.001 0.205 

H2b. LFI  DL 0.160 0.052 0.001 0.079 

H3. FS  DL 0.463 0.050 <0.001 0.287 

Indirect Effects     

H4. FRM  FS  DL 0.110 0.037 0.002 0.052 

H5. LFI  FS  DL 0.179 0.037 <0.001 0.089 

FRM = food-related motivation; LFI = local food involvement; FS = food satisfaction; DL = 

destination loyalty. f2 is the effect sizes (Cohen, 1988) where 0.02 = small, 0.15 = medium, 0.35 = 

large. SE = standard error; β = standardized path coefficient. 
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The coefficient of determination or the R-squared (R2) values were 

also shown in Figure 3. Based on the structural model, the R2 coefficients 

of 0.32 and 0.44 or an ARS of 0.378 indicate that about 38% of the 

variability of dependent construct/s can be explained by the independent 

construct/s (p < 0.001).  

 

DISCUSSION 

The current research revealed that food-related motivation positively 

affects local food involvement, destination loyalty, and food satisfaction. 

The findings suggest that, when the travel motives of tourists are related 

to local food and these motives can be found in a destination, they will 

involve themselves in food-related activities of that destination and at the 

same time, they will have positive attitudes towards the destination and 

may result in revisit intention. These results are in consonance with the 

study of Levitt et al. (2017) who argued that when motivation and degree 

of involvement of tourists is high, their propensity to consume local food 

rises, and at the same time, they exhibit favorable attitudes towards local 

cuisine. Same also is true with the study of Andersen and Hyldig (2015) 

who identified that previous food experiences contribute to food 

satisfaction of tourists. Moreover, Agyeiwaah et al. (2019) highlighted that 

when tourists are motivated by food, their culinary experience becomes 

favorable and their culinary satisfaction increases which leads them to 

become involved in their food experiences. Contrary, Chen and Huang 

(2019) found that food-related motivation does not contribute to 

destination loyalty of tourists. 

Furthermore, analysis of the data also revealed that local food 

involvement positively affects food satisfaction and destination loyalty. 

This indicates that, when tourists visit a destination and they immerse 

themselves in activities related to local food, the propensity of a 

satisfactory experience and revisit the same destination is high. This is true 

with the studies of Laurent and Kapferer (1985), Prayag and Ryan (2012) 

and Lee and Chang (2012) who identified that when tourists are very 

much involved in a destination, it positively affects their degree of 

satisfaction and loyalty. On the other hand, Chen and Huang (2019) 

observed that local food involvement does not affect loyalty to a 

destination. Additionally, the study also revealed that food satisfaction 

directly affects destination loyalty. The favorable response of tourists to 

their food experiences forms revisit intentions to a destination. This is 
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supported by the research studies of Chen and Chen (2010), Meleddu et al. 

(2015), and Chen and Huang (2019).  

The mediation analysis showed that food satisfaction acts as a 

mediator on the relationship between food-related motivation and 

destination loyalty and local food involvement and destination loyalty. 

This suggests that food-related motivation and local food involvement 

positively affect food satisfaction which in turn affects destination loyalty. 

With a small effect size, food satisfaction augments the relationship 

between food-related motivation and destination loyalty and between 

local food involvement and destination loyalty. In the study of Chen and 

Huang (2019), the authors observed the partial mediation effects of food 

satisfaction on local food involvement and destination loyalty relationship 

and of local food involvement on food-related motivation and destination 

loyalty.  

 

Implications of the Study, Future Research Directions, and Limitations 

of the Study 

With the growing interests in food tourism or gastronomic tourism and 

the important role of local food in destination’s value (Chen & Huang, 

2019; Everett & Aitchison, 2008; Everett & Slocum, 2013; Sims, 2009), the 

study provides a deeper understanding on the effects of food-related 

motivation, local food involvement, and food satisfaction on destination 

loyalty. Angeles City, being a food destination, offers local dishes and 

cuisines which can be an integral component of the strategic tourism 

marketing campaign for the city. Based on the results, all identified factors 

- of food-related motivation, local food involvement, and food satisfaction 

contribute to loyalty of tourists in a destination. These results prove that 

tourists, local and foreign, may form revisit intentions in Angeles City 

when they experience local food, involve themselves in food-related 

activities of the destination, and they have favorable experiences.  

Local tourism officers and private food establishments must work 

together and create a holistic approach to emphasize local food as the 

banner tourism program of Angeles City. With food-related motivation 

positively affecting food satisfaction and, in turn, destination loyalty, 

sustainability of the destination is a possibility. Marketing efforts should 

be geared towards establishing Angeles City as a local food destination. 

Moreover, tourists should also experience being involved in food-related 

activities of a destination. Their level of involvement leads to food 
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satisfaction. This factor also reinforces the food-motivation of the tourists 

which positively affects their level of food satisfaction. Presenting the local 

food and its vital relevance to the destination’s culture and history and 

creating food-related activities regarding local dishes will generate 

positive experience among tourists of Angeles City.  

Every destination desires to achieve sustainability and the present 

study emphasize the role of local food on destination loyalty. In order to 

attain sustainability in a food destination, food-related motivation, local 

food involvement, and food satisfaction should always be considered. 

With this, the research undertaking has also limitations. First, most of the 

respondents were local tourists and college students, hence future 

researchers may want to examine the present research model by including 

more foreign tourists and employed respondents in order to increase the 

generalizability of the conclusions. And second, it considers only the role 

of food in destination loyalty. Other researchers may look into other 

factors that may contribute to loyalty of tourists in destinations. Moreover, 

others may find interest in exploring further other food-related factors that 

may influence destination loyalty. 
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ABSTRACT 
Cracker Barrel restaurants are a fixture across the interstate 

landscape of the United States. These sites cultivate a strong 

sense of place through careful theming, generating a distinct 

sense of rural America and nostalgia for home. At the same time, 

the uniformity of Cracker Barrel speaks to the notion of 

placelessness, the eradication of unique local features and 

homogenization of experience. Cracker Barrel is thus 

simultaneously placeless and placefull. This research explores 

this paradoxical notion by utilizing semiotic analyses in an 

analysis of user-generated Yelp! photos of Cracker Barrels across 

the country. It is clear from this analysis that the number and 

wide variety of artifacts vary surprisingly little from store to 

store. Together, this uniformity and intentional theming help 

successfully create a sense of place for Cracker Barrel stores as a 

rural American, 19th century “home-away-from-home.” 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Cracker Barrel restaurants are beacons of home-cooking along interstates 

across the United States and welcome 230 million guests yearly to their 

reproduction of a small, rural town’s general store from early America in 

the 1900s. In hopes of providing a consistent, home-away-from-home, 
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Cracker Barrel carefully designs the decor, the food, and the atmosphere 

to align with the rural general store theme at each of their 658 locations. 

Cracker Barrel works diligently to create a strong sense of place in 

their restaurants yet simultaneously exists as a placeless place. This sense 

of place, however, is contrasted with the inescapable placelessness, or lack 

of unique, distinguishing features (Relph, 1976), that is a result of all 650 

Cracker Barrels looking virtually the same. The focus of this research is on 

how Cracker Barrel intentionally works to create a sense of place, while at 

the same time, how its uniformity simultaneously positions it as a 

placeless place. Cracker Barrels are designed and decorated the same no 

matter where they are geographically located leading them to be 

considered placeless. Even with minimal ties to the local area, there are 

few places, restaurant chains especially, that foster a greater sense of place 

for so many people. Through placemaking and theming – “the process by 

which an environment is given a distinct character” (Muñoz & Wood, 

2009, p. 270) - Cracker Barrel effectively reproduces the feeling of a small, 

rural town’s general store from the early 1900s for all the patrons to enjoy. 

Thus exploring how this sense of place is created, and recreated on a vast 

scale, is important to explore. For Cracker Barrel in particular, there is an 

appeal to both tourists and locals alike and thus a paradox between 

maintaining uniqueness amidst a wide geographic area and differentiation 

among a busy restaurant landscape.  

This paper uses a visual, semiologic methodology to explore the 

paradox of placelessness and placefullness at Cracker Barrel restaurants. 

By using user generated Yelp! photos from a stratified random sample of 

stores across the country, this study analyzes how Cracker Barrel’s design 

choices create a unique sense of place while also proving the hypothesis 

that the stores do not change with the changing geographies. Ultimately, 

the results of this research provide an understanding of how Cracker 

Barrel uses symbols to create place, which elements vary across the 

country and which do not, as well as a discussion on Cracker Barrel’s 

motivations. 

 

PLACE, PLACELESSNESS, AND THEMING IN CRACKER BARREL 

RESTAURANTS 

Cracker Barrel’s defining feature is its distinctive place-making, creating a 

palpable sense of home through its nostalgic decor and menu items. The 

notion of place more broadly is a defining feature of geographic study 
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(Nelson, 2017) and is highly emotional. As Tuan (1977, p. 6) notes “what 

begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it better 

and endow it with value”. Placemakers, such as those designing Cracker 

Barrels, rely on the ability to create place by changing the physical 

characteristics but can only hope their designs create an atmosphere 

where patrons become attached and create their own personal sense of 

place in the restaurants. 

Place attachment refers to the ability of a place to make someone 

feel a certain way. Shao and Lui (2017, p. 152) define place attachment as 

“an effective bond that people establish with specific areas where they 

prefer to remain and where they feel comfortable and safe”. The key, 

therefore, to place attachment is that people become attached to familiar 

places whether that be from length of residency, bonds with neighbors, or 

other factors (Phillips et al., 2011, p. 78). Place attachment is a continual 

and never ceasing process (Cuba & Hummon, 1993, p. 547), yet the time it 

takes to truly become attached to one place in particular is rarely 

immediate and takes a long time to fully develop (Phillips et al., 2011, p. 

77). Tuan (1977, p. 184) furthers this idea stating, “attachment, whether to 

a person or to a locality, is seldom acquired in passing”. Just as people 

form relationships with other people, so too can they connect with places. 

Various symbols anchor a person’s sense of place, and collectively, 

these objects serve as place-makers for the community (Phillips et al., 2011, 

p. 87). Csurgó and Megyesi (2016, p. 430) highlight the importance of this 

stating, “symbolization of place is one of the main dimensions of place 

making”. Not only do objects create a sense of place, but they also “anchor 

time,” as Tuan (1977) writes. Place designers connect with these ideas in 

designing themed restaurants, historic sites, and some personal homes. 

These locations may therefore establish themselves as historic deliberately 

through the use of artifacts (Tuan, 1977, p. 198). Two broad categories 

used by place designers are domestication, or the production of familiar 

landscape, and exoticisation, or the formation of unfamiliar landscapes 

(Korusiewicz, 2015, p. 401). Typically, people get attached to familiar areas 

as they “find comfort in familiarity” (Phillips et al., 2011, p. 78). 

Korusiewicz (2015, p. 401), however, comments on the “fascinating 

mystery” experienced in exotic places that draws people to the place 

allowing them to form attachments. 

While certainly placefull, Cracker Barrel is also placeless as a 

Cracker Barrel in North Carolina looks and feels the same as a Cracker 

Barrel in Arizona or anywhere else in the country. Relph (1976) defines 
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placelessness as “the casual eradication of distinctive places and the 

making of standardized landscapes” (Relph, 1976, Preface). Harner and 

Kinder (2011, p. 751) argue that the physically distinct attributes of a place 

allow for place attachments by individuals and communities, and thus the 

elimination of those attributes results in a placeless place. Korusiewicz 

(2015, p. 402) similarly defines placelessness as “the lack of a recognizable 

focal point (or points) of mental and material space that one could connect 

to”. It is this lack of unique features that leads to landscapes “looking 

more and more like everywhere else” (Harner & Kinder, 2011, p. 752). 

Phillips et al. (2011, p. 81), however, challenge this definition due to 

the lack of concern for the temporal, social, or individual meaning that 

create places. They define placelessness as “a lack of ‘insideness’ and 

meaning, anomie or simply not knowing a place” (Phillips et al., 2011, p. 

81). They continue by attributing this to potential social exclusions or 

fleeting experiences with a place in which there is not enough time to gain 

a sense of place. When reflecting back on the previous discussion of place 

attachment, a short amount of time in a place severely limits the likelihood 

of feelings of social insideness or autobiographical attachment leaving 

only the physical characteristics of a place to become attached to. 

No matter what the leading cause of placelessness, the result is 

always the same: a “sterile” (Korusiewicz, 2015, p. 402), “cookie-cutter” 

(Hough, 1990, p. 183), “standardized” (Relph, 1976, Preface), “anchorless” 

(Goss, 1992, p. 172), “homogenized blandscape” (Relph, 1981, p. 13; 

Phillips et al., 2011, p. 83; Zelinsky, 2011, Preface). Zelinsky (2011) opens 

his book commenting on the current state of the American population and 

landscape. He writes, “we are a population, after all, that spends much of 

its time outside the home (all too often a cookie-cutter structure devoid of 

regional resonance, where television mesmerizes us several hours of the 

day) shopping or eating in look-a-like chain or franchise operations, 

driving along featureless highways built into governmental specifications, 

sitting in anonymous airports, and sleeping in forgettable motels” 

(Zelinsky, 2011, p. 1). Zelinsky (2011) stresses the lack of connection 

between these features and the place where they are located (Zelinsky, 

2011, p. 1). Not only are the elements listed above divorced from place, but 

they are also stripped of the uniqueness that defines places (Zimmerbauer, 

2011, p. 247). Phillips et al. (2011, p. 83) further highlights the shift from 

distinctive shops and landmarks to “homogenized” features that dominate 

much of the United States. 
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Themes are socially constructed elements of the built environment 

that represent a specific time, place, or culture (Wood & Muñoz, 2007, p. 

243). Wood and Muñoz (2007, p. 243) centralize theming to the study of 

place when they state, “we live in a themed world” be it malls, museums, 

retailers, amusement parks, events, or restaurants. Muñoz and Wood 

(2009) argue the most commonly experienced of these is restaurants. The 

time periods, places, and cultures mimicked are themselves socially 

constructed as people over time decided how these were each defined 

(DeLyser, 1999, p. 606; Wood & Muñoz, 2007, p. 244). Themed worlds 

further act as surrogates for the actual environment they represent (Wood 

& Muñoz, 2007, p. 243). Wood and Muñoz (2007, p. 243) list ethnic art, 

decor, music, external façades, the name, among other stereotypical 

features as elements that create these themes. These function as the 

symbols that both create and reproduce a sense of place, a sense of culture, 

and/or a sense of time (Zimmerbauer, 2011, p. 246). In the case of 

restaurants, the food is also a symbol of the host culture, place, or time 

(Wood & Muñoz, 2007, p. 243). 

Themed restaurants use stereotypical and expected symbols that 

have been learned and practiced over time to create an experience that is 

standardized (Wood & Muñoz, 2007, p. 243). It is from these standardized 

experiences that the public visiting these sites gets a sense of culture 

potentially within a very different culture meaning the patron may not get 

the true, authentic experience of that place (Wood & Muñoz, 2007, p. 243). 

While many patrons visit Outback Steakhouse, to borrow Muñoz and 

Wood’s (2009) example, and understand it as an “idealized and 

orchestrated portrayal” of Australia, there are others that see Outback as a 

truly authentic and real representation of Australia (Wood & Muñoz, 2007, 

p. 243). The theming of restaurants is “significantly visual” as the 

businesses’ “reality engineers” strategically construct environments that 

evoke certain feelings from the patrons (Wood & Muñoz, 2007, p. 243; 

Muñoz & Wood, 2009, p. 270). Muñoz and Wood (2009) continue stating, 

“when selecting design atmospheric and aesthetic cues, reality engineers 

rely heavily on socially constructed, yet often inaccurate themes offered by 

destination image formation agents” (Muñoz & Wood, 2009, p. 270). 

Accurate or not, these places rely on objects to create the themes 

and thus the place. As placelessness is generally defined as a place lacking 

distinguishing features, the use of such standardized symbols to create 

themed areas, such as koalas and kangaroos in Australian themed 

restaurants, leads to themed establishments that, when looked at broadly, 

can be considered placeless. Assuming these areas are located outside the 
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culture they represent, these places stand out from the surrounding 

restaurants and stores, which would allow them to be considered 

distinctively placefull, yet their homogenous presentation makes them 

also essentially placeless, a critical paradox. 

 

METHODS 

This research aims to increase understanding of how Cracker Barrel 

creates a sense of place while simultaneously existing as a placeless place 

through a visual, semiotic analysis of user-generated Yelp images, 

following the framework established by DeBres and Sowers (2009). 

Cracker Barrel Old Country Store is a unique, company-owned and 

operated restaurant chain with locations on interstates across the country 

that aim to be the patron’s “home-away-from-home” (“Frequently Asked 

Questions,” n.d). Each location features a large front porch with rocking 

chairs and checkers, a general store with hosts of old-fashioned candy and 

soda, homeware, and other products designed to take the visitor back in 

time, and a restaurant serving traditional Southern home-style meals and 

decorated floor to ceiling with antique artifacts (See Figure 1).  The 

original Cracker Barrel still exists in Lebanon, TN and was established in 

1969. As popularity grew the company expanded, primarily in the 

Southeast, but as of 2019 has 658 stores in 45 states. 

Figure 1. Yuma, Arizona Cracker Barrel2 

                                                           
2 The image on the left highlights the dining area of the Yuma, Arizona Cracker Barrel and the image of the 

right show the outside of the same store. Almost all Cracker Barrels look nearly identical to this location. Sources 

(left to right): L, C. Restaurant Overview. Yelp!, 29 Jan. 2016, s3-media4.fl.yelpcdn.com/bphoto/iC3hiD-

yV3Spf9VuDUPQMQ/o.jpg; C., Chris. Exterior. Yelp! 15 March 2010, s3-

media2.fl.yelpcdn.com/bphoto/UwTgrP4Xr-iwY9UCAk7iyw/o.jpg 
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As a restaurant and store chain with a national presence, Cracker 

Barrel markets itself as a nostalgic experience of days gone by and as a 

home-away-from-home for weary, interstate travelers. In this way, 

Cracker Barrel stores present an intersection between placefulness, 

placelessness, and theming that provides a robust landscape for 

researchers to explore. Their goal of domestic placemaking, as defined 

above by Korusiewicz (2015), is however only realized by those visitors for 

whom this old timey country store culture is familiar whether that be 

because the store is located in an area where this culture presides or that 

these visitors stop in at a store elsewhere in the country. 

This research utilizes a visual methodology examining user-

generated Yelp! photos and captions from Cracker Barrels across the 

country. The study’s intent was to identify those elements that do not vary 

with geography as well as those that do. This research will also examine 

how these specific elements work together to create the placefullness 

found at the stores. The authors used a stratified random sample of 

locations, selecting one store at random from the 43 states where Cracker 

Barrel had a location at the time this research was carried out.  After 

selecting the stores, we downloaded all of the Yelp! user-generated images 

for each store, excluding those images which depicted food since the 

menu is uniform from store to store. Yelp! provided one common place 

from which to view each store in the study as well as a customer 

perspective rather than company generated images. These images allowed 

the authors to view the Cracker Barrel experience from the customer 

perspective.  Once all of the 746 images were downloaded and stored, they 

were coded and analyzed using Google Sheets. 

Semiotic analysis, following the model of Rose (2016), was used to 

explore how Cracker Barrel attempts to create a sense of place while 

simultaneously existing as a placeless place by identifying and analyzing 

the signs in the restaurants that create both the placefullness and 

placelessness of Cracker Barrel. Semiotic analysis, put simply, is the 

“study of signs” (Crang, 2005; Rose, 2016) based upon the work by 

Ferdinand de Saussure. In semiotic studies such as this, “there is no 

concern… to find images that are statistically representative of a wider set 

of images… as there is in content analysis” (Rose 2016, p. 110). Rather, 

semiological investigations are often “detailed case studies of relatively 

few images” (Rose 2016, p. 110). Saussure (1998) explored how language is 

more than simply combinations of sounds and letters but represents 

deeper ideas of shared meaning. This conceptualization provides a 
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foundation for visual studies of semiology, similarly examining how 

images can convey deeper “signified meanings” (Rose 2016, p. 114). 

Semiotic analysis is an approach utilized in a number of disciplines, 

particularly tourism studies (see Echtner, 1999; Mehmetoglu & Dann, 

2002; Pennington & Thomsen, 2010; Lau, 2011; Knudsen & Rickly-Boyd, 

2012; Lau, 2014; Song & Jeon, 2018 and cultural studies (see Williamson, 

1978). For geographers examining tourism and hospitality, a semiotic 

approach to visual analysis can provide exceptional insight into the 

impact of visual cues both in print media and in the environment around 

us. DeBres and Sowers (2009, p. 220), for example, used a combination of 

content and semiotic analysis to investigate “how denotative signs were 

manipulated to present a connotative sign to the viewer” in a study of 140 

main street post cards. Applying their approach to this study, at Cracker 

Barrel, denotative signs are the artifacts on the walls and the old oil lamps 

on the tables while the connotative signs are the homeiness and time 

period that these artifacts work together to create. A key here is the 

interplay between the signs as “signs derive their meaning from other 

signs and from the wider system of signs” present (Crang, 2005, p. 277). A 

shovel, for example, means something different when in a tool shed than it 

does on the wall of a Cracker Barrel aside many other artifacts of rural 

19th century America. DeBres and Sowers (2009) make the point as well 

that the meaning of connotative signs varies geographically as mentioned 

above but also by culture; they continue stating that “within a particular 

culture, [connotative signs] can be used repeatedly to sell and reaffirm a 

society’s core myths and ideals” (DeBres & Sowers, 2009, p. 220) which is 

just how Cracker Barrel uses them. The use of semiotic analysis, which 

provides a more in-depth look at the interaction of the specific signs, 

provides a useful approach to investigating the paradox of 

placefulness/placelessness in Cracker Barrel restaurants. 

 

RESULTS 

The deliberate use of artifacts creates a sense of place that make Cracker 

Barrel both placeless and placefull, and this is readily apparent through an 

analysis of customer images of these sites. The stores all varied in the 

number of images posted on Yelp! with some stores having over 80 

pictures of the store, not including any pictures of food, and others having 

less than 10. Most images (50%) depict the inside of Cracker Barrel’s 

restaurant area, with others showing the outside areas (26%) or the 

general store (24%). Overall, the analysis of the images reveals both 
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explicit and implicit details regarding how consumers experience, and 

document their experience, of Cracker Barrel locations. 

When analyzing consumer images, it is clear that very little changes 

from one Cracker Barrel to the next (See Figure 2). Many of the stores and 

much of the design remains virtually unchanged, despite a few minor 

differences. Placelessness, as explained in the literature review, is the 

result of the “eradication of distinct landscapes” (Relph, 1976, Preface), the 

lack of connectedness to a place whether personally or physically (Harner 

& Kinder, 2011, p. 751), and results in everywhere looking like everywhere 

else (Harner & Kinder, 2011, p. 752). Cracker Barrels, while distinctly 

different than most of their surroundings, exist virtually unchanged place 

to place regardless of their geographic location. 

 

Figure 2. Similarities in Cracker Barrel’s Interior Design3  

                                                           
3 Cracker Barrel restaurants are remarkably similar across the country. The upper left image shows the Milford, 

Connecticut store, the upper right shows the Okemos, Michigan store, the bottom left show the Stevensville, 

Maryland store, and the bottom right shows the Madison, Wisconsin store. Each shows the very similar wall 

decor, same furniture, and oil lamps. Sources (clockwise starting with Milford, CT): C., Jose. Interior. Yelp! 30 

June 2015, s3-media4.fl.yelpcdn.com/bphoto/Ui32EndXjS8BeNQMLqu9vA/o.jpg; H., Richard. Interior. Yelp!, 31 

Aug. 2014, s3-media3.fl.yelpcdn.com/bphoto/zHcMHZc_kYLC_bYiIWuBMw/o.jpg; L., Jessica. Interior. Yelp!, 29 

July 2014, s3-media3.fl.yelpcdn.com/bphoto/EGNFrJUZOL64ggbGt6qt8A/o.jpg; M., Bill. Interior. Yelp!, 28 Sept. 

2012, s3-media2.fl.yelpcdn.com/bphoto/I0wntwBNTtBzCV2VCliJEQ/o.jpg 
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It is clear from the image analysis, and from Cracker Barrel’s own 

website (“Bringing the Cracker Barrel,” n.d), that every Cracker Barrel 

adheres to the same basic building design with only limited changes in 

seasonal decor, such as flags for the Fourth of July or fall pumpkins. Every 

Cracker Barrel also has a prominent, stone fireplace at the front of the 

restaurant with a deer head and rifle above it (“Bringing the Cracker 

Barrel,” n.d). There are always old portraits, clocks, household items, 

china, or other homely artifacts on the mantle and walls devoid of any 

reference to a specific geographic location. Snow shoes, for instance, while 

not surprisingly an item featured in New Hampshire locations, were also 

present in South Carolina. The dining areas, too, vary very little; Figure 2 

highlights this. The tables, chairs, flooring, walls, paint colors, and lamps 

are uniform. Patron’s comments reflect this as well with one Yelp! user 

from New Mexico captioning their image of a table setting, “Typical 

Interior” (6/14/14). Another user from Arizona commented, “wouldn’t be 

Cracker Barrel without this on the table” (9/20/16) in reference to the 

infamous peg game and old oil lamps on the table. It is this uniformity 

that contributes to a sense of placelessness within Cracker Barrel 

restaurants that is clearly apparent in guest images. 

While the uniform nature of Cracker Barrel is a defining feature, 

there are minor differences that were apparent in the image analysis, most 

notably, the vegetation surrounding each location, the inclusion of team 

apparel in the general store, and a more modern design used in new 

restaurants. Not surprisingly, the vegetation outside the store is unique to 

the store’s geographic location given variations in soil type and climate. 

The stores in Florida and South Carolina, for example, have palm trees 

while the Arizona stores feature cacti and the stores on the east coast have 

small shrubs or crepe myrtles. Placelessness, it seems, is easier to create 

indoors. 

A second element that changes from store to store are the sports 

team’s gear that is sold in each general store. While other elements of the 

“general store” remain standard, such as old fashioned candy and soda as 

well as home decor products, the sports apparel sold differs based on 

location. However, sports apparel was rarely photographed. Three states, 

Minnesota, Virginia, and Tennessee, are the only stores within the study 

where users took and posted images focused on the sport’s apparel of the 

Vikings, Virginia Tech, and the University of Tennessee, respectively. If by 

no other way, it may be possible for patrons to locate themselves 

geographically by determining the sport’s team represented in the specific 

Cracker Barrel.  
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Figure 3. Las Vegas, Nevada Cracker Barrel4 

 

A final anomaly was a new style of Cracker Barrel that is present at 

the newest stores. This new model closely resembles the standard and 

well known Cracker Barrel look, but it has a few modern twists (See 

Figure 3). The first store that utilizes the new model is located in 

Morganton, North Carolina and opened June 22, 2105 (“Cracker Barrel 

Opens”, 2015). All fourteen stores built since then follow this new model 

according to follow-up image analysis using Yelp! As evident from Figure 

3, the changes include a new wall color, a new way to divide the 

restaurant, new furniture and flooring, a slight change to the exterior of 

the building, and changes to the fireplace, which now extrudes from the 

wall out into the restaurant itself more. These changes, while quite 

                                                           
4 These images show the new design model for new Cracker Barrels as of 2015. All of these images are from the 

North Las Vegas, Nevada location. (A) shows the new dividers that replaced the lattice work of the old model, 

(B) shows a slightly different shape to the store facade, (C) shows the restaurant overview with the new 

furniture and floors, and (D) shows how the fireplace is now extruded into the restaurant. Sources (A-D): A., 

Rob. New Model. Yelp!, 11 May 2017, s3-media1.fl.yelpcdn.com/bphoto/3kN31NetRMZQaCIbXvR51g/o.jpg; M. 

Michael. New Model. Yelp!, 26 Oct. 2016, s3-media4.fl.yelpcdn.com/bphoto/ZEIjZ-mawaXuCrC3xx8OAA/o.jpg; 

P., Jessica. New Model. Yelp!, 9 Jan. 2017, s3-media3.fl.yelpcdn.com/bphoto/ZdW_NGOKWIC986-nE7JIIw/o.jpg; 

P., Jessica. New Model. Yelp!, 9 Jan. 2017, s3-media1.fl.yelpcdn.com/bphoto/0gx1aKaI7RcVzdjK4oPhRA/o.jpg. 
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obvious, are not so far removed from the original design that the store is 

unrecognizable. The “must haves” such as the deer head and rifle above 

the mantle are included in the new design.  

 

ON CREATING A SENSE OF PLACE 

Cracker Barrel is simultaneously placeless and placefull, existing on the 

one hand as a uniform restaurant and store that changes little based on 

geographic location and yet connects with visitors through nostalgic 

reminders of home. This relative uniformity is intentional, according to 

the Cracker Barrel website. Cracker Barrel was originally envisioned to 

fulfill an unmet need for people traveling on the ever expanding highway 

system (“Frequently Asked Questions,” n.d). The hope was to create a 

place where people could “stretch their legs, refuel, eat a consistently good 

meal at a good price” (“Frequently Asked Questions,” n.d). The founder, 

Dan Evins wanted to create “a place that preserved the ingredients of 

country life to share with travelers on the road and families from nearby” 

(“Frequently Asked Questions,” n.d). The two key elements in this 

statement are the sense of place he hoped to create and his intended 

audience. 

Further, the Cracker Barrel website notes: “Our brand is about 

being a home-away-from-home for everyone we welcome to our table. In 

some ways, it’s about coming home to the charm of a simpler time and 

place” (“Frequently Asked Questions,” n.d). It is clear that this is the sense 

of place Cracker Barrel works tirelessly to create. The other element in the 

founder’s goal is to be a place for both locals and travelers. As Figure 4 

shows, 518 Cracker Barrels of 637 total locations on the map are within 1.5 

miles of an interstate highway for this exact reason. This creates a 

challenge, however, when trying to design and decorate a store that 

fosters personal connections with all the patrons yet also highlights the 

local area. The items that create a feeling of “home” vary at least to some 

extent across the country (Fowler & Lipscomb, 2010, p. 107), and thus 

Cracker Barrel stores contain a myriad of “homey” items to appeal to both 

locals and travelers, including snowshoes on the wall of the North Myrtle 

Beach, South Carolina store.  
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Figure 4. Map of Cracker Barrel Locations and Interstates, United States5 

It is here that the tension lies between placefullness and 

placelessness. The Cracker Barrel website states in relation to the visitor 

experience, “maintaining that experience throughout our over 600 

locations requires a commitment to consistency and relentless repetition” 

(“Frequently Asked Questions,” n.d). Like any brand, Cracker Barrel 

wants their stores to be nationally recognizable, yet Cracker Barrel claims 

to also add a local twist to each store. In a news release, they state, “Each 

Cracker Barrel location is uniquely decorated with real American artifacts, 

memorabilia and signage curated by a team of experts. The walls of 

Cracker Barrel stores reflect the nation’s rich history and by tailoring 

elements to the local community, offer a homespun appeal for local 

residents.” (“Cracker Barrel Old Country,” 2016). Regarding the Las 

Vegas, Nevada store, for example, Cracker Barrel states that “guests will 

see localized pieces that pay homage to the Old West, the Hoover Dam, 

                                                           
5 This map highlights those Cracker Barrels that are directly off the primary interstates in the United States. 518 

of the 637 Cracker Barrels on this map are located directly off (within 1.5 miles) interstate exits. The others are 

on other major secondary roads. Source: Authors’ own elaboration. 
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the circus, and recreation on Lake Mead” (“Cracker Barrel Old Country,” 

2016). Even after reviewing the images again, specifically looking for these 

items, the items that Cracker Barrel claimed to include in their attempt to 

“localize” the location are not identifiable. With the exception of sports 

gear and vegetation, the notion of local distinctiveness was not apparent 

in the analyzed photographs. This is not to say that local geography is 

completely absent from Cracker Barrel stores, but simply that visitors to 

Cracker Barrel did not notice, or were not prompted to post photographs, 

of distinctive local elements. 

Although Cracker Barrel is an essentially placeless establishment in 

that very little changes store to store, this does not stop it from being 

incredibly placefull. Rather, it speaks to a tension between maintaining a 

national brand that is easily recognized from the side of the road and 

providing a consistent experience for visitors, while at the same time 

cultivating a distinctive sense of home and comfort that keeps these same 

visitors coming back. Theming plays a key role in creating this sense of 

both place and placelessness. Wood and Muñoz (2007, p. 243) write, 

“themed environments seem to flourish by giving a very expected, 

standardised, and controlled environment” effectively connecting theming 

and placelessness and providing a basis from which to work out this 

paradox. Theming creates both standardized experiences and 

placefullness thus proving that it is not a one or the other - placelessness 

or placefullness - situation, but that it is the interaction between them that 

has provided Cracker Barrel with so much success. 

For Cracker Barrel’s customers, the themed experience begins 

immediately when stepping onto the large front porch. The porch shape is 

an iconic design often seen in “Old West” towns and the rocking chairs are 

a quintessential element of a rural America. While these elements, along 

with many other features included in the Cracker Barrel design, may not 

be historically accurate of country stores, Muñoz and Wood (2009, p. 270) 

highlight that, “when selecting design atmospheric and aesthetic cues, 

reality engineers rely heavily on socially constructed, yet often inaccurate 

themes”. Along with rocking chairs, the front porches are adorned with 

old product signs, farm equipment, and barrels. Each Cracker Barrel has a 

checkers set and a wooden church pew bench as well. All of these 

elements work together to create the sense of place that is Cracker Barrel. 

Within the general store and restaurant, again theming is used 

throughout to generate a distinct sense of time and place. Every Cracker 

Barrel, for instance, has various artifacts hanging from the ceiling 
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including old Radio Flyer red wagons, wagon wheels, old buckets, shovels 

and sledge hammers, and parts of a horse harness, just to name a few. The 

four major elements of the restaurant that create a sense of place are the 

artifacts on the walls, the fireplace, the table settings, and the food. The 

fireplace in every store is positioned just through the entrance to the 

restaurant from the “general store.” It is a focal point of both the 

restaurant and Yelp! user comments as 21 images had comments about the 

fireplace. While this number seems low it is one of the top subjects within 

the comments. Cracker Barrel not only has them for aesthetics but they use 

it as a supplementary heat source in the winter. Each table has an old oil 

lamp and the infamous peg game, with one visitor commenting on a 

picture of the table setting: “Old timer oil lamp (my grandma had these 

around the house growing up),” revealing not only the generation who 

used these but also how this particular patron connected to the decor. 

Finally, the menu is the same at every location across the country and 

features items such as Country Fried Steak, Mama’s Pancake Breakfast, 

and Chicken n’ Dumplins. The combination of all of these signs together 

point back and reference this specific time and place in history. If there is 

any item that someone might consider representative in any way of rural 

19th century America, it is highly likely to be hanging on the walls of a 

Cracker Barrel. In fact, 219 images of the 746 total include the wall decor to 

some extent. Not every Cracker Barrel has the same set of artifacts, but 

what variation does exist is minimal. None of these artifacts alone 

represent all of rural 19th century America, but together create a strong 

sense of place. 

With such a large variety of objects, Cracker Barrel’s hope is that no 

matter who walks through the doors, there is at least one if not many, 

many artifacts that they have a deeper connection with. Cracker Barrel 

uses these artifacts and other design choices together to create a very overt 

sense of rural 19th century America. Other than “Cracker Barrel” the next 

most used word in the comments section of these photos was “country.” 

This alone is proof that Cracker Barrel is successful at creating this 

particular sense of place. Other comments such as, “Just like down South 

in my hometown, North Carolina!” on an image taken at the North Las 

Vegas, Nevada Cracker Barrel and “Nostalgic place, nice country down to 

earth place. Just like Mom makes it” both put this sense of place into 

words. While one key way to create a place is through the physical 

elements that construct it, it is the “ability [of the physical features] to 

translate an external phenomenon and link it to internal experience or 
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cultural beliefs” (DeLyser, 1999, p. 608) that forms these autobiographical 

connections that keep visitors coming back. 

The appearance and aesthetics of Cracker Barrel are carefully 

cultivated. Cracker Barrel owns a warehouse where “reality engineers” 

curate and store artifacts from across the country so that when another 

Cracker Barrel opens, they can package up the desired sense of place and 

ship it off to wherever the new store is located (“Bringing the Cracker 

Barrel,” n.d). Not only are the aesthetics standardized but the experience is 

as well. Crackers Barrel acknowledges this on their website, “Our success 

ultimately depends on our store employees providing excellent food, 

friendly service and quality merchandise in a warm and inviting 

atmosphere – all on a daily basis” (“Frequently Asked Questions,” n.d). 

This formula of standardization to experience, convenience in location, 

and speed of service, has served Cracker Barrel well in its almost 50-year 

history. 

Studies on theming are often an assessment of authenticity (Wood 

& Muñoz, 2007; Muñoz & Wood, 2009). This study, instead, uses theming 

to understand how Cracker Barrel creates the sense of place that is so 

present in each store. If places are the features of a location that 

differentiate that space from another as well as the emotional connections 

people have with a space, then successful theming is essentially an 

attempt to engineer the former - the features of a location - in the hopes 

that an emotional connection will follow. Cracker Barrel relies on the 

specifically selected artifacts and other visual elements of the stores to 

elicit a feeling of “homeiness.” Creating a sense of home is a continual and 

ever evolving process, however (Fowler & Lipscomb, 2010; Phillips et al., 

2011). So how then - and why - does Cracker Barrel create a “home-away-

from-home” when it seems almost impossible, as everyone’s sense of 

home is different and ever evolving. Cracker Barrel uses their uniformity 

and placelessness in their favor because once a patron has been to one 

Cracker Barrel they have essentially been to all of them. Consistency is not 

the only requirement to engineer a sense of home, however. Theming and 

the careful selection of artifacts reinforce a patron’s nostalgic feelings and 

help visitors label their feelings of consistency and nostalgia as “home.” 

Cracker Barrel includes memorabilia and decorative items from all areas 

of life, including fishing poles, irons, and portraits, hoping everyone who 

walks through the door will connect to at least one of these items as 

reminiscent of something from their parents’ or grandparents’ homes. 

Cracker Barrel also relies on the socially constructed theme of country 

living as being naturally homey so that even those who have never, for 
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example, left the heart of New York City might walk into a Cracker Barrel 

and feel at home. Thus, even without local flair, Cracker Barrel is still able 

to consistently create a sense of place. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Aesthetics is the primary actor in physical place-making; the place must 

have something distinct about it so its identity is obvious to those 

interacting with it. Those involved with creating themed places arguably 

understand this better than anyone else. With themed locations, it is the 

ethnic art, decor, music, external façade, name, and various stereotyped 

signals’ that are used to create a sense of place. Successful theming, and 

thus placefull places, relies on not just one of these but all of these working 

together. Cracker Barrel, as revealed by the image analysis, does just this, 

creating a place with the look and feel of a 19th century country store. 

Cracker Barrel’s meticulous use of artifacts to craft the placefullness 

that overflows from the stores, creates such a strong sense of place that 

even their shortcomings in incorporating local culture, which leads to the 

essential placelessness of the brand, do not in any way detract from the 

sense of place visitors feel as soon as they pull into the parking lot. 

Placelessness, an attribute often used to describe the unremarkable strip 

malls and office parks of the world, in this case is the exact feature that 

creates the ultimate placefullness that travelers and locals alike come in 

waves to experience because it is this standardization of experiences that 

creates reliability, familiarity, and ease - all elements of a happy home. 
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