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Food is a means of communication. It is a tool for the transmission of a thought, an emotion
and even a culture. While the relationship between human and food from past to present is
based on meeting a biological need, the change in the process of providing food over time,
the invention of fire, the beginning of cooking food and the need for various tools while
cooking, and the change in the way food is consumed and the behavior patterns that emerge
accordingly, eating with humans It has taken the relationship between us out of a biological
need only and assumed the identity of a cultural interaction. This relationship and cultural
accumulation that people establish with food and the table has begun to be examined in
fields such as anthropology, communication, literature, sociology and cultural studies.
Although the history of food and beverages goes back to ancient times, it is possible to say
that the concept of gastronomy is a new and developing concept. From a diplomatic
perspective, gastro diplomacy activities are not only carried out by the state; it is seen today
that different institutions and organizations operating in this field are also actively involved.
The fact that public relations in the field of communication focuses on gastronomy reveals
the importance of gastro public relations. Today, it is possible to define the promotional
activities of brands, non-governmental organisations and even the relevant departments of
universities through food, cuisine, food products and services as gastro public relations.
Today, social media has also become an important tool in all areas of promotion and
communication. Content and comments that affect individuals' decision-making processes
positively or negatively exist on social media platforms. In this context, food festivals and
promotional activities organised by companies, institutions, municipalities and universities
can be given as examples. This study aims to examine the public relations strategies used in
food festivals in Turkey by revealing the activities of public relations in the field of
gastronomy.
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Gastro Halkla Iliskiler

Sosyal Medya Kampanyalar1

Yemek bir iletisim aracidir. Bir diisiincenin, duygunun ve hatta bir kiiltiiriin aktariminda
aractir. Gegmisten giinlimiize insan ve yemek arasindaki iliski biyolojik bir ihtiyaci
kargilamak {izerine kuruluyken zamanla yemegi temin etme siirecinin degismesi, atesin
icadi, yemegin pisirilmeye baslanmasi ve pisirirken artik ¢esitli araglara ihtiya¢ duymasi ve
yemegin tiiketim sekli ve buna gore ortaya ¢ikan davranis sekillerinin de degismesi, insan
ile yemek arasindaki iliskiyi sadece biyolojik bir ihtiyactan ¢ikarip kiiltiirel bir etkilesim
kimligine biiriindiirmiistiir. fnsanin yemekle sofrayla kurdugu bu iliski ve kiiltiirel birikim
antropoloji, iletisim, edebiyat, sosyoloji ve kiiltiir ¢aligmalari gibi alanlarda incelenmeye
baslanmistir. Yiyecek ve igecek tarihi eski zamanlara kadar gitse de gastronomi kavraminin
yeni ve gelismekte olan bir kavram oldugunu sdylemek miimkiindiir. fletisim alaninda
Halkla iliskiler’in gastronomi {izerine egilmesi gastro halkla iliskilerin 6nemini ortaya
koymaktadir. Diplomatik agidan bakacak olursak gastro diplomasi faaliyetlerini sadece
devlet uygulamamaktadir; bu alanda faaliyet gosteren farkli kurum ve kuruluslarin da aktif
olarak yer aldig1 giinlimiizde goriilmektedir. Artik markalarin, sivil toplum kuruluslarinin
hatta {niversitelerin ilgili boliimlerinin yemek, mutfak, gida iiriinleri, hizmet aracihigiyla
yaptig1 tanitim faaliyetlerine gastro halkla iligkiler seklinde tamimlamak miimkiindiir.
Gilinlimiizde ayn1 zamanda sosyal medya da tanitim ve iletisimin her alaninda 6nemli bir
ara¢ haline gelmistir. Bireylerin karar alma siireglerini olumlu veya olumsuz sekilde
etkileyen igerik ve yorumlar sosyal medya platformlarinda var olmaktadir. Bu baglamda
sirketlerin, kurumlarin, belediyelerin, iiniversitelerin diizenledigi yemek festivalleri, tanitim
faaliyetleri 6rnek olarak verilebilir. Bu ¢aliyma Halkla iliskiler’in gastronomi alanindaki
faaliyetlerini ortaya koyarak; Tirkiye’de gerceklesen Yemek Festivallerinde kullanilan
halkla iliskiler stratejilerini incelemeyi amaglamaktadir.

1 Ogr. Gor. Dr., Ege Universitesi, iletisim Fakiiltesi, lale.barcin.aka@ege.edu.tr, ORCID: 0000-0003-3420-3802.
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INTRODUCTION

The most important need of human beings to live, after breathing, is to eat. According to
Maslow's pyramid of needs, an individual who completes his physical needs can move on to the next
step, namely the need for security. The most important physical need to be met is the need to eat and
drink. Of course, eating is vitally important. Not just to meet a biological need; It is also a vital action
socio-culturally. People cannot live and exist both physically and culturally without food. On the other
hand, since communication forms the basis of human relations, food is an important means of
communication for people, and although there are different cultures and tastes, it is used as a powerful
communication tool all over the world (Kinik, 2011:140).

Food preferences even determine distinctions such as traditions, customs, region, nation and
social class. Although food is a tool for a material need, it is also an element that affects and is
affected by social, psychological and cultural areas (Oztarhan, 2018:5). Food is a means of
communication. It is a means of conveying an idea, an emotion or even a culture because food is a
non-verbal means of expressing ourselves. Roland Barthes and Claude Lévi Strauss theorise how food
is used as a means of communication. Barthes uses semiotics to explain the role and function of food.
He mentions that food as a symbol, as a sign, can contain different meanings than what they are. The
fact that food is a means of communication and has symbolic meanings has made it a research topic in
social sciences (Cayci ve Aktas, 2018:712). One of the most popular topics in social sciences related
to food and gastronomy is gastro diplomacy. Gastro diplomacy means the use of national cuisines for
diplomatic activities. Today, the actors of gastro diplomacy are expanding as not only governments
but also the private sector have started to engage in gastro diplomacy and a new conceptualisation is
needed to describe such initiatives of the private sector. From Gastro Diplomacy to Gastro Public
Relations Today, one of the most popular ways to connect with foreign publics is by using nations'
cuisines as a means of promotion. Thus, the concept of gastro diplomacy, which means using a
country's culinary delights as a tool of public diplomacy and to create a country brand, has become a
popular field (Rockower, 2012: 235). In this context, gastro diplomacy is the activity of a state, under
the name of public diplomacy, to promote its cultural national culinary heritage in order to create a
nation brand and raise awareness, encourage investments and trade, and connect with the public.

Within the framework of this purpose, the study will first discuss food as symbol then the
conceptualisation of gastro diplomacy, which is considered as a sub-form of public diplomacy. Then,
gastro diplomacy activities will be evaluated within the framework of public relations and gastro
public relations will be defined, and then food festivals will be discussed as an example of gastro
public relations (Samanci, 2020:95).

1. FOOD AS ASYMBOL

Food is not only a collection of products used in statistical or nutritional studies. Food is also a
communication system, a group of images, ways of using, situations and behaviours (Barthes,
2013:23). Food contains not only the ingredients and flavours, but also emotions such as love,
excitement, anger, peace, speed and sadness. In fact, food is also a symbol of things other than itself.
Roland Barthes says that since food has many sensory properties such as taste, touch, sight, sound and
smell, it forms a language, that is, it communicates with us. Barthes mentions that food is not only
important for nutrition, it is actually ‘a communication system’ (24). When a person buys a meal,
he/she not only performs the function of eating and the act of consuming, but each meal contains a
situation or information. For example, many activities such as leisure time, celebration, work are
expressed with food. In short, food is an indicator.

The signifying value of food, the deeper meanings under the surface meaning have been
analysed by structuralists. If food is a code, the message it wants to give is hidden in the structure of
social relations (Brown & Mussel, 1984:12). Situations such as who eats with whom in a community,
what and how they eat and cannot eat explain the social order in that society. Not only the food, but
also the way of obtaining, preparing and consuming the food contains a symbolic meaning. One's
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choice of food is determined not only by price or availability, but also by identity and other meanings
of food (Jones, 2007:129). For example, meals eaten with the family every Sunday or festive meals are
examples of this. The tables set up and desserts made during the Muslim feasts of sacrifice and
Ramadan are examples.

The meanings attributed to food are not fixed, unchanging and universal. They may change over
time and from society to society. In other words, food changes its meaning over time; it may undergo
changes with social developments. In addition, food is a way for individuals to express themselves
socially and culturally. Sometimes it is a symbolic indicator of a region or a country. Sometimes it is
not the food eaten, but the rituals related to the food, the way of preparing the food, cooking
techniques, ingredients, etc. can be symbolic. Food is both a means of nutrition and an important way
of communication. The industrialisation and globalisation of food over time causes some local dishes
to disappear. Therefore, food is preferred not only for its taste, but also because it represents a culture,
people and region.

In addition, food is a way for individuals to express themselves socially and culturally.
Sometimes it is a symbolic indicator of a region or a country. Sometimes it is not the food eaten, but
the rituals related to the food, the way of preparing the food, cooking techniques, ingredients, etc. can
be symbolic. Food is both a means of nutrition and an important way of communication. The
industrialisation and globalisation of food over time causes some local dishes to disappear. Therefore,
food is preferred not only for its taste, but also because it represents a culture, people and region.

2. FROM GASTRO DIPLOMACY TO GASTRO PUBLIC RELATIONS ACTIVITIES

To be able to look at gastro diplomacy activities from the perspective of public relations, to
examine the theoretical differences between public diplomacy and public relations. It was made
possible by the 1992 study that established the link. Signitzer and Coombs' study in question suggests
that public relations and public diplomacy have common goals and use similar tools, therefore the two
practices converge. According to the authors, both practices aim to influence public opinion (Signitzer
and Coombs, 1992:139).

Gastro diplomacy campaigns in Japan, Malaysia, Peru, South Korea, Taiwan and Thailand are
of great importance in terms of theoretical and practical examples of communication skills and public
relations (Soner, 2022:97). When the content of these campaigns is analysed, the messages that food is
‘healthy’, that there is ‘diversity’ in cuisines, that their cultures are ‘exotic’, that their cuisines are ‘an
important component of their national cultures’, and that food is ‘natural’ stand out (Zhang, 2015:575-
576). In the Turkish literature, the concept of promotion comes to the fore in studies on gastro
diplomacy activities, but it is seen that these studies do not make an evaluation within the scope of
public relations. For example, Cevik and Aslan (2020, 2310) conducted a study on how
gastrodiplomacy can be used to promote the culinary culture of the country, ensure intercultural
interaction and develop tourism.

There are some minor differences between gastro diplomacy and gastro public relations. Gastro
diplomacy is to promote the nation through national cuisine and to communicate with the publics of
other nations, to stimulate tourism and to contribute to the economy. Gastro public relations, on the
other hand, aims to promote the country and establish connections with the public by institutions,
agencies and chefs operating in this field. Gastro diplomacy and gastro public relations also differ in
terms of their purposes, target audiences and outputs. It is the output of gastro diplomacy practices that
aim to promote the nation and communicate with the publics of other nations through national cuisine
(Akgay, 2024: 221). Gastro public relations includes public relations campaigns that support
sustainability such as slow food and waste-free Kitchens, individual initiatives on social media,
projects of communication, marketing and public relations agencies operating in the field of
gastronomy, and events such as food festivals, food competitions, food workshops and food fairs
(Rockower, 2020:205).

3. METHOD OF THE RESEARCH

In the study, descriptive analysis was used as it was aimed to examine the strategies that make it
possible to conceptualise food festivals and promotions in the field of gastronomy and thus to define
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and introduce the concept of gastro public relations. The descriptive content analysis method means
the in-depth examination and organization of qualitative and quantitative studies conducted
independently on a specific subject or field. Thus, general trends in that subject or field are
determined. The results obtained in this method are expected to guide future studies planned for
targeted subjects (Ultay, 2021:188). In descriptive content analysis, the thematization/categorization
method provides enrichment in terms of quality in such analysis studies (Calik & Sozbilir 2014:35).

In the analysis, the strategies put forward by Zhang (2015) in his research were followed. These
are product branding, food events, collaboration development, use of public opinion leaders, media
relations and education strategies. 3rd Turkish Cuisine Week organised by the Ministry of Culture and
Tourism.

Aegean cuisine flavors were introduced within the scope of Turkish Cuisine Week events
organized in cooperation with Ege University Faculty of Communication and Faculty of Tourism. A
program was organized at the Turkish Embassy in Baku as part of the Turkish Cuisine Week,
celebrated all around the world by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism. A professional delegation was
formed on behalf of Ege University. The ingredients were supplied from Izmir and the centuries-old
recipes were sent to the Baku Embassy and the Consulate General of Ganja. Aegean dishes were
served and presentations were made to 150 diplomatic dignitaries hosted by the Embassy.

The strategies that make it possible to conceptualise Food Festival Week, a gastronomy festival,
as gastro public relations; are consistent with the strategies used by Zhang (2015) in his research.
These strategies are product branding, food events, co-operation development, the use of opinion
leaders, media relations and educational strategies.

4. FINDINGS

The aim of the product branding strategy is to export food and other food-related products (Zhang, 2015:
577). Promoting the export and trade of products, opening restaurant chains and franchises abroad, their
certification and providing consultancy to franchises are among the tactics of this strategy (Zhang, 2015: 578).
Product branding strategy is also used in the Food Festival Week. It is possible to say that during the Food
Festival Week, the restaurants participating in the festival focused on promoting their products and famous chefs'
recipes, thus supporting the branding processes of these restaurants/venues and chefs. For example, in this
context, the restaurants and chefs participating in the event were awarded in the fields of "Best Food" and "Best
Service Person"; "Michelin style menus" were presented (Akcay, 2024:224).

Food Events Strategy

Food events strategy covers national and international events aimed at introducing food to the public
(Zhang, 2015:577). Celebrations of special days such as World Food Day, exhibitions, festivals, fairs, cooking
competitions, shows, parties, award competitions and raffles are evaluated under this strategy (Zhang, 2015:579-
580). Food events are also heavily utilized during the Food Festival Week. In this context, various tastings, food
talks, happy hours and VIP lounges were held (Sacar, 2009). Festivals and events are a great support for
gastronomy education and the training of young chefs; the chefs who win the competition contribute individually
to public relations afterwards.

Collaboration Development Strategy

This strategy, which enables the development of cooperation with organizations and experts (Zhang,
2015, pp. 580-581), includes cooperation with hotels, embassies, cultural programs, organizations and experts in
the field of gastronomy, television programs, market chains, researchers, journalists, gastronomes, chefs,
farmers. The most basic collaborations made within the scope of Food Festival Week are the collaborations
made with brands for the sponsorship of the festival every year. Festival Week took place within the scope of the
3rd Turkish Cuisine in Baku and the sponsors of the event were the Faculty of Communication and the Faculty
of Tourism of Ege University (Trt Haber, 2024).

Strategy Of Use Of Public Opinion Leaders

The strategy of using public leaders refers to the use of celebrities, organizations and platforms to raise
awareness (Zhang, 2015:581). Tactics such as adding local and national flavors to UNESCO's Intangible
Cultural Heritage List, collaborations with famous chefs, participation of MasterChef finalists in gastronomy
tours, use of food ambassadors in campaigns and listing of restaurants in the Michelin Guide are evaluated under
this strategy (Zhang, 2015:582). During the Food Festival Week, collaborations are made with famous chefs and
famous people in the field of gastronomy. These events take place in the form of chefs meeting with participants
and chats with experts. As part of the Food Festival Week, collaborations are also made with social media
influencers. For example, conversations were held with Ayhan Sicimoglu.
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Media Relations Strategy

Media relations strategy means using traditional media and social media to promote campaigns (Zhang,
2015:583). Publishing food magazines and books, publishing interviews in newspapers, shooting documentary
films, using social media accounts and websites, developing phone applications, preparing educational materials,
preparing brochures/posters are among the tactics of this strategy (Zhang, 2015:583-584). During the Food
Festival Week, many traditional media relations methods such as promotional films, press releases, press
conferences, gastronomy and interviews, and newspaper news are used, as well as social media.

Education Strategy

This strategy aims to keep the interest in the field alive through educational programs; There are tactics
such as planning educational programs, workshops and cooking classes, opening cooking schools, printing
cookbooks and holding seminars (Zhang, 2015:584-585). Workshops are also frequently used during Food
Festival Week. Another tactic used during the Festival Week is the Entrepreneurship, Destination and Turkish
Cuisine Panel. The festival not only brings food lovers together, but also creates an area of interaction where
important issues related to gastronomy are discussed with experts (Alan & Ozlem, 2020: 132).

CONCLUSION

If the 2000s mark the years when gastro diplomacy became popular, the 2010s and beyond mark the
period when gastro public relations became popular. So much so that now, not only states but also brands and
non-state actors are carrying out promotional activities in the field of gastronomy. This makes it necessary to
develop an alternative concept to the agreed-upon concept of gastro diplomacy, which is only carried out by
states. This study is of the opinion that the concept of gastro public relations can fill the gap theoretically and
practically. In the study, gastro public relations, defined as the process of developing strategic relations with the
publics through food products and services or through food products of brands and institutions and strategically
managing these relations, is evaluated as a sub-form of public relations.

In the study where descriptive analysis was used, Food Festival Week, the gastronomy festival in Turkey,
was examined as an example of gastro public relations. It was revealed that the six basic strategies used in
Zhang's research were also used in Food Festival Week. The development of connections between restaurants,
brands and organizations participating in the festival and gastro publics in Food Festival Week was made
possible through product branding, food events, collaboration development, use of public opinion leaders, media
relations and education strategies. It can be suggested that future studies should examine which strategies and
tactics are used in various gastro public relations application examples such as image management, sponsorship,
corporate social responsibility, marketing-oriented public relations and corporate advertising in the field of
gastronomy.
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