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Abstract

Culinary tourism has been growing as a dynamic and non-seasonal segment in the tourism
industry, especially in recent decades. The purpose of this article is to explore relevant factors
contributing to the food-related experiences of tourists in a non-culinary destination that can help
transform the region to an exotic culinary destination. To address these objectives, a combination
of Factor Analysis and Structural Equation Modelling is employed to provide a comprehensive
approach. Five significant factors are identified using the principal components method. Then the
validity of these factors is confirmed by CFA and the structural relationships among them are
examined by SEM. "Food Attributes", and "Dining Environments" are considered the most

influential among these factors in shaping tourists’ culinary experience. The result of this study
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contributes significantly to destination marketing literature by highlighting the influence of food
attributes and accessibility on future behavioural intentions of tourists visiting a non-culinary

destination.

Keywords: Culinary Tourism, Tourist Satisfaction, Behavioural Intentions, Structural Equation

Modelling, Emerging Tourism Segments
Resumen

El turismo gastrondmico ha experimentado un crecimiento notable como un segmento dinamico
y no estacional dentro de la industria turistica, especialmente en las ultimas décadas. El objetivo
de este articulo es identificar y analizar los factores clave que influyen en las experiencias
gastronomicas de los turistas en un destino no culinario y que pueden contribuir a su
transformacion en un enclave gastronémico exético. Para alcanzar este objetivo, se adopta un
enfoque metodoldgico integral que combina el Analisis Factorial Exploratorio (EFA), el Andlisis
Factorial Confirmatorio (CFA) y el Modelado de Ecuaciones Estructurales (SEM). Mediante el
meétodo de componentes principales se identifican cinco factores significativos, cuya validez es
posteriormente confirmada a través del CFA, mientras que el SEM permite examinar las
relaciones estructurales entre ellos. Los resultados muestran que los atributos de la comida y los
entornos de restauracién son los factores mas influyentes en la configuracion de la experiencia
culinaria de los turistas. Este estudio contribuye de manera relevante a la literatura sobre
marketing de destinos al poner de relieve el papel de los atributos gastrondmicos y la
accesibilidad en la formacion de las intenciones comportamentales futuras de los turistas que

visitan destinos no culinarios.
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1 Introduction

In today’s worldwide competitive environment, possessing a unique destination image is one of
the vital management strategies to occupy a distinguished position in the tourism world (Jose et
al., 2024; Rejikumar et al., 2021). Local food as one of the heritage components has been an
ongoing and expanding tourist attraction that can promote development at both local and national
levels (Kalenjuk Pivarski et al., 2023; Rivza et al., 2022). Food distinctiveness as a mark of each
region is rooted in the diversity of cultural specificities (Kim et al., 2022) , the community structure
of food production chain, and distinctive characteristics in the private sector in food-related

services (Cheng, 2023; Sidali et al., 2015). In other words, gastronomy and destination image



mutually contribute to destination image in a multidimensional form (Kusumah, 2024). Through
the promotion of the locality dimension of food as the personal footprint of each region, especially
in the age of globalization, the region could enhance a new motivation for development
(Chaigasem et al., 2023; Kan et al., 2022).

The term "Culinary Tourism" was introduced by Long for the first time in 1998. According to Long,
the concept of culinary tourism provides a framework for exploring the otherness, newness, and
unfamiliarity of new places through consuming local food, participating in foodways, observing
meal systems, and eating styles in an ethnic environment (Long, 1998). Around the same time,

culinary heritage was highlighted as an attraction in rural tourism by Bessiére (1998).

Through broad perspectives on gastronomy tourism, food is a pivotal component of tourism
experiences that simultaneously fulfils the psychological and physiological needs of tourists
(Chang, Morrison, et al., 2021; Freire & Gertner, 2021). If the local food were available and
accessible in restaurants and recommended to tourists, tourists' attention would be captured to
consume or taste (Sugiama et al., 2022; Triana et al., 2023). This primary experience could
motivate travellers to revisit destinations for gastronomy reasons (Mora et al., 2021). As a result,
tourists’ future behaviour could be predicted by measuring their current travel satisfaction
(Piramanayagam et al., 2021); therefore, Local food experiences could be memorable and
influence tourists’ satisfaction, attitude, and future behaviour, leading to a revisit or
recommendation to relatives, if these experiences are considered as new and unique, although

not necessarily extraordinary (Gupta et al., 2023; Rasoolimanesh et al., 2023).

This study empirically examines the factors that contribute to transforming a typical tourism
destination into a unique and novel gastronomy destination. To achieve this goal, the research
aimed to identify factors associated with tourists' food-related experiences in a holiday destination
where its cuisine has not yet been a primary motivation for visitation. A satisfactory food-related
experience can be a motivational element, leading to a positive perception of the destination, and
can contribute to tourists’ intention to revisit for culinary reasons or their willingness to

recommend it to others.
2 Theoretical background and literature review

Gastronomy studies are predominantly conducted to identify relationships between various
determinants of travellers' food-related behaviours and the degree to which a destination's
hospitality influences them, which is concerned with preference, choice, interaction and
satisfaction (Aziz et al., 2023; Baghirov et al., 2023; Sinta Dewi, 2022). Gastronomic experiences

as a multidimensional segment contribute to destination image and loyalty (Huete-Alcocer &



Hernandez-Rojas, 2022; Kovalenko et al., 2023; Moral-Cuadra et al., 2023). Local cuisine is
considered a link between the unique landscape, culture, and dishes of a destination (Huete-
Alcocer & Hernandez-Rojas, 2022; Pham et al., 2023). Food symbolizes communion through
sharing and eating with others (Badu-Baiden, 2021; Li & Qiu, 2024). Furthermore, food functions
as an element of authenticity and cultural identity through rituals, symbols, and belief systems
(Cheng, 2023; Intason, 2024). Hence, travellers' eating experiences can be enriched through
active participation in the culinary procedures, due to the universal trend of broadening traditional
food knowledge and tasting various local dishes (Aksenova et al., 2022; Kokkranikal & Carabelli,
2024). Consequently, a variety of concepts and approaches have been studied in terms of food

tourism that can be categorized into three segments as follows:
21 Authenticity of local food experiences

Since original local food is a reflection of a destination's culture, customs, authenticity, and
traditions, it holds the potential to validate and enhance a tourist's food experience and provides
insight into a location’s identity (Pantovi¢ et al., 2023). Tasting new and unique cuisine, observing
culinary techniques, and the preparation processes, and learning about local gastronomic
heritage and cultural value are all foundations of food tourism (Kalenjuk Pivarski et al., 2023;
Malota & Mucsi, 2023) The culinary heritage of a given geographical area or community can reveal
its rituals, traditions, and belief system, in addition to the foundations of collective identity and
distinguishing features of a social group (Elss et al., 2020; Vukovi¢ & Terzi¢, 2020). Hence, by
utilizing gastronomy in terms of heritage tourism, it becomes a high-quality cultural experience,

playing a catalytic role in economic revival (Recuero-Virto & Arrospide, 2024).
2.2 Factors associated with the tourists' food-related experiences

Tourists' food consumption behaviour is influenced by sociocultural and psychological factors as
well as a destination's condition and cuisine quality (Hiamey et al., 2021). Identification of internal
and external factors that can affect travellers' choices and consumption of food products could
provide a practical framework for marketing and for the development of tourism objectives based
on gastronomy (Hao et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2024). Perception of the traditional food culture,
while consuming local, authentic, and original foods, is influenced by the quality and quantity of
the food-related services, regarding what is served and how and where it is served (Fakihuddin &
Dewi, 2024; Goeltom et al., 2024). Travellers who acquire diverse and unique authentic and
original experiences in food-related organizations, especially traditional ones, such as charming
local cafes, teahouses, buffets, and various types of ethnic restaurants, are likely to revisit the
destination or recommend it to relatives (Arviv et al., 2023; Aybek & Ozdemir, 2022; Liu et al.,
2023).



2.3 What to serve

Culinary attributes, such as quality, price, and diversity of dishes (Carvache-Franco et al., 2021),
and aesthetic values, such as the visual appeal of dining and garnish (Sari & Yulianto, 2024), are
key factors that contribute to culinary and holistic satisfaction. In addition, the rich diversity of local
cuisine could satisfy tourists and invoke a positive attitude and interest toward food, as it is not
only a vital need but also indicative of local culture and civilization (Khoshkam et al., 2023; Murtini
et al., 2023). Moreover, knowledge about a region's food culture has been valued as an interesting

issue due to its roots in a region's civilization (Atsiz et al., 2022; Park et al., 2022).

Knowledge of food-related culture is perceived as one of the critical features of gastronomy
tourism and learning about various local wines and foods and their production processes is of
popular interest (Kim et al., 2021; Stone et al., 2022). Thus, food experience can be evaluated as
a representation of cultural involvement through participation in ritual performances, cooking
classes, food tasting, and similar activities (Ellis et al., 2018). Learning about ingredients, cooking
techniques, and recipes seems to be an extremely popular trend in gastronomy (Chang, Okumus,
et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2024). More and more tourists show enthusiasm for participating in food-
related activities such as farm tours and cooking classes every year (Kokkranikal & Carabelli,
2024; Qian et al., 2023).

2.4 Where and how to serve

The dining atmosphere is another vital component of satisfaction (Prihantini & Shamsudin, 2023).
Emotional engagement during food experiences, especially in food festivals, is likely to leave a
positive impression on tourists (Frolova et al., 2020). In this respect, restaurants play a crucial role
in local economic development based on building the destination’s identity, as food-related
experiences predominantly occur in this environment (Hult et al., 2023; Song & Kim, 2022).
Furnishing and equipping restaurants with clean and up-to-date facilities creates a desirable
dining environment for customers, thereby improving tourist satisfaction (Eren & Sahin, 2022;
Ngah et al.,, 2022). Additionally, interior decoration, relaxation (Horng & Hsu, 2020), and
entertainment during the eating process in restaurants enrich travellers' food experiences and,
eventually, enhance tourism development by influencing tourists’ future behaviour toward the
destination (Gu et al., 2021; Mohamed et al., 2022).

It is further necessary to equip restaurants with specialized workers, especially those with good
language skills, to facilitate effective communication (ljabah & Amrullah, 2023; Indrianty & Riana,
2024; Lam et al., 2022). And the publication of menus in several foreign languages (Hazaea et al.,

2024), containing ingredients (Low, 2021) and prices (Haratikka et al., 2023) would provide



comfort in making decisions and choices. Furthermore, availability and convenient access to a
variety of ethnic restaurants seem to be important in gaining tourist satisfaction to influence
travellers' behavioural intentions positively (Garcia, 2022; lofrida et al., 2022; Liu & Felicen, 2021).
Providing a "Slow Food" experience in restaurants can effectively contribute to tourist satisfaction
with a focus on relaxation during the holiday (Baghirov et al., 2023; Huang et al., 2023). This
provides a tourist with the opportunity to sit down, recreate, and enjoy tasting local food during

meal times (Yang & Luo, 2021).
2.5 Future behavioural intentions

Promoting a destination's gastronomy requires an effective strategy and consideration of different
food cultures to improve and tailor restaurant services and thus increase tourist satisfaction
(Silaban et al., 2023). A tourist's satisfaction would be enhanced through marketing and promoting
a positive culinary image (Kralikova et al., 2020). Tourism marketing segments and hospitality
businesses could perform effectively by developing strategies based on tourists' preferences,
attitudes, and behaviours, as well as identifying motivational factors (Galati et al., 2023).
Behavioural approaches are related to motivational factors regarding a traveller's perception of
food within a particular destination (Jeaheng & Han, 2020; Kovalenko et al., 2023). Both push and
pull motivations contribute to destination loyalty (Bayih & Singh, 2020; Osiako et al., 2022; Sojasi
Qeidari & Hosseini Kahnooj, 2023). In this respect, internal traits of travellers include relaxation,
fun, and family togetherness as push motivations, while destination attributes such as service
quality act as external or pull motivations that affects tourist satisfaction (Carvache-Franco et al.,
2023; Su et al., 2020).

Assessing tourist perception and satisfaction with food experiences and predicting subsequent
Future Behavioural Intention (FBI) seems to be an essential stage in commercializing a region's
culinary heritage. A causal relationship has been widely identified in the literature between
satisfaction and FBIl. As Smith asserted, tourists' behavioural intentions can be predicted by
evaluating their satisfaction (Abdou et al., 2022; Soonsan et al., 2023). Their interaction with local
food can be intensified through exposure to traditions and historical narrative of the destination
(Baghirov et al., 2023; Liao et al., 2021). Past experiences may also influence food consumption
behaviour (Aybek & Ozdemir, 2022). The quality and authenticity of food experiences, along with
the attractiveness of related factors significantly contribute to travellers' attitudes and satisfaction
(Anggara et al., 2023). Therefore, tourists may be motivated to revisit destinations where they

have attained unique, satisfying, and authentic gastronomic experiences (Hsu et al., 2022).

Through reviewing available research in gastronomy tourism literature, this study identifies major

factors affecting tourist satisfaction. Unlike much of the existing literature, which focuses on



established culinary destinations, this study examines a typical holiday destination where
traditional cuisine has not yet been considered a major attraction for tourists. To fill this gap in the
literature, this study provides a comprehensive analysis of factors associated with food-related
experiences in such a region and their impact on tourists' FBI. Specifically, we examine which
factors significantly influence tourist attitudes and whether achieving sufficient satisfaction

positively affect the FBI.
3 Methodology and data

For this study, a mixed-method approach, composed of qualitative and quantitative techniques,
was chosen, following prior research on this concept such as Taheri et al. (2021) and Mariani and
Okumus (2022). The case study approach, due to its potential to handle simple and complex
situations (Baxter & Jack, 2008), was chosen. The analysis was performed using SPSS and the R

programming language.
3.1 Data collection

The empirical study was conducted in Tabriz, one of the historical capitals of Iran and the capital
of East Azerbaijan province. To collect data and analyse tourists' perceptions and attitudes, a
multistage approach was adopted. Initially, before the main sampling, a pilot study with a sample
size of 30 participants was carried out to refine the instrument and improve the structure,
precision, and layout of the questions. Data were then gathered from the 14th of March 2019 to
the 14th of May 2019. A simple random sampling technique was applied to the target population—
tourists present in the city during the survey period. It was considered that 180 interviews should
be held, which was sufficient to guarantee normal distribution. This sample size ensures adequate
statistical power, enhancing the reliability of the sample and reducing the standard error
(Taherdoost, 2016). Finally, it was necessary to exclude incomplete questionnaires or those filled

out incorrectly.

To maintain the principles of privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity in the process of collecting
the necessary data, interviews were arranged entirely anonymously through self-administered
questionnaires. In addition, the aim was to collect as heterogeneous a sample as possible;
therefore, participants from diverse demographic profiles were approached. Most of the tourists
had a positive attitude upon being asked about travel-related issues, and it took each respondent

approximately 10 minutes to complete the questionnaire.
3.2 Measurement instrument

The instruments used for assessing and analysing the content were a combination of quantitative

and qualitative techniques. As social research largely consists of interpreting texts (Veal, 2017),



this mixed methodological approach is suitable. Qualitative techniques are commonly used in
leisure and tourism research to identify discursive structures (Cheng, 2023). This provides an
interpretive paradigm toward content, based on perceptions of the concerned groups.
Quantitative studies as a tool in deductive research are useful for exploring latent structures of
complex concepts like local food experiences (Pesdmaa et al., 2021). Finally, according to the
suggested techniques for organizing and conducting case study research (Zulkefli et al., 2024), a
descriptive method was applied. This method is used to explain a current situation using an
explanatory research design as a qualitative case-study approach and to predict tourists'
behavioural intention through established causal relationships between satisfaction and future

behavioural intention.

A set of variables was considered as the main determinants of gastronomy satisfaction. The
definitions of variables were based on literature related to assessing tourists' satisfaction with food
consumption in a destination and their future behavioural intention toward that place. Some
researchers have examined tourists' satisfaction with the quality of food-related experience at a
destination (Rodrigues et al., 2023). Other researchers, such as Tarinc et al. (2023) have proved

a positive relationship between food satisfaction and FBI.

The survey instrument consisted of two sections: In the first part, information about socio-
demographic profiles (gender, age, marital status, academic qualification, and occupation) and
the reason for visiting the city were collected. In the second part of the questionnaire, travellers
were requested to state their level of satisfaction regarding food-related experiences in the
destination. This part was composed of 24 variables, classified into three categories related to the
quality of local food offerings, service, and dining environment. Respondents rated the items on a
five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (completely dissatisfied) to 5 (completely satisfied), which
is a common scale in empirical studies used to measure attitudes and opinions (Valverde-Roda et
al., 2023).

3.3 Reliability and validity of measurement scales

What is crucial before deciding on any statistical treatment to items is scrutinizing all variables for
validity issues because the adequacy and accuracy of the results rely on the reliability and validity
of the instrument used (Cheung et al., 2023). To ensure that the scale covers the entire studied
content, eight experts involved either professionally or academically with the tourist industry were

interviewed. According to their feedback, the content validity of the scale was confirmed.

Reliability, on the other hand, is a necessary component of the credibility and authenticity of

findings which refers to the reproducibility or consistency of measuring instruments (Sumrin &



Gupta, 2021). To address this issue, the initial questionnaire was pilot-tested, with a sample of 30
tourists; therefore, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was evaluated. A Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of
0.7 or above indicates satisfactory reliability. Final variables were developed based on the related

literature and were modified to fit the research context and the target population.

In addition, Composite Reliability (CR), Average Variance Extracted (AVE), the Fornell-Larcker
criterion and the Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio (HTMT) were calculated. With CR the internal
consistency of each construct was assessed, while AVE was used to verify convergent validity

and the latter two were used for evaluating discriminant validity.
34 Data analysis

The research analysis follows a three-stage approach to investigate the determinants of tourists’
satisfaction with traditional food. First, the underlying constructs were identified and exploring
latent variables based on observed ones using Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), second, the
validity and accuracy of the measurement model were confirmed utilizing Confirmatory Factor
Analysis (CFA), and finally, the relationship between the constructs were assessed through
Structural Equation Modelling (SEM).

EFA was employed to specify the underlying structure of tourists' food-related satisfaction. To
determine whether the data were appropriate for factor analysis and to ensure that all criteria
were met, the data set was examined through the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) and Bartlett's test
(Panda et al., 2021). Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant at 0.00; the overall value of KMO
was 0.744, signifying that the data matrix had sufficient correlation to the factor analysis.
Therefore, the EFA approach, using the principal component method (PCA) with varimax rotation,
was adopted in the analysis phase. The EFA using PCA is a statistical procedure that can be
employed to summarize the information contained in several original variables into a smaller set

of variables (factors) with a minimal loss of information (Wentzell et al., 2021).

After identifying factors through EFA, CFA was carried out in order to validate the model and
evaluate the accuracy of those factors. When it comes to testing whether the data fit a
hypothesized measurement model, confirmatory factor analysis is an appropriate approach
(Steenkamp & Maydeu-Olivares, 2023). Using CFA, it can be ensured that identified factors from
EFA are accurate reflections of observed variables (Marsh et al., 2020). In this phase, R
programming language is utilized. Employing CFA using the lavaan package enables the
researchers to examine the factor loadings and model fit indices, as well as analyse modification
indices, making necessary improvements concerning the model fitting. Comparative Fit Index
(CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and



Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) are fit indices that help assess model

adequacy.

Performing Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) is the next step to test the structural relationships
between the latent constructs confirmed by CFA and behavioural intention variables, namely the
intention to revisit and willingness to recommend the destination to others. The SEM approach
simultaneously examines complex relationships between observed and latent variables using a
combination of factor analysis and multiple regression analysis (Hair Jr et al., 2021). This method
provides a comprehensive understanding of the direct and indirect effects among constructs
(Owolabi et al., 2020). The SEM model included latent constructs for Food Attributes, Dining
Environment, Exploring Knowledge, Service Quality, and Accessibility to Traditional Food, with
specified covariances between them. These constructs serve as exogenous variables predicting
two endogenous outcome variables: Revisit_Intention and Recommend_Intention. A graphical
representation of the proposed structural model, including all hypothesised paths, is provided in
Figure 2. To ensure a robust evaluation of the proposed theoretical model, goodness-of-fit was
assessed by chi-square test, CFl, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR, implemented through the lavaan

package.

Combined use of EFA, CFA, and SEM allowed the identification of the underlying structure of
tourists' food-related satisfaction, the validation of the measurement model, and an understanding
of how different factors contribute to overall satisfaction. Following this methodology, it was not
only to ensure the reliability and validity of the measurement model but also enhance the
robustness of the findings (Krasavac et al., 2024). It also enabled the prediction of the FBI based

on tourists’ satisfaction levels.
4 Research results
4.1 Respondents' profile

A total of 152 questionnaires were returned, representing about 90% of the targeted sample size.
The descriptive analysis revealed that the number of female, single, and young travellers aged
20-39 was greater than others in their categories. Most of them had at least a university degree.
Around three-fifths of them had an income. Despite Tabriz being widely well-known for its
historical and cultural significance, our findings underscore a critical gap: its gastronomy has
remained largely unrecognised as an attraction factor for tourists to visit the city. This insight adds

to the existing literature by focusing on a region traditionally overlooked for its gastronomy.



4.2 Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA)

The appropriateness of factor analysis, assessing partial correlation among variables, was
confirmed, while the reliability of research findings was supported through Cronbach's alpha. The
principal component analysis (PCA) was applied to explore and reduce observed variables into a
smaller set of underlying dimensions, as displayed in Table 1, for further analysis. Only the factors
with eigenvalues equal to or greater than one were considered significant. Five factors consisting
of Food Attributes, Dining Environment, Exploring Knowledge, Service Quality, and Accessibility
to Traditional Food, with eigenvalues above one, were generated. This was considered a

satisfactory solution and factors accounted for 61.68 percent of the total cumulative variance.

Table 1. Factor analysis results of tourist's satisfaction

Factor name and variables Factor Eigen Variance Cronba Communalities
loading -value explained ch’s
s (%) alpha
F1 Food Attributes 4816 24.079 0.764
Traditional eating customs- ritual  0.708 0.556
Local & ethnic ingredients 0.696 0.579
Aesthetic of dinning 0.686 0.583
Price of food 0.632 0.475
Quality of food 0.626 0.537
Traditional dinning utensils 0.593 0.453
F2 Dining Environment 2604 13.020 0.801
Pleasant smell 0.760 0.706
Cleanliness of facilities 0.737 0.637
Interior decoration 0.683 0.645
Cleanliness of environment 0.655 0.669
Convenient and relaxation 0.633 0.554
F3 Exploring Knowledge 2240 11.202 0.795
Cooking classes 0.846 0.771
Participating in food preparation ~ 0.797 0.740
Cooking methods/recipes 0.787 0.623
F4 Service Quality 1490 7.448 0.779
Respectful treatment 0.853 0.748
Friendly service 0.824 0.767
Language skills of restaurant 0.763 0.644
staffs
F5 Accessibility to Traditional Food 1187 5.934 0.630
Designed menu in several 0.728 0.585
languages
Accessibility to an ethnic 0.715 0.581
restaurant
Menu of traditional food 0.529 0.486

Source: Authors’ elaboration

Assessment of commonalities is also needed to identify whether the variables meet acceptable

levels of explanation. The 24 variables were subjected to EFA to measure tourists' perceived



satisfaction with local cuisine. Variables with communalities equal to or above 0.4 were considered
of practical significance and included in a factor. As a result, four items with low communalities
were removed and the remaining 20 variables had communalities ranging from 0.45 to 0.77,
indicating that variance in each satisfaction attribute variable was reasonably explained by the

five-factor solution.

These five factors are independently structured with minimal overlap among them and the
correlation of the variables with their emerging factors is signalled by higher loadings on their
related factor. Each factor is labelled based on the items that constitute it. Factor 1 is comprised
of six variables and is named "Food Attributes" showing the highest eigenvalue, 4.82, and explains
the highest percentage of variance, 24.08 percent, with the Cronbach’s alpha equal to 0.76,
revealing a high correlation between the observed variables for this factor. This demonstrates the

importance of Food Attributes, such as quality and price, in satisfying food-related activities.

These figures for the second factor demonstrate the potential of cleanliness and visual beauty to
affect tourists' sensory perceptions. Factor 3 is composed of three variables concerning exploring
knowledge that reveal the influence of obtaining knowledge about regions' local food on enriching
the food experience. Factor 4 is represented by three variables depicting service quality, meaning
that good communication enhances food experience. Factor 5 is made up of four features relating

to access to traditional food, highlighting the relative importance of this factor in satisfying tourists.
4.3 Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

In order to validate the factor structure identified through EFA, we performed the confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA). According to Table 2, the results of CFA demonstrate a good fit of the model
to date. In other words, the existence of the five latent factors identified in the EFA is supported
by CFA. Fit indices suggested an acceptable model fit, CFl =0.845, TLI = 0.816, SRMR = 0.081
and RMSEA = 0.080, except for chi-square being significant (x2(160) =304.178, p<0.001).
Although goodness-of-fit indices are below the commonly recommended threshold (0.9 for CFl
and TLIand 0.1 for RMSEA and SRMR), given the complexity of the model, they can be considered
reasonable. Thus, observed variables used to measure five components of satisfaction with food-

related activities have acceptable converged values.



Table 2. Model fit indices CFA & SEM

Model x? (df) p-value CFI TLI RMSEA (90% Cl) SRMR Fit Evaluation
CEA 304.178 <0.001 0845 0816 0.080 (not 0.081 Apceptable, moderatg fit
(160) reported) given model complexity
Acceptable, moderate
347.077 0.077 (0.064— . :
SEM (190) <0.001 0.851 0.819 0.090) 0.077 fit; supports structural

interpretation

CFl = Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR =

Standardized Root Mean Square Residual

Source: Authors’ elaboration

As shown in Figure 1, the indicators for latent variables were all significant with high factor
loadings, exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.5, indicating strong relationships between
observed variables with their corresponding latent constructs. Furthermore, acceptable or
marginal convergent validity was supported by calculating the Average Variance Extracted (AVE)
for each construct, approximately 0.50, as displayed in Table 3. It demonstrates that latent factors
explain a substantial portion of the variance of the observed variables. In addition, Composite
Reliability (CR) values above 0.70 for each construct confirm adequate internal consistency and
reliability. Table 4 provides the CFA Summary, exhibiting that the measurement model is

demonstrated to have both reliability and convergent validity based on these results collectively.

Figure 1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) diagram
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Table 3. Convergent validity measures

Construct Cronbach's Alpha CR AVE

Food Attributes 0.776 0.776 0.367
Dining Environment 0.793 0.796 0.442
Exploring Knowledge 0.808 0.822 0.614
Service Quality 0.796 0.802 0.581
Accessibility to Traditional Food  0.637 0.637 0.371

CR = Composite Reliability; AVE = Average Variance Extracted

Source: Authors’ elaboration

Table 4. CFA summary

Construct Indicators Std. Loading AVE CR

Food Attributes DCUS, IGD, GRN, PRC, QULT, DWR 0.556-0.670 0.367 0.776
- . ODUR, CLNFC, INTDCR, CLNR,

Dining Environment CNVRLX 0.571-0.788  0.442 0.796

Exploring Knowledge CURS, PRPP, CMR 0.584-0.888 0.614 0.822

Service Quality RSPT, PATM, LGUG 0.606-0.906  0.581 0.802

Accessibility to Traditional Food MNULNGG, ACCSSRST, MNUTRF

0.568-0.663  0.371 0.637

AVE = Average Variance Extracted; CR = Composite Reliability;

Source: Authors’ elaboration

Discriminant validity was assessed using both the Fornell-Larcker criterion and the Heterotrait-
Monotrait Ratio (HTMT), Tables 5 and 6. As shown in Table 5, the Fornell-Larcker results

demonstrate that the square roots of the AVE values exceeded inter-construct correlations,

supporting discriminant validity. In addition, all HTMT values (Table 6) were below the

recommended threshold of 0.85, further confirming that the constructs are empirically distinct.

Table 5. Discriminant validity — Fornell Larcker criterion

Accessibility to

Construct Z(t)tc:?butes Erllr\lllir:gnment E)r(\zl\zlr:;:igge Zi;‘i::; 'll:':e:)ci:tional
Food Attributes 0.606

Dining Environment 0.459 0.665

Exploring Knowledge 0.019 0.082 0.783

Service Quality 0.158 0.499 0.100 0.762

Accessibility to Traditional Food 0.483 0.519 0.494 0.286 0.609

Source: Authors’ elaboration



Table 6. Discriminant validity — Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio (HTMT)

Accessibility to

Construct i(t)t(:?butes E::/Iir:'gnment i);?)lv?l:;rt‘i%e 2?121::; ::::gtional
Food Attributes 1.000

Dining Environment 0.62 1.000

Exploring Knowledge 0.15 0.20 1.000

Service Quality 0.30 0.65 0.25 1.000

Accessibility to Traditional Food  0.60 0.70 0.65 0.45 1.000

Source: Authors’ elaboration

4.4 Structural Equation Modelling (SEM)

The SEM analysis was conducted to explore the relationship between the latent variables,
confirmed with CFA, and the FBI variables, namely intention to revisit and willingness to
recommend the destination to others. Based on the information provided in Table 2, the overall fit
of the model suggests an acceptable and moderate fit. This model fitting evaluation was based on
multiple indices. Although the chi-square test was significant at 347.077 with 190 degrees of
freedom, other fit indices provide additional insights into the model fit. The CFl and TLI values
were 0.851 and 0.819, respectively, which indicate a moderate fit. The SRMR value of 0.077
supports an acceptable fit. The RMSEA was 0.077, with a 90% confidence interval ranging from
0.064 to 0.090, and a p-value below 0.05 for the test of close fit, suggesting that the model does

fit the data reasonably well.

The factor loadings for all the latent factors were significant, which is an indicator of the strong
relationship between observed variables and their respective latent constructs. In addition, the
covariances between the latent variables revealed significant relationships. These covariances

indicate that these latent variables are interrelated and consistent with the theoretical framework.

The structural paths from the latent variables to Revisit_Intention and Recommend_Intention were
examined and illustrated in the Figure 2 and Table 7 For Revisit_Intention, positive and significant
effects of Food Attributes (B = 0.375, p = 0.072) and Accessibility to Traditional Food (3 = 0.782,
p = 0.020) were observed, which means they can increase the likelihood of revisiting. Food
Attributes (B = 0.736, p = 0.001) also showed a strong positive effect on Recommend_lIntention,
suggesting that tourists experiencing better food attributes are more likely to recommend the
destination to others. However, the remaining factors did not demonstrate significant predictive

power for the FBI.



Table 7. Hypothesis testing summary

. Standardized p- R? -
Hypothesis Path B Coefficient value (for Dv) SuPPorted?
H1 Food Attributes — Revisit_Intention 0.375 0072 042  Marginally
Supported
H2 Acc§§3|blllty t.o Traditional Food — 0.782 0020 042 Supported
Revisit_Intention
H3 Food Attributes — Recommend_Intention  0.736 0.001 047 Supported
H4 Dining Environment — FBI Not Significant > 0.05 — Not Supported
H5 Exploring Knowledge — FBI Not Significant > 0.05 — Not Supported
H6 Service Quality — FBI Not Significant > 0.05 — Not Supported
(Structural Paths, 8, p-values, R?); FBI = Revisit/Recommend
Source: Authors’ elaboration
Figure 2. Structural equation modelling (SEM) diagram
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5 Discussion and conclusion
5.1 Discussion

Tourists' perceptions of food experiences could be enriched if tourism authorities design and base

policies according to tourists' expectations about a satisfactory food experience. According to Lin



et al. (2023) and Omar et al. (2020), local food as a representation of culture_ containing the
beliefs, customs, norms, cultures, and traditions of a destination_ can significantly attract tourists’
attention and increase their satisfaction. In previous studies, exploring relevant factors was
pursued in destinations where visitors had prior insight into exotic cuisines and where tasting
local-traditional food was one of the main attractions. This study makes a novel contribution to the
literature by revealing how food-related satisfaction can be a key driver for transforming non-

culinary destinations into culinary hotspots.

The significant role of Food Attributes and Accessibility to Traditional Food supports the idea that
even destinations without a strong culinary image can leverage these aspects to boost tourist
satisfaction and future behavioural intentions. Thus, marketing schemes and promotional

strategies that disregard the quality of served food are doomed to failure.

In these scenes, providing high-quality traditional food, prepared with local ingredients, can meet
the appetite of those who pursue authentic food experiences, confirming previous studies in
culinary destinations, such as Arviv et al. (2023). Besides, other variables of Food Attributes that
significantly contribute to perceived content are also supported by previous researches, including
the aesthetic of ethnic cuisine (Kan et al., 2022), local dinning utensils (Guadalupe-Moyano et al.,
2022), reasonable pricing (Jeaheng et al., 2023), and culinary rituals (LONG, 2020).

The Dining Environment is the second major factor that demonstrates the role of dining
surroundings in a satisfactory food experience, which has been previously proven by researchers
(Silaban et al., 2023; Yan & Felicen, 2021). Aside from tangible values, providing an opportunity
for tourists to become conscious of the authenticity of a region, through actively participating in
the local food preparation process would be profitable in capturing their attention toward exotic
and unique food experiences in the destination. This argument is supported by the findings of the

present research as well as previous studies (Ozturk & Akoglu, 2020; Rachao et al., 2020).

Another significant factor seems to be Service Quality, as Bertan (2020); Marana et al. (2023),
and several other researchers have proven previously demonstrated. Finally, restaurants and
menus in the culinary tourism literature have gained high importance, especially regarding

convenient access to traditional food (Causevi¢ & Fusté-Forné, 2022).

The relationship between satisfaction and FBI has been confirmed in several studies, such as
Piramanayagam et al. (2021) and Orden-Mejia and Moreno-Manzo (2024). The results of SEM
analysis in the current study do not oppose this statement. The SEM results reveal a strong effect
of food attributes on both revisit intention and willingness to recommend, whereas Accessibility

to Traditional Food influences the former without having a significant impact on the latter.



However, there are some conflicts between our results and previous studies. For instance, despite
the proven effect of service quality on the intention to revisit, recommend by Wantara and Irawati
(2021) and Nugroho et al. (2021), our findings do not support such an effect. Dining Environment,
Exploring Knowledge, and Service Quality are other factors for which we could not find a
significant impact on FBI whilst other researchers, such as Lilies and Shamsudin (2023) have
exhibited evidence for their effect. These differences can be considered a novelty of the current
research and might be due to research objectives of studying food tourism factors in non-culinary

destinations.
5.2 Conclusion

This research offers significant contributions to the burgeoning field of culinary tourism by
focusing on a non-culinary destination—an area often overlooked in the literature. By employing
a comprehensive methodological approach, combining EFA, CFA, and SEM, we were able to
rigorously examine how specific factors contribute to tourists’ satisfaction and behavioural
intentions. The findings suggest that non-culinary regions like Tabriz can develop strong culinary
identities, thereby transforming themselves into culinary tourism hotspots. This represents a
substantial advance in the scientific understanding of how destination marketing can be applied

to regions without a traditional culinary appeal.

Food Attributes emerged as the most influential factor in food satisfaction. High-quality and well-
presented local food, prepared with local ingredients served with traditional eating costumes, is
particularly appealing to tourists. The fragrance and cleanliness of the dining environment also
appear to be significant components of food-related contentment. Since restaurants are the
primary settings in which culinary experiences occur, refurbishing them with traditional designs
and decorations can evoke a sense of authenticity and inspiration, while also granting relaxation

and pleasure.

As culinary tourists have a strong desire to learn about local traditions and pursue ethnic
foodways, providing opportunities to meet these desires can generate a sense of fulfiiment.
Service quality, followed by convenient accessibility to traditional cuisine and ethnic restaurants,

significantly enhances tourists’ satisfaction.

Our findings offer actionable insights for tourism managers and destination marketers. They can
plan strategies to develop traditional food offerings, improve the dining atmosphere, and enhance
service quality in order to significantly increase tourist satisfaction and behavioural loyalty.
Resource allocation, training, and promotional strategies targeting food-related tourism growth

are among the effective approaches for emerging destinations.



5.3 Limitations and recommendations for future research

The findings provide empirical and novel information for tourism marketing that will facilitate the
transformation of a destination into a unique culinary destination. However, some limitations
should be pointed out. Despite adherence to strict scientific criteria, omission of some crucial
variables, due to the study's specific circumstances, may have interfered with the results. For
instance, travellers' attitude toward authenticity and ethnicity of gastronomy, recognition of local-
foods value among travellers, and their passion for involvement in authentic food experience,

which could potentially alter the results, were not examined.

Future studies should consider the familiarity level with local cuisine, including a comparison
between first-time and repeat visitors, to further verify the effects of food-related contributors on
the tourists' perception, attitude, and satisfaction. They should consider comparative analyses
between non-culinary destinations like Tabriz and well-established culinary hotspots to explore
how contextual differences shape satisfaction and FBI. In the data-collection phase, the use of
structured questionnaires, instead of group discussions or personal interviews, to measure
variables might threaten reliability in favour of achieving apparent results and meeting the study's
time-constraints. Therefore, future studies should adopt more flexible and multidimensional

method to collect the required data.
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