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Abstract

:

The sustainability of rural development, both economic and environmental, has been increasingly linking to local food, which plays an indispensable role by preserving traditional culture, attracting tourists, and supporting the regional economy. However, the authenticity and quality of local food have not been fully convinced as competitive advantages by most practitioners. Little is known about how authenticity affects quality attributes, tourist satisfaction, and tourist loyalty. Thus, this study examines the role of authenticity in the quality–satisfaction–loyalty framework. The field research was performed in Shunde County, Guangdong Province, China. The results challenge the traditional view of quality attributes by highlighting that authenticity is a key antecedent to the quality–satisfaction–loyalty framework of food tourism. In contrast, the relationships among quality attributes, tourist satisfaction, and tourist loyalty are contingent on the extent to which food tourists perceive the authenticity of rural local food.
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1. Introduction


Local food is frequently defined as authentic products which not only symbolize tourism destinations but also vividly demonstrate local traditional culture [1]. Nowadays, the sustainability of rural development, both economic and environmental, has been more and more linked to local food [1,2]. Local food has been found to be a key component of the tourism experience and a very important part of the tourism system. It not only stimulates agricultural activity, creates job opportunities, and encourages entrepreneurship, it also enhances destination attractiveness, reinforces destination brand identity, and builds community pride pertaining to food and related culture [3,4,5,6]. Nearly one-third of tourist’s total expenditure is about food, which constitutes a considerable proportion of a destination’s tourism revenue [7]. Local food handed down from one generation to another can also be considered as a condensed representation of the lifestyle and cultural spirit of the local people. Therefore, local food and cuisine have been regarded as strategic tools to promote the social and economic development of destinations [8,9]. Specifically, tourists’ consumption of local food reduces the carbon footprint of food transport and often results in the economic, cultural, and environmental sustainability of rural destinations, which is beneficial for both residents and tourists [1,7]. Local food also provides an authentic cultural experience for tourists, which could lead to a kind of “peak touristic experience” [10]. Moreover, local food is one of the most important motivators for tourists to travel to a particular destination [11]. Food tourism could revive regional gastronomies, food heritage, and special foodways, which, in turn, enhance residents’ community pride and tourists’ authentic experience [12]. Therefore, more and more rural tourism destinations are encouraging the revitalization and promotion of local food for cultural recognition and market exploration.



A lot of academic terms are used to discuss food in tourism. These include ‘culinary tourism,’ ‘food tourism,’ and ‘gastronomic tourism,’ all of which are often used interchangeably in many occasions because of their similar meanings [13]. However, most studies adopt Hall and Sharples’ definition, which defined food tourism as the “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” [7] (p. 10). This indicates food tourists’ activities are mainly food tasting, farm tours, and wine trails, which are motivated by a desire to experience a certain kind of local food [14]. As a cultural and anthropological concept [13], food is regarded as a metaphor for a construct which could express cultural identity and ethnicity. In return for this, tourists often connect food and eating to rituals, symbols, and belief systems. Therefore, food tourism provides an indispensable avenue for tourists to search for authenticity by perceiving history, tradition, locality, and the uniqueness of local food and food heritage.



Despite the importance of local food for rural sustainability, tourists’ food consumption is often regarded as a sort of paradox of which there are both obligatory and symbolic facets [15]. The former, obligatory facet means people must eat while traveling, while the latter, symbolic facet, includes not only gaining sensory pleasure but exploring local culture and questing for authenticity. In their latest publication, which answered the question of what food tourism is, Ellis, Park, Kim, and Yeoman pointed out that food-tasting is a kind of cultural experience, and authenticity is of paramount importance [13]. Obviously, this shows that authenticity is one of the dominant attributes for food tourism [1]. As for food tourists, much of the appeal of local food lies in the fact that it is special and unique. Thus, the best way to experience food authenticity is to be there. Consequently, one of the most important aspects of food tourism experience is authenticity [13]. Tasting local food is an indispensable way to quest for authenticity for tourists.



Current research emphasizes that food authenticity should be an antecedent of tourism experience and satisfaction [16,17,18]. Along with authenticity, quality attributes of food tourism, such as food, service, and the physical environment, are also crucial for tourists’ food consumption experience [19,20,21]. Local restaurants are mediums of tourists and local cuisine [5]. Local food is presented in suitable ways by restaurants so that tourists can accept local food. Accordingly, food tourists are supposed to use three types of quality attributes to judge their gastronomic experience [21,22]: Functional—food quality; humanic—service quality; and mechanical—the physical environment [23,24,25,26,27,28,29,30]. Moreover, traditional cooking needs to connect with modern consumers; therefore, quality attributes should be considered to make tourists satisfied and loyal [22]. However, the effects of food authenticity and quality attributes are not clear [5,31]. A tourism dining experience can be distinguished into “supporting the consumer experience” and a “peak touristic experience” [32]. The former shows the importance of the quality attributes of local food, while the latter shows that authenticity is essential for tourists. Obviously, authenticity and quality are indispensable for the tourist food experience. However, little research has addressed the combined effects of quality attributes and food authenticity on tourist satisfaction and behavioral intentions.



To fill these research gaps, the purpose of this study is to explore the role of authenticity in the quality–satisfaction–loyalty framework. To achieve this objective, Shunde County, one of the creative cities of gastronomy identified by UNESCO [33], was chosen as the site of this research. Located at the core of the Pearl River Delta, Shunde is well-known for its Cantonese cuisine and gastronomical cultural industries. Our findings support the proposition that a high level of authenticity leads to high quality attributes of food tourism, which lead to high tourist satisfaction and tourist loyalty. The major contribution of this study is that it may offer managerial guidelines and feasible approaches to improve local food quality and authenticity and then create a satisfactory tourism experience that enhances tourist loyalty to rural destinations. The focus of this study is to investigate the tourist consumption of authentic local food in an attempt to generate a holistic view of the authenticity and quality attributes of local food, as well as tourist loyalty to tourism destinations. Our research is beneficial for tourism destinations intending to create authentic food experiences, which in turn create a sustainable tourism experience for tourists.



This article is organized as follows. In Section 2, there is an intensive literature review on food authenticity, the quality attributes of food tasting, tourist satisfaction, and loyalty, all of which lead to twelve research hypotheses. Section 3 analyses the local food and culinary tourism offered in the city of Shunde, China, and then describes the methodology we used. In Section 4, we provide the research results in which nine hypotheses are supported. Then, we discussed the research results in Section 5. Finally, the conclusions and implications of our research in Section 6. Finally, the limitations of our research and recommendations for future research are discussed in Section 7.




2. Literature Review and Research Hypotheses


2.1. Authencitiy of Local Food


The typical meaning of authenticity is the genuineness, honesty, or sincerity of an object [34]. McConnell firstly introduced authenticity and proposed the theory of “staged authenticity,” in which authenticity is an inherent property of the tourism object and obtaining authenticity experience is regarded as the fundamental goal of tourists, into tourism research [35]. Furthermore, Wang divided the concept of “authenticity” into four main schools: Objectivism, constructivism, postmodernism, and existentialism [36]. Objective authenticity emphasizes the authenticity of the objects visited by tourists. Constructive authenticity is the result of a social construction rather than objective things. This is the authenticity that a tourist or a travel producer projects on a target in accordance with its imagination, expectations, preferences, beliefs, and abilities. Therefore, the same object will form a different authentic experience, and the authenticity of an object is its symbolic authenticity [37]. The authenticity of postmodernism raises the concept of “super-reality.” Culture itself is constantly changing and constantly creating new content. Existentialists emphasize the subjective experience of tourists rather than the authenticity of tourist objects. Therefore, existential authenticity can be called an “authentically good time” [36,38]. This means existence authenticity refers to a potential state of life that requires tourism activities to activate.



Food authenticity could be regarded as the genuineness of local food which is specific to a place and a kind of description of local culture. Authenticity is one of the most important aspects of the food tourism experience [13]. An authentic food experience is a kind of cultural phenomenon in which chefs, restaurants, recipes, and dishes are considered in ways that allow visitors to integrate into the local culture and spirit [1,9]. Authenticity being embedded in cooking methods and unique foodways is a key motive for food tourists [1,12]. As an expression of destination cultural attractions, local food demonstrates traditions, legends, stories, and symbols, which, in turn, closely bind local food with authenticity. Tasting local food is a convenient way to explore local culture [10] and could provide tourists with clues about what local people eat, how they prepare their food, and how the local food tastes. This sensory cultural exploration makes tourist experience feel authentic. Therefore, local food is one of the objects that conveys authenticity and a sensory expression of local culture and tradition, which could be a kind of resource for tourists seeking such authenticity in their experiences [39,40,41]. This means that authenticity is one of the most important motivations for tourists to travel [42,43]. For tourists’ food experience, authenticity is even more significant because tourists perceive authenticity in the process of gazing, smelling, listening, and tasting.



Local food, usually traditional, is a tool for tourists questing for authenticity [1]. There are three contexts, depending on the extent of tourist’ quest for food authenticity [44]. In the first context, tourists prefer pure local food, producers, servers, and physical environments in order to experience objective, constructive, and existential authenticity, all of which leads to a sort of peak touristic experience. These tourists prefer local restaurants operated and visited by residents. Interestingly, tourists in the second context are willing to taste food blended with both familiar and unfamiliar cultural attributes. In this way, they have a sort of temporary peak experience. These tourists are concerned with staged authenticity and patron restaurants with local food, familiar services, and a familiar environment. In contrast, tourists in the third context are in an environmental bubble in which they only have a sort of supportive food experience. They prefer all-inclusive resort hotels and restaurant chains, which makes their food consumption in holidays an extension of their daily lives. Obviously, on this occasion, quality attributes—food quality, service quality, and the physical environment—are important.



Authenticity could be viewed as ‘unique’ and could therefore encourage tourists to specifically visit such tourism destinations and have a satisfactory experience [12]. Authenticity in food consumption includes the authenticity of both the food experience and restaurant experience [44]. Food authenticity includes cooking methods, cooking odors, recipes, ingredients, food and drink customs, social connotations, related ceremonies and festivals, and hunting and farming traditions [1,45]. For example, the authenticity of local Indonesian food is reflected by authentic taste, a true level of spiciness, unique cooking methods, and eating methods . The decoration and layout of dining facilities could also show the authenticity of local food [17]. In addition, Hall proposed that, if the appearance of the service provider corresponds to the ethnic background of the restaurant, the customer will feel that the food, employees, and culture of the ethnic restaurant are more authentic [46]. Furthermore, the appearance of restaurant staffs serves as a tangible clue and becomes an important source of the customer perception of authenticity [47]. Tasting authentic local food leads to the tourists’ cultural exploration of their tourism destination, which is an experiential way for tourists to percept a new different culture. A good food experience helps to increase the attractiveness of the destination, increasing visitor satisfaction and revisit intention [5]. Furthermore, perceived authenticity influences perceived quality and satisfaction [48]. According to Wijaya et al., the tourist dining expectations of local food include seven factors: Staff quality, sensory appeal, food uniqueness, local servicescape, food authenticity, food familiarity, and food variety [49]. This shows that tourist dining expectations involve food authenticity, food quality, food service, and the physical environment, the fulfillment of which could possibly lead to tourist satisfaction with the local food experience.



Thus, the following hypotheses are proposed:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

The authenticity of local food has a positive and direct effect on food quality.





Hypothesis 2 (H2).

The authenticity of local food has a positive and direct effect on service quality.





Hypothesis 3 (H3).

The authenticity of local food has a positive and direct effect on the physical environment.





Hypothesis 4 (H4).

The authenticity of local food has a positive and direct effect on tourist satisfaction.





Hypothesis 5 (H5).

The authenticity of local food has a positive and direct effect on tourist loyalty.






2.2. Quality Attributes of Local Food Tasting


Tourists perceive restaurants as an important attribute of a tourist destination, one whose food quality, food service, and physical environment could show local traditions and culture and then shape the tourist gastronomy experience [50]. They are often enthusiastic about tasting the local food of tourism destinations despite its differences with their familiar food in terms of product characteristics, social features, and ecological features [51]. Furthermore, the tourist experience of local food often happens in tourism destinations where dining plays a stronger social function amongst tourists, tourism service personnel, and the local community [52]. This shows that the quality attributes of tourist food experience include not only food quality but service quality and the physical environment [3,19]. Customers evaluate their consumption experience at the attribute level rather than the product level [23,53]. Therefore, the tourist perception of quality could be evaluated from an attribute-based approach, which measures food quality, service quality, and the physical environment.



As the core product of commercial food service, food quality plays a pivotal role in the dining experience and is critical to the success of the restaurants at tourism destinations [21,54]. In fact, food quality, service quality, and the physical environment are major factors influencing customer satisfaction with a dining experience and key determinants of a customer’s choice of restaurant and re-visitation [23,55,56,57]. At the same time, many scholars have described various attributes that constitute food quality.



The service quality of a local food dining experience plays an important role in the whole tourism experience. It stems from the customer evaluation of the gap between their expectation and perception of their service [58]. Therefore, service quality is not only a subjective concept but also a comparative gap between the expectations of tourists and the actual acceptance of services [59]. In the catering industry, service quality has been proven to be one of the core attributes that leads to customer satisfaction and customer choice of restaurants [21,23]. Improving the quality of catering services could enhance customer satisfaction and loyalty, and it could maintain customers’ stability [48]. These show that service quality is a customer’s judgment of the overall excellence or superiority of the service.



The physical environment is an important factor which should be considered when tourists assess the service delivery of dining experience. To the authors’ best knowledge, Kotler is the first scholar to use the concept of “atmosphere” to define the physical environment as a design of space to create certain effects in consumers [60]. Other research, such as Bitner, used “servicescape,” which means a man-made environment for consumers, to describe the physical environment [61]. The physical environment is especially important in the catering industry for creating images and influencing customer behavior.



Despite food quality being the most important determinant of dining satisfaction and loyalty, both the physical environment and service quality (e.g., fairness of seating procedures) are important to customer satisfaction [62]. In fact, culinary tourists’ satisfaction is influenced mainly by four factors, including food quality, service quality, the physical environment, and price [63]. According to Liu and Tse [64], four factors—food, service, the physical environment, and customer value—are positively and directly related, not only to dining satisfaction but to behavioral intentions. To date, recent studies have shown that food quality (e.g., taste, healthy, freshness, and safety) and the physical environment (e.g., cleanliness) are the strongest predictors of customer satisfaction and behavioral intention [65,66]. Using online customer reviews and data mining techniques, Bilgihan, Seo, and Chio found that three main clues—food, the physical environment, and service—could explain dining satisfaction [28]. Based on the expectancy disconfirmation theory, Weiss, Feinstein, and Dalbor found that four factors, including food quality, service quality, the physical environment, and novelty, are determinants of dining satisfaction, while only food quality and atmosphere are significant attributes for influencing behavioral intention [67]. Lin and Mattila also found that the physical environment and service quality have direct positive influence on dining satisfaction [68].



Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:



Hypothesis 6 (H6).

Food quality has a positive and direct impact on tourist satisfaction.





Hypothesis 7 (H7).

Food quality has a positive and direct impact on tourist loyalty.





Hypothesis 8 (H8).

Service quality has a positive and direct impact on tourist satisfaction.





Hypothesis 9 (H9).

Service quality has a positive and direct impact on tourist loyalty.





Hypothesis 10 (H10).

The physical environment has a positive and direct impact on tourist satisfaction.





Hypothesis 11 (H11).

The physical environment has a positive and direct impact on tourist loyalty.






2.3. Tourist Satisfaction and Loyalty


Customer satisfaction is one of the important concepts in the field of consumption. Oliver found that customer satisfaction is a state of mind and an emotional response to the consumption process [69]. Fornell believed that satisfaction is the overall attitude of customers after consumption and could show how much customers like their consumption process [70]. These indicate that customer satisfaction is an assessment of the difference between a customer’s pre-consumption expectations and their perceived perceptions after consumption [71]. If the actual performance perception is higher than expected, customer satisfaction is generated. Otherwise, the customer is not satisfied. In tourism research, tourist satisfaction is used to measure the feelings of tourists about tourism activities. For example, Pizam, Neumann, and Reichel argued that tourist satisfaction is the result of a comparison between tourists’ experiences and their expectation of a tourism attraction [72]. If the level of travel experience is higher than the expected value of the destination, the visitor is satisfied. Therefore, this study regards tourist satisfaction as the difference between the expectation value of tourists’ tourism activities and their perception of its actual performance.



Tourist satisfaction is essential to the success of tourism activities. High levels of customer satisfaction are a major concern for all companies [73]. Numerous studies have investigated the role of tourist satisfaction in travel literature. For example, Girish and Chen concluded that tourist satisfaction significantly affects their willingness to revisit and the intention to recommend [74]. Tanford and Jung found that tourist satisfaction has a significant positive impact on tourist loyalty [75]. Furthermore, Chen and Rahman argued that visitor satisfaction is crucial for successful destination marketing because it affects the choice of destination, the consumption of products and services, and the decision to return [76].



Establishing and maintaining a loyalty relationship with consumers is often considered to be a good strategy for business success. Oppermann believes that the loyalty of tourists is mainly manifested in the willingness of tourists to revisit the destination and the willingness to recommend the destination to others [77]. Backman and Crompton combined both the behavior and attitude of tourists, believing that loyalty is expressed as the frequency of visitors’ participation in activities, purchase of products or services, and emotional preferences for products or services [78]. Zeithaml, Berry, and Parasuraman argued that consumer loyalty includes consumer verbal praise and a willingness to revisit [58]. Based on the above viewpoints, this study summarizes tourist loyalty as the willingness of tourists to praise, the willingness of tourists to revisit, and the willingness of tourists to recommend. This study can then comprehensively measure the loyalty of tourists from these three aspects.



Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:



Hypothesis 12 (H12).

Tourist satisfaction has a positive and direct impact on tourist loyalty.





Drawing on the above literature review and the above hypotheses, this study proposes the theoretical model shown in Figure 1.





3. Methodology


3.1. Data Collection Procedure


The investigation was carried out at Shunde County, a county in the south of Guangdong Province, China, which is well-known for food culture and various delicious foods. Shunde is also famous for its gastronomical cultural industries and the World Food Capital awarded by UNESCO [33]. In Shunde, there is a town named Jun’an which has a well-known traditional cuisine—Jun’an steamed pork. This cuisine became popular for tourists after the documentary “A Bite of China” was broadcast in 2012. Visitors who tasted the Jun’an steamed pork were invited to participate in a survey under the guidance of a researcher. First, 130 initial questionnaires were issued in November 2018. The obtained data were used to analyze validity in order to improv the questionnaire. Then, 500 formal questionnaires were issued in January 2019. 520 questionnaires were distributed to the tourists, and 471 completed questionnaires were received, among which 24 were incomplete. Finally, 447 usable questionnaires were received, resulting in an 86% effective response rate.




3.2. Measurement Instrument


We designed a self-administered questionnaire to collect empirical data. The survey instrument was firstly designed by interviewing tourists who had visited Jun’an (see Appendix A). Secondly, a comprehensive literature review was performed to develop the final questionnaire. The questionnaire mainly consisted of two parts. The first part included the questions for measuring food authenticity, the quality attributes of local food, tourist satisfaction, and loyalty. The second part consisted of questions about respondents’ demographic characteristics. All items in the first part needed to be answered to rate the significance on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).



The items of the measurement instrument were adopted from previous research (see Appendix B). Food authenticity was measured by 9 items: Local ingredients (A1), unique cooking methods (A2), local taste (A3), special kitchenware (A4), local food (A5), time-honored catering (A6), local food culture (A7), local eating habits (A8), and eating with residents (A9), which were adopted from previous research [17,44,45,49,59,79]. Food quality was measured by using five items: Deliciousness (F1), nutrition (F2), attractive smell (F3), fresh food (F4), and suitable temperature of food (F5), which were adopted from previous research [23,56,57,80,81,82]. Service quality was measured by 4 items: Concern and help (Q1), quick response (Q2), various services (Q3), and respect for customers (Q4), which were adopted from previous research [21,49]. The physical environment was measured by 4 items: Convenient parking and transportation (P1), lighting (P2), temperature (P3), and comfortable seating and space (P4), which were adopted from previous research [57,83,84]. Tourist satisfaction was measured by 5 items: Overall satisfaction (S1), satisfactory value for money (S2), enjoyable food experience (S3), the feeling of receiving what one had wanted (S4), and the exceeding of one’s expectations (S5), which were adopted from previous research [48,55]. Tourist loyalty was measured by 3 items: Re-patronage intention (L1), positive word of mouth (L2), and recommendation (L3), which were adopted from previous research [48,55]. The survey questionnaire included 25 questions and took 5–8 minutes for participants to complete.




3.3. Reliability and Validity of Measurement Scales


This study assessed the reliability and validity of the measurement instrument by using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), respectively. As shown in Table 1, all the values of Cronbach’s alpha were between 0.885 and 0.944, greater than the threshold of 0.7, which suggests that the scales had a reasonable reliability. The composite reliability (CR) was between 0.891 and 0.946, above the 0.6 level. The squared multiple correlations (SMC) were between 0.44 and 0.88, and almost all scores exceeded 0.5. These scores suggest an acceptable reliability. All the fit indices were within the recommended thresholds, which indicates an acceptable fit.



We used validity test to examine the extent to which a scale truly measures a construct of interest, including convergent and discriminant validity. The standardized factor loading of all items exceeded all thresholds, which supports the convergent validity of the measurement scales. The average variance extracted (AVE) represents the comprehensive explanatory ability of potential variables to all measured variables. The convergent validity test can be passed if the factor loadings are above the threshold of 0.7 and AVE is above the threshold of 0.5. All constructs showed a satisfactory convergent validity, as factor loadings ranged from 0.66 to 0.94, and most AVE values (which are statistically significant at 0.001) were larger than 0.5. Thus, the reliability and validity of the scales were supported.





4. Results


4.1. Demographic Charisteristic of Respondents


Among the 447 respondents, 51% were female, and 49% were male. In terms of age, 69.1% of the respondents were between 21 and 35 years old, 20.6% were between 36 and 50, 4.7% were between 51 and 65, 4.5% were under 20 years old, and 1.1% were above 65 years old. 73.6% of the respondents had a college degree, followed by high school degree (12.8%), master’s degree (9.2%), and the other (4.5%). 43.4% of the respondents had a personal monthly income between 4000 and 8000 CNY, followed by 8000–12,000 (19.9%), less than 4000 (18.1%), 12,000–16,000 (9.6%), and higher than 16,000 (9.0%).




4.2. Descriptive Statistics


The results of descriptive statistics of all constructs are shown in Table 2, and they include means and standard deviations (SD). The values of the means of all constructs exceeded the mid-scale point of 3. The physical environment had the highest mean (PE = 5.70), followed by food authenticity (FA = 5.65), tourist satisfaction (SAT = 5.43), service quality (SQ = 5.43), tourist loyalty (LOY = 5.37), and food quality (FQ = 5.35). The results of a Pearson correlation analysis ranged from 0.526 to 0.817 and was significant at the 0.01 level, which shows that there are significant correlations among these constructs (Table 2).




4.3. Hypotheses Testing


A path analysis using AMOS 21 was performed to test the hypotheses (see Figure 2). The results show that x2 = 1157.879; degrees of freedom = 393; p < 0.000; x2/df = 2.946 (less than 3); CFI = 0.935, IFI = 0.936 and TLI = 0.928 (both are greater than 0.9, thus reaching acceptable levels); GFI is 0.847, slightly below 0.9; and RMSEA = 0.066 (less than 0.08), indicating that the research model fits well with the data. Given that all the fit indices were within conventional cutoff values, the model was deemed acceptable.



The relationships proposed in the model were examined next. The significant factor load is an important indicator of a model measurement of polymerization validity. If the absolute value of T is greater than 1.96 and if p < 0.05, the path is acceptable. As shown in Table 3, the results reveal the positive and direct influence of food authenticity on food quality (r1 = 0.82, t-value = 13.05, p < 0.05), service quality (r2 = 0.65, t-value = 13.27, p < 0.05), the physical environment (r3 = 0.63, t-value = 12.48, p < 0.05), and satisfaction (r4 = 0.17, t-value = 2.74, p < 0.05). Food quality had a positive and direct effect on tourist satisfaction (r6 = 0.51, t-value = 8.05, p < 0.05) and tourist loyalty (r7 = 0.28, t-value = 3.74, p < 0.05). Service quality had a positive and direct effect on tourist satisfaction (r8 = 0.10, t-value = 2.57, p < 0.05). The physical environment significantly affected satisfaction (r10 = 0.24, t-value = 5.83, p < 0.05). Finally, tourist satisfaction positively influenced tourist loyalty (r12 = 0.63, t-value = 8.92, p < 0.05). Thus, H1, H2, H3, H4, H6, H7, H8, H10, and H12 were supported (see Table 3).





5. Discussion


These days, commodifying food culture and culinary heritage as meal adventures has become a popular approach to attract food tourists [11]. For example, La Boqueria Market in Barcelona, Spain, attracts tourists because it gives them the sense of escape from routine, cultural experience, prestige, and the flow shopping experience [85]. Undoubtedly, local food is an essential element for sustainable tourism and one of the signifiers of the authenticity of local culture. Non-local food in tourism destinations gives tourist an impression that this food is not authentic [10]. Though local food may be totally different to a tourist’s daily food [51], it could fulfill a visitor’s quest for authenticity. According to Quan and Wang [32], a primary tourism motivation usually results in a peak consumption experience. Therefore, food tourists’ food experience is not a supportive experience, but it is a peak experience. This means that food authenticity is essential for them because modern consumers desire authentic experiences [86]. According to Özdemir and Seyitoğlu [44], there is a continuum of tourists’ questing for food authenticity. Two extreme contexts emerge from this continuum: On the left edge, tourists search for experiential authenticity with a strong desire for experiencing food authenticity. On the right edge, tourists search for safety and comfort with a strong tendency to enjoy unauthentic but familiar and safe food. Between the left and right edges of the authentic continuum, staged authenticity is the context for which most tourists quest. These tourists tend to accept certain levels of risk and novelty This means they might enjoy blended food culture, familiar attributes, and restaurants with an authentic atmosphere.



According to the results, the path coefficient of food quality to loyalty is 0.28, which has a positive effect. Conversely, H9 and H11 were rejected, which indicates that service quality and environmental quality may have no significant impact on loyalty. In particular, food quality has proven to be the biggest contributor to authenticity, and delicious food is often seen as a key factor in customer satisfaction and repeat visit decisions in the context of authentic Chinese restaurants [55,87]. Overall, food taste and service reliability appear to be key attributes for Chinese restaurants’ success [84]. Surprisingly, in Chinese restaurants, only the perception of food quality has a positive impact on diners’ loyalty. When the diners decide to return to the restaurant, food quality may be considered the most critical factor; both service quality and environmental quality are independent of revisiting and recommending willingness [55,87]. In addition, in a study of food festivals, only food quality and special facilities directly promoted the willingness to revisit the Slow Food Festival [56].



According to our research, H5 was not supported, which means authenticity has no significant effect on loyalty. The model results show that a pure authentic state does not automatically generate higher tourist loyalty unless it is associated with satisfaction, which may be due to tourists’ personality traits, such as food neophobia [88]. Some scholars believe that tourist satisfaction plays a mediating role in the relationship between authenticity and loyalty [31,89]. Novello and Fernandez [31] proposed that authenticity is experienced outside the boundaries of everyday life, and real experience does not guarantee loyalty, as visitors must assess whether it meets their expectations and personal needs. In gourmet tourism, though tourists perceive authentic food as traditional and characteristic of the local culture, to form customers’ willingness to revisit still requires the consideration personal tastes and habits. For example, in this study, some tourists said that steamed pigs are authentic, but the willingness to revisit was not strong because they are too fatty, not conducive to health, taste too salty, and so on. On the other hand, Engeset and Elvekrokalso have a special explanation for this [89]. When the real concept exists, the guests pay more attention to relevant attributes (food, service, and environment) to form their satisfaction evaluation. Obviously, these positive attitudes towards local food often lead to higher tourist expenditure and a greater appreciation of local food [90], which, in turn, promote a sustainable tourism experience and the sustainable development of tourism destinations.



Many empirical studies have found that tourist satisfaction has a positive impact on loyalty; the more satisfied tourists tend to praise [76], convey positive experiences, and repeatedly purchase [74,91]. In this study, tourist satisfaction played an intermediary role in the impact of authenticity and quality on loyalty. According to our research, a high quality of food, service, and the physical environmental can lead to future favorable behavior and loyalty by improving customer satisfaction. Tourist loyalty is necessary to achieve the success of tourism activities, a success which comes from a good travel experience. It must be recognized that visitor satisfaction is an important factor in loyalty and the willingness to revisit [31]. These positive attitudes lead to tourists’ sustainable tourism experience.



This study confirmed previous related studies, which have shown that authenticity has a positive impact on attribute quality [1,48,89] and satisfaction [17,45,79,92,93]. Food authenticity is an important contribution to the shaping of participants’ dining expectations [49]. If the food experience is perceived as authentic, it is more likely to be perceived as high quality and valuable, and it is also be more likely to satisfy tourists [48]. Interestingly, our research shows that high authenticity of local food would effectively raise various quality attributes, including food quality, service quality, and the physical environment. In return for this, tourists gain positive attitudes towards local food and are impelled to spend more [94]. This profitable result would be beneficial to the sustainable development of tourism destinations and the sustainable tourism experience as well.




6. Conclusions and Implications


This study introduces the concept of authenticity and uses empirical research to explore the impact of food tourism authenticity and quality attributes on tourist satisfaction and loyalty. Authenticity should be one of the major concerns when tourists are tasting food in tourism destinations. This means a tourist’s subjective perception may give them a reason to taste local food and to quest for authenticity as well. As an important abstract concept, authenticity may have vague and broad meanings and might signify many things at once.



From the perspective of tourism attractions, local food demonstrates residents’ traditional culture and daily life, provides an authentic experience of traditional culture, and presents rich and imaginative impressions of tourism. Tourists search for authenticity when travelling, and local food provides an opportunity to experience authenticity. The tourist experience of local food includes not only food tasting but also their impressions of dining environment and service. These studies show that a restaurant’s attribute qualities have a positive impact on customer satisfaction and consumer loyalty.



Authenticity and quality attributes are very important for customer satisfaction and loyalty. Local food is a symbol of a place and culture. In fact, local food and cuisine have been indispensable factors of the tourist experience and are often considered the best things to enjoy in tourism destinations [4]. Tourists’ food experiences are different to their daily experiences when they quest for food authenticity. According to our analysis, different tourists have different attitudes to local food. Today, with the rise of the experience economy, tourists have more requirements for travel experiences. Obviously, visitors may be not interested in standardized products but pay more attention to appearance, service, and feelings of dining experience [79].



The roles and effects of local food are increasingly important for the competitiveness of tourism destinations. Tasting local food could satisfy the experiential needs of tourists. These needs include exploring local culture, gaining authentic experiences, and having educational opportunities. Gastronomy is one of the most important factors that affects tourists’ destination choice and activity participation. As tourists hunt for more authentic and local experiences, rural gastronomy has become an effective source to attract tourists, especially city dwellers, to visit. The tourist consumption of rural gastronomy encourages the development of sustainable agritourism, which in turn conservse traditional farming and rural cuisine. The results of this study thus extend previous studies.



This study suggests that catering and food enterprises should strengthen consumers’ perception of objective and subjective authenticity of local food. They should also maintain origin and tradition of time-honored cuisines and highlight the characteristics of inheritance and classics. For gourmet travel, thebasic competitive advantage is high quality food. Maintaining mysterious formulas, the authentic origins of raw materials, etc., can make classic dishes and form a unique reputation. On the other hand, the provision of gourmet food is only the most basic project, and one cannot rely solely on lecture-style exhibition to get visitors involved. Therefore, the production process of a local cuisine could also be a part of a tourist’s authentic experience. In particular, providing atmosphere, tools, and materials could allow visitors to personally experience the unique craftsmanship of the food, to teach the special dining etiquette, to enjoy the fun of hands-on processes, cultivate sentiment, and to deepen their impression of the gourmet tourism. In addition, reflecting the unique cultural style of the local area is a main development direction of gourmet tourism. Linking delicacies to cities gives tourists a reason to experience them. This gives time-honored catering a unique local style, and gourmet tourism can become more colorful and rich in charm.



This study suggests the food tourism organizers focus on food culture and word of mouth. Catering culture and eating habits are the cultural attributes formed by time-honored catering in the development process. They are not available in other fast food restaurants, and they are also intangible parts of authenticity. When a restaurant is developing, it needs to pay attention to the inheritance of brand culture. At the same time, a restaurant must convey the cultural philosophy, as well as the history and traditions of the restaurant to customers in order to increase trust and recognition. On the other hand, authenticity of local food promotes and guides the positive reputation of tourists. The positive word of mouth of tourists has become an intangible value of time-honored catering in gourmet tourism. Word-of-mouth publicity is a traditional and effective strategy of tourism marketing. Tourists recommend and share on social networks. People who have not participated will have an initial impression of the activity based on the photos, insights, or strategies of the sharer, thereby enhancing their desire and motivation to participate. In addition, through social network media marketing, people could recommend local food through their check-in and likes on the internet, by which they share their souvenirs, discounts, and other incentives to stimulate the willingness of visitors to share and recommend. All of this helps marketing and publicity.



To conclude, it is extremely important to protect traditional culinary culture and improve dining quality attributes for practitioners, which, according to our study, are essential ways to authenticate local food. By strengthening the authentication process of local food, this study sets out a theoretical framework for the marketing of local food and the creation of a sustainable tourism experience in rural tourism. This framework is useful for designing the authentication process in order to create a sustainable tourism experience. The authentication process, according to our research model, demonstrates that authenticity could improve food quality, service quality, and the physical environment. In return for this, tourists become satisfied with local food, buy more food, recommend the destination to others, re-visit destinations, and, most importantly, gain a sustainable tourism experience, all of which are extremely helpful for the social, cultural, and economic development of rural tourism destinations.




7. Limitations and Future Research


To the authors’ best knowledge, this study has three main limitations. First, the measurement scale of gastronomic authenticity in this research could be questioned. A comparison of first-time and repeat visitors would useful. Second, a future study is recommended to investigate the difference of authenticity perception between first-time and repeat visitors. Demographic characteristics could also be considered to evaluate the model. According to Robinson [43], food tourists in Australia are mostly female, well-educated, and generally affluent. Third, the case in this study is a kind of Cantonese food, which is familiar to Cantonese people but may be unfamiliar to the tourists from other places in China or other counties. Therefore, more food culture should be studied to test our model.



This study takes time-honored catering as an example to study the authenticity perception of tourists’ gourmet tourism. Due to the profound historical heritage of time-honored catering and its local representativeness and influence, this study provides a certain reference for the development of gourmet tourism for destinations. However, it should be recognized that gourmet tourism is not limited to time-honored catering. Local snack bars, specialty restaurants, folk customs streets, and even gourmet festivals are important research parts of gourmet tourism. .







Author Contributions


T.Z. contributed to research design, data analysis, and whole manuscript writing. J.C. contributed to investigation and data analysis; and B.H. contributed to research design. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.




Funding


This research was funded by the Macau Foundation.




Acknowledgments


We gratefully acknowledge the support provided by the Macau Foundation.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.





Appendix A


	
Why did Jun’an steamed pork could attract your visiting?



	
What are the most authentic features or characteristics of Jun’an steamed pork?



	
What are the most important of the quality attributes when you are tasting Jun’an steamed pork?







Appendix B


1. Food Authenticity



(1= completely disagree, 2 = disagree; 3 =neutral; 4 = agree; 5 = completely agree)





	(1) Food ingredients are local
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(2) Use authentic cooking methods
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(3) Appearance display is attractive
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(4) Steamed pork has authentic taste
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(5) Restaurant environment with local characteristics
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(6) Production site (a kitchen makes people feel authentic)
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(7) The dress of the chef and waiter is the local custom clothing
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(8) Special kitchenware (large steamer) makes people feel authentic
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(9) Appreciating cooking on the spot makes people feel real
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(10) The historical story described makes people feel authentic
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(11) It is a local food
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(12) “Time-honored catering” restaurant makes me feel authentic
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(13) Experience the local Shunde food culture
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(14) Can feel the local people’s eating habits
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(15) Tasting in the local area makes people feel authentic
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5






2. Food quality





	(1) Food is delicious
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(2) Food is nutritious and helps health
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(3) Food smell is very attractive
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(4) Food display is visually appealing
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(5) Food is fresh
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(6) Suitable temperature of food
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(7) The restaurant offers a variety of menu options
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5






3. Service quality





	(1) Comfortable and tidy service
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(2) Waiters wear proper and clean suits
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(3) Waiters are polite and trustworthy.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(4) Waiters fully understand my needs
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(5) Waiters showed concern and enthusiasm to help
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(6) Waiters respond to my needs immediately
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(7) Provide various services to meet needs of customers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(8) Staffs respect customers’ personal needs
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(9) Service is fast and efficient
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(10) Service could be finished within the time promised
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5






4. Physical environment





	(1) Interior design and decoration are visually appealing
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(2) Layout and facilities are beautiful and interesting.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(3) Comfortable and clean tableware, tables, and chairs
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(4) Convenient transportation and adequate parking
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(5) Lighting is appropriate and natural.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(6) Indoor temperature is comfortable
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(7) Plenty space to taste and rest
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(8) Menu is attractive
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5






5. Tourist satisfaction





	(1) I am satisfied with the overall food experience
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(2) Food is reasonably priced and valued for money
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(3) Tasting steamed pork is a unique and enjoyable experience
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(4) I felt that I had got what I wanted
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(5) This travel experience exceeded my expectations
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5






6. Loyalty





	(1) I am willing to come here again to taste Jun’an steamed pork
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(2) I will praise Jun’an steamed pork
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	(3) I would recommend others to taste Jun’an steamed pork
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5






7. Basic information of tourists



(1) gender   ① male   ②female



(2) age:   ① <21   ② 21–35   ③ 36–50   ④ 51–65   ⑤ >65



(3) education   ① <junior high school   ② high school   ③ college   ④ >master



(4) personal monthly income (CNY)



① <4000   ② 4000–8000   ③ 8000–12,000   ④ 12,000–16,000   ⑤ >16,000
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