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Abstract

Saraguro culinary heritage represents an important expression of intangible cultural her-
itage and a potential resource for community-based gastronomy education and sustainable 
territorial development. This study examines traditional culinary knowledge, community 
participation, and collaborative gastronomic innovation in Saraguro, Ecuador, exploring 
their potential educational and territorial implications. A qualitative exploratory design in-
corporated documentary analysis, focus group discussions with 12 local knowledge holders, 
culinary stimulus-assisted discussions, and collaborative culinary reconstruction involv-
ing community members, chefs, and university gastronomy students. Thematic analysis 
examined traditional ingredients, culinary practices, cultural meanings, and intergenera-
tional knowledge transmission. The findings identified culturally significant preparations, 
including uchumati, roasted guinea pig, tilapia maito, and chicha de jora, highlighting their 
connections with territorial identity and ancestral knowledge. Collaborative activities sup-
ported the development of contemporary gastronomic proposals informed by traditional 
culinary practices. These findings suggest opportunities for culturally responsible gastro-
nomic innovation and community-based education. However, student learning outcomes, 
intercultural competence, and territorial identity changes were not directly assessed. The 
study contributes to documenting Saraguro culinary heritage and identifies potential con-
nections among cultural safeguarding, experiential gastronomy education, and sustainable 
territorial development that warrant further empirical evaluation.

Keywords: culinary heritage; intergenerational education; community-based learning; 
intercultural competence; territorial identity; place-based education; Indigenous knowledge; 
sustainable territorial development; Saraguro

1. Introduction
Ecuadorian gastronomy constitutes one of the most representative expressions of 

the country’s cultural diversity, reflecting the interaction between ancestral knowledge, 
local ecosystems, historical processes, and contemporary social dynamics [1]. The culinary 
traditions of Ecuador have been shaped by the coexistence of Indigenous, European, African, 
and mestizo influences, contributing to a rich and diverse gastronomic heritage that varies 
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significantly across the country’s four natural regions: the Coast, Highlands, Amazon, and 
Galápagos Islands [2]. These geographical and cultural differences have contributed to 
the development of unique culinary practices, ingredients, preparation techniques, and 
food-related rituals that form an essential component of Ecuadorian identity [3].

The historical evolution of Ecuadorian cuisine has been strongly influenced by processes 
of cultural exchange and transculturation. Indigenous populations originally developed 
sophisticated agricultural systems and culinary traditions based on native crops such as 
maize, potatoes, quinoa, cassava, cacao, and a wide variety of fruits and vegetables. Following 
the arrival of the Spanish during the colonial period, significant transformations occurred 
in food production and consumption patterns. New ingredients, livestock species, cooking 
techniques, and dietary habits were introduced, leading to the creation of hybrid culinary 
traditions that continue to characterize Ecuadorian gastronomy today [4]. These interactions 
generated new recipes and food practices while preserving many elements of ancestral 
food culture.

At the international level, Ecuador has gained recognition for the quality and diversity 
of its agricultural and gastronomic products. Ingredients such as cacao, shrimp, tropical 
fruits, coffee, and Andean grains are increasingly featured in international culinary events, 
gastronomic festivals, and tourism promotion initiatives. The growing visibility of Ecuado-
rian cuisine has contributed to positioning gastronomy as a strategic resource for tourism 
development and destination branding. Gastronomic experiences enable visitors to estab-
lish deeper connections with local culture, traditions, and communities, fostering more 
meaningful and immersive forms of tourism [5].

One of the distinguishing characteristics of Ecuadorian cuisine is the central role of 
soups and broths in daily food consumption. Ecuador is frequently referred to as the “land 
of soups” due to the remarkable variety of traditional preparations found throughout the 
country. Popular examples include encebollado and caldo de bolas de verde on the Coast, 
as well as locro de papa, yaguarlocro, quinoa soup, barley soup, and pumpkin cream in the 
Highlands. These dishes reflect the diversity of local ingredients and culinary traditions 
while serving as symbols of regional identity and cultural continuity [6].

Despite the richness of Ecuador’s culinary heritage, processes of globalization, urban-
ization, changing consumption patterns, and the decline of traditional food practices have 
threatened the preservation of ancestral knowledge and recipes. The gradual loss of tradi-
tional preparation methods and the limited transmission of culinary knowledge between 
generations have raised concerns regarding the safeguarding of Ecuador’s gastronomic 
heritage. Furthermore, insufficient promotion and limited incentives for traditional food 
production have contributed to the abandonment of many ancestral culinary practices [7]. 
Consequently, recent efforts have focused on recovering native ingredients, documenting 
traditional recipes, and promoting food heritage as a mechanism for cultural preservation 
and sustainable development.

Within this context, gastronomic tourism has emerged as an important strategy for en-
hancing local development while preserving cultural identity. Gastronomic tourism extends 
beyond the consumption of food; it encompasses the exploration of culinary traditions, 
production systems, local knowledge, cultural narratives, and community-based experi-
ences that connect visitors with the cultural landscapes of a destination. Such experiences 
contribute to the preservation of intangible cultural heritage while generating economic 
opportunities for local communities [8].

In the Saraguro context, realizing the sustainable tourism potential of culinary heritage 
therefore requires an educational framework that enables future gastronomy professionals 
to understand, interpret, and communicate ancestral food practices while respecting their 
cultural meanings, community ownership, and territorial foundations.
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The Saraguro territory, located in southern Ecuador, represents a culturally significant 
landscape shaped by Indigenous knowledge, agricultural practices, collective memory, 
and distinctive culinary traditions. The Saraguro people have historically developed food 
systems based on locally cultivated products, seasonal cycles, community organization, 
ritual practices, and knowledge transmitted through families and across generations [9].

Traditional preparations, ingredients, techniques, and forms of food sharing therefore 
constitute more than culinary expressions; they represent living educational practices through 
which cultural values, territorial relationships, and collective identities are reproduced.

Despite their cultural and educational relevance, many ancestral gastronomic practices 
face processes of transformation, marginalization, and progressive loss. Changes in food 
consumption, migration, globalization, reduced participation of younger generations, and 
the growing standardization of culinary training may weaken the continuity of traditional 
knowledge. In formal gastronomy education, local food practices are frequently approached 
as products, recipes, or elements of tourism promotion, while their pedagogical, symbolic, 
historical, and epistemological dimensions receive less attention. This situation creates a 
need for educational models that connect university learning with community knowledge 
and recognize Indigenous knowledge holders as legitimate participants in knowledge 
production and transmission.

Accordingly, this study approaches Saraguro culinary heritage as a form of intergener-
ational education and as a culturally situated resource for university gastronomy education. 
Rather than treating ancestral gastronomy exclusively as a tourism product, the research 
examines how community-based learning can facilitate dialogue among traditional knowl-
edge holders, local producers, culinary professionals, educators, and gastronomy students. 
Through this interaction, students can learn not only how traditional foods are prepared 
but also why particular ingredients, techniques, rituals, agricultural cycles, and forms of 
social organization are culturally meaningful.

Education is not limited to the transmission of decontextualized disciplinary content. It 
also involves the development of cultural awareness, ethical responsibility, critical reflection, 
and the capacity to understand knowledge within the social and territorial contexts in which 
it is produced. From this perspective, community-based education creates opportunities for 
students to participate in real cultural environments, establish relationships with local actors, 
and connect academic knowledge with lived experience. Such an approach can contribute 
to meaningful learning by allowing students to observe, document, interpret, prepare, and 
reflect on traditional foods in collaboration with the communities that sustain them.

The educational value of Saraguro gastronomy is particularly relevant to intercultural 
higher education. Intercultural learning requires more than the inclusion of Indigenous 
content in a curriculum; it demands dialogue between different knowledge systems and 
recognition of the historical inequalities that have privileged academic or technical knowl-
edge over community-based knowledge. When Saraguro knowledge holders participate 
as educators, mentors, and co-creators, the learning process can challenge hierarchical 
relationships and encourage students to recognize ancestral food knowledge as a valid and 
dynamic form of expertise.

This educational process is also closely related to territorial identity. Food practices 
emerge from relationships among people, land, biodiversity, agricultural production, spiritu-
ality, family memory, and community organization. Learning about traditional gastronomy 
in its territorial context can therefore help students understand that food heritage cannot 
be separated from the places, social relationships, and cultural meanings that sustain it. 
Place-based learning can strengthen students’ sense of connection with the territory and 
encourage a more responsible understanding of culinary innovation.
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The conservation of ancestral gastronomic knowledge should not be understood as the 
static reproduction of recipes or as the idealization of the past. Culinary heritage is dynamic 
and evolves in response to social, environmental, and economic change. However, innovation 
becomes culturally responsible only when it is based on prior understanding, community 
participation, and respect for the meanings attributed to food practices by their knowledge 
holders. Collaborative culinary innovation can consequently function as an educational 
strategy through which students reinterpret traditional preparations while maintaining their 
relationship with local ingredients, cultural narratives, and territorial identity.

Experiential learning provides a relevant framework for understanding this process 
because knowledge is developed through concrete experience, reflective observation, con-
ceptual interpretation, and active practice [10]. In the context of gastronomy education, 
students can participate in agricultural and culinary activities, observe traditional tech-
niques, interview community members, prepare ancestral foods, document oral knowledge, 
and reflect on the cultural implications of modifying or presenting traditional preparations. 
These activities transform the community and the territory into educational environments 
where technical competence is integrated with cultural understanding and ethical reflection.

Community-based learning further emphasizes reciprocity and collaborative knowl-
edge construction. Unlike educational activities in which communities are treated solely as 
sources of information, this approach recognizes local actors as partners who contribute 
to the design, implementation, and interpretation of the learning experience. Such par-
ticipation can support the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage by documenting 
knowledge, strengthening intergenerational dialogue, increasing the involvement of young 
people, and returning educational products and records to the community.

The preservation of Saraguro culinary heritage may also contribute to sustainable 
territorial development. Tourism can generate economic and cultural opportunities when 
it is planned with community participation and respect for local knowledge. The United 
Nations World Tourism Organization has emphasized that tourism can facilitate access to 
culture, education, nature, and intercultural exchange [11]. Nevertheless, the incorporation 
of ancestral gastronomy into tourism must avoid reducing culturally significant practices to 
commercial products disconnected from their original meanings.

Community-based and culturally responsible tourism models may provide local pop-
ulations with greater participation in decision-making and may contribute to cultural 
continuity, local entrepreneurship, and territorial valorization [12]. Within this framework, 
gastronomic experiences can become spaces of learning for both visitors and students when 
they communicate the history, agricultural origins, symbolic meanings, and community 
relationships associated with food. Gastronomy can therefore strengthen destination iden-
tity and support the preservation of traditional practices, provided that local knowledge 
holders retain an active role in how their heritage is interpreted and represented [13].

However, the main contribution of this study lies in understanding culinary heritage 
as an educational process rather than merely as an economic or tourism resource. The 
collaborative recovery, documentation, preparation, and reinterpretation of Saraguro foods 
can create an intergenerational learning environment in which students develop professional 
competencies while strengthening their intercultural sensitivity, territorial awareness, and 
appreciation of Indigenous knowledge. At the same time, community participants can 
contribute to the transmission and visibility of knowledge that may otherwise be weakened 
or lost.

Within this framework, the study examines how community-based learning grounded 
in Saraguro culinary heritage can support the conservation of ancestral gastronomic knowl-
edge and enrich the education of university gastronomy students. Specifically, the research 
addresses the following questions:
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The study addresses the following research questions:
RQ1 Which traditional ingredients, culinary preparations, techniques, and cultural mean-
ings are identified by Saraguro knowledge holders as representative of their gastronomic 
heritage?
RQ2 How is ancestral culinary knowledge documented, shared, and incorporated into 
collaborative culinary reconstruction activities involving community knowledge holders, 
chefs, and university gastronomy students?
RQ3 What potential pedagogical applications for community-based and experiential 
gastronomy education can be identified from the documented culinary heritage and 
collaborative activities?
RQ4 How can traditional Saraguro culinary practices inform culturally responsible gas-
tronomic innovation while respecting their cultural meanings, territorial context, and 
community ownership?

By addressing these questions, the study seeks to contribute to intercultural, experien-
tial, community-based, and place-based education. It also proposes a pedagogical approach 
in which ancestral gastronomy becomes a medium for connecting higher education with 
community knowledge, strength-ening cultural continuity, promoting responsible culinary 
innovation, and supporting the safeguarding of Saraguro intangible cultural heritage.

2. Literature Review and Conceptual Framework
This section presents the theoretical and conceptual foundations underpinning the 

study, examining the relationships among culinary heritage, Indigenous knowledge systems, 
intergenerational education, and sustainable territorial development. The review integrates 
perspectives on community-based and experiential learning, intercultural competence, 
place-based education, and culturally responsible gastronomic innovation. These intercon-
nected approaches provide a framework for understanding Saraguro culinary traditions 
as living systems of knowledge and identifying their potential applications in university 
gastronomy education. Furthermore, the section identifies gaps in the existing literature 
and establishes the conceptual basis for examining the relationships among cultural heritage 
safeguarding, community participation, and educational opportunities.

2.1. Culinary Heritage as a Living System of Knowledge
Culinary heritage encompasses more than recipes, ingredients, and techniques inher-

ited from previous generations. It includes knowledge of agricultural cycles, biodiversity, 
food preservation, ritual practices, family organization, collective memory, and the so-
cial meanings associated with food production and consumption. From this perspective, 
traditional gastronomy can be understood as a living knowledge system through which com-
munities interpret their environment, reproduce cultural values, and sustain relationships 
with their territory.

Research on food, tourism, and cultural heritage has established that local gastronomy 
communicates place-based meanings and contributes to the construction of destination 
identity. Local foods can be perceived as authentic representations of the cultural and envi-
ronmental characteristics of a territory, particularly when their ingredients, methods of pro-
duction, and narratives remain connected to local communities [14]. Similarly, food-related 
practices can reinforce regional identity, sustain cultural heritage, and create opportunities 
for community participation in territorial development [15]. A broader review of food 
tourism research identifies culture, authenticity, destination orientation, management, and 
visitor motivation as central dimensions of contemporary gastronomic experiences [16].

Although this literature demonstrates the cultural and territorial relevance of food, 
much of it approaches culinary heritage primarily from the perspectives of tourism de-
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velopment, destination competitiveness, visitor experience, or product innovation. Its ed-
ucational function has received comparatively less attention. Traditional gastronomy is 
not only something that can be presented to visitors; it is also a medium through which 
younger generations learn how communities cultivate, prepare, distribute, consume, and 
attribute meaning to food. Consequently, the conservation of culinary heritage depends not 
only on documenting traditional dishes but also on maintaining the social and educational 
processes through which knowledge is transmitted.

In the Saraguro context, culinary practices may therefore be conceptualized as forms 
of situated knowledge embedded in family life, agricultural work, community celebra-
tions, ritual cycles, and relationships with the Andean territory. This interpretation shifts 
the emphasis from cataloguing traditional foods toward examining the pedagogical rela-
tionships that allow ancestral gastronomic knowledge to remain meaningful and relevant 
across generations.

2.2. Intergenerational Education and Indigenous Knowledge Systems
Intergenerational education refers to reciprocal learning processes involving people 

from different generations who exchange knowledge, experience, values, practices, and 
cultural responsibilities. Within Indigenous communities, this transmission frequently 
occurs through observation, oral narratives, participation in daily activities, imitation, 
collective work, ritual practice, and sustained relationships with elders and other knowledge 
holders. Learning is therefore relational, experiential, and inseparable from the cultural 
and territorial contexts in which knowledge is produced.

Indigenous knowledge systems challenge educational models that treat academic 
knowledge as universal while positioning community knowledge as informal, secondary, or 
anecdotal. Castagno and Brayboy [17] demonstrate that incorporating Indigenous knowl-
edge into formal education entails addressing epistemic tensions concerning who is autho-
rized to produce knowledge, how knowledge is validated, and which forms of knowing 
are privileged by educational institutions. This issue is particularly relevant to gastronomy 
education, where technical standards and internationally recognized culinary procedures 
may unintentionally marginalize local methods, oral knowledge, and culturally specific 
interpretations of food.

Research on Indigenous education proposes pedagogical pathways that include learn-
ing from tradi-tional teaching models, adopting decolonizing pedagogies, developing 
anti-racist approaches, and connecting education with Indigenous places and communi-
ties [18]. These pathways imply that ancestral knowledge should not simply be added to 
an unchanged curriculum as supplementary cultural content. Instead, educational pro-
cesses should reconsider the relationships among teachers, students, community members, 
knowledge, and territory.

A dialogue between epistemologies provides a useful framework for this purpose. 
Rather than replacing academic knowledge with Indigenous knowledge, this approach 
encourages critical and constructive interaction between knowledge systems [19]. In gas-
tronomy education, such interaction can occur when culinary science, nutrition, food safety, 
sensory evaluation, and professional cooking techniques are discussed alongside ancestral 
knowledge of seeds, crops, preparation methods, medicinal properties, ritual meanings, 
and community food practices. The objective is not to homogenize these perspectives but 
to create spaces in which their differences, complementarities, and tensions can be exam-
ined respectfully.

Recent research also emphasizes that the incorporation of Indigenous content must 
be guided by ethical protocols, relational accountability, and the meaningful participation 
of Indigenous educators and community knowledge holders. Without these conditions, 
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educational institutions risk appropriating cultural knowledge, decontextualizing practices, 
or representing Indigenous communities without their authority. Indigenous pedagogies 
therefore require more than the use of culturally themed materials; they demand reciprocity, 
respect for community ownership, acknowledgment of knowledge holders, and careful 
attention to the conditions under which knowledge can be documented and shared.

Studies of Indigenous pedagogical practices further demonstrate the relevance of dia-
logue, collective reflection, and relational learning. For example, talking-circle approaches 
highlight collective partici-pation, attentive listening, reciprocity, and respect for culturally 
established protocols [20]. A recent scoping review similarly indicates growing interest 
in integrating Indigenous knowledge and perspec-tives into professional education, while 
emphasizing the importance of sustained, context-sensitive, and ethically grounded learn-
ing experiences [21]. These contributions support the recognition of Saraguro knowledge 
holders not merely as research participants but as educators, mentors, interpreters, and 
co-creators of the learning process.

2.3. Community-Based and Experiential Learning in Gastronomy Education
Community-based learning connects academic objectives with activities developed 

collaboratively in real social contexts. Unlike conventional field visits, it requires meaningful 
engagement with community actors, reciprocal relationships, reflection, and the production 
of outcomes that are relevant to both students and participating communities. Its pedagogi-
cal value lies in enabling students to apply disciplinary knowledge while developing social 
awareness, ethical responsibility, communication skills, and an understanding of complex 
community realities.

Experiential learning provides a complementary explanation of how these processes 
occur. According to Kolb [10], learning develops through a cycle involving concrete ex-
perience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. 
In culinary education, concrete experience may include cultivating or harvesting ingredi-
ents, observing traditional preparation techniques, participating in community kitchens, 
interviewing knowledge holders, and preparing ancestral foods. Reflective observation 
occurs when students analyze what they experienced, compare knowledge systems, identify 
assumptions, and discuss the cultural implications of culinary practice. Con-ceptualization 
connects these experiences with academic concepts, while active experimentation allows 
students to apply their learning through documentation, educational materials, or culturally 
responsible culinary proposals.

Evidence from service-learning research suggests that structured community engage-
ment can positively influence students’ understanding of social issues, personal insight, 
and cognitive development [22]. However, educational outcomes depend on the quality 
of the relationship between the institution and the community. Community participation 
should not be reduced to providing access to information or facilitating university activities. 
Local actors should contribute to identifying relevant knowledge, defining appropriate 
forms of documentation, interpreting findings, evaluating representations, and deciding 
how educational products are returned to the community.

Applied to the Saraguro context, community-based culinary learning may include 
interviews with elders and traditional cooks, visits to farms and community markets, 
observation of agricultural and ritual cycles, collective preparation of foods, documentation 
of oral histories, and reflection on the cultural meanings of ingredients and techniques. 
These activities can transform the territory into an extended learning environment and 
connect professional culinary competencies with historical, social, environmental, and 
ethical dimensions.
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This approach also redefines the roles of participants. Community knowledge holders 
become co-educators; students become active learners and responsible documenters; culi-
nary profession-als facilitate dialogue between traditional and contemporary practices; and 
universities assume responsibilities related to reciprocity, knowledge protection, and long-
term collaboration. Thus, community-based learning is not simply a teaching technique 
but a relational model that can support both student learning and cultural continuity.

2.4. Intercultural Competence as an Educational Outcome
Intercultural competence involves the attitudes, knowledge, skills, and reflective ca-

pacities that enable individuals to interact appropriately and effectively across cultural 
differences. One influential model conceptualizes it as a developmental process that begins 
with attitudes such as respect, openness, and curiosity; incorporates cultural self-awareness, 
contextual knowledge, and interpretive skills; and leads to internal and external outcomes 
such as adaptability, empathy, and appropriate intercultural behavior [23].

In the present study, intercultural competence should not be understood merely as 
familiarity with Saraguro foods or the acquisition of information about Indigenous culture. 
Students may recognize the names of traditional dishes while continuing to interpret them 
through external assumptions or purely commercial perspectives. Meaningful intercultural 
learning requires students to examine their own beliefs, recognize asymmetries between 
academic and Indigenous knowledge, listen to community interpretations, and modify 
their professional practices in response to culturally grounded perspectives.

Community-based culinary activities can support this process by placing students 
in situations where they must communicate with knowledge holders, interpret cultural 
meanings, negotiate different understandings of innovation, and reflect on the ethical con-
sequences of representing ancestral foods. The encounter with another knowledge system 
can promote cultural humility when students recognize that technical culinary training 
does not provide complete authority over the interpretation of community food heritage.

Nevertheless, intercultural competence should not be assumed as an automatic conse-
quence of contact with Indigenous communities. Contact without preparation, reflection, 
reciprocity, or ethical guidance may reinforce stereotypes or reproduce unequal relation-
ships. Educational interventions therefore require facilitated reflection, clear community 
protocols, opportunities for dialogue, and assessment strategies capable of examining 
changes in attitudes, knowledge, interpretive skills, and culturally responsible behavior.

2.5. Place-Based Education and Territorial Identity
Place-based education situates learning within the ecological, cultural, historical, eco-

nomic, and social characteristics of a specific territory. A systematic review of place-based 
education demonstrates that the approach connects curriculum with local environments, 
community participation, identity, and meaningful engagement with place [24]. Rather 
than treating the territory as a passive setting in which educational activities occur, place-
based education recognizes it as a source of knowledge and as an active component of 
the learning process. This perspective is particularly relevant to culinary heritage because 
food practices emerge from relationships among land, climate, biodiversity, agriculture, 
spirituality, labor, memory, and community organization. Traditional ingredients cannot 
be fully understood independently from the places where they are cultivated, exchanged, 
prepared, and consumed. Similarly, the significance of a traditional dish may depend on 
the celebration, agricultural season, family event, or ritual context in which it is prepared.

Territorial identity refers to the meanings, attachments, memories, practices, and re-
sponsibilities through which individuals and groups understand their relationship with 
a place. In gastronomy education, territorial identity can be strengthened when students 
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recognize food as an expression of the relationships between communities and their en-
vironment. This involves moving beyond the visual presentation or sensory qualities of a 
dish to consider its agricultural origins, historical development, symbolic meanings, and 
role in community life.

Place-based culinary education may consequently generate three interconnected forms 
of learning. First, students acquire technical knowledge concerning ingredients, processes, 
and preparation methods. Second, they develop cultural understanding by interpreting 
the meanings attributed to these practices by community members. Third, they develop 
territorial awareness by recognizing the relationships among food, land, biodiversity, local 
production, and collective identity. These forms of learning provide a basis for evaluating 
territorial identity not only as emotional attachment but also as knowledge, belonging, 
participation, and commitment to cultural and environmental stewardship.

2.6. Responsible Culinary Innovation and Heritage Safeguarding
Culinary heritage is dynamic rather than static. Communities continuously adapt 

food practices in response to environmental changes, migration, new technologies, market 
conditions, and evolving preferences. Consequently, safeguarding does not require the 
permanent reproduction of an unchanging recipe. It requires maintaining the knowledge, 
meanings, relationships, and community agency that allow culinary practices to evolve 
without losing their cultural foundations.

Contemporary gastronomic innovation can contribute to the visibility and continuity 
of traditional foods, but it can also produce decontextualization, cultural appropriation, and 
excessive commercialization. Studies of local food and tourism demonstrate that authentic-
ity is associated with perceived connections among food, place, producers, and cultural 
narratives [14,15]. Innovation that removes a preparation from these relationships may 
increase its commercial appeal while weakening its value as cultural heritage.

Responsible culinary innovation should therefore be based on prior documentation, 
dialogue with knowledge holders, community authorization, transparent acknowledgment 
of origins, and respect for restrictions concerning sacred or sensitive knowledge. Students 
should be encouraged to distinguish between modifying the sensory or visual presentation 
of a preparation and altering the cultural meanings through which it is recognized by 
the community.

From an educational perspective, collaborative innovation can function as an assess-
ment of inter-cultural and ethical learning. Students demonstrate deeper understanding 
when they can explain why particular elements may be adapted, which elements should 
be maintained, whose authorization is required, how community contributions should 
be acknowledged, and how benefits or educa-tional products should be returned. The 
value of innovation should therefore be evaluated not only through sensory acceptability or 
technical quality but also through cultural coherence, community participation, territorial 
relevance, and contribution to heritage safeguarding.

2.7. Research Gap and Conceptual Synthesis
The literature reviewed above provides important but partially disconnected expla-

nations of culinary heritage, Indigenous education, experiential learning, intercultural 
competence, and territorial identity. Gastronomic tourism research demonstrates how tradi-
tional food contributes to authenticity and regional identity [14–16], but generally gives 
less attention to the educational mechanisms through which culinary knowledge is trans-
mitted. Indigenous education research emphasizes epistemological plurality, relational 
pedagogy, ethical participation, and community authority [18], yet these prin-ciples have 
rarely been examined within university gastronomy education. Community-based and expe-
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riential learning research identifies relevant cognitive, personal, and social outcomes [10,22], 
while place-based education explains how learning can strengthen relationships with terri-
tory [24].

Within this intersection, a research gap remains concerning how community-based 
engagement with Indigenous culinary heritage influences the education of gastronomy 
students. In particular, limited evidence explains how participation in intergenerational culi-
nary activities simultaneously contributes to intercultural competence, territorial identity, 
appreciation of ancestral knowledge, and culturally responsible professional practice.

To address this gap, the present study conceptualizes community-based culinary 
learning through four interconnected components:

• Educational inputs: participation of Saraguro knowledge holders, territorial immersion, 
tra-ditional food preparation, oral-history documentation, reflective activities, and 
collaborative culinary work.

• Learning mechanisms: concrete experience, reflection, dialogue between knowledge 
systems, reciprocity, recognition of community authority, and connection between 
culinary practice and territory.

• Educational outcomes: intercultural competence, meaningful learning, appreciation of 
Indige-nous knowledge, territorial identity, ethical awareness, and responsible culinary 
decision-making.

• Heritage outcomes: intergenerational transmission, documentation of culinary prac-
tices, youth participation, community visibility, and culturally responsible innovation.

The proposed relationship is not that community contact automatically produces in-
tercultural or territorial learning. Rather, educational outcomes are expected to depend on 
the quality and duration of participation, structured reflection, community governance, 
reciprocity, ethical safeguards, and the recognition of Saraguro knowledge holders as 
co-educators. This conceptual synthesis positions culinary heritage as an educational envi-
ronment in which professional training, intercultural dialogue, territorial learning, and the 
safeguarding of ancestral knowledge can be developed together.

3.  Methodological Approach
This section describes the methodological approach employed to document and ex-

amine Saraguro culinary heritage, community-based knowledge transmission, and col-
laborative gastronomic innovation. The study adopted a qualitative exploratory design 
involving focus group discussions with local knowledge holders, culinary stimulus-assisted 
discussions, thematic content analysis, and collaborative culinary reconstruction activities 
involving community members, chefs, and university gastronomy students. Additionally, a 
sensory acceptability assessment was conducted to examine participants’ evaluations of the 
proposed gastronomic preparations. The following subsections describe the research design, 
participant selection, data collection procedures, analytical approach, and collaborative 
activities, providing the methodological context for interpreting the findings.

3.1. Research Design and Setting
This study adopted a qualitative exploratory research design to document traditional 

Saraguro culinary heritage, examine community-based knowledge transmission, and ex-
plore opportunities for collaborative gastronomic innovation. The empirical component 
focused on the experiences and knowledge of local participants, complemented by collabo-
rative culinary reconstruction activities involving chefs and university gastronomy students. 
Although these activities provided opportunities for interaction between ancestral knowl-
edge and contemporary culinary practices, they were not designed as a formal educational 
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intervention. Consequently, student learning outcomes, intercultural competence, and 
territorial identity were not directly assessed [25]. The educational dimension of the study 
was therefore approached interpretively, with the aim of identifying potential pedagogical 
applications for future community-based gastronomy education rather than demonstrating 
measurable educational effects.

The research comprised three complementary components. The first focused on docu-
menting traditional culinary knowledge through qualitative engagement with participants 
in the Saraguro community. The second involved collaborative culinary reconstruction and 
innovation, bringing together community knowledge holders, culinary professionals, and 
university gastronomy students to explore the contemporary reinterpretation of traditional 
preparations. The third consisted of a descriptive sensory acceptability assessment of the 
proposed tasting menu. These components addressed different aspects of documentation 
of culinary heritage, community participation, and gastronomic innovation. The study was 
exploratory and was not designed to measure changes in student learning, intercultural 
competence, or territorial identity.

3.2. Focus Group and Culinary Stimulus-Assisted Discussion
Qualitative research encompasses a variety of methods aimed at generating rich and 

detailed descriptions of human experiences through observations, interviews, narratives, 
recordings, and participatory techniques [25]. Among these methods, focus groups have 
become a widely used tool for exploring collective perceptions, cultural values, and shared 
experiences. Unlike individual interviews, focus groups generate data through partici-
pant interaction, allowing researchers to identify agreements, disagreements, and socially 
constructed meanings that emerge during group discussions [26].

The focus group technique facilitates a multidimensional exploration of specific topics 
by encouraging participants to discuss their experiences, knowledge, and opinions within a 
moderated environment. This approach enables the construction of collective narratives 
and provides deeper insights into cultural practices than those obtained through individual 
responses alone [27,28]. Furthermore, the interaction among participants often stimulates 
memories, reflections, and interpretations that contribute to a more comprehensive under-
standing of the phenomenon under study.

To facilitate the exploration of participants’ perceptions and cultural interpretations of 
traditional gastronomy, the focus group discussions incorporated culinary stimuli consist-
ing of samples of preparations based on ancestral recipes. These samples were presented 
during the sessions to encourage participants to recall personal and collective experiences, 
discuss traditional ingredients and preparation methods, and express the cultural meanings 
associated with local food practices. The research team moderated the discussions using a 
semi-structured protocol, allowing participants to elaborate on their memories, perceptions, 
and interpretations. The culinary samples functioned as discussion prompts rather than 
as formal psychological projective instruments. This approach facilitated the collection 
of qualitative information concerning traditional food knowledge, cultural identity, and 
intergenerational transmission.

3.3. Participants and Sampling
The qualitative component involved a focus group of 12 purposively selected partici-

pants aged between 50 and 65 years. Participants included traditional cooks, local farmers, 
community members, and ancestral knowledge holders with experience in traditional 
Saraguro food preparation, local agricultural practices, and the intergenerational transmis-
sion of culinary knowledge. Purposive sampling was used to prioritize participants’ cultural 
knowledge and practical experience rather than statistical representativeness. University 
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gastronomy students and culinary professionals also participated in the collaborative re-
construction and innovation activities; however, their involvement was distinct from the 
focus group data collection. The sensory acceptability assessment was conducted by a 
panel of 12 evaluators comprising three chefs, six university gastronomy students, and three 
local community members. These numbers refer to participation in the respective research 
activities and should not be interpreted as the total number of unique individuals involved 
in the study.

3.4. Data Collection and Thematic Analysis
During the focus group sessions, participants discussed traditional dishes, beverages, 

preparation techniques, ingredients, cooking utensils, and food-related cultural practices 
(Figure 1). Samples of preparations based on ancestral recipes were used as culinary 
discussion stimuli to facilitate the recollection of food-related experiences and encourage 
participants to elaborate on the cultural significance of traditional preparations. The sessions 
were moderated by the research team using a semi-structured discussion protocol that 
allowed participants to share personal experiences, collective memories, and perspectives 
on the preservation and transformation of Saraguro culinary heritage.

Figure 1. Chefs and gastronomy students applying contemporary culinary techniques in the collabo-
rative reconstruction of ancestral foods from a food-heritage learning perspective.

Qualitative data collection focused on participants’ knowledge and experiences con-
cerning traditional dishes, beverages, ingredients, preparation techniques, cooking utensils, 
and food-related cultural practices. Culinary samples prepared from ancestral recipes were 
presented as discussion stimuli to encourage participants to recall personal experiences, de-
scribe preparation methods, and interpret the cultural meanings associated with local food 
traditions. The discussions were guided by a semi-structured protocol and moderated by 
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the research team, allowing participants to elaborate on their experiences and perspectives 
regarding the preservation and transformation of Saraguro culinary heritage. The collected 
information was transcribed, coded, and examined through thematic content analysis to 
identify recurring patterns concerning culinary practices, traditional ingredients, cultural 
meanings, knowledge transmission, and opportunities for gastronomic innovation.

The discussions generated valuable information concerning traditional ingredients, 
culinary techniques, preparation processes, cultural meanings associated with food, and 
opportunities for developing innovative gastronomic tourism products. Particular attention 
was given to identifying elements of intangible cultural heritage that could contribute 
to destination differentiation and enhance visitor experiences. The information collected 
was transcribed, coded, and analyzed through thematic content analysis, allowing the 
identification of recurring themes, cultural patterns, and innovation opportunities related 
to gastronomic tourism in Saraguro city.

This methodological approach provided a comprehensive understanding of the rela-
tionship between culinary heritage, cultural identity, and tourism development. Further-
more, it enabled the integration of local knowledge into the design of innovative gastronomic 
experiences that contribute to heritage preservation, community participation, and sustain-
able territorial development.

The thematic content analysis aimed to identify recurring patterns and culturally 
significant meanings within the qualitative material. The analysis focused on traditional 
ingredients and preparations, culinary techniques, relationships between food and cultural 
identity, intergenerational knowledge transmission, and opportunities for gastronomic 
innovation. The transcribed discussions were examined through coding and thematic 
organization to characterize the principal dimensions of Saraguro culinary heritage. The 
resulting themes informed the interpretation of the qualitative findings and provided 
contextual information for the collaborative culinary reconstruction activities.

The identification of culturally representative culinary preparations was informed by 
the qualitative discussions conducted with 12 Saraguro community participants. To support 
the transparency of the descriptive findings, the reporting of consensus levels distinguishes 
the number of participants contributing valid responses from the number endorsing each 
preparation. Where consensus is expressed as a proportion of individual endorsements, it is 
calculated by dividing the number of endorsements by the corresponding number of valid 
responses and multiplying by 100. The resulting values are interpreted descriptively and 
are not intended to represent statistically generalizable estimates of community preferences.

To strengthen the traceability of the qualitative findings, the thematic presentation 
was organized around the relationships between traditional culinary practices, cultural 
meanings, intergenerational knowledge transmission, and opportunities for gastronomic 
innovation. The interpretation of each theme was linked to the corresponding qualitative 
material, including focus group discussions and descriptions of traditional food preparation 
practices. Particular attention was given to distinguishing participants’ accounts of culinary 
heritage from the researchers’ interpretations and the gastronomic proposals developed 
during the collaborative activities. Where available, anonymized participant quotations 
provide illustrative evidence of the cultural meanings associated with the identified themes. 
The analysis does not treat sensory acceptability as equivalent to the formal validation of 
cultural authenticity.

3.5. Collaborative Culinary Reconstruction and Innovation
Following the collection and analysis of traditional culinary knowledge, chefs and 

gastronomy students actively participated in a collaborative process aimed at recovering 
and revitalizing the culinary identity of the Saraguro city. This initiative involved the recon-
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struction and preparation of traditional recipes based on information gathered from local 
knowledge holders, particularly experienced women cooks and gastronomy practitioners 
who have preserved ancestral food traditions through generations.

Working closely with local gastronomic experts, the participants replicated tradi-
tional dishes and beverages using original ingredients, preparation methods, and cooking 
techniques documented during the fieldwork phase. This collaborative process not only 
facilitated the preservation of culinary heritage but also created opportunities for intergen-
erational knowledge exchange between community members, culinary professionals, and 
future gastronomy students (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Chefs and gastronomy students applying contemporary culinary techniques during the 
collaborative reconstruction and innovation process.

The collaborative culinary activities constituted a practical component of the research, 
distinct from the qualitative focus group and sensory acceptability assessment. Commu-
nity knowledge holders contributed information about ancestral ingredients, traditional 
preparation methods, and the cultural significance of the selected foods. Culinary pro-
fessionals supported the technical reconstruction and contemporary reinterpretation of 
the preparations, while university gastronomy students participated in the collaborative 
culinary process. These activities resulted in gastronomic proposals inspired by Saraguro 
culinary heritage. The student component was exploratory and did not involve systematic 
measurement of educational outcomes.

The participation of gastronomy students was integrated into the collaborative culinary 
activities rather than structured as an independent educational intervention. These activities 
provided opportunities for direct engagement with traditional ingredients, preparation 
techniques, and culturally situated knowledge shared by local participants. The student 
component was therefore interpreted in relation to the practical and collaborative char-
acteristics of the culinary reconstruction process. Since no student interviews, reflective 
journals, or standardized learning assessments were analyzed, the activities are considered 
illustrative of the educational potential of culinary heritage rather than empirical evidence 
of measurable learning gains.

Building upon this traditional foundation, chefs and students explored innovative 
approaches inspired by contemporary and avant-garde cuisine. The objective was to reinter-
pret ancestral recipes while preserving their cultural essence, enhancing their presentation, 
sensory attributes, and potential attractiveness for gastronomic tourism markets. Through 
the application of modern culinary techniques, including texture modification, innovative 
plating, ingredient transformation, and creative presentation methods, new gastronomic 
products were developed that combined tradition and innovation.

This process demonstrated that culinary heritage can serve as a source of inspiration for 
gastronomic innovation, enabling the creation of unique tourism experiences that strengthen 
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territorial identity while responding to contemporary consumer preferences. Furthermore, 
the integration of traditional knowledge with modern culinary practices contributes to the 
preservation of intangible cultural heritage and supports the development of sustainable 
gastronomic tourism initiatives in the Saraguro city.

4. Results
This section presents the main findings of the study, focusing on the identification and 

documentation of traditional Saraguro culinary preparations, their cultural significance, 
and their potential applications in gastronomic innovation and sustainable territorial devel-
opment. The results are organized around the representative culinary practices identified 
through community participation, the historical and cultural relevance of uchumati, and 
the collaborative development of contemporary gastronomic proposals. Additionally, the 
section reports the sensory acceptability assessment of the proposed tasting menu and 
describes a signature beverage inspired by muleteering heritage. These findings provide 
an empirical basis for examining the relationships among ancestral culinary knowledge, 
community participation, and culturally responsible gastronomic innovation.

4.1. Representative Culinary Preparations
The identification of representative Saraguro culinary preparations was based on 

the contributions of 12 focus group participants. The analysis considered the cultural 
significance attributed to each preparation during the discussions. For transparency, the 
corresponding descriptive results should be reported together with their underlying re-
sponse frequencies, valid denominators, and calculation procedures. These results reflect 
the perspectives of the participating knowledge holders and should not be interpreted as 
population-level estimates of culinary preferences.

The results obtained from the focus group discussions and interviews with local 
knowledge holders allowed the identification of traditional culinary preparations with the 
greatest potential for the development of gastronomic tourism in Saraguro city (Table 1). To 
prioritize the most representative dishes and beverages, a consensus analysis was conducted 
among the participants. Only those preparations receiving a level of agreement exceeding 
50% were considered significant for inclusion in the tourism valorization strategy.

The findings reveal that traditional gastronomy remains an important component 
of local cultural identity and collective memory. The dishes and beverages identified by 
participants not only represent food consumption practices but also embody historical pro-
cesses, territorial knowledge, and cultural traditions associated with mobility, agricultural 
production, and community life.

The results indicate that uchumati obtained the highest level of consensus (73%), 
highlighting its cultural relevance as a symbol of the historical muleteering routes that 
connected the Andes and the Amazon. Likewise, roasted guinea pig (cuy) achieved a high 
level of recognition (69%), reflecting its importance within the culinary traditions of the 
Ecuadorian Highlands. Tilapia maito (55%) and chicha de jora (51%) were also identified 
as representative gastronomic expressions that contribute to the cultural distinctiveness of 
the region.

These findings emphasize the importance of documenting and preserving local culi-
nary traditions as part of broader strategies aimed at strengthening gastronomic tourism, 
safeguarding intangible cultural heritage, and promoting sustainable territorial development.

Beyond the descriptive identification of representative culinary preparations, the qual-
itative findings were interpreted in relation to the cultural knowledge associated with tradi-
tional food practices. The analysis considered the significance of ingredients, preparation 
techniques, historical food-related practices, and intergenerational knowledge transmission. 
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These dimensions provide a contextual basis for understanding why the identified prepa-
rations constitute expressions of Saraguro culinary heritage rather than merely potential 
gastronomic tourism products. The following thematic synthesis distinguishes the docu-
mented culinary practices from their cultural interpretation and potential application in 
contemporary gastronomy.

Table 1. Traditional Saraguro food preparations commonly associated with the uchumati.

Traditional Preparation Description

Tostado de maíz
(toasted maize)

White or yellow maize kernels traditionally roasted in a clay or metal pan, sometimes 
with pork fat. Owing to its low moisture content, portability, and energy value, toasted 
maize was a practical food for long journeys and agricultural work.

Mote cocido
(cooked hominy)

Maize kernels cooked until tender and carried in small portions as a filling staple food. 
Mote could be eaten alone or accompanied by fresh cheese, broad beans, or meat, 
depending on household resources and seasonal availability.

Tortillas de gualo
or tortillas de tiesto

Flatbreads prepared from ground mature maize, locally known as gualo, and 
commonly mixed with lard, eggs, salt, and cheese or quesillo. They were traditionally 
cooked on a heated clay griddle known as a tiesto and valued for their durability and 
ease of transport.

Habas con quesillo
(broad beans with
fresh cheese)

A traditional preparation consisting of cooked broad beans accompanied by quesillo or 
fresh cheese. It combined locally cultivated legumes with household dairy products 
and could be consumed during travel, agricultural work, or community activities.

Quesillo
(fresh cheese)

A fresh dairy product made from cow’s milk and commonly eaten with mote, toasted 
maize, tortillas, or broad beans. Because of its limited preservation time, it was 
generally included in provisions intended for shorter journeys.

Carne ahumada o cecinada
(smoked or cured meat)

Pork or beef seasoned with salt and local condiments and pre-served through smoking, 
drying, or curing. Before consumption, the meat could be grilled or roasted, making it 
a durable source of protein for extended journeys.

Fritada de chancho
(fried pork)

Pieces of seasoned pork slowly cooked and subsequently browned in their own 
rendered fat. The preparation was commonly ac-companied by mote, toasted maize, or 
tortillas and was generally carried during short journeys or collective 
agricultural activities.

Máchica
(roasted barley flour)

Finely milled flour obtained from roasted barley. It was valued as a lightweight, 
durable, and energy-dense food that could be consumed directly or mixed with water, 
panela, or other ingredients.

Pinol
A dry preparation made primarily from roasted barley flour or máchica, panela, and 
aromatic spices. Its low moisture content facilitated its storage and transportation as 
part of the uchumati.

Pinolada
A traditional beverage prepared by mixing pinol with water. It provided hydration and 
energy and could be prepared during rest periods whenever drinking water was 
available along the route.

Panela
(unrefined cane sugar)

A solid sweetener obtained by concentrating and solidifying sugarcane juice. Small 
portions were carried as a rapid source of energy or used to sweeten beverages 
prepared with máchica or pinol.

Empanadas de queso
(cheese-filled pastries)

Fried wheat-flour pastries filled with cheese or quesillo. Although less durable than 
toasted maize, máchica, or panela, they could be included in the uchumati for shorter 
journeys and communal agricultural activities.

4.2. The Uchumati as a Heritage Resource of the Muleteering Routes
Among the gastronomic elements identified, uchumati emerged as the most represen-

tative food tradition of the Saraguro. Historically, the term refers to the food provisions 
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carried by muleteers (arrieros) during long journeys across mountainous and Amazonian 
territories. These provisions were transported in cloth bags and secured beneath the cargo 
covers of pack animals or attached to traditional belts (macanas), allowing muleteers to 
access food easily without interrupting their travel.

The composition of the uchumati varied according to the geographical origin of the 
muleteers and the resources available in different regions. However, its primary function 
was to provide a practical, nutritious, and durable food supply capable of withstanding 
extended travel periods under demanding environmental conditions.

Beyond its nutritional role, the uchumati represents an important element of the cul-
tural heritage associated with historical trade routes and mobility systems in Ecuador. It 
reflects traditional food preservation techniques, local agricultural production, and adaptive 
strategies developed by rural communities. Consequently, it constitutes a valuable gastro-
nomic resource for the development of heritage-based tourism experiences linked to the 
historical Muleteer Route of Saraguro city [9].

The cultural interpretation of uchumati extends beyond its practical function as food 
carried during historical journeys. The preparation is discussed in relation to traditional 
practices of food preservation, portability, agricultural production, and mobility between 
Andean and Amazonian territories. These dimensions provide a basis for interpreting 
uchumati as part of the culinary heritage associated with muleteering traditions. However, 
this interpretation should be distinguished from claims about the uniformity of historical 
practices across communities, since the available qualitative material reflects the experiences 
and knowledge of the participants involved in this study.

The diversity of foods included in the uchumati demonstrates a sophisticated un-
derstanding of nutrition, food preservation, portability, and energy requirements among 
historical muleteers. These products combined carbohydrates, proteins, fats, and minerals, 
providing a balanced diet during extended journeys. Furthermore, many of the ingredi-
ents remain deeply rooted in the gastronomic traditions of the Ecuadorian Andes and 
Amazon regions.

From a tourism perspective, the uchumati represents a unique opportunity to develop 
experiential gastronomic products that connect visitors with the historical, cultural, and culi-
nary heritage of the Saraguro city. The reinterpretation of these traditional foods through 
contemporary culinary techniques can contribute to creating innovative gastronomic expe-
riences while preserving the authenticity and identity of the region.

The information collected during the fieldwork facilitated the development of a com-
prehensive characterization of the uchumati, enabling the proposal of an innovative reinter-
pretation of this traditional preparation through the application of contemporary culinary 
techniques. The objective of this adaptation was to enhance the visual presentation, texture, 
and overall gastronomic experience while preserving the authentic flavors, ingredients, 
and cultural significance associated with the original preparation. This approach aligns 
with current trends in gastronomic innovation, where multisensory dining experiences 
play an increasingly important role in visitor satisfaction and destination differentiation. 
By integrating traditional knowledge with modern culinary practices, the uchumati can be 
transformed into a heritage-based gastronomic product capable of attracting contemporary 
tourists while safeguarding its cultural authenticity.

4.3. Tasting Menu and Acceptability
Roasted guinea pig (cuy) as shown in Figure 3 emerged as the second most highly valued 

preparation among participants, confirming its importance within Andean gastronomy and 
its relevance to the culinary identity of Saraguro city. As one of the most emblematic dishes of 
Ecuadorian cuisine, cuy occupies a prominent position among culturally accepted traditional 
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foods and represents an essential component of regional food heritage. Its deep historical 
roots in the Ecuadorian Highlands have contributed to its recognition as a gastronomic 
symbol appreciated by local residents, national visitors, and international tourists alike.

Figure 3. Guinea pig (cuy) as a traditional Andean gastronomic heritage.

This strong cultural acceptance provides opportunities for culinary innovation through 
the appli-cation of contemporary gastronomic techniques while maintaining the dish’s 
traditional identity. Consequently, the present study proposes a modern culinary creation 
centered on cuy, highlighting its versatility and potential contribution to the diversification 
of local gastronomic offerings (Figure 4). Building upon the findings obtained through the 
research process, an experimental culinary phase was conducted to evaluate the feasibility of 
transforming traditional ingredients and preparations into innovative gastronomic products. 
This phase resulted in the design and presentation of a three-course tasting menu inspired 
by the culinary heritage of the Saraguro city. The menu incorporated locally significant 
ingredients and traditional flavors while employing creative and avant-garde culinary 
techniques to enhance presentation, texture, and sensory appeal.

Figure 4. Innovative presentation of a traditional guinea pig (cuy) dish.

The proposed menu consisted of:

• Starter: Tilapia ceviche served with peanut and passion fruit cream.
• Main course: Glazed guinea pig accompanied by broad bean and green pea foam.
• Dessert: Chicha de jora ice cream served with mango and pineapple confit and choco-

late soil.

The tasting session was evaluated by a panel composed of gastronomy experts and 
members of the local community, combining professional culinary perspectives with cul-
tural authenticity assessments. Participants were invited to assess the menu through an 
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acceptability test designed to evaluate sensory attributes such as flavor, aroma, texture, 
appearance, creativity, and overall satisfaction.

The tasting session was evaluated by a panel of 12 participants, comprising three chefs 
(25%), six university gastronomy students (50%), and three local community members 
(25%). This composition incorporated professional culinary perspectives, student partic-
ipation, and community perspectives on the proposed gastronomic preparations. Panel 
members were invited to assess the three-course tasting menu considering sensory attributes 
such as flavor, aroma, texture, appearance, creativity, and overall acceptability. Acceptance 
percentages were calculated as the proportion of evaluators who accepted each preparation.

The results demonstrated a high level of acceptance for the proposed dishes. Partici-
pants particularly valued the successful integration of traditional ingredients with innovative 
culinary techniques, emphasizing that the reinterpretations preserved the essential flavors 
and cultural meanings of the original preparations. The versatility of local ingredients, 
combined with their strong connection to regional food traditions, contributed significantly 
to the positive evaluations obtained during the tasting process.

These findings suggest that gastronomic innovation can serve as an effective strategy 
for preserving culinary heritage while simultaneously enhancing the attractiveness of local 
food traditions for contemporary tourism markets. The combination of ancestral ingredients, 
traditional recipes, and avant-garde culinary techniques contributes to the development of a 
distinctive gastronomic identity capable of enriching visitor experiences and strengthening 
the tourism competitiveness of the Saraguro city. Furthermore, this approach supports the 
preservation of intangible cultural heritage by ensuring that traditional flavors and culinary 
knowledge remain relevant within contemporary gastronomic contexts.

The results obtained from the acceptability assessment are presented in Table 2. The 
acceptability assessment revealed a highly positive response from both gastronomy experts 
and members of the local community. All three courses achieved acceptance levels exceed-
ing 90%, indicating strong appreciation for the innovative reinterpretation of traditional 
ingredients and culinary practices from the Saraguro. These findings suggest that the in-
tegration of ancestral food heritage with contemporary culinary techniques can generate 
attractive gastronomic experiences without compromising cultural authenticity.

Among the dishes evaluated, the dessert obtained the highest acceptance score (100%), 
demonstrating the potential of traditional fermented beverages such as chicha de jora to be 
transformed into innovative gastronomic products. The main course, consisting of glazed 
guinea pig with broad bean and green pea foam, achieved a 94% acceptance rate, highlighting 
the successful modernization of one of the most emblematic dishes of Andean cuisine. 
Similarly, the tilapia ceviche served with peanut and passion fruit cream received a 90% 
acceptance rate, reflecting the compatibility of local ingredients with contemporary culinary 
presentations.

The high levels of acceptability obtained across all courses support the viability of 
developing gastronomic tourism products based on the reinterpretation of traditional 
recipes. These results demonstrate that culinary innovation can enhance the attractiveness 
of local gastronomy while preserving the flavors, ingredients, and cultural meanings that 
characterize the food heritage of the Saraguro city.

The results presented in Table 2 demonstrate the successful application of gastronomic 
innovation strategies based on local culinary heritage. The combination of traditional in-
gredients, cultural authenticity, and contemporary culinary techniques generated a highly 
valued gastronomic proposal capable of enhancing the tourism appeal of the Saraguro city 
while contributing to the preservation and revitalization of its food heritage.

https://doi.org/10.3390/su182111271

https://doi.org/10.3390/su182111271


Sustainability 2026, 18, 11271 20 of 31

Table 2. Acceptability test results for the proposed gastronomic menu.

Course Preparation Acceptance (%)

Starter Tilapia ceviche served with peanut and 
passion fruit cream 90

Main course Glazed guinea pig served with broad bean 
and green pea foam 94

Dessert Chicha de jora ice cream served with mango 
and pineapple confit and chocolate soil 100

 

Note: The evaluation panel comprised 12 participants (three chefs, six gastronomy students, and 
three community members). Acceptance percentages were calculated as the number of positive 
responses divided by the number of valid responses for each preparation, multiplied by 100. The 
results represent descriptive proportions within the evaluation panel and should not be interpreted 
as estimates of population-level consumer acceptance (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Three-course gastronomic innovation proposal: tilapia ceviche, glazed guinea pig, and 
chicha de jora ice cream.

The sensory acceptability assessment involved 12 evaluators, including three chefs, 
six university gastronomy students, and three local community members. Descriptive statis-
tics were used to summarize the evaluation results. For each preparation, the acceptance 
rate was defined as the proportion of valid evaluations indicating acceptance, calculated 
by dividing the number of positive responses by the total number of valid responses and 
multiplying by 100. This descriptive approach was intended to characterize the panel’s 
acceptance of the proposed gastronomic preparations rather than establish statistically 
generalizable consumer preferences.

Each sensory attribute was evaluated using a five-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from 1 (very poor) to 5 (excellent). The assessed attributes included flavor, aroma, texture, 
appearance, creativity, and overall satisfaction. The evaluation was conducted individually 
by panel members following the tasting of each preparation.

In the same contet, community perspectives were incorporated into the sensory accept-
ability assessment through the participation of three local community members alongside 
three chefs and six university gastronomy students. This composition allowed the proposed 
preparations to be considered from different participant perspectives. However, sensory 
acceptance should be distinguished from formal community validation of cultural authen-
ticity. The evaluation provides preliminary information regarding participants’ appraisal of 
the proposed gastronomic adaptations, but does not establish collective community endorse-
ment or demonstrate that all cultural meanings associated with the original preparations 
were preserved.

4.4. Signature Cocktail Inspired by Muleteering Heritage
In addition to the gastronomic menu, an innovative signature cocktail named The 

Muleteer (El Mular) was developed as part of the gastronomic proposal. This beverage 
was inspired by the historical muleteering traditions that shaped the cultural identity 
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of the Saraguro city and incorporates two emblematic local ingredients: chicha, a tradi-
tional fermented beverage deeply rooted in the region’s cultural heritage, and naranjilla 
(Solanum quitoense), a native Amazonian fruit commonly known in the Saraguro city as the 
“golden seed” due to its cultural significance, distinctive flavor, and economic importance 
for local communities.

The cocktail was conceived as a contemporary reinterpretation of traditional regional 
flavors, combining ancestral ingredients with modern mixology techniques. Its development 
sought to create a unique sensory experience capable of appealing to both local consumers 
and visitors interested in authentic gastronomic tourism experiences. Furthermore, the 
cocktail contributes to the valorization of local agricultural products while strengthening 
the connection between culinary innovation and territorial identity (Figure 6).

Figure 6. The Muleteer (El Mular) cocktail, developed using traditional chicha and naranjilla and 
inspired by the culinary heritage and muleteering traditions of Saraguro, Ecuador.

By incorporating traditional ingredients into a modern beverage concept, The Muleteer 
represents an innovative strategy for diversifying the gastronomic offerings of the Saraguro 
city and enhancing its attractiveness as a food tourism destination. The proposal demon-
strates how local food heritage can be transformed into contemporary tourism products 
while preserving its cultural authenticity and symbolic meaning.

4.5. Gastronomic Innovation, Learning, and Territorial Development
The gastronomic landscape of the Saraguro city has experienced significant growth 

in recent years, driven in part by local chefs who successfully combine traditional culinary 
knowledge with con-temporary cooking techniques. These innovative culinary professionals 
have played a key role in reinterpreting local food heritage, transforming traditional ingredients 
and recipes into modern gastro-nomic experiences while maintaining their cultural authenticity. 
Through creativity, experimentation, and a commitment to preserving regional identity, they 
have elevated the visibility and appeal of Saraguro cuisine, contributing to the diversification 
of tourism offerings and the strengthening of local gastronomic culture.

Ultimately, the findings of this study highlight that gastronomic tourism in the Saraguro 
city offers a holistic and immersive experience that extends far beyond the simple consump-
tion of food. It represents a journey through the region’s rich culinary heritage, historical 
traditions, and cultural narratives, while simultaneously embracing innovation as a mech-
anism for enhancing visitor experiences. The combination of ancestral knowledge, local 
ingredients, contemporary culinary techniques, and community participation creates a 
unique tourism product capable of generating meaningful connections between visitors 
and the destination.
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The results demonstrate that traditional gastronomy can serve as a strategic resource for 
sustainable tourism development when combined with contemporary culinary innovation. 
The high consensus achieved by traditional preparations such as uchumati, roasted guinea 
pig (cuy), maito de tilapia, and chicha de jora highlights their cultural significance and 
their potential to function as gastronomic attractions capable of differentiating the Saraguro 
city from other tourism destinations.

The successful reinterpretation of these traditional foods through avant-garde culinary 
techniques generated high levels of acceptance among both gastronomy experts and local 
community members. These findings support previous studies suggesting that gastronomic 
innovation can enhance the attractiveness of local cuisine without compromising its cultural 
authenticity. Furthermore, the integration of traditional knowledge and modern culinary 
practices contributes to the preservation of intangible cultural heritage while responding to 
evolving tourist expectations for unique and memorable experiences.

The development of innovative gastronomic products, including the three-course 
tasting menu and the signature cocktail El Mular, demonstrates how local ingredients 
and ancestral food traditions can be transformed into value-added tourism experiences. 
Such initiatives contribute to the diversification of the tourism economy, encourage the 
participation of local communities, and strengthen territorial identity.

From a sustainability perspective, gastronomic tourism offers opportunities to support 
local agricul-tural production, promote short food supply chains, and encourage the con-
servation of traditional culinary knowledge. By generating economic value from cultural 
heritage, gastronomic tourism can become an effective mechanism for balancing cultural 
preservation and economic development within rural and Amazonian territories.

This study explored the gastronomic heritage of the Saraguro city and its potential 
contribution to tourism development through culinary innovation. The findings revealed 
that traditional preparations such as uchumati, roasted guinea pig, maito de tilapia, and 
chicha de jora constitute important ele-ments of local cultural identity and possess significant 
potential for gastronomic tourism development.

The qualitative methodology, based on focus groups, interviews, and participatory 
culinary exper-imentation, facilitated the documentation of ancestral culinary knowledge 
and the identification of opportunities for innovation. The collaborative involvement of 
local knowledge holders, chefs, and gastronomy students enabled the creation of innovative 
gastronomic products that successfully integrated traditional flavors with contemporary 
culinary techniques.

The acceptability assessment demonstrated strong positive responses to the proposed 
gastronomic menu, with acceptance rates ranging from 90 to 100%. These results confirm 
the feasibility of developing innovative tourism products based on local food heritage while 
maintaining cultural authenticity and preserving traditional culinary practices.

The study concludes that gastronomic tourism can serve as an effective strategy for 
safeguarding intangible cultural heritage, strengthening territorial identity, generating 
economic opportunities for local communities, and promoting sustainable tourism develop-
ment in the Ecuadorian Amazon. The Saraguro city possesses unique culinary resources 
that, when appropriately valorized through innovation and heritage preservation, can 
contribute to its positioning as a distinctive gastronomic destination at both national and 
international levels.

Future research should explore visitor perceptions of these gastronomic innovations, 
evaluate their economic impacts on local communities, and examine the long-term contri-
bution of food heritage initiatives to sustainable territorial development.
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5. Discussion
The findings of this study demonstrate that the gastronomic heritage of the Saraguro 

city represents a valuable cultural asset capable of supporting sustainable tourism develop-
ment while contributing to the preservation of local identity. The high levels of consensus 
obtained for traditional preparations such as uchumati, roasted guinea pig (cuy), maito 
de tilapia, and chicha de jora indicate that these foods continue to occupy an important 
place within the collective memory of local communities. These results support previous 
studies that recognize traditional gastronomy as a repository of cultural knowledge, social 
practices, and territorial identity that can be transformed into tourism resources without 
losing their cultural significance.

Among the culinary elements identified, the uchumati emerged as the most repre-
sentative gastronomic resource of the Saraguro city. Beyond its nutritional function, the 
uchumati embodies the historical legacy of the muleteering routes that connected the 
Ecuadorian Highlands and the Amazon region. Its composition reflects adaptive strategies 
developed by local populations to address food preservation, mobility, and subsistence dur-
ing long-distance journeys. Consequently, the uchumati should be understood not merely 
as a traditional meal but as a manifestation of intangible cultural heritage associated with 
trade, cultural exchange, and regional connectivity. Similar studies have demonstrated 
that food traditions linked to historical routes can enhance destination authenticity and 
strengthen visitors’ emotional connection with local culture.

The qualitative interpretation of Saraguro culinary heritage highlights the importance 
of examining traditional preparations within their historical, social, and territorial contexts. 
In the case of uchumati, the documented relationship between food practices and muleteer-
ing traditions provides a culturally situated perspective on the connections among mobility, 
food preservation, and collective memory. Nevertheless, these interpretations should be 
understood within the scope of the participants’ contributions and the available qualitative 
evidence. Similarly, community involvement in collaborative culinary activities and sensory 
assessment offers an initial basis for discussing culturally responsible innovation, but further 
participatory validation would be necessary to determine how proposed adaptations are 
interpreted and accepted by a broader range of Saraguro knowledge holders.

The results also reveal the potential of gastronomic innovation as a mechanism for 
revitalizing traditional culinary heritage. The collaborative work carried out among local 
knowledge holders, chefs, and gastronomy students facilitated the transformation of an-
cestral recipes into contemporary gastronomic experiences while preserving their cultural 
authenticity. This finding aligns with current perspectives on culinary innovation, which 
emphasize the reinterpretation of traditional foods as a strategy for maintaining their rele-
vance in modern tourism markets. Rather than replacing traditional cuisine, innovation 
functioned as a complementary process that enhanced sensory appeal, presentation, and 
visitor engagement while maintaining the symbolic value of local ingredients and recipes.

The acceptability test further supports the viability of integrating culinary heritage into 
innovative tourism products. All dishes included in the proposed menu achieved acceptance 
rates above 90%, suggesting that the combination of traditional ingredients with avant-garde 
culinary techniques can generate highly attractive gastronomic experiences. Particularly 
noteworthy was the dessert based on chicha de jora, which achieved a 100% acceptance 
rate. This result highlights the potential of traditional beverages and ancestral ingredients 
as sources of culinary creativity and tourism differentiation. These findings reinforce the 
argument that heritage preservation and innovation are not contradictory processes but 
can coexist to create competitive and culturally meaningful tourism experiences.

The development of the signature cocktail El Mular provides additional evidence of 
how local ingredients and cultural narratives can be transformed into tourism products that 
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communicate territorial identity. By incorporating chicha and naranjilla, two ingredients 
deeply embedded in the cultural and agricultural landscape of the Saraguro city, the cocktail 
functions not only as a beverage but also as a storytelling mechanism that conveys local 
history and traditions. Such initiatives contribute to the experiential dimension of tourism, 
allowing visitors to engage with local culture through multisensory experiences, which 
have become increasingly important in contemporary tourism consumption patterns.

From a sustainability perspective, the results demonstrate that gastronomic tourism 
can contribute simultaneously to economic, social, cultural, and environmental dimensions 
of development. Economically, the valorization of local food heritage creates opportuni-
ties for farmers, producers, restaurateurs, artisans, and tourism entrepreneurs. Socially, it 
strengthens community participation and facilitates the intergenerational transmission of 
traditional knowledge. Culturally, it supports the safeguarding of recipes, culinary practices, 
and food-related traditions that may otherwise be at risk of disappearing. Environmen-
tally, the promotion of local ingredients encourages shorter supply chains and reduces 
dependency on imported products, contributing to more sustainable food systems.

Furthermore, the case of the Saraguro city illustrates how gastronomy can complement 
existing tourism attractions and diversify the destination’s tourism portfolio. Traditionally 
recognized for its biodiversity, natural landscapes, and adventure tourism opportunities, the 
region can strengthen its competitiveness through the incorporation of culinary experiences 
rooted in local heritage. Such diversification contributes to destination resilience, reduces 
dependency on a single tourism segment, and creates new opportunities for local value cre-
ation. The findings also support the growing recognition of food heritage as an instrument 
for place branding and destination differentiation. In an increasingly competitive tourism 
market, destinations seek unique attributes that distinguish them from other locations. 
The culinary traditions of the Saraguro city, particularly those associated with muleteering 
culture and the historical interaction between Andean and Amazonian communities, pro-
vide a distinctive narrative capable of positioning the region as an emerging gastronomic 
destination within Ecuador. The integration of heritage preservation, culinary creativity, 
and tourism development therefore represents a promising pathway toward sustainable 
territorial development.

Despite these contributions, several limitations should be acknowledged. The study 
primarily involved local stakeholders and culinary experts, limiting the generalizability of 
the findings to broader visitor markets. Future research should incorporate larger samples 
of national and international tourists to evaluate visitor perceptions, willingness to pay, 
and behavioral intentions related to heritage-based gastronomic experiences. Longitudinal 
studies could also assess the long-term economic, cultural, and social impacts of gastronomic 
tourism initiatives on local communities.

Overall, the findings suggest that the integration of gastronomic heritage and culinary 
innovation offers a viable strategy for promoting sustainable tourism development in the 
Saraguro city. By transforming traditional culinary practices into authentic and engaging 
tourism experiences, local communities can preserve their cultural identity while gener-
ating new opportunities for economic growth, social cohesion, and sustainable territorial 
development.

Educational Implications
The collaborative process documented in this study suggests that culinary heritage can 

operate as a culturally situated, relational, and experiential learning environment rather than 
solely as a tourism or economic resource. Community knowledge holders contributed his-
torical memory, cultural meanings, locally recognized ingredients, preparation techniques, 
and interpretations of the relationships among food, territory, spirituality, agriculture, 
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and collective life. Chefs supported the technical analysis and careful reinterpretation of 
traditional preparations, while gastronomy students participated through observation, di-
alogue, documentation, reconstruction, experimentation, and sensory evaluation. These 
complementary roles are consistent with experiential learning, in which knowledge de-
velops through concrete experience, reflective observation, conceptual interpretation, and 
active experimentation [10]. They also align with community-engaged learning, which 
emphasizes reciprocal collaboration, co-learning, structured reflection, and the connection 
between academic objectives and community-identified priorities [29,30].

From an educational perspective, the value of these activities does not derive from 
practical partici-pation alone. Culinary demonstrations, interviews, visits, and food prepa-
ration become educational experiences when they are connected to clearly defined learning 
outcomes and accompanied by opportunities for interpretation and critical reflection. A 
heritage-based learning sequence could therefore include four interconnected stages: con-
textual immersion in the community; dialogue with knowledge holders; collaborative 
preparation and documentation of foods; and critical reflection on the cultural, ethical, 
environmental, and professional implications of the experience. This sequence would allow 
students to move beyond the reproduction of recipes and develop a more comprehensive 
understanding of why ingredients, techniques, rituals, agricultural cycles, and forms of 
food sharing are culturally meaningful.

The findings also suggest that community knowledge holders should be recognized as 
educators, mentors, and co-creators of the learning process rather than treated merely as 
informants or sources of cultural content. Research on Indigenous pedagogies emphasizes 
that knowledge is relational, territorially grounded, and transmitted through participation, 
observation, storytelling, family interaction, and community practice [31]. Similarly, the 
contextualization of formal curricula through Indigenous socio-educational knowledge 
requires the co-construction of learning content and the recognition of epistemological 
plurality [32]. In the Saraguro context, this implies creating educational spaces in which 
ancestral knowledge and university knowledge enter into dialogue without assuming that 
academic or professional knowledge is inherently superior.

This recognition has important ethical implications. Universities should establish 
agreements with participating communities regarding the purposes of the educational 
activity, the knowledge that may be documented, the forms in which it may be disseminated, 
and the conditions under which recipes, images, recordings, narratives, or innovations 
may be used. Community participants should also be involved in validating educational 
materials and deciding whether particular knowledge is public, restricted, sacred, family-
based, or inappropriate for commercial adaptation. Such safeguards can reduce the risk 
of extractive learning practices and support community governance, cultural ownership, 
reciprocity, and the responsible return of educational products.

The territorial dimension of Saraguro gastronomy further supports the use of place-
based education. Place-based approaches connect disciplinary content with local cultural, 
environmental, economic, and community contexts, making learning more relevant and 
enabling students to relate theoretical knowledge to concrete territorial challenges [33]. 
Within gastronomy education, the territory can therefore function as an extended classroom 
in which students examine the relationships among bio-diversity, agricultural production, 
seasonality, food preparation, oral history, community organization, and cultural identity. 
This approach may help students understand that culinary heritage cannot be separated 
from the ecosystems, social relationships, and knowledge systems that sustain it.

The incorporation of Saraguro culinary heritage into university curricula should con-
sequently go beyond the inclusion of isolated traditional recipes. Heritage-based learning 
could be integrated into courses on culinary techniques, food history, nutrition, food an-
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thropology, sustainable gastronomy, tourism, entrepreneurship, menu design, and culinary 
innovation. Intended learning outcomes could include the ability to document traditional 
food practices ethically; explain the cultural and territorial meanings of a preparation; 
communicate respectfully with community knowledge holders; compare ancestral and 
contemporary culinary techniques; evaluate the cultural implications of modifying a tra-
ditional dish; and design gastronomic proposals that respect community ownership and 
local identity.

Intercultural competence should constitute a central outcome of this educational pro-
cess. Experiential pedagogies can support intercultural learning when students participate 
in authentic interactions, examine their assumptions, receive feedback, and reflect on how 
cultural differences influence communication and professional practice [34]. In this study 
context, intercultural competence would involve more than acquiring information about 
Saraguro culture. It would include openness toward different knowledge systems, respectful 
communication, awareness of unequal power relations, willingness to question stereotypes, 
and the capacity to make ethically informed decisions when documenting, presenting, 
adapting, or commercializing ancestral foods.

A future curriculum based on these principles should incorporate systematic as-
sessment. Student learning could be evaluated through a combination of pre- and post-
intervention instruments, reflective journals, observation protocols, portfolios, oral presenta-
tions, documentary products, culinary performance tasks, and analytic rubrics. Assessment 
dimensions could include knowledge of Saraguro food heritage, intercultural sensitivity, 
territorial iden-tity, ethical reasoning, collaborative capacity, documentation skills, and the 
ability to justify culinary adaptations. Community knowledge holders should participate 
in the assessment process by evaluating the cultural accuracy, respectful representation, 
and territorial relevance of student work. This would complement teacher assessment and 
help prevent exclusively academic criteria from determining what counts as valid learning.

The educational implications of this study should be interpreted in accordance with its 
exploratory qualitative design. Although gastronomy students participated in collaborative 
culinary reconstruction and innovation activities, they were not systematically assessed 
as research participants in an educational intervention. No student interviews, reflective 
journals, validated educational instruments, or pre- and post-intervention assessments 
were analyzed to determine changes in learning, intercultural competence, or territorial 
identity. Accordingly, the findings provide a basis for identifying potential pedagogical 
applications of Saraguro culinary heritage rather than demonstrating educational effec-
tiveness. Future studies should incorporate student-centered qualitative and quantitative 
evidence to examine these outcomes systematically.

The educational relevance of the documented activities should be distinguished from 
evidence of educational effectiveness. The qualitative findings primarily concern the iden-
tification of traditional culinary knowledge, community participation, and collaborative 
gastronomic reconstruction. These findings provide a contextual basis for considering how 
ancestral food practices could be incorporated into experiential, intercultural, and place-
based gastronomy education. However, the participation of students in culinary activities 
and sensory evaluations does not, in itself, establish improvements in learning, intercul-
tural competence, or territorial identity. Such outcomes remain hypotheses for future 
educational research and would require dedicated assessment instruments and systematic 
student-centered data collection.

Future research should evaluate this pedagogical potential through mixed-method, 
quasi-experimental, or longitudinal designs. An intervention group participating in 
community-based activities could be compared with students studying the same content 
through lectures, readings, and conventional laboratory practices. Quantitative measures 
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could assess changes in knowledge, intercultural competence, territorial identity, and atti-
tudes toward Indigenous knowledge, while qualitative evidence could be obtained from 
interviews, focus groups, reflective journals, classroom observations, and community eval-
uations. Delayed post-tests would also help determine whether learning is retained and 
transferred to professional practice. Such evidence would clarify the mechanisms through 
which heritage-based culinary education influences students and would strengthen the 
integration of community-engaged, place-based, experiential, and intercultural pedagogies 
into gastronomy and tourism curricula.

6. Conclusions
This study demonstrates that Saraguro culinary heritage can be understood not only 

as an expression of intangible cultural heritage but also as a culturally situated form of 
intergenerational education. Traditional ingredients, preparation techniques, food-related 
narratives, agricultural practices, and forms of community participation constitute living 
knowledge that is transmitted through observation, dialogue, practice, memory, and col-
lective experience. From this perspective, ancestral gastronomy becomes an educational 
medium through which cultural identity, territorial relationships, ethical values, and com-
munity knowledge are shared across generations.

The educational contribution of this study lies in identifying the pedagogical potential 
of community-based culinary activities for connecting university gastronomy education with 
Indigenous knowledge systems. The documented collaboration among local knowledge 
holders, chefs, community members, and students illustrates how traditional culinary knowl-
edge and contemporary gastronomic practices can be brought together within culturally 
situated educational experiences. Although these activities provide a relevant foundation for 
experiential and intercultural learning, the study did not directly assess changes in students’ 
knowledge, competencies, or attitudes. Therefore, the educational implications should be 
understood as exploratory rather than as evidence of demonstrated learning outcomes.

The findings also identify potential educational applications of heritage-based culinary 
activities beyond technical food preparation. Engagement with Saraguro culinary traditions 
may provide opportunities for students to develop intercultural awareness, appreciation of 
ancestral knowledge, ethical reflection, and a contextual understanding of the relationships 
between food and territory. Nevertheless, these potential contributions require systematic 
evaluation through student-centered assessment instruments before conclusions can be 
drawn regarding measurable educational outcomes.

The study also contributes a pedagogical perspective for incorporating food heritage 
into higher education. Community immersion, dialogue with knowledge holders, collabo-
rative preparation, cultural documentation, sensory analysis, and reflective activities can 
be organized as interconnected stages of an experiential learning process. This model may 
be applied in courses related to culinary techniques, food history, sustainable gastronomy, 
cultural tourism, entrepreneurship, and culinary innovation. However, its implementation 
should be based on reciprocity, informed consent, community participation, and respect for 
knowledge that may be culturally restricted or unsuitable for commercial use.

The educational implications of this study should be interpreted in light of its ex-
ploratory design and the absence of direct measurements of student learning, intercultural 
competence, and territorial identity. Future research should incorporate validated assess-
ment instruments, student reflections, and longitudinal or quasi-experimental designs to ex-
amine whether participation in community-based culinary activities contributes to measur-
able educational outcomes. Such evaluations would help determine the pedagogical effec-
tiveness and transferability of heritage-based approaches in higher gastronomy education.
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Although the study identifies significant educational potential, its conclusions should 
be interpreted in light of the absence of direct pre- and post-intervention measurements of 
student learning, intercultural competence, and territorial identity. Future research should 
employ mixed-method, quasi-experimental, and longitudinal designs to evaluate how 
community-based culinary learning influences these outcomes and whether the acquired 
knowledge is transferred to students’ professional practice. Community members should 
also participate in defining assessment criteria and evaluating the cultural accuracy and 
relevance of educational outputs.

Overall, the article positions culinary heritage as a dynamic pedagogical resource 
capable of connecting higher education, community knowledge, cultural safeguarding, and 
territorial identity. Its central contribution is to propose that the conservation of Saraguro 
food heritage should not be limited to documenting recipes or promoting gastronomic 
tourism. Instead, safeguarding can be strengthened through educational processes in which 
ancestral knowledge is practiced, interpreted, critically reflected upon, and transmitted 
through equitable collaboration between generations, communities, and universities.

The results of this study demonstrate that gastronomic tourism in the Saraguro city 
represents a strategic mechanism for promoting sustainable territorial development while 
preserving and enhancing local cultural heritage. Beyond generating employment opportuni-
ties, income, and economic benefits for local communities, gastronomic tourism contributes 
significantly to the valorization of the region’s natural and cultural resources. The integra-
tion of culinary experiences with natural attractions, protected areas, cultural landscapes, 
and historical heritage has strengthened the tourism value proposition of the Saraguro city, 
transforming gastronomy into a key component of the visitor experience.

The research findings reveal that initiatives aimed at rescuing and revitalizing tradi-
tional culinary practices can strengthen local identity and foster a greater sense of belonging 
among community members. Through the identification and documentation of emblematic 
preparations such as uchumati, roasted guinea pig (cuy), maito de tilapia, and chicha 
de jora, this study contributes to the preservation of intangible cultural heritage while 
establishing a foundation for the future development of gastronomic tourism products. 
These culinary resources not only reflect the historical and cultural evolution of the region 
but also provide opportunities for creating authentic tourism experiences that differentiate 
the Saraguro city from other destinations within Ecuador.

A significant contribution of this research lies in the successful integration of tradi-
tional gastronomy with contemporary culinary innovation. The avant-garde gastronomic 
proposals developed during the study demonstrated that it is possible to enhance the pre-
sentation, sensory appeal, and marketability of traditional dishes without compromising 
their cultural authenticity. The combination of ancestral culinary knowledge with modern 
gastronomic techniques generated highly positive acceptance levels among both experts and 
community members, highlighting the potential of culinary innovation as a tool for heritage 
preservation and tourism diversification. This balance between tradition and innovation 
adds value to local culinary products while simultaneously promoting the revalorization of 
Ecuadorian food heritage.

Furthermore, the study highlights the importance of traceability as a fundamental 
element in the transition toward sustainable gastronomic tourism. The development of 
heritage-based culinary experiences requires a comprehensive understanding of the origin, 
production processes, and cultural significance of local ingredients. Traceability enables 
the monitoring of food products throughout the entire supply chain, from agricultural 
production to final consumption, ensuring transparency, quality, authenticity, and sustain-
ability. Within this framework, farmers play a critical role as custodians of local biodiversity 
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and traditional agricultural knowledge, connecting production systems with gastronomic 
experiences offered to visitors.

The incorporation of traceability principles into gastronomic tourism management 
strengthens the relationship between producers, restaurateurs, tourism operators, and 
consumers. This integrated approach not only supports responsible consumption practices 
but also promotes local food systems,

short supply chains, and sustainable agricultural production. As a result, gastronomic 
tourism becomes a mechanism for generating economic value while preserving environ-
mental resources and cultural traditions.

From a sustainability perspective, the findings demonstrate that gastronomic tourism 
can contribute to multiple dimensions of sustainable development. Economically, it diversi-
fies local income sources and stimulates entrepreneurship. Socially, it promotes community 
participation and intergenerational knowledge transmission. Culturally, it safeguards culi-
nary traditions and food-related practices that form part of the region’s intangible cultural 
heritage. Environmentally, it encourages the use of local ingredients and supports sustain-
able food production systems. These contributions align with the principles of sustainable 
tourism and reinforce the role of gastronomy as a driver of territorial resilience and inclusive 
development.

This study contributes to the documentation of Saraguro culinary heritage and il-
lustrates how collaboration among community knowledge holders, chefs, and university 
gastronomy students can inform culturally responsible culinary reconstruction and in-
novation. From an educational perspective, the documented activities offer a contextual 
basis for developing community-based and experiential learning approaches that integrate 
ancestral knowledge into university gastronomy education. Nevertheless, the study did 
not directly measure changes in student learning, intercultural competence, or territorial 
identity. Therefore, its educational contribution should be understood as exploratory and 
conceptual rather than as evidence of demonstrated pedagogical effectiveness. Future 
research should systematically evaluate these potential outcomes through student-centered 
qualitative and quantitative methods, incorporating community perspectives into the design 
and assessment of educational interventions.

Ultimately, the Saraguro city possesses unique gastronomic resources that, when 
combined with innovation, cultural preservation, and sustainable management practices, 
can position the region as an emerging gastronomic destination within the Ecuadorian 
Amazon. The integration of culinary heritage, local identity, traceability, and tourism 
innovation provides a replicable model for other rural destinations seeking to leverage food 
heritage as a catalyst for sustainable tourism development. Future initiatives should focus on 
strengthening producer networks, expanding gastronomic experiences, and implementing 
sustainable certification and traceability systems to further enhance the competitiveness 
and long-term sustainability of the destination.
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