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ABSTRACT

Author: Wang, Saerom. PhD
Institution: Purdue University
Degree Received: May 2019
Title: Encountering Exotic Cuisine on Foreign Lands: Narratives from American Travelers
Major Professors: Xinran Lehto and Liping Cai
With the rise of individuals’ interests in travelling for a meaningful experience, travelers today not
only immerse themselves in consuming food for pleasure but also seek to gain meaningful outcomes. In
particular, local food consumption experiences can facilitate travelers to enhance their sense of competence
and perceived personal growth, referred to as eudaimonic wellbeing. As travelers experience the culture of
the destination and enjoy the sense of exoticness through consumption of local food, they can recognize
their capabilities and learn better about themselves through contrast with others. Yet, limited knowledge
exists on the higher-level outcomes of such an experience and the process through which travelers encounter
local food.
Therefore, the first study proposed to understand the procedures through which travelers experience
local food, utilizing symbolic interactionism as a theoretical perspective. According to symbolic
interactionists, role-playing is a paramount process that shapes individuals’ behaviors and experiences
(Hewitt, 1976). Accordingly, this study outlined the role-playing process for each role-taking (taking the
role of others to understand their role and associated expectations) and role-making (playing their own role
and acting based on related expectations). In role-taking, four themes were identified including Utilization
of Symbolic Cues, Imitating, Simulation of Other’s Position, and Comparison with Expected Characteristic
of a Role. For role-making processes, three themes emerged including Performance of One’s Regular Role,
Disassociation of Self from One’s Role, and Creation of a Desired Role. As such, various role-playing
activities were identified as critical means through which travelers determine their behavior and appraisal
of their local food consumption experience. Such a finding is valuable in extending the existing literature
that mostly paid attention to cognition or emotion as the procedures through which people construct their
experience (Hume, Mort, Liesch, & Winzar, 2006).
To understand the higher-level outcome of local food consumption experience that relates to
eudaimonic wellbeing, the second study investigated changes in self-concept based on travelers’ encounters
with local food. Individuals’ food choice behaviors or food practices have been identified as important
bearers of their identity in the general food consumption literature (Valli & Traill, 2005). Yet, travelers’
food consumption activities have been mostly viewed merely as a pleasurable pursuit in the food and
tourism studies (Kivela & Crotts, 2006). In line with the characteristic of one’s self-concept being subject
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to change (Festinger, 1954), the second study explored whether and how travelers modify their self-concept
through their local food consumption experiences. The findings showed that self-concept change took place
in terms of two themes of General Self-Concept and Eating Self-Concept. Within General Self-Concept,
four aspects of self-concept appeared to have changed or emerged including Superiority, Satisfaction,
Cultural Competency, and Appreciation. As for Eating Self-Concept, it was found that travelers’ selfconcept changes involved Mindful Eating, International Food Expertise, and Eating Characteristics. Some
of the factors that caused these self-concept modifications include the characteristic of local food experience
being challenging, representative of local culture and identity, and exotic. Therefore, the findings are
valuable in demonstrating local food consumption experience as a case in which people can change how
they view themselves, what specifically change, and how they change based on their encounters with local
food.
The third study aimed to investigate emotional bonding with the place, place attachment, as another
outcome that is associated with eudaimonic wellbeing. Attention was paid to how travelers’ psychological
comfort plays a role in their place attachment development. In addition, such an influence of psychological
comfort on place attachment was explored by comparing Koreans and Americans to contrast possible
cultural differences between the two groups regarding the degree to which comfort is valued in forming
their place attachment level. Specifically, comfort was measured for three major elements of the local food
consumption experience including atmospherics, interaction with service providers, and food. The findings
showed that comfort with all three elements can influence travelers’ place attachment levels and that
individuals from different cultures can vary in the degree to which comfort shapes their place attachment
levels. Thus, this study expands our knowledge by proposing comfort with local food consumption
experience as a critical trigger of emotional bonding development between travelers and the travel
destination.
The synthesis of these key findings from the three studies explicates how travelers’ eudaimonic
wellbeing can be enhanced from an overarching viewpoint. In line with the basic premise of selfdetermination theory which suggests that one’s eudaimonic wellbeing is promoted when three
psychological needs (competence, autonomy, and relatedness) are satisfied (Deci & Ryan, 1985),
propositions were outlined regarding how these psychological needs can be met through role-playing
activity, self-concept change, and place attachment development based on consuming local food. As one’s
general wellbeing comprises both hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing (Ryff & Keyes, 1995), the linkage
proposed between local food consumption experience and eudaimonic wellbeing complements the current
view that has been focused on hedonic aspects of travelers’ local dining experience.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Historically, food has been perceived primarily as a necessity in a tourism experience, fulfilling
travelers’ basic physiological needs by satisfying hunger and boosting energy (Richards, 2002). Departing
from this view of food consumption as a secondary traveler experience, food has emerged as a leading hook
in travel (Kim, Goh, & Yuan, 2010). Travelers may oscillate between obligatory and symbolic facets in
their interaction with food on a trip, referred to as “tourist’s paradox” (Mak, Lumbers, Eves, & Chang,
2017, p. 2). While obligatory facet denotes consumption of food to satisfy the basic needs of hunger,
symbolic facet represents the characteristic of food consumption having meaningful value to travelers.
Thus, food-related activities while on a trip could be both essential and a value-adding activity for travelers.
The capability of travelers’ food consumption experience as a means of adding value to their
traveling experience beyond a substance that offers nutrition can be traced from the existing literature on
the relationship between food and self. Food consumption is known to be capable of representing the
individual consuming the food in terms of who they are (Valli & Traill, 2005). In line with the notion of
self-expression, people eat food that is congruent with their general identity or what they desire to be
(Aaker, 1990). For instance, individuals who identify themselves as health-conscious people tend to
consume healthy food and those who perceive themselves as green consumers tend to eat organic vegetables
(Sparks & Shepherd, 1992).
Similarly, the concept of identity signaling denotes that one’s unobservable characteristic, or
personality, can be expressed through what food one consumes which is an observable behavior (Ferraro,
Kirmani & Matherly, 2009). For instance, an individual can choose to eat exotic food to convey his or her
personality as being open-minded. In turn, how people define themselves is related to various aspects of
their food choice behavior such as the range of food they consider acceptable to eat, the types of food they
prefer or consume, the types of meal pattern they choose, the quantity of food they eat, and the consistency
of their food practices (Bisogni, Connors, Devine, & Sobal, 2002).
In addition, food can be used to denote their identity in a society. People can project their social
identity regarding gender by the type of food they eat, in which it tends to be believed that red meat and
alcohol is thought to be more masculine than feminine (Sobal, 2005). On the other hand, vegetables and
fruits are more favored by women than men (Fiddes, 1991). In some cases, people choose to eat certain
food to express their economic status (Goody, 1982). For instance, consuming caviar is often perceived to
represent individuals’ high-income status.
Consumption of food can be a value-added activity as food can also be a useful means to understand
identity and culture of the other. The existing literature has recognized the role of food and equated it to the
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role of language, recognizing the symbolic meaning one’s food has in representing the underlying beliefs
and values of the culture (McGlone, 1965). In particular, local food best reflects the culture of the locals in
the destination. The ingredients, as well as the recipes, tend to be sourced locally from the destination and
is what has been shaping the local lifestyle of the place and the people; in other words, the area’s culture
(European Commission, 2007). Local food in this sense is the type of food that is consumed by local
residents on a daily basis (Mossberg, 2007). That is, local food represents the history and evolution of the
destination’s culture. Movement from rotten, to raw, to cooked food, is an indicator of the process of
humanities civilization (Lévi-Strauss, 1965). Specifically, the culinary triangle of raw, cooked, and rotten
symbolizes the dynamics of culture (cooked), nature (rotten), and unelaborated (raw) and elaborated
(cooked) (Lévi-Strauss, 1965). This understanding suggests that when people travel, the local food they
consume as well as local eating practices can contribute to understanding the other as well as betterment of
their own self-concept.
Moreover, food consumption bears symbolic meaning in facilitating individuals’ understanding of
who they are because it allows them to compare one’s culture to other cultures. In fact, it has been found
that people utilize food to differentiate their own culture from others as represented in the saying “we eat
meat, they don’t,” “we eat horse, they don’t,” “they eat insects, we don’t” (Bulmer, 1967). That is, whether
certain food is acceptable or unacceptable is determined by the values and beliefs of the cultural group to
which individuals belong (Atkins & Bowler, 2001). For instance, Koreans have the long-held belief that
they have to eat certain food such as dog meat to revitalize the human body during summer. On the other
hand, such consumption of dog meat is not widely accepted in Western countries where it is believed that
animals are very close to humans and should not be eaten as they are like themselves (Leach, 1964). Such
differences in food culture help us better understand our own traits and characteristics by comparing
ourselves with others.
Although the food we eat has significant meaning for understanding who we are, the current
literature on travelers’ food consumption has been heavily focused on food consumption activity as a
necessity and as a pleasurable experience (Wu, Raab, Chang, & Krishen, 2016). In line with the findings
of a study conducted by the World Food Travel Association in 2016 in which ninety-five percent of
American travelers were found to be interested in travelling for a meaningful food experience (Culinary
Travel, 2016, April 22), there is a need to understand outcomes of traveler food consumption activity at a
higher level. Such a shift in the way today’s travelers interact with food is in part due to travelers’ increasing
quest for meaningful experiences. In search for an extraordinary tourism experience, travelers today explore
local neighborhoods beyond the typical ones to seek local food consumption experiences. As a case in point,
travelers attempt to acquire cultural capital that enhances their intellectual wellbeing and sense of
accomplishment as they consume food that locals eat (Dube & Le Bel, 2003; Hjalager & Richards, 2003).
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To examine this paradigm shift concerning the increasing importance of food consumption in a traveler’s
experience, this study intends to advance our understanding on how travelers local food experiences yield
meaningful outcomes for travelers. In line with the research objective to investigate high-level outcomes of
the local food consumption experience, this dissertation focuses on different outcomes that relate to
enhancement of travelers’ eudaimonic wellbeing.
According to the positive psychological lens, wellbeing has been conceived in terms of hedonic
and eudaimonic dimensions (Lambert, Passmore, & Holder, 2015). Hedonic wellbeing encompasses feeling
good, pleasurable, and happy, while eudaimonic wellbeing emphasizes experiencing competence, fulfilled,
personal growth, development, and sense of being raised to a higher level of functioning (Huta & Ryan,
2010). Although both relate to positive and subjective states, they are different in that the former relates to
immediate outcomes while the latter is associated to longer-term benefits. Specifically, the notion of
eudaimonia denotes a way of living to satisfy basic psychological needs through which we are able to
pursue a meaningful life. As such, eudaimonic wellbeing can be understood to be a higher-level outcome
compared to the hedonic dimension, which goes beyond subjective happiness and emphasizes experiences
that gives meaning and makes life fulfilling for individuals (Ryff, 1989).
In the existing literature, the few studies that explore the linkage between travel food consumption
experience and wellbeing have largely focused on the hedonic aspect, while little attention has been paid to
eudaimonic wellbeing (Ji, Wong, Eves, & Scarles, 2016). However, to understand travelers’ search for
meaningful experience in their travel dining beyond just a pleasurable experience, we must focus on the
high-level outcomes; namely, the eudaimonic perspective.
For travelers to benefit from their local food consumption experience, they would have to engage
themselves in experiencing and processing their encounters with local food and local food cultures. This
line of proposition is supported by the argument of Uzzell and Moser (2006) that it is not merely the objects
or environments that people encounter in their travels but how they actually perceive or experience them
that offers a clearer picture of how their experiences enhance their wellbeing. Although various elements
that influence how travelers evaluate their local food consumption experience have been identified in the
existing literature, such as the food neophobia level (i.e., the degree to which travelers are reluctant to try
new food) (Tuorila, Lähteenmäki, Pohjalainen, & Lotti, 2001), an in-depth understanding of how they
process their encounters with local food and how these encounters determine their behavior and their
experience appraisal has been limited. Therefore, this line of inquiry was addressed in the first study.
In keeping with the concept of travelers’ search for meaningful experiences, one possible benefit
of travelers’ local food consumption experience is the development of self-concept, which refers to how
they see themselves (Sharma & Sharma, 2010). In the general food consumption literature, food is often
discussed in terms of individuals’ self-concept, in which “who you are” is reflected in the type of food you
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eat and/or your eating practices (Valli & Traill, 2005). The relationship between food and self-concept can
also be hypothesized as causal as in food consumption during a trip being able to change one’s self concept.
The change in self-concept has been observed as taking place when individuals are placed in a new context
(Noy, 2004). The self-concept change can also take place when people are able to contrast themselves with
others (Hirschorn & Hefferon, 2013). In particular, through their local food consumption experience on a
trip, travelers encounter new contexts and they are also able to identify cultural differences. As such, local
food consumption experience is capable of improving how we see ourselves.
It has been argued that one’s positive perception of self is highly correlated with one’s wellbeing
(Botha, Crompton, & Kim, 1999). For instance, how confident individuals are about their competency has
been argued to have influence on their perceived level of wellbeing (Neff, 2011). Moreover, congruence
between individuals’ actual self-concept and ideal self-concept can enhance their perceived level of
wellbeing (Reich, Harber, & Siegel, 2008). Development of self-concept can be related to enhancement of
eudaimonic wellbeing because self-concept encompasses how we evaluate ourselves in terms such as
quality and competence. Self-competence, in turn, aligns with the notion of eudaimonic wellbeing that
enhances one’s personal growth, competency, and positive functioning. In fact, enhancement of selfconcept can be inferred in the definition of eudamonia, which is referred to as individuals’ perceived level
of fulfillment as they advance towards self-realization regarding their personal competency and potentials
(Waterman, Schwartz, & Conti, 2008). As such, eudaimonic wellbeing is closely related to the advancement
of how we see ourselves and our potential for competency. Thus, the second study investigated travelers’
change in self-concept based on local food consumption experience.
The third study completed in this dissertation concentrated on another meaningful outcome in
relation to enhancement of eudaimonic wellbeing; namely, individuals’ development of emotional bonding
with the destination they travel to. Place attachment, individuals’ feeling of being associated with a place,
has been outlined to be positively related to their wellbeing (Mandal, 2016). There are various means
through which local food consumption experience can enhance travelers’ emotional bonding with the
destination. In line with the argument that active engagement with an activity at a destination can help
travelers develop a relationship with the place, local food experience can be instrumental in promoting
traveler bonding with the destination. As Prentice (2001) argues, travelers’ consumption of local food offers
“authentication by direct experience” (p. 16). That is, by consuming local food in which travelers actively
interact with the destination’s culture, travelers are able to sense and learn about the authenticity of the
destination. Tourists’ food consumption could also play an important role in the bonding between place and
the individuals as the food consumption activity stimulates emotional responses that can impact the
relationship between the two (Bondi et al., 2005). Emotional responses derived from consuming food can
greatly influence how travelers feel about the destination as these experiences become ingrained in their
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memories (Hage, 1997). Food has the capacity to allow individuals to recall emotions and memories as it
actively engages all the human senses, which results in humans developing a strong emotional connection
to the place (Clark & Chabrel, 2007).
It should be noted there can be personal variations as to whether experience with local food can
help individuals develop positive emotion towards the destination. Individuals who are food neophilic (i.e.,
those who have the personality trait of high willingness to try novel food) can exhibit positive emotions
when encountering local food, which in turn can have positive influence on their attitude towards the
destination. However, as Cohen (1972) argues, not every tourist is favorable towards newness in their
tourist experience, and this reaction can signal that external variables can exert influence on how travelers’
local food consumption experience impacts their experience appraisal. Thus, the third study investigated
whether travelers’ comfort level with local food consumption experience impacts their place attachment
level as well as taking cultural characteristics into consideration.
To summarize, in order to achieve the main goal of this dissertation and to explore how American
travelers can benefit by enhancing their eudaimonic wellbeing from their local food consumption
experience on an international trip, three independent yet inter-related studies were conducted. First, prior
to understanding the meaningful outcomes, the process through which travelers experience their local food
consumption experience via role-playing process was outlined. The second and third studies focused on
identifying outcomes of local food consumption experience that relates to travelers’ enhancement of
eudaimonic wellbeing. The second research focused on identifying the change or revision that occurs in
travelers’ self-concept based on local food consumption experience. In the third study, travelers’ emotional
bonding with the destination was explored as influenced by their psychological comfort level with local
food consumption experience. Specifically, the psychological comfort level and place attachment toward
China of American travelers were compared to Korean travelers as a reference to further understand the
role of their cultural characteristics. In the last chapter, attempt was made to integrate the major findings
from the three studies to examine their contributions to enhancement of eudaimonic wellbeing. In particular,
the results were utilized to demonstrate how and why they relate to the triggers of eudaimonic wellbeing
development as suggested by self-determination theory, which is the most widely utilized theory to support
major propositions of eudaimonic wellbeing.
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CHAPTER 2. ROLE-PLAYING AND TRAVELERS’ LOCAL FOOD
CONSUMPTION EXPERIENCE

2.1. Introduction
As travelers’ food consumption activities expand as a form of entertainment and a means to acquire
various benefits, they greatly contribute to shaping travelers’ overall travel experiences (Cutler &
Carmichael, 2010). Specifically, local food adds uniqueness to travelers’ experiences (Quan & Wang, 2004).
For instance, historical and cultural factors embedded in regional cuisine further the cultural and
experiential aspect of the travelers’ food consumption (Morgan, Watson, & Hemmington, 2008). Moreover,
sensations stimulated during the local food consumption experience could compliment their travel
experience (Kim & Eves, 2012). In turn, this foreign food consumption experience impacts individuals’
interest, attitude, and intention to visit the destination (Long, 2004). As such, consensus indicates that food
consumption experienced has become an integral part of travelers’ experiences.
Conforming to past studies, the stimuli of food experience on travelers has been studied (Fields,
2002; Susskind & Chan, 2000). For instance, it has been argued that high quality service that meets or
exceeds a customer’s expectation results in positive customer experience evaluations (Wall & Berry, 2007)
and behavioral intentions (Qin & Prybutok, 2008). Quality of food and atmospheric cues also play an
essential role in determining individuals’ evaluation of their dining experience (Heung, Wong, & Hailin,
2000). According to literature on consumption experience process, people utilize their cognition, emotions,
and behaviors as the “intervening response system” to mediate the relationship between incoming stimuli
and their outcomes (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982). These three elements influence individuals’ food
consumption experience (Mak, Lumbers, Eves, & Chang, 2012). For instance, food itself does not elicit
positive response from people who consume. Instead, a positive response is associated with people’s
perception or appraisal of food having exceeded their expectations along with emotions of happiness about
the food.
This line of research provides valuable insights about the relationship between stimuli and
consequences of individuals’ food consumption experience by examining the process that connects the two;
an understanding of this relationship is currently lacking in research. That is, beyond the behaviorist
approach that links stimuli and consumer response, a more comprehensive understanding of how and what
occurs in travelers’ “intervening system” is required. Activities that are critical in shaping the experience
need to be considered to provide a more comprehensive view beyond simply limiting examination to
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral procedures in response to incoming stimuli. In fact, cognitive,
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emotional, or behavioral activities are usually treated as an antecedent to people’s responses rather than as
a facilitator between their encounter with the stimuli and their responses.
Social interaction constitutes an important part of travelers’ local food consumption experience
(Kim & Eves, 2012). Although social interaction is often treated as a distinct experience that comprises
travelers’ local food consumption experience, social interaction could also be considered part of the
“intervening system” that mediates travelers’ encounter with stimuli and outcomes. The notion of symbolic
interactionism demonstrates whether and how social interaction impacts people’s behavior to shape their
overall experience. According to symbolic interactionism, social interaction shapes norms and values of a
society, and people act in a way that fits others’ expectations and behaviors as well as societal norms (Snow,
2001). This process is facilitated by the act of role-playing, which is the primary focus of this research. As
such, propositions of symbolic interactionism that explain how mechanisms involved in social interaction
shapes people’s behavior could be informative in addressing the question of how social interaction plays a
role in shaping travelers’ local dining experience.
Following this line of argument, this study examines how travelers construct their experiences
during their food consumption experience through social interactions. Attention was paid to the role-playing
process upon which individuals’ behaviors are based. Local dining experiences can be viewed as a socially
situated phenomenon between or among the travelers themselves, locals, other travelers, staff, travel
companions, and any objects that travelers encounter. Travelers’ social interactions begin from the very
initial stage of their dining experience as they interact with the staff that are greeting them, and they
encounter other customers dining in the restaurant. These incidents are given unique meanings according
to travelers’ interpretations, which in turn determines their behaviors.

2.2. Literature Review
In the first part of the literature review, understanding the importance of travelers’ food
consumption experiences as well as the different triggers and outcomes identified in relation to their
experiences will be examined. In the second part, literature on general consumption experience and the
consumption experience process will be outlined. The third part will explore the social interaction that takes
place in consumption experiences. Lastly, the literature review will conclude with an outline on symbolic
interactionism and the role-playing.

2.2.1. Travelers’ Food Consumption Experience
Food is an essential part of individuals’ experiences throughout their trip and, in some cases, is
perceived as one of the most important components influencing an individuals’ decision to travel to a
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destination (Quan & Wang, 2004). This is especially prevalent with culinary travelers who travel to a
destination for food tourism (Kivela & Crotts, 2006). They are special interest travelers whose peak
motivation for travel is food-related activities (Quan & Wang, 2004). Conversely, the dining experience
can also be perceived as a supporting experience for some travelers. However, food is increasingly
becoming a critical part of any traveler’s overall experience, regardless of whether they mainly travel for
food or not (Chang, Kivela, & Mak, 2010).
Food activities entail any interaction between a traveler and the destination’s culture such as
shopping at food markets, attending food festivals, and engaging in cooking classes (Hall & Mitchell, 2001).
Among these, this study will specifically focus on travelers’ local food consumption activities. Local food,
food of the destination that represents culture and identity of the destination, is often the most common type
of food travelers consume that is easily available (Haven-Tang & Jones, 2006). The act of consuming local
food is the ultimate multisensory experience that actively engages travelers with the destination’s culture
and identity (Kim, Eves, & Scarles, 2009).
The importance of travelers’ local food consumption is emphasized in line with its outcomes on
their overall travel experience. Consuming local food is a pleasurable or memorable activity (Kim et al.,
2009), because consuming local food can be the most direct means of experiencing the culture of the
destination through different sensory experiences (Chang et al., 2010). That is, consuming local food allows
travelers to acquire cultural capital and to be entertained (Sims, 2009). In turn, many studies concluded that
travelers’ encounters with local food enhances their overall trip satisfaction (Hendijani, 2016). Moreover,
memorable local food consumption can enhance their relationship with the destination as their destination
attachment increases (Tsai, 2016). Moreover, such experiences are influential to travelers’ intentions to
revisit the destination or their willingness to spread positive word of mouth (Kim, Kim, & Goh, 2011).
In prior investigations of local food consumption experience, triggers that motivate travelers to
consume local food have been explored (Kivela & Crotts, 2006). Individual traits such as food neophobia
level (i.e., one’s level of reluctance to trying novel food) has been found to impact travelers’ willingness to
try local food at a travel destination (Cohen & Avieli, 2004). Moreover, motivational factors have been
explored in the literature. Hjalager and Richards (2002) outlined four motivations to consume food and
beverage on a trip including physical motivators, cultural motivators, interpersonal motivators, and status
and prestige motivators. Similarly, Kim and Eves (2012) outlined the following factors as travelers’
motivation to consume local food: cultural experience, interpersonal relation, excitement, sensory appeal,
and health concern.
Outcomes of local food consumption experiences and their antecedents have also been reported in
the literature. Personal background, such as the traveler’s own food culture, is an influential element. If
food culture of the destination contradicts the traveler’s own food culture, the local food consumption
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experience can be evaluated negatively (Cohen & Avieli, 2004). Contextual elements (e.g., factors such as
authenticity, experiential, physical), variety and diversity of food, and service encounters also determine
travelers’ evaluation (Chang et al., 2010). That is, the more positive emotions and perceptions travelers
develop with the objects they encounter (e.g., food, atmospherics), the more likely they are to exhibit
positive attitude and behavioral intentions about their experience and the destination.
While the current literature provides valuable knowledge regarding travelers’ food experiences,
there are limitations. Past studies typically identified behavioral triggers and experience outcomes.
Consequently, further understanding is required to explain the underlying processes involved in travelers’
encounter with local food. Departing from the superficial approach of studying the local food consumption
experience, such as eating the food, this research will explore the process through which experiences are
created, specifically focusing on the role of social interaction.
Moreover, the prior literature on tourism and food primarily focuses on food consumption in the
U.S. setting, while the few studies conducted in Asian countries involved mostly fast-food restaurants
(Kleinhans, Van Heerden., & Kleynhans, 2016). However, many individuals travel outside of the U.S. and
local food consumption has become one of the major traveler experiences today (Culinary Travel, 2016,
April 22). To fill this gap, this study explores travelers’ experience with local food in an international travel
setting.

2.2.2. Consumption Experience and its Development Process
To better grasp the nature of the food consumption experience, understanding of the general
consumption experience is essential. While there is little consensus as to how “experience” should be
defined, it is generally thought that it is a subjective and cognitive activity based on individuals’
interpretations of their interaction with stimuli (i.e., products or services consumed) (Hume et al., 2006).
Pine and Gilmore (1999) emphasized the subjective nature of experience, which is manifested as “events
that engage individuals in a personal way” (p. 12). As definitions of experience suggest that it is subjective
in nature, people go through a process in which their experience is shaped by assigning personal meaning
to it (Eroglu, Machleit, & Chebat, 2005). An initial study that attempted to grasp this experience process is
Hirschmann and Holbrook’s (1982) Cognition-Affect-Behavior-Satisfaction (CABS) experiential model.
This model emphasizes the hedonic aspect of the experience, denoting that individuals gain pleasure,
amusement, or sensations from their consumption activity. Holbrook and Hirschman (1982) operationalize
cognition, affect, and behavior as the “intervening response system” which processes incoming stimuli
(environmental and consumer input) leading to outcomes (p. 132). When one’s experience unfolds, these
components are interconnected but not always sequentially (Hirschman & Holbrook, 1986). That is,
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although individuals’ thoughts and emotions are related, they don’t necessarily precede one another
according to a fixed pattern.
In later works, this conceptualization of the experience model was broadened by adding
dimensions, such as the Thought-Emotion-Activity-Value (TEAV) model (Hirschmann & Holbrook, 1986)
and mental modules (i.e., sensory perception, feelings and emotions, creativity and reasoning, and social
relationships). Gentile, Spiller, and Noci (2007) added lifestyle (i.e., individuals’ adoption of a new lifestyle
through which they affirm their values and beliefs) and pragmatic dimensions (i.e., practical behavior such
as in terms of product usability) as part of consumption experience processes. While different dimensions
have been identified, cognition, emotion, and behavior have been continuously referred to as the prevalent
processes.
Cognition denotes how incoming stimuli are organized and interpreted according to their mental
activity (Larsen, 2007). Cognitive processing is based on individuals’ expectations, perceptions, beliefs,
attitudes, and knowledge about their experience (Jain & Bagdare, 2011). For instance, Maslow (1962) stated
that individuals engage in comparing, judging, and evaluating their experience. Similarly, Peter and Olson
(1993) outlined a three-step processes. Based on the information received, individuals make sense of the
incoming stimuli. In turn, knowledge is created, which is utilized in their evaluation. This knowledge is
retrieved from their memory via integration and evaluation processes. This cognitive processing plays an
important role in assisting individuals to achieve their functional goal.
Emotion is also an essential means in shaping individuals’ consumption experiences (Barsky &
Nash, 2002). Emotions are a subset of the larger realm of affective states, which include moods and other
feelings with hedonic tones (Russell & Barrett, 1999). Several proceeding processes are involved in
eliciting emotions. Cognitive appraisal theory states that individuals’ appraisal of their experience leads to
emotions (Bagozzi, Gopinath, & Nyer 1999). The appraisal includes evaluation of whether personal goals
are achieved from their transaction (Schank & Abelson, 1977). Emotions could also be an automatic and
biological response, referred to as post-ingestive effects (Desmet & Schifferstein, 2008). For instance, when
individuals are satiated after food consumption, they tend to develop calmness (Gibson, 2006).
Consumers’ behaviors are also an essential part of the consumption experience (Holbrook &
Hirschman, 1982). Traditionally, the decision-making process and act of purchasing products and services
was identified as the most important type of behavior (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982). Later works started
to differentiate the behavior of purchasing and consuming products, placing emphasis on experiences
related to consuming products (Alderson, 1957). Humans act in a certain way on purpose, in order to satisfy
their needs or preferences (Roederer, 2012). For instance, people eat food to satisfy their hunger. That is,
as people feel hungry and as they recognize their hunger (i.e., cognitive activity), they take the action of
eating food. As such, cognition and emotion influence people’s behavior. Thus, behavior as part of the
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“intervening system” that mediates the relationship between stimuli and outcome of an experience refers to
any activities related to purchasing and consuming products and services (Schmitt, 1999).
The experience procedure involving cognition, emotion, and behavior is relevant in local food
consumption experience setting (Wijaya, King, Nguyen, & Morrison, 2013). Specifically, this experience
is related to travelers’ interactions with various stimuli involved. These stimuli include food that allows
them to savor destination’s culinary culture through smell, taste, and visual aspects of the dishes,
atmospherics of the restaurant (e.g., music, interior design, plating, aroma), and interaction with others (e.g.,
companion, employees, and other customers). How people appraise, feel about, and act towards these
stimuli shapes their experience. As discussed above, these processes are interconnected. For instance,
Milliman (1986) found that restaurant customers’ dining speed decreased and their duration of stay at the
restaurant (i.e., behavior) increased when slow tempo music was played as the background music in the
restaurant. This is proceeded by either the customer’s positive evaluation of the slow tempo music that fits
their preference or positive emotion aroused due to this favorable appraisal of the music. As such, behavior
is often the last process that takes place after people formulate certain perceptions or emotions about their
incoming stimuli. Thus, behavior can play a dominant role in influencing people’s experience outcomes
among the three elements of “intervening response system” (i.e., cognition, emotion, and behavior)
(Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982).

2.2.3. Social Interaction in Consumption Experience
Cognition and emotion are not the only procedures through which people develop their behavior
and experience. Social interaction also influences people’s experiences during their consumption activity.
Along with cognition and emotion, social interaction takes place in most consumption experiences. Its
dominance is especially prevalent in shaping the food consumption experience. Social interaction is one of
the indispensable activities involved in one’s consumption of food. In some cases, a dining experience is
conceived as a means for social interaction (Wei & Nakatsu, 2012). That is, the main purpose of food
consumption could be to interact with others. Moreover, activities considered necessary in a dining setting
such as siting at a table, ordering from the menu, getting food delivered, or making payment often requires
staff interaction. However, most studies have highlighted cognitive, affective, and behavioral experience
as processes through which travelers’ food consumption experiences are shaped, while failing to consider
the role of social interaction in the experience.
Social interaction is discussed in the literature as part of the experience process model in some
research, such as in the work of Schmitt (1999) who operationalized this as the dimension of RELATE
(social interactions of individuals’ experiences) along with SENSE, FEEL, THANK, and ACT dimensions.
Although some research has placed social interaction as part of the “intervening response system,”
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understanding the specific processes through which an experience is handled is not well documented
relative to cognition or emotion. Moreover, the question of how the interplay between social interaction
and behavior influences one’s experience is not well known.
In the current literature, social interaction is discussed in conjunction with cognition and emotion.
Various social interactions are involved in individuals’ consumption experience such as customer-tocustomer interaction, interaction with a companion or with the employee. First, individuals’ experiences
are influenced by their interactions with other customers. For instance, interactions among customers in a
store can elicit anxiety and can negatively influence their experience when it is too crowded or when another
customers’ appearance seems threatening (Aronoff, Woike, & Hyman 1992). Conversely, the presence of
compatible customers (i.e., a homogeneous group of customers) could make individuals to feel comfortable.
Positive emotions can also be aroused when a knowledgeable customer helps other customers in facilitating
their experience (McGrath & Otnes, 1995). These stimulated emotions, in turn, impact their behaviors and
experiences.
Second, in terms of interaction with companions, individuals enjoy their consumption experience
more via socializing (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006). People are also influenced by their companions in terms
of their food behavior in which they eat more when eating with others (Herman, 2015) and their food
choices could be dependent on the social norm of the group that they dine with (Higgs, 2015). Moreover,
having a companion (versus travelling alone) is influential in prompting an individuals’ willingness to
purchase local food, because the comfort companions provide triggers them to take risks (Frisvoll, Forbord,
& Blekesaune, 2016).
Lastly, in individuals’ experiences with service providers, positive evaluation on the quality of the
service provided by staff positively influences consumers’ overall dining experience as well as their
behavioral intentions, such as revisit intention and intention to recommend (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006). A
service provider’s capacity to offer service that meets or exceeds customers’ expectation is important in
ensuring individuals’ positive evaluation of the experience (Wall & Berry, 2007), as people often compare
such experiences.
As such, social interaction is linked with cognitive or emotional processes. That is, the explanation
for how social interaction impacts behaviors and experiences is most frequently attributed to the cognitive
or emotional processes involved. However, utilization of these processes in explaining the linkage between
social interaction and behavior or experience has been superficial. For instance, rather than dissecting what
cognitive processes take place to facilitate the relationship between social interaction and behavior, most
research simply considers the positive appraisal of the experience. Little is known about the underlying
procedure of social interaction that shapes people’s behaviors and experiences. For instance, while it is well
known that good staff service can enhance consumers’ experiences, our knowledge is restricted in
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understanding the process behind such an effect from societal perspective rather than cognitive or emotional
viewpoint. Therefore, the question of how travelers’ behaviors and experiences are determined in and
through social interaction in their local dining experience is the main focus of this research. Specifically,
the notion of symbolic interactionism is utilized to explain this process.

2.2.4. Symbolic Interactionism
Symbolic interactionism is based on the proposition that individuals engage in symbolic meaningmaking processes through social interaction with objects to understand themselves, situations, and society
(Blumer, 1986). Objects that people encounter encompass not only humans but anything that they interact
with. People engage in abstract and reflexive thinking, in which they utilize symbols to create meanings of
the world from their social interaction (Denzin, 1995). The sense-making process of these interactions
influence people’s subsequent decision-making processes and behaviors. As such, individuals are perceived
as an active organism that creates unique meaning from the situation they are in and the interactions
involved rather than merely responding to the objects they encounter (Hewitt, 1976).
When individuals engage in interactions with others, they can understand themselves from their
own perspective as well as from the viewpoint of the others; this process known as the “looking glass-self”
(Cooley, 1927). The concept of empathy lines up with the idea of social interactionism and is defined as an
individuals’ ability to “project oneself into the position of another and to experience his feelings and state
of mind” (Cooley, 1927, p. 167). Cooley explained that through this process, individuals can understand
themselves better from other’s point of view. Moving beyond this line of thought, Blumer (1986) suggested
that humans make indications to self and others by interpreting their actions, others’ actions, and
interactions. Blumer’s proposition complemented existing literature in the sense that he placed social
interactions ahead of human actions. That is, interactions with oneself and others were antecedents to how
people behave.
Symbolic interactionism is based on three core principles (Blumer, 1969). First, people act toward
objects based on the meanings they have for them. These objects can be anything that humans encounter
and recognize in the world such as physical objects, others, categories of human beings, situations, and
ideas. Thus, knowledge is continuously transformed by the individual who interprets it and is dependent on
context (Benzies et al., 2001). People’s knowledge and behavior are not static, and human instinct is
constructed and modified by habits that are socially learned from past experiences (Meltzer et al. 1975).
Second, meaning is derived from social interaction. This premise departs from the traditional
perspectives regarding meaning-making which are 1) individuals merely need to disengage the meaning
inherent in or given to the object (e.g., seeing table as a table) and 2) humans make meaning as they express
psychological elements (e.g., cognition, emotion, attitude) stimulated by the objects they encounter. Instead,
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symbolic interactionism asserts that meaning arises from the way individuals interact with others toward
things. As people interact with others, personal meaning as well as shared understanding is created between
the individual and others.
Last, meanings are created, managed, and modified via people’s interpretive process. Individuals
are not passive receivers who are given meanings from their social interactions but rather active creators of
meaning. Mediated by symbols, such as language, gestures, and actions, meanings arise from the
interpretive process which influences their actions toward others (Burnier, 2005). In particular, Blumer
(1986) highlighted the importance of the process of interpretation, which consists of two steps. During this
process of interpretation, actors communicate with themselves to make indications as to what is meaningful.
As the result of this internal communication, individuals develop and transform meanings as they consider
the situation they are in, instead of just applying the meaning that emerges.
In summary, according to symbolic interactionism, social interaction plays an important role
allowing people to make sense of, and to assign meaning to, their experience, in which symbols are utilized
in the interpretive process. This created meaning eventually shapes their behavior and experience. The
interaction is not limited to being with others but with any objects that people encounter, such as with
themselves. For further explanation on the interpretation and management of meanings based on their social
interaction to trigger their behavior, a discussion of six root images follows.

2.2.4.1. Root Images in Symbolic Interactionism
Blumer (1969) proposed that the three basic premises of symbolic interactionism are grounded in
six root images. These root images represent characteristics of symbolic interactionism. The first root image
concerns nature of human society, emphasizing the importance of actions that humans engage in defining
a society. For instance, two of the fundamental conceptual schemes that represent a society, culture (e.g.,
norms) and social structure (e.g., status), are shaped by behaviors of the individuals within the society.
Individuals engage in multiple activities in their interactions with others. They not only act at an individual
level but also collectively as part of the group. That is, society is formulated through the continuous process
of fitting together the behaviors of the group members.
The second root image deals with the nature of social interaction. Society is portrayed as a place
defined by interaction among group members and that their behaviors are dependent on each other. Through
social interactions, individuals become aware of what the other is doing or is about to do and based on this,
their own behavior is determined. Behavior of the other may directly influence the behavior of the person
or it may prevent, require a revision, or completely change their planned behavior. As such, individuals
tend to adapt their actions according to others’ behaviors through social interaction. In complementing his
argument regarding the nature of social interaction, Blumer utilized Mead’s two levels of social interaction,

29
which he referred to as “symbolic interaction” and “non-symbolic interaction” (Blumer, 1986, p. 8). While
non-symbolic interaction refers to directly responding to others’ action without interpreting them, symbolic
interaction involves an interpretive process. According to Blumer, while immediate human interaction
could be non-symbolic, individuals eventually attempt to interpret others’ actions in some way during the
interaction, thus becoming a symbolic action.
Extending the argument of the second root image, the proposition of the third root image relates to
the nature of objects. Researchers argue that the social world is comprised of objects that are a product of
symbolic interaction. There are three types of objects including physical objects, social objects, and abstract
objects. In the context of a restaurant setting, physical objects refer to the table, social objects to other
customers, and abstract objects to morals. Although these three categories facilitate readers’ understanding
of what is meant by objects, Blumer (1986) pointed out that objects can be “anything that can be indicated
or referred to.” (p. 11). The meaning of objects arises from how individuals see themselves and how they
interact with others. Through the process of indication, in which individuals form, sustain, and transform
the object, meanings of objects are created. Thus, objects have different meanings for individuals. This
perspective suggests that the environment (world) is only comprised of objects that are given meaning by
humans. As individuals vary in the meaning they assign to objects, people can interpret the same
environment differently. This line of argument also implies that objects in an environment can serve as
indicator of human actions. Blumer (1986) asserted that objects are products of social interaction.
The proposition underlying the fourth root image pertains to the perspective that sees a human
being as an acting organism “that interacts with itself through a social process of making indications to
itself” (1969, p. 14). Individuals themselves are objects of reflection and their behaviors are influenced by
how others see them. Like other objects, self-object is determined from social interactions. Individuals
come to understand their unique self-object through role-taking, in which they place themselves in others’
perspectives of seeing themselves. Humans play various roles including discrete individuals, discrete
organized groups, or abstract community. As they take one of these roles in their socialization and
internalization, humans develop, manage, and reconstruct their self-image or identity. Individuals learn
socially accepted norms and behaviors via socialization and internalize the learned reality as true. It is worth
noting that the role social interaction plays in shaping oneself involves interacting with oneself. This
interaction occurs in the form of communication, “with the person addressing himself as a person and
responding thereto” through which he makes indications to himself (p. 13). These internal conversations
include reminding oneself to do something or recognizing how one feels. In turn, these reflective indications
may shape one’s actions.
The fifth root image addresses the nature of human action. Human action is distinct as it is based
on individuals’ interpretations of a flow of situations. For humans to act, they must encounter the world,
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which requires continuously interpreting or deriving meaning. People not only respond to the situations but
are responsible for constructing and guiding their actions. Therefore, it is humans, themselves, that direct
their action. As mentioned in the first root image, human behaviors are not merely driven by psychological
or sociological factors such as motivations. Motivations could be factors to take into consideration in
humans’ behavior, but they are not core initiating drivers or final determinants of human action. Rather,
actions are developed via interactions with objects, in which human actions consist of recognizing things
(i.e., indication) and interpreting them. Thus, symbolic interactionists argue that society is not static but
continuously evolving as individuals impose meanings on society.
According to the last root image, society is comprised of individuals who fit their actions to that of
the other, which eventually leads to development of joint action (Blumer, 1969). This joint action is not a
mere linkage of individuals’ actions but developed for each instance, including reformation of social actions
that are well-established. Joint actions can be stabilized at some point when repeated in predictable ways
(Manning & Smith, 2010); however, they are continuously revised and reformed as individuals continue to
engage in meaning-making processes. That is, even with well-established social acts, individuals still act
upon the meanings they themselves develop.
In summary, according to the root images of symbolic interactionism, social interaction is at the
core of shaping a society and can be viewed as a role-playing process. As individuals act collectively in
their social interaction, people take the role of the other and try to understand their thoughts and behavior.
At the same time, this understanding emphasizes the importance of playing one’s own role. These roleplaying processes encompass meaning-making developments through which people “form, sustain, and
transform” the meaning of objects they encounter, which is referred to as an indication process. That is,
people attribute personal meaning to the objects. Consequently, the roles that people take and the meanings
created tend to shape their behavior. As people try to fit their behavior to that of others, they try to behave
in a way that meets others’ expectations towards them by acting according to their selected role. These
actions are continuously revised and developed at a collective level.
In sum, symbolic interactionism lends support to the proposition of this study that social
interactions people engage in, especially role-playing, play an important role in shaping their behavior. That
is, role-playing activities can be deemed as the mediator between the objects they encounter and their
behavior. The following section elaborates on role-playing and its importance.

2.2.4.2. Role-playing
As stated in the discussion above, role-playing is important as a social interaction activity that
consists of playing a specific role to meet societal expectations and connecting with others. According to
symbolic interactionists, role is conceptualized as “a perspective from which conduct is constructed” rather
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than being restricted to social positions or duties (Stryker, 2001). Specifically, role in symbolic
interactionism refers to ideas or principles that people utilize in determining how they should behave. Thus,
people’s behavior and experiences are shaped by their role as they see it.
Role-playing is defined as a person’s act in imagining, understanding, and predicting thoughts and
the behaviors of themselves or of the others in relation to their role (Stryker, 2001). Playing a role means
that individuals have certain expectations toward how they or others should behave in accordance with the
role. As people try to make their role fit the role of the other, social interactions among individuals are
facilitated in a way that meets mutual expectations.
In symbolic interactionism, role-playing is categorized by either role-making or role-taking
(Hewitt, 1976). That is, people could either play their own role or take the role of another. Through rolemaking, people formulate their conduct in a way that is appropriate for their own role. In making their own
role, examples of roles they could take include being ascribed a role (e.g., role as a father) or achieving a
role (e.g., occupational role) (MacKinnon, 1994). On the other hand, people imagine the role of the other
through role-taking in order to predict others’ behavior, which in turn could influence their own behavior.
When individuals engage in role-taking, they could play the role of a specific other (e.g., teacher in a
classroom) or as some generalized other that is not physically present in their interaction (e.g., society)
(Hewitt, 1976).
Role-playing not only directly influences one’s conduct, but people also formulate their behavior
and experience as they understand themselves through role-playing. In addition, symbolic interactionists
argue that through role-playing, individuals determine their behavior as they come to define, manage or
transform their “self-concept” (Leary & Tangney, 2011). Cooley (1927)’s notion of looking-glass self
suggests that others are used as a mirror to appraise one’s self and that how others evaluate them is reflected
in self-appraisal, also referred as meta perception (Wallace & Tice, 2012). As individuals’ make or take the
role of the other in understanding self, self is differentiated between “I” and “Me,” in which “I” reflects the
self as understood by others while “Me” represents the self that is assumed by themselves (Mead, 1934).
Based on their self-concept, people could determine how they should behave.
However, there is a limitation in taking the role of others in developing self-concept. While taking
the role of another in viewing oneself could help clarify self-concept, this does not mean that our predictions
regarding how we are appraised will always match the actual conception of others. It is possible that how
A assumes that he or she will be viewed by B does not always match how B actually thinks about A.
Individuals do not always recognize or refuse to accept the cues that signal their identity, as people in
general want to believe that others have positive view of themselves (Baumeister, Hutton, & Tice, 1989).
Despite this limitation, what is most important is that a person’s self-conceptualization shapes his or her
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conducts and experiences. Although it may not be an accurate self-concept, whatever the self-concept is
tends to shape roles and conduct.
The influence of role-playing in shaping individuals’ conduct and experiences can mean that their
behaviors and experiences are constrained. Societal expectations based on birth attributes can restrict
people’s behaviors as well as prompt them to engage in managing their projected image to meet
expectations according to prescribed roles. Thus, they must behave in a way that meets socially-constructed
norms and symbols. While individuals may present themselves in a certain way that conforms to the norm
within their own society, they may need to present themselves differently outside of their own group in a
way that is more suitable to their current situation.
As norm-based expectations seem to restrict people’s behavior, the absence of these norms in a
travel context could free people from their typical roles and associated expectations. When travelling,
people experience a different context in which contextual cues that create and remind them of societal
expectations associated with their roles are absent (Wood, Tam, & Witt, 2005). In turn, they may be free
from having to behave in accordance with their assigned roles. Moreover, as they formulate new social
relationships with people that are newly encountered during travel, such as locals, the role they assume can
also differ from their daily life. In taking the role of the newly encountered other, people can process others’
thoughts and behaviors in different ways and grasp new knowledge.
Identity theory explains how people can assume different roles by context (Serpe, 1987). This
theory examines why individuals choose to play certain roles among their various self-constructs. The
theory argues that such decisions are dependent on “identity salience” (McCall & Simmons, 1966). One’s
self-concepts are linked to their social positions, in which certain behavioral expectations are embedded.
Individual’s identity is organized into an “identity salience hierarchy,” which represents different identity
that emerges by contexts (Stryker, 1980). Thus, based on this hierarchy, one’s role performance for each
relevant identity in a specific situation engenders certain behaviors. According to identity theory, the change
or stability of one’s self-construct is dependent on the stability of one’s social relationships (Serpe, 1987).
When social relationships are stable, a person’s identity tends to be consistent, but when social relationships
change, self-constructs can be transformed. In turn, the role that people play and their behavior can also
change according to the newly developed identity.
Given the preceding background, the role-playing process can possibly explain how travelers
formulate the behaviors that shape their experiences in the context of local food consumption experience
while on a trip. That is, traveler’s conduct during their local food consumption experiences could be shaped
by their role-playing (i.e., role-making and role-taking) activities.
Although not explicitly discussed in the literature, the importance of role-playing in travelers’ local
food consumption experience can be inferred. Traditionally, travel has been considered as a context in
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which people deviate from their routine and, accordingly, their behaviors can therefore differ from when
they were at home (Wang, Lehto, & Cai, 2018). However, opposing views suggest that people are still
influenced by their routines (Wood et al., 2005). This is especially true today with advancement in
informational technology in which tools such as internet consistently connect travelers with home.
Consequently, both role-making and role-taking is prevalent in traveler experiences. In particular,
travelers’ acts of role-making and role-taking in their local food consumption experience can explain unique
conducts and experiences that are specific to the local food consumption context during a trip. Departing
from the view of existing studies which hold that change in context cues (e.g., new physical environments
and new social entities) influence travelers’ behaviors, this study utilizes the view of the symbolic
interactionists to argue that role-making and role-taking can also shape travelers’ behaviors. It should be
acknowledged that it is not just the encounter with new persons, such as locals, that brings about unique
conducts and experiences but rather, as travelers take the role of the new social object behaviors are newly
shaped. Moreover, with new social interactions, travelers’ role-making can also differ. That is, travelers’
unique view of themselves in a travel context can influence their conducts and experiences.

2.2.4.3. Process of Role-playing
There are different processes involved in role-playing. Role-playing is facilitated by objectification,
in which people view themselves or others as an object (Manis et al., 1972). This objectification of self is
referred to as reflexivity (Leary & Tangney, 2011). By treating themselves or others as an object, people
create certain perception of themselves or others and communicate through them. People identify
themselves or others as different objects depending upon context. Through objectification, they can assign
characteristics to people. In turn, they interpret characteristics of themselves or others from the perspective
of the objects. Such an objectification process takes place as they make indications in which they assign
things such as goals, wants, actions, and things that are around them. By utilizing and responding to symbols
in their social interaction, individuals can designate self or others as an object (Hewitt, 1976). This is
exemplified by naming a person or referring to someone by their social position (e.g., restaurant server).
Beyond this very basic level of assigning a role, role-playing involves appraisal of people’s
qualities and attributes. Regarding specific roles, people are defined in terms of their quality. For instance,
in the notion of “kind staff,” the adjective indicates characteristics of the person’s role as a staff. As such,
the person as an object to self or to others can be perceived as a “situated self” in which their characteristics
are dependent on the relative context. On the other hand, they can also be attributed with specific
characteristics when thought of in terms of “biographical self,” which is a cumulative self (Surr, 2006).
That is, the attributes assigned to an individual in a specific setting or to a specific role they take can be
utilized to define a general conception of self. As a case in point, a person may be viewed as a kind staff to
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his customers and, at the same time, he may view himself as a kind person in general, not limiting the
characteristic specifically to his role. Moreover, people can be appraised via evaluative value. For example,
characterizing a person as a kind staff not only pertains to describing their role in relation to their attributes
but also signals evaluative value, in this case the positive value of the role.
Once people have identified roles for self or for others, role-playing involves grasping the expected
behaviors associated with the role as well as developing and utilizing a map regarding these expectations
(Hewitt, 1976). For instance, customers and restaurant staff have expectations toward each other and are
aware of their expectations. Customers expect staff to deliver the menu while the staff expects the customers
to order from the menu. As such, taking others’ “social locations” into account, people develop expectations
about others’ behaviors (Hewitt, 1976). In this process, people utilize their map in taking the role of the
other. This map includes their prediction about the other’s social position in relation to others and their
actions in different situations. This map is situated within a structure and members belonging to this
structure have a sense of what they are expected to do. This role is not solely defined by the object
themselves but also by others who play that role.
Hewitt (1976) referred to the process of understanding the expectations associated with roles as
socialization, in which people identify content and organization structure of other groups or society. In
particular, socialization consists of two phases of “play” and “game” (Hewitt, 1976). Through play, people
come to understand the repertoire related to the role they are to take. In this process, they develop knowledge
of others’ behaviors and replicate their behaviors as they imagine themselves to be in the other’s
perspective. Furthermore, through the stages of the game, individuals develop their capacity to respond to
self from generalized others’ perspectives. That is, people need to not only understand the role of a specific
other but also need to have an overview of the group or society to which they belong. For instance, in
understanding oneself as a diner in a local restaurant, they need not only to grasp the role of the other local
diners but are required to have an overall knowledge about the restaurant or the food culture. This
generalized overview allows them to better identify expectations associated with the role from the societal
norm perspective.
Additionally, Hewitt (1976) asserted that people’s roles and expectations can be influenced by their
knowledge and that there are several ways through which this knowledge can be formulated. First, through
typification, people become aware of what to expect from others in a specific context. For instance, people
have expectations and knowledge regarding the conduct of a service provider in general. Second, people
consider causality as they tend to think what they observe can be explained by its cause, especially when
there is a problem. Thus, in accumulating knowledge about the acts of others, they can infer their causes
for better understanding of the conduct.
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Third, expected behavior related to a role is also shaped by people’s knowledge about the means
and ends of a specific conduct or an event. When people are aware of the means and ends, others’ conducts
are treated as the means through which the ends are achieved. For instance, restaurant customers permit the
chef in the restaurant to cook their food as they know chef’s behavior will end in serving them their food.
Fourth, normative standards can become important in taking and making roles. That is, people judge
whether theirs or others’ behaviors are morally appropriate in a specific context. Thus, their conduct will
depend on what is normatively acceptable for the role they play. Lastly, in role-playing, its congruence with
their own definition of what should happen in a specific context is considered. When people take the
position of others, they would evaluate whether imagined conduct of others is congruent with their own
definition of the situation.
To conclude, the process of role-playing can be summarized to encompass the following procedure.
In their social interaction, people engage in an objectification process in which they are assigned a specific
role. This role can be specified as characteristic or quality of the role is assigned to the role. In order to play
the role or to understand the role, people need to identify expectations in accordance with the role. As they
learn about the expectation associated with the role, they can behave accordingly. That is, people’s behavior
is an attempt to fit themselves to the expectations associated with the role. It should be noted that the
processes outlined do not necessarily take place sequentially and it is not always the case that all these
processes take place. Depending on the degree of knowledge people have about expectations regarding the
role, some processes can be omitted or simplified.
In order to address the research objective of this study which is to dissect the process through which
people experience local food in their social interaction, this study investigates how people’s roles and
expectations were identified or revised, learned, and practiced in order to shape their subsequent behavior.
Deviating from traditional views on experience being shaped by cognition and emotion, this approach of
paying attention to social interaction, especially role-playing as part of the process through which
experience is shaped, will shed new light on dissecting travelers’ local food consumption experience.

2.3. Methodology
Among different methodologies, interpretivism represents the best approach to guide this
dissertation. Interpretivism emphasizes the subjective values and aims for understanding and interpreting
the perceptions that the researcher and the research subjects hold (Bryman, 2001). The interpretivist
viewpoint asserts that the world is socially constructed and subjective. According to interpretivism, there
is no direct relationship between the subject and the world. Instead, the world is understood through the
schema classification of the mind. Interpretivism addresses research questions that require understanding
individuals’ subjective experiences and gaining insights about their motivations and behaviors. Therefore,
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this approach is appropriate for an in-depth investigation of socially constructed events that individuals
experience and their interpretation of those events. Thus, this perspective is most suited to answer the
question of how travelers’ local food consumption experiences are shaped resulting from their role-playing
process, as it focuses on “understanding” instead of “explaining” an individual’s interpretation. The primary
focus of this research is not on explaining travelers’ experiences descriptively but rather on gaining deeper
insights into travelers’ role-playing processes which are not explicitly observable. In addition,
interpretivism is an appropriate methodology for this research as the major theoretical perspective that
drives this research, symbolic interactionism, implies construction of symbolic meaning.
The methodology of interpretivism focuses on investigating the way in which individuals make
sense of their subjective reality and attach meaning to it (Lincoln & Denzin, 2003). Analysis of this research
was dependent on the research subjects’ views of the situation as well as the researcher’s perspective of the
reality, as the interpretative approach considers human experiences to be important. The importance of the
subjects’ behaviors and experiences were examined in order to make the subjects’ interpretations clear.
Therefore, in order to understand the subjective meanings and to explore the research question, the
interaction between the research subject and the researcher was imperative. Consequently, the researcher
was immersed in the interviews, while acknowledging the influence of the subjects’ background.

2.4. Method
2.4.1. Sampling and Data Collection
This study employed purposive sampling to select only those who met all of the following criteria:
1) adult participants (18 and older); 2) participants who are U.S. citizens; 3) participants who had travelled
internationally during the past six months; and 4) participants who had eaten local food at a local restaurant
during their trip. In order to reach these interviewees, participants were recruited through the author’s
personal contacts as well as via online forums and social media such as Facebook group pages and
Nextdoor. Nextdoor is a social networking service where people can recruit others to work in response to
their quest by posting specifics of the work on the platform to others in their neighborhood. Each
interviewee was compensated $10 cash for participating in the research. The interview process was
terminated at the point at which analytical themes became theoretically saturated. For a research study to
reach data saturation, no further meaningful data can or should emerge (Macnee, 2004). A total of 40
respondents were interviewed. The demographic profile of the interviewees is outlined in Table 1.
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Table 1. Demographic Profile of Interviewees (Study 1)
#

Gender

Age

Education

Occupation

1

Male

35

PhD

2

Female

31

B.S.

Assistant professor
in sociology
Yoga instructor

3

Female

48

B.S.

Housewife

4

Female

27

M.S.

5

Female

35

B.S.

6

Female

52

B.S.

Instructor

7

Female

28

B.S.

Waitress

8

Male

30

B.S.

9

Male

26

B.S.

Office clerk
Master student in
linguistics

10

Male

23

11

Male

30

High
school
diploma
B.S.

12

Male

25

M.S.

13

Male

34

M.S.

14

Male

28

B.S.

15
16

Male
Female

30
24

17

Female

18
19

Ph.D. student in
chemical
engineering
Restaurant
manager

Travel
Destination

Companion

Ghana

1 colleague

Japan

1 friend
Family
(spouse and
two
children)

France

Trip
Duration

Leisure trip

Six days

1 month
1 week

France/
Germany

Alone

Leisure trip

2 weeks

Vietnam

Alone

Leisure trip

8 days

China

Group tour
members

Leisure trip

10 days

1 friend

Leisure trip

12 days

Alone

Leisure trip

1 week

Vietnam

1 friend

Leisure trip

5 days

Waiter

Thailand

Parents

Leisure trip

1 week

Office clerk
PhD student in
mechanical
engineering

Myanmar

1 friend

Leisure trip

4 days

China

1 friend

Leisure trip

10 days

Army

Korea

2
colleagues

Deployed

3 months

IndonesiaBali
Singapore

Canada

Parents

Leisure trip

5 days

B.S.
B.S.

Sales
representative
Auditor
Cashier

Italy
Mexico

Leisure trip
Leisure trip

12 days
5 days

29

B.S.

Graphic designer

Costa Rica

Leisure trip

4 days

Male

40

B.S.

Engineer

Italy

Spouse
2 friends
Group of
friends
Family
(spouse and
1 child)

Leisure trip

11 days

Male

42

B.S.

Mechanical
engineer

Thailand

Spouse

Leisure trip

12 days

Leisure trip

5 days

Leisure trip

1 week

Leisure trip

3 weeks

20

Male

44

B.S.

Electrician

Thailand

21

Male

50

DDS

Dentist

Norway

M.S.

Laboratory
associate in
material science
engineering
department

Hungary

22

Trip
Purpose
Business
trip
Leisure trip

Male

54

Family
(Spouse
and 2
children)
Family
(Spouse
and
parents)

Spouse
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Table 1 continued
#

Gender

Age

Education

Occupation

Travel
Destination

Companion

Trip
Purpose

Trip
Duration

23

Female

61

High school
diploma

Housewife

Japan

Spouse

Leisure trip

1 week

24

Male

32

B.S.

Software
developer

Thailand

Alone

Leisure trip

5 days

25

Male

45

B.S.

Business owner

Greece

Alone

Business
trip

4 days

26

Female

41

Nurse

Italy

Daughter

Leisure trip

10 days

27

Male

33

Associate’s
degree
B.S.

Toronto

1 friend

Leisure trip

4 days

28

Female

21

High school
diploma

England

Alone

Leisure trip

5 days

29

Male

38

B.S.

India

Alone

Leisure trip

5 days

30

Female

29

PhD

Property manager
Undergraduate
student in
communications
Banker
Research scientist
in chemical
engineering

France

Alone/
parents

Leisure trip

2 weeks/
1 week

Switzerland

Family (son
and
daughter in
law)

Leisure trip

2 weeks

Alone

Business
trip

3 days

Study
abroad trip

10 days

Business
trip

5 days

Leisure trip

1 week

Leisure trip

4 days

Leisure trip

1 week

31

Female

67

B.S.

Retired/ Former
accountant

32

Male

39

B.S.

Marketing
manager

Hong Kong

33

Male

58

B.S.

Academic advisor

Germany

34

Male

39

Operating
engineer

Japan

35

Female

23

High school
diploma
High school
diploma

Office clerk

China

36

Female

38

B.S.

37

Female

30

38

Female

26

39

Female

38

40

Male

20

Students
and other
staffs
2
colleagues
Boyfriend

B.S.
High school
diploma
B.S.

Elementary
school
administrator
Secretary

Thailand

Family
(spouse and
1 child)
Mother

Retail salesperson

France

Alone

Leisure trip

8 days

HR manager

Hong Kong

Leisure trip

5 days

High school
diploma

Undergraduate
student in biology

Alone
Other
volunteers/
other
students

Volunteer
trip/ High
school trip

1 month/
3weeks

Canada

India/
France

In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted in person, via Skype or by phone call. The
personal interviews were conducted in locations where interviewees felt comfortable, such as the school
campus, coffee shops, or the interviewee’s office or home. Personal interviews have been regarded as the
appropriate data collection method for qualitative research adopting interpretivist framework, as this
approach allows research subjects to describe their own understanding of their experiences (Sorrell &
Redmond, 1995). The interviews ranged from thirty minutes to over an hour in length.
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The interview process started with a social conversation to relax respondents and to obtain
background information, such as descriptions of their daily food consumption practices and their past travel
experiences. These questions included “Please describe what your daily food consumption is like. What do
you usually eat and how do you make food choices on a daily basis?” Prior to asking questions about their
local food consumption experience, interviewees were given some time to refresh their memory.
Additionally, before conducting the interview, respondents were given an explanation for what is meant by
local food, defining it as food of the destination that is based on local identity, culture, and traditions (Kim
et al., 2009).
The interview questions aimed to dissect travelers’ role-playing processes as a trigger for their
behaviors and experiences, as informed by symbolic interactionism. According to symbolic interactionism,
role-playing activities in social interactions are critical processes through which people make sense of their
experience and in which their behaviors are determined (Hewitt, 1976). As the role-playing process is seen
as an antecedent to formulation of behavior and experience, interviewees were asked to depict their
behaviors and experiences and were subsequently asked to elaborate on what motivated them or what
processes they went through to act as such in their social interactions. Thus, the following questions were
asked: Please describe the most memorable social interaction during the local dining experience you have
had while travelling internationally?; Why do you remember this specific interaction?; What do you
remember about the others who you interacted with?; What actions did you take during this social
interaction and why?; What did you think or feel about this experience and why? It should be noted that
while interviews did not strictly conform to rigid structure, the questions outlined were utilized whenever
needed, to probe and to assist respondents in elaborating their responses.

2.4.2 Data Analysis
To address the research question, thematic analysis was employed. Thematic analysis is a widely
utilized qualitative research method which enables the researcher to recognize patterns of meanings
(themes) that address the research question and permits the process of organizing, describing and reporting
the themes identified from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Specifically, it generates ‘‘a detailed index of
data, and labels the data into manageable chunks for subsequent retrieval and exploration’’ (Pope, Ziebland,
& Mays, 2000, p. 116). Through this process, salient themes that represent testimonies of the interviewees
across the data set are outlined. Thematic analysis does not merely describe and summarize the data but
seeks to understand the embedded meaning of the accounts of the interviewees (Rubin, 1995). As this
research intended to gain a profound understanding of themes that represent role-playing processes in
travelers’ local food consumption experience, thematic analysis, which offers avenues for more rich and
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nuanced interpretation compared to other qualitative analysis such as content analysis, was deemed
appropriate for this study (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Thematic analysis can be driven by either inductive (data-driven analysis) or deductive (theorydriven analysis) approaches, or alternatively a study could take the stance of both (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
In my research, both inductive and deductive approaches were employed. As depicted by the notion of
“hermeneutic circle,” this mode of analysis allowed me to approach the data with my existing knowledge
and understanding as well as document the accounts of interviewees (Gadamer, 1989). In the initial stages,
the researcher engaged in open coding through which effort was made to freely list emerging findings
without trying to fit the data to a theoretical framework. At a later stage, the symbolic interactionist stance
was taken in analyzing the data. Following the fundamental tenets of symbolic interactionism that social
interaction informs people’s behavior, attention was paid to travelers’ social interaction and role-playing
processes in local food consumption experience and how this influenced their behavior. In particular,
attention was paid to each role-making and role-taking process. Concurrently, open interpretations that best
seemed to reflect the essence of the data instead of fully restraining the data analysis within the theoretical
framework were sought.
In conducting thematic analysis, it is necessary to follow a well-structured guideline. Thus, my
study conducted thematic analysis following the procedure suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006), one of
the most established and systematic methods presented in the literature. This was undertaken manually, and
themes related to travelers’ role-playing processes were identified based on reiterative patterns.
The following six steps were taken for conducting the thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
The first step was to become familiar with the data, which happened in the transcription process when the
author transformed the recorded interviews into written text. After the data was transcribed, reiterative
examination and re-confirmation of the data was conducted in order to get familiar with the data as well as
to get an overall perspective. Through repeated reading of the transcribed data, the author was immersed in
the data in an attempt to grasp underlying meanings. During this process, highlights and initial patterns
were noted.
Second, an initial coding process started in which tentative codes for how travelers make sense of
their local food consumption experiences were identified. Codes are smallest units derived from the data
and represent interesting findings in relation to the research question. These codes were the basis for
formulating themes in the later stage. Several rounds of coding were subsequently conducted for more
nuanced analysis and to confirm that all relevant text was coded. Although the research question was
considered in identifying codes, attempt was made to come up with as comprehensive list of codes as
possible.
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Third, the codes were categorized into emergent themes. These themes organized the codes
identified in the earlier stage in a systematic fashion. For instance, the initial theme of Playing Certain Role
encompassed the following codes: carrying out social role, retaining role, and playing occupational role. In
consideration of overall thematic relationships in conjunction with the research question, some codes
emerged as either major or sub-themes while others were eliminated. Specifically, what qualified as themes
were those that reflected or highlighted something imperative in addressing how travelers frame their local
food encounters. Although attempts were made to ensure that themes identified represented accounts of
interviewees comprehensively, further attention was paid to whether the theme represented the essence of
the process through which individuals made sense of their experience. As Braun and Clarke (2006) argued,
the prevalence of themes is not only determined by how often interviewees discuss something relevant to
the theme but whether the theme best captures answers to the research questions. In this process, each theme
in the data set was examined with regard to its underlying code alignment with the research question.
Fourth, themes identified in the previous stage were reviewed for further refinement. Referring to
Patton’s (1990) notion of internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity, Braun and Clarke (2006) argued
that it is important that data within themes are analogous while distinctive among different themes. In turn,
some themes that seemed to encompass different data were separated, while themes that were identified as
similar were integrated into one theme. For example, the theme of Playing Certain Role was separated to
include Performance of One’s Regular Role and Creation of a Desired Role. Moreover, the entire data set
was reviewed again to confirm that the themes identified precisely represented interviewees’ testimonies
and to examine whether any additional themes emerged from the data. Fifth, themes were finalized. Each
theme was defined as to what they represented and was examined in terms of how well it aligned with the
overall research question. Lastly, a report on the themes identified was written. Exemplary excerpts were
extracted to illustrate the emergent themes.
Guba and Lincoln (1989) argued that to ensure trustworthiness of a qualitative research, the
following criteria is critical: credibility (internal validity), and dependability (reliability). To ensure
credibility and reliability of the findings so that readers of the study perceive it in the way that is represented
by the researcher (Tobin & Begley, 2004), this research followed the well-established six-step thematic
analysis as developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). Lastly, to confirm dependability of this study, authors
apart from the first author as well as external individuals (doctoral students in hospitality and tourism field)
were consulted to audit the results. These auditors were conferred to confirm that the thematic analysis
undertaken by the first author was legitimate and whether they could make similar conclusions as the first
author did in reference to the research question.
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2.5. Results and Discussion
This research is intended to identify themes of role-playing processes. Specifically, the process of
identifying roles and associated expectations as trigger of travelers’ behaviors and experiences during their
local food consumption was investigated. Themes were outlined for each Role-Taking and Role-Making
activity. While both activities are considered as role-playing activities, they differ in nature as Role-Taking
is about understanding role and associated expectation of others while Role-Making pertains to identifying
one’s own role and related expectation. Thus, themes were outlined in addressing the question of how role
and associated expectations were identified or developed to trigger travelers’ behaviors and experiences for
each Role-Taking and Role-Making.

2.5.1. Role-taking
Role-taking denotes the notion of predicting the behaviors of others according to their role. Thus,
it is about understanding the position of others and acting upon them. Eight dimensions were identified
from data analysis to clarify the role-taking process, which was organized into four themes: Utilization of
Symbolic Cues, Imitating, Simulation of Other’s Position and Comparison with Expected Characteristic of
a Role. These findings are summarized in below Figure 1.

Figure 1. Processes of Role-taking
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2.5.1.1. Utilization of Symbolic Cues
One theme identified that explains the role-taking process is Utilization of Symbolic Cues, which
denotes that travelers referred to symbolic cues that are meaningful to them in identifying the role they are
to take. Specifically, two dimensions explain how use of different symbolic cues led travelers to behave
according to their role including utilization of Contextual Symbolic Cues and Exchanged Symbolic Cues.

2.5.1.1.1. Contextual Symbolic Cues
Some interviewees denoted to have used contextual symbolic cues as a facilitator for themselves
to learn about others’ roles and expected behaviors associated with the role. Specifically, it seems these
symbolic cues helped them assign a specific role to others that they interacted with. In turn, travelers
responded appropriately to the behavior of the others in line with their role. An account of interviewee #22
denotes how the respondent employed contextual symbolic cues to identify the role of the Italians he met
on a cruise:

We went on an evening boat cruise with entertainment and we bought a six course wine
pairing that was locally inspired. Almost everyone else at the table was those we didn’t
even know. It was just two of us and we had two Italians next to us so we were chatting
with them. Rest were locals. None of them spoke English. So we were chatting with them
in Italian. It was the company, people we met that made this amazing. Food was okay but
Italians couldn’t stand it. It was definitely not the food. Food was the intention that it was
going to be amazing experience with the food. But it was the, what it made the experience
so amazing, and not just the service of having food, cooking food, but it was people that
we didn’t know, that were locals, joining us to enjoy that dinner that made it special. The
Italians. I had no idea that they were just from north of Florence, Italy. We lived there a
year. So we talked about the same shops, same weather, we had a lot in common with them.

Superficially, the role of the Italians interviewee #22 met is a foreigner. However, in this case, the
time and table that was shared with Italians seems to have triggered interviewee #22 and his companion in
creating the role of the Italians as their “transient friends.” As they were given such a role, interviewee #22
and his companion seem to have responded to them by continuing to engage in conversation with them. In
turn, their experience on the cruise was very much enjoyed. If interviewee #22 and his companion identified
them to be strangers with negative characteristics, they would not have continued to engage in conversation
with them regardless of their presence next to them. Specifically, it is noteworthy that the interviewee #22
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and his spouse had travelled for three weeks and as this dining experience happened towards the end of
their trip, they might have needed an intimate social relationship that they could feel comfortable with. As
they did have experience in living in Italy before, having met someone from where they had lived seemed
to have magnified their sense of intimacy towards the Italians, which in turn could have easily triggered the
interviewee and his spouse to assign the role as “transient friend” to the Italians.
Similarly, some interviewees who travelled alone assigned the role of a “transient friend” to others
who they encountered in a restaurant. For instance, the context of a “bar” seems to have been identified to
promote this role assignment for some interviewees of this research. For solo travelers, the bar at a
restaurant signaled a stage for social interaction where they were likely to see other solo diners. Interviewee
#28 depicted how, as a solo traveler, she felt isolated in a sit-down restaurant where she is not likely to have
any interaction with other customers.
In building up to this sentiment, interviewee #32, who often travels alone, explained that he likes
to sit at a bar and interact with the bartender or find someone to talk to. He described that he feels lonely to
be travelling alone so he seeks out others while dining because he doesn’t really talk to anybody throughout
his day. While this symbolic cue of bar provides them a context for social interaction, travelers need to
identify others as a “transient friend” to socialize with them. If these other customers were thought of merely
as strangers, interviewees could have been less likely to interact with them. However, as the bar setting
presented a chance to assign the role of a “transient friend” to others sitting at the bar, this seems to have
prompted travelers to have some socialization during their meal time in response to the role the interviewee
created for the other.
Specifically, it should be noted that these social interactions discussed above could only be
facilitated through mutual role-playing, as both individuals involved in this interaction perceived each other
to be a “transient friend.” That is, it can be inferred that as the other customer also perceived the traveler to
being able to play the role of “transient friend,” they were able to start a conversation. As such, the social
interaction is only established as the person that a traveler act towards respond to them. Moreover, it can
be inferred that the role of “transient friend” or a similar role seems to be commonly assigned when travelers
seek intimate social relationships after a long international trip where they have a minimal number of
intimate interactions with others when travelling alone.

2.5.1.1.2. Exchanged Symbolic Cues
Travelers also utilized symbolic cues that were exchanged with others who they interacted with to
shape the role of the other. Specifically, how travelers interpreted the symbol that was shared with others
in their social interaction was utilized in inferring other’s role and their behavior. In the case of interviewee
#13, who was temporarily deployed to Korea, he reminisced his very first experience in a local Korean
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restaurant with two of his colleagues. According to his testimony, the new dish the server brought triggered
him to assign her a role with a specific quality:
We ended up in a Korean seafood restaurant. It was also a restaurant that didn’t have the
English-Korean translations. And the server did not speak good English. It turned out that
what I had ordered was spicy squid, which was too spicy for me. When the server recognized
that I was not happy with the food, brought me another dish, it was a fried squid bowl or
something like that, which was again not so good. Although I didn’t enjoy the food itself, I
was very touched by this experience. So first off it was her trying to explain, tell us in English
what the menu was and then trying to get across why I didn’t like my meal.

This incident illustrates that the fried squid bowl the server brought to the interviewee was not just
a new food but was understood by the interviewee as a symbolic cue exchanged that represented the server’s
role as a “caring server.” This conduct of the server associated with this role of being a “caring server”
seems to have impressed the traveler. Thus, he was able to appraise this as a pleasurable experience. Before
this incident, it is likely that the lady was just thought of in terms of her occupational role, as a server that
took his order and delivered food for him. However, from the traveler’s perspective when referring to the
new food that she brought, it can be inferred that the traveler assigned her the role of being a caring server
after seeing him not liking the food. As such, it can be concluded that it was not merely the new food itself
that had impressed the traveler, but his assignment of role on server as a “caring server” that enhanced his
experience.
In line with the discussion on contextual symbolic cue where both individuals involved in a social
interaction mutually play a role, mutual role-playing seems to have taken place where the traveler’s role
was that of a “valuable customer” that had to be satisfied, which in turn would have prompted the server
to bring another dish. Interviewee #13 added that the server’s action was impressive because he was a
foreigner (i.e., ascribed role) and it is highly likely that he will not come back to the restaurant. That is, if
she didn’t bring him a new dish, he could have attributed this to the fact that she took the role of an
indifferent server or that he was conceived as a transient customer. Yet, the server was kind enough to take
good care of him. From the way the server tried her best to please her customer, the bowl of fried squid
signaled that he was being cared as a “valuable customer,” and he felt a sense of sincere warmth to the
server. In turn, these role-playing processes seem to have triggered him to appraise this experience
positively.
Utilizing exchanged symbolic cues can be also inferred to have helped travelers to assign a role to
others who they did not have direct interaction with. That is, while a symbolic cue was explicitly exchanged
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between the interviewee and the server in the above discussion, some interviewees exchanged symbolic
cues implicitly without direct interaction. For instance, interviewee #5 and interviewee #8 assigned a role
to others who shared the same table and created their expectation towards others without any direct contact.
Interviewee #5, who travelled to Vietnam by herself, explained that she enjoyed having a
communal dining experience in Vietnam when she was eating her pho, a Vietnamese rice noodle soup. She
was sitting at one big table on one bench with other customers who she didn’t know, instead of just her
sitting at a table by herself. She said that although she didn’t have any conversation with others, she felt as
if she was part of them. According to her description, it was early in the morning when other locals seemed
to be having breakfast on their way to work and, by immersing herself in part of their daily schedule, she
felt more like being part of the locals rather than a tourist. Likewise, interviewee #8 expressed his enjoyment
with his food court dining experience in Singapore called Hawker center, where he had his meal at a
communal table among other locals. It should be noted that these instances represent a case where it may
have merely been an ordinary day for the locals but that ordinariness seems to have been translated into
being special for the travelers.
These examples illustrate that the communal table was imagined to be a symbolic cue of
togetherness exchanged between the traveler and others who were sitting at the same table. As they were
eating at the same table, travelers can be predicted to have been able to assign the role of a “companion” to
others that made them to feel like dining with others. In turn, the sense of togetherness travelers felt with
these other locals, to which they assigned the role of “companion” seems to have made travelers enjoy their
experience better. Thus, it can be inferred that it is not the communal table per se that bonded travelers with
others but traveler’s assignment of role to others as “companion” via the symbolic value of the table.
One important point to note is that this exchanged symbolic cue played a critical role in shaping
traveler’s experience because the traveler would have also engaged in taking the role of others to predict
how they themselves are seen by others. No direct interaction was involved and the others whom
interviewees acted towards did not explicitly show any response to them. That is, the response of the other
was imagined in this case. Travelers could have perceived the role of the others as “companion” and
subsequently exhibited positive attitude about sharing the table as they predicted that others also perceived
themselves as “companion.” By taking the role of others in conceptualizing how travelers themselves are
seen by others, these travelers seem to have thought they would be appraised positively. If they sensed any
discomfort from others or evaluated other customers’ role with a negative quality, they would have
interpreted their experience negatively.
However, how other customers actually thought of the travelers is hard to know. Symbolic
interactionists argue that there can be a discrepancy between how others judge oneself and how they predict
others would appraise oneself because people in general tend to not fully reveal how they view others
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(Blumberg, 1972). Despite this potential discrepancy, it should be noted that what played a critical role is
that travelers seem to have predicted others to have assigned them a role with a positive quality, which in
turn enhanced their experience.
This finding of the research that people exchange symbolic cues for assigning role and act upon
them is in line with the proposition of symbolic interactionists in which the importance of symbol has been
emphasized in social interaction (Burnier, 2005). As Hewitt (1976) argued, people exchange various
symbols with others such as language. Specifically, the meaning people attribute to the symbolic cue that
is determined by their own interpretation shapes their behavior as they respond to the role they attribute to
others. People’s experiences are not only influenced by the role they designate to others but also through
the role they assign to themselves from the perspective of the other. In line with the notion of the lookingglass self which asserts that people try to understand their self-concept through other’s viewpoint (Cooley,
1927), travelers seem to engage in the role-taking process of inferring their role with specific quality as
symbolic cues are exchanged with others. This in turn also contributed to shaping their behaviors and
experiences.

2.5.1.2. Imitating
Traveler’s role-taking process in their local food consumption experience has also been thought to
encompass the theme of Imitating. Specifically, two dimensions of Imitating Directly Observable
Behaviors and Implicit Imitating Behaviors were identified to constitute the theme. That is, travelers’ act
of emulating others for role-taking can be described to encompass these two processes, which in turn shapes
their behaviors and experiences.

2.5.1.2.1. Imitating Directly Observable Behaviors
From their narratives, it can be predicted that travelers took active and explicit actions of emulating
others’ behaviors to take the role of the others, which in turn helped the traveler to structure their own
behavior. In this type of imitation, interviewees reported to have witnessed and followed others’ directly
observable behavior. This notion is illustrated in the excerpt of interviewee #1 who travelled to Ghana on
a business trip. He described an incident when he went out by himself to dine in a local restaurant. In this
experience, he seems to have taken the role of the other by replicating eating practices of locals to determine
how he should eat local food in Ghana, rather than referring to his own practices. Interviewee #1 explained
that although he is accustomed to using utensils in eating food, he didn’t ask for fork or spoon when eating
fufu, a local food of Ghana. While waiting for his food, he observed that other locals in the restaurant were
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eating food with their hands. In wanting to experience their culture and to be part of them, he also had the
food with his hand.
In line with his willingness to experience the local practice, interviewee #1 seems to have observed
and imitated locals’ actions to understand the role and behavior of the local diners. At the same time, he
seems to have assigned himself a role in having imitated the local practice, such as that of an “adventurous
diner.” With a role assigned to him as such, it can be inferred that he was able to take the initiative in
consuming food with his hands. This act of replicating locals’ eating practice influenced his experience as
this act of eating food with hand helped him to remember this experience as an authentic experience.
Similarly, an excerpt from interviewee #39 also indicates that people take the role of the other by
imitating others’ directly observable actions, which seems to have subsequently shaped their own conduct.
Interviewee #39 explained how she was able to learn to get her dim sum in one restaurant in Hong Kong.
She was there by herself, so she didn’t have a companion with whom she could ask or discuss the ordering
system. It was a local restaurant where travelers were hardly seen, and she was at first very confused about
how to order her food. She observed that the server was pushing the cart with dim sum through the restaurant
and that customers were picking up dim sum from the cart. Coming to learn that was how the food was
delivered to customers, she took part in picking up her dim sum from the cart.
In this case, it can be inferred that she took the role of “diner.” Although her goal was to have dim
sum, lack of knowledge about how dim sum was to be ordered hindered her in getting her food. It is
predicted that imitating behavior of others could have prompted the traveler to better understand the role
and practices of “experienced diners.” In turn, this could have facilitated her conduct of being able to order
dim sum. As such, these two excerpts illustrate that imitating directly observable behavior helps travelers
better understand the role and associated behaviors of the others, which in turn shapes their own behavior.

2.5.1.2.2. Implicit Imitating Behaviors
In some cases, contextual cues were utilized as a source for implicit imitation for travelers. Instead
of directly observing others’ behaviors, people inferred others’ thoughts and behaviors through contextual
cues. After identifying others’ conducts associated with the role, they imitated their behaviors to structure
their experience. For instance, some interviewees utilized others’ review on restaurants as contextual cue
to infer others’ thoughts and behaviors. They tried to find out what food or restaurant was disliked from
those who they seemed to have assigned the role of “experienced diners.” By following their suggestions,
interviewees reported to have imitated their behaviors.
An excerpt from interviewee #26 illustrates that his food choice behavior was dependent on reviews
from his friends and family or reviews on social media because he wanted a guide on what to avoid in
consuming food while travelling. Concerned about food safety, he feared getting sick from the food that he
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knew little about during his trip. As such, travelers tend to rely on reviews or recommendations from others
to understand the role of “experienced diners,” which influences their food choice. This notion is also
illustrated in the interviewee #27’s depiction on how he found it difficult to make good decisions as to
where to dine without reviews when he was looking for a restaurant in Toronto:

Here, if I want to eat new food, I have yelp, I have reviews from different sources, I can
make an informed decision which is very important to me. That was not the case. Toronto,
for whatever reason, maybe we didn’t find any but we didn’t have good review structure.
So in Toronto, I had some poor dining experience. In one restaurant, one of the primary
reasons was that it was so over-priced. We were like are you charging me this for this
much? And the food was just okay. So that was a bad experience, but we credit that bad
experience to the fact that we didn’t know in advance what the price was. So this is a poor
experience that stems from the fact that I did not have what I usually have at home which
is this review system where I can make a better decision on what I eat.

According to his account, because recommendations or reviews of restaurants let travelers know
what to expect from at a dining place, absence of such a mechanism made it difficult for him to find the
right dining place. This eventually led to dissatisfaction. Without being able to learn of other’s viewpoints
on restaurants, travelers had difficulty in restaurant decision making and tended to have unpleasant
experiences. As such, travelers appear to be reliant on implicit contextual cues when taking the role of
others in consuming local food at an unfamiliar destination.
Interviewees also outlined that, when they are in a restaurant or in a country that they are not
familiar with, they tend to choose the best-selling menu in that restaurant. In this case, the best-selling menu
can be predicted to have served as the contextual cue to signal the most frequent choice of past diners. As
with the previous example, travelers seem to have assigned the role of “experienced diners” to those they
referred to in determining their own choices.
Moreover, contextual cues such as the atmospherics of the restaurant seem to have been considered
in order to take the role of the other in identifying what can be expected from the restaurant. This finding
is illustrated in the excerpt of Interviewee #9 who traveled to Ho chi min city in Vietnam with his friend:

We went to this place, it was a non-touristy place. It was like a little neighborhood village.
It was just us two eating there. Like I said, you can tell that it was very non-touristy and
where locals eat I guess. I guess I knew that because there were no travelers around. I
wanna say, I don’t see run down, it wasn’t upkept to keep travelers coming back. It was
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like this is where we eat, we don’t need to keep it up. I think the place that I was eating at,
there was an authenticity to it that – that added to the experience for sure, it was always
back to, so I think about it, it was so valuable because how distant it was from the traveler
place.

While the act of interviewee #9 was not a direct imitation of others as the testimonies presented
previously, the narrative of interviewee #9 indicates that these travelers identified the absence of travelers
and physical cues in the restaurant as representing the restaurant was where locals dine. As they were
searching to dine in a local restaurant that was frequented daily by locals, they emulated the act of locals
by dining at the restaurant that they perceived to be local, through which the interviewee fulfilled his goal.
That is, interviewee #9 seems to have taken the role of the locals to predict the possible atmospherics that
could be present in a restaurant for locals. From the local’s perspective, he inferred they would be indifferent
to the interior design of the restaurants they visit on a daily basis and in turn, a restaurant that matched such
an image was identified. In turn, he chose to dine in this restaurant.
The above discussion on images shows that people imitate the behaviors of “reference others.” As
noted in the symbolic interactionism literature, interactions that humans take part in prompt their actions
and thoughts are often dependent on others. Specifically, “reference others” seems to have emerged (Hewitt,
1976), those who possess attributes or qualities that are desired or perceived as needing to be avoided. In
turn, individuals tend to adjust their actions to fit the behaviors of these reference others (McCall &
Simmons, 1966). For interviewees who imitated the behavior of others also had reference others whom
they referred to in achieving their goal. For interviewee #10, their reference others can be predicted to have
been locals, in response to their craving to experience what is local to the destination. Thus, they chose to
act like locals by eating at restaurants where locals would dine.
Moreover, travelers’ search for something credible under the new context seems to have triggered
the act of travelers imitating others’ behaviors. Specifically, as travelers lack intrinsically-derived opinions
due to inadequate knowledge about local culture or of the local food on an international trip, they could be
anxious in having to make uncertain decisions. In turn, they could search for credible cues that help them
to make more informed decisions. In support of this proposition, Symbolic interactionists argued that this
phenomenon of people emulating others in role-playing is especially salient when they are new to the
situation, do not know the role they have to take, or lack the internal source to take actions (Zaltman &
Wallendorf, 1979).
In fact, this was the case for interviewees in this study. As most of the interviewees were new to
the local food or as the dining context was new to them, they needed guidance on following local eating
practices and in interpreting their experience. Thus, they positioned themselves in other’s place by relying
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on available cues surrounding them. The imitation of the others resembles consumer acculturation
procedure, in which consumers directly adopt knowledge or behaviors that are suitable in a certain
consumer culture (Cleveland & Laroche, 2007; Peñaloza, 1989). Specifically, the role that travelers take of
the other becomes a source that enhances credibility of their choices. As such, as travelers took the role of
the locals and imitated them, they acquired and adjusted to the practices of the locals. In other words,
travelers’ acts of role-taking through imitating the behavior of the other can be perceived as a means to
acquire credible information.

2.5.1.3. Simulation of Other’s Position
In the course of playing others’ role, travelers seem to have made inference about others’ role and
their expected behaviors in conjunction with the circumstances. This notion is represented in the theme of
Simulation of Other’s Position. Specifically, it can be inferred that people simulated how others would
think or feel about their circumstance in playing their role and in fitting their behavior to the expectation
related to the role. Two dimensions explain these notions including Cognitive Simulation and Emotional
Simulation.

2.5.1.3.1. Cognitive Simulation
In taking the role of others, cognitively making inference about circumstances in which others are
placed, seems to have triggered interviewees’ behaviors or experience appraisals. By creating role and
expectation about what is right for the other to do in line with their role, it is predicted that travelers
considered the circumstance others are situated in. Subsequently, this seems to have shaped travelers’
experience. This is illustrated in the excerpt of interviewee #35 who travelled to China with her boyfriend.
After having a massage, they became hungry and were looking for something to eat. While they had
difficulty in finding food, they ended up stopping a merchant who was riding away on his bicycle.
Specifically, she seems to have engaged in role-taking of the merchant who sold her a sausage on street by
considering the circumstance he was in:

At night, we saw a man selling something on a bicycle- local sausage, whole link of ball
shaped sausage, and we bought some. Later, we both had diarrhea… I guess the meat
quality wasn’t very good. It is a memorable experience. It is one of those episodes that we
still talk about. We just had a laugh. It is not a bad experience. We told each other how
that experience itself was totally new… food on a bicycle, local sausage, and diarrhea…
we were just happy to try something new. This man was already finishing up his business
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and riding away. We just yelled at him and can we please buy something and then he
stopped for us.

Because interviewee #35 and her boyfriend ended up having diarrhea after eating local sausage,
this could have ruined their experience and such a bad experience could have been attributed to the merchant
who sold them the sausage. However, the couple did not interpret this as a bad experience and did not blame
the merchant. Rather, they constructed this encounter as an interesting one. This can be explained by the
fact that as mentioned towards the end of her excerpt, they understood the circumstance that the merchant
was in. They seem to have taken the role of the merchant as a “kind seller” considering the situation at the
time. While it could have been burdensome to stop on his way back home and sell the sausage, he was kind
enough to stop for them. Also, it was after the business hour, so the sausage would not have been in a good
condition. As they attributed positive quality to the role they assigned to the merchant in line with the
circumstance he was in, the couple seem to have interpreted their experience positively as influenced by
the role and related expectation of the merchant. Therefore, it can be concluded that travelers’ experience
can be shaped by how they cognitively simulate the role of the other by considering their circumstances.

2.5.1.3.2. Emotional Simulation
Based on the testimonies, interviewees were also immersed in the other’s position to simulate what
others’ feelings would be based on the expectation associated with their role in the context that was shared
between traveler and the other. This sentiment was especially noticeable for interviewees who travelled to
developing countries and who had the simple food of the locals. The response of interviewee #40 supports
this point; he travelled to India for his internship to teach English to local children, describing his experience
at a local house where he was invited for diner by one of his students:
We went to eat at some local houses, some villagers’ houses and they just keep passing
food around and passing food around and these houses had 4, 5, or 6 kids and they had so
much food to make sure that their guests are very well treated and they make sure that their
guest have enough to eat… and of course they make sure that their kids have enough to eat
too but I was just like very shocked by how they had so many mouths in the house but they
were so willing to share what they have.
He did not interpret the host’s offering merely as a hospitable act and he was worried about their
circumstances as if he was part of them. It can be inferred that he was emotionally simulating what food
would mean to them and their economic circumstances. He seems to have imagined their role as parents of
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many children to feed. He felt that as parents would be expected to feed their children well, they could be
worried about not having enough to feed their family later. Based on his own emotional simulation in taking
the role as the parents by considering their circumstances, he seems to have been very grateful to them in
sharing their food. But at the same time, he was sorry about taking their food when they might not have
enough food for themselves. As such, travelers engage in emotional simulation of the context of others that
is associated with their role, which in turn influences their experience.

2.5.1.4. Comparison with Expected Characteristic of a Role
The theme of Comparison with Expected Characteristic of a Role was identified as another theme
of travelers’ role-taking process. The role of the other and associated expectations was sometimes identified
from interviewees’ prior experiences or knowledge about the role. That is, some interviewees already had
certain expectation about how a person with a specific role should act, instead of predicting the role of the
other and related expectation through interaction. Comparing this with their actual experience in how people
with this role behave has been found to be influential in shaping their behavior. Thus, two dimensions
explain this theme including Expectation about General Characteristic of a Role and Expectation about
Characteristic of a Specific Role.

2.5.1.4.1. Expectation about General Characteristic of a Role
Majority of interviewees had expectations about the general characteristic of a role. For instance,
the majority of travelers had their own expectations as to how people with the role of a “server” should
behave which is usually based on their past experiences at home. Thus, without knowledge about the role
of a “server” in a specific destination, people seem to have used their expectation about “server” in general
to compare with their actual experience. For interviewee #18 who is accustomed to the friendly servers in
the United States in general, he had always perceived servers as friendly people who treats diners well. This
denotes that he had an expectation that servers are friendly people.
When he dined in a local restaurant in Italy, he had a negative experience, which could be explained
by deviation from his expectation about servers. For interviewee #18, actions and attitude of the server in
Italy signaled their unfriendliness. Interviewee #18 admitted that while he is used to the friendly servers in
the United States in general, he initially felt the servers he encountered in Italy didn’t like him. He felt that
he wasn’t very welcomed. The server didn’t greet him nor ask how his day was going. According to his
expression, he just didn’t feel like being taken care of and that the servers couldn’t care less about him. This
was a disappointing experience for him. Such a negative evaluation could be attributed to the fact that the
conduct of servers in Italy deviated from his repertoire regarding expectations towards servers in general.
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As illustrated here, people’s expectation about general characteristic of a role could be influential in shaping
their experience when it is compared with their actual experience. What could have triggered him to
evaluate this experience worse than it was could be that he was there with his wife and son, and he wanted
to give them a positive dining experience.

2.5.1.4.2. Expectation about Characteristic of a Specific Role
In some cases, people compared their expectation about a characteristic of a specific role with their
actual experience. Prior to their travel, and based on prior knowledge, some interviewees had expectations
about locals’ conduct at a diner. In turn, this expectation about their role seems to have influenced the
travelers’ experiences. For instance, interviewee #2 had an expectation about how Japanese would behave
in taking the role as a diner through media. She explained how much she is interested in and tries to learn
about Asian cultures at home, including watching Japanese animations. Having had knowledge about Japan,
which seems to have helped her to create expectation about the Japanese culture, when she travelled to
Japan and dined in a local restaurant, she was thrilled to see that her imagined expectation regarding
Japanese diners were actually true:

My first meal in Japan was the Japanese ramen noodle shop. I observed other Japanese
diners, they were 99% males, eating by themselves. This solo culture in Japan that I read
in books, now I can see it. Nobody was talking. They were just doing their own business. It
was so fresh and I was very excited to see this. I have never been to Japan. Japan to meit’s country in the movie, in the book. So now physically being here- it was a really happy
moment for me.

For interviewee #2, her experience in the Japanese ramen shop was an exciting moment as her
notions about what can be expected from Japanese diners was confirmed. She had witnessed that Japanese
as diners enjoyed dining alone and seemed indifferent to how others think of themselves eating alone. In
turn, as her perception about the expected role of the Japanese diner was confirmed, this experience can be
inferred to have been evaluated positively. As such, match between one’s imagination of specific role’s
characteristic with the actual experience could lead to a pleasurable experience.
Thus, it can be concluded that, the match between travelers’ conceptualization of what should be
expected from the other based on their role and how they actually behave could have a positive impact on
travelers’ experiences. On the other hand, when the other behaves in a way that deviates from the
expectation associated with the role, travelers could appraise this experience negatively. Specifically, it
should be noted that this role-taking process in reference to one’s existing expectation of the role furthers
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the notion of typification (Hewitt, 1976). Hewitt argued that one influential factor through which people
construct their behavior based on the role of the other or self is the existing knowledge they have developed
from their previous experiences. In this research, it was found that interviewees took the role of the other
as they compared this existing knowledge, developed based on their typification, with their actual
experience.

2.5.2. Role-making
Interviewees depicted that their experience is also shaped by certain part of their own role that was
played during their local food consumption at an international travel destination. On the other hand, as the
liminal characteristic of travel frees travelers, some deviated from certain aspect of their daily role. In some
cases, they newly developed or revised their own role in a more desirable way. Depending on whether they
retain or depart from their role at home, their sense-making process of their experience as well as their
subsequent behaviors tended to differ. Accordingly, three themes of Performance of One’s Regular Role,
Disassociation of Self from One’s Role, and Creation of a Desired Role emerged. These findings are
outlined in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Processes of Role-making
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2.5.2.1. Performance of One’s Regular Role
In their role-making, interviewees explained they performed their regular role during their rolemaking. Specifically, this theme is illustrated with two dimensions of Playing an Assigned Role and Playing
a Role as American. This process of role-making shaped their subsequent behavior and appraisal of their
experience.

2.5.2.1.1. Playing an Assigned Role
One salient role that interviewees depicted they played on a trip during their local food consumption
was their own role. Assigned roles denote roles that are given to them, such as via occupation or social
position. For instance, interviewee #33 travelled to Germany with his students as an academic advisor. Most
of the activities that he depicted to have engaged in during this trip related to taking care of the students.
During the study abroad trip, he always had his eye on taking care of students, such as in watching out
whether students behaved appropriately in a restaurant. Such behavior suggests that he was playing his role
as an academic advisor, by ensuring that students stayed safe during the trip. He thought and behaved
according to his role as a supervisor of the study abroad group. If he took a different role, such as a leisure
traveler, his behavior would have been different but in this specific trip, his conduct was congruent with his
occupational role with students that travelled with him.
A majority of people seem to play the role ascribed to them within their family such as interviewee
#32 who played the role of father and based his decision on dining based on to his children’s preferences.
Similarly, the behavior of interviewee #30 was influenced by her parents when she travelled with them. She
had to take in their health condition and ensure that they frequently went for a coffee to have a seat. For
both interviewee #30 and #32, they noted that their food choice behaviors were dependent more on their
companions’ preferences than when travelling by themselves. This indicates that their role within the family
exerts influence on how they make restaurant choice decisions when travelling with family members.
Based on this finding, it can be inferred that the presence of social context cues, companions who
assign roles to travelers, influence them to play their ascribed roles. Specifically, these social context cues
seem to have reminded travelers of their role and associated expected behaviors. Symbolic interactionists
argued that roles and associated expectations from others shape one’s behavior (Stryker, 2001). When
people are reminded of the expectations they hold about themselves, or the expectations others or the society
have about themselves, they play their appropriate role and take suitable actions to satisfy those
expectations. Thus, it can be predicted that when social cues concerning these expectations are present,
travelers are likely to retain their usual role. In the case of interviewee #32, to conform to his children’s
expectation as a father, he acted accordingly during their trip.
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2.5.2.1.2. Playing a Role as American
Another common regular role that appears to have been played by travelers and which shaped their
experiences was their role as American. In certain contexts, encounter with specific aspect of the experience
was conceived from the viewpoint of American, especially when travelers indicated and acted towards nonhuman objects. As argued by symbolic interactionists, people not only interact with humans but with
anything that they indicate, in which they assign specific characteristic to it (Leary & Tangney, 2011). Thus,
people act towards any object, in which they behave according to a specific role that is in line with the
context. For instance, for interviewee #6, her encounter with variety of food offered in China was appraised
in line with her view as American:

In China, when we were staying at our hotel, for breakfast, I was amazed to see all kinds
of food. Food that I would consider for lunch and dinner was available at breakfast. Rice,
we would never think about having that for breakfast. Even just other vegetable. It was just
all kinds of food that you would wanna have on a lunch and dinner menu from what I would
think is available at breakfast.
According to interviewee #6’s description, her reaction towards seeing the wide variety of food
offered for breakfast was a surprise. Such a response from the encounter with the variety of food for
breakfast can be attributed to the fact that she took the role as an American and perceived this from what a
typical American would think. It should be noted that the role of the American that she seems to have played
may not represent the general perspective of all Americans, but how she thought about an American’s
expected conduct. As the type of food that interviewee #6 perceived Americans typically expect for lunch
or dinner was all available for breakfast in China, this seems to have surprised her and helped her to
understand the culture of China better. If she took the role of a Chinese and interpreted this experience from
their perspective, this would not have been a big surprise and the encounter with variety of food could have
been interpreted differently.
To further illustrate this proposition, interviewee #4 also remembered how her experience of being
fascinated while viewing the physical setting of a restaurant in Germany was shaped by her view as an
American:

I can recall certain elements of the experience that I enjoyed. I remember walking into a
small town in Germany and I think there was first coat hanger when walked in, when
normally it’s off to a room, off to the side. Like in America, you wouldn’t have everyone
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hanging their coat in the restaurant, someone could just walk in and take them all, but
being like a small German town, I guess there was kind of like more of a sense of security
and trust. So yeah, it was interesting to see those differences.

As evident in this excerpt, location of the coat hanger was what made her experience interesting. It
can be inferred that she took the role of the American and viewed this from the perspective of the American
who would be new to this scene and thus this encounter was fascinating. As with the previous example, this
is not meant to represent the view of the general American public but is based on this interviewees’ own
perception as an American. To conclude, it can be argued that the position people take as an American can
shape their experience when encountering the object that is meaningful for them.
As these findings regarding travelers utilizing symbols of objects to identify their role and
associated expectations, individuals perceive that objects they encounter encompass symbolic meanings
that need to be interpreted. This is what Mead (1934) referred to as making indication. Specifically, Mead
argued that objects do not direct human actions until they are given meaning by individuals. Interviewees
in this study also reported they conferred some meaning on the objects they encountered. This in turn was
shown to shape travelers’ behaviors and experiences.

2.5.2.2. Disassociation of Self from One’s Role
Interviewees denoted that during their local dining experience, they were likely to free themselves
from their daily roles, which in turn shaped their behavior. Two dimensions explain how travelers deviate
from their role and subsequently shape their behavior. These triggers include Being Freed from Others’
Expectations and Aspiration for Experiencing New Culture.

2.5.2.2.1. Being Freed from Others’ Expectations
Interviewees reported that during their trip they are disengaged from their duties at home and felt
like doing whatever they wanted to do. Travel and leisure have been known to provide the context for
individuals to deviate from their role constraints (Shaw, 1985). In line with this notion, some interviewees
described they played the role of self rather than their socially ascribed role in their local food consumption.
A majority of interviewees tended to shift away from their usual role of being a disciplined dieter. For
instance, interviewee #16 recounted that she usually seeks a healthy lifestyle by carefully planning her diet.
However, travel provided the context for her to free herself from her self-imposed rules in making food
choices:
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I wouldn’t think too much when making food choice on a trip. I think little about gaining
weight and I tend to tell myself that this is the only time you would be here, don’t constrain
yourself in what you eat. I consider the vacation time as my time off from regularity of the
diet. When you travel, that time is something outside your life time. It’s something you can
indulge in. I mean at home, nobody is watching you, but I feel that I have to present good
image in front of people that I see everyday. But then when you travel, nobody knows you,
and you can be free. Also there are so many new things that you have never seen and you
really wanna try it. And why not?

As detailed in the above testimony, interviewee #16 paid less attention to what she ate during the
trip as she deviated from her role as a disciplined dieter. While she was strict in adhering to her healthy diet
plans at home, she neglected them when travelling and chose to free herself. Such a deviation can be
explained by the excerpt of the interviewee #16 that she didn’t have to strive to meet others’ expectations
about her. In line with the view of the symbolic interactionist that societal expectations can constrain
people’s behaviors and experiences (Stryker, 1987), expectation of others that she perceived others had
about her role seems to have restrained her conducts at home. At home, she felt pressured to present good
image to others, which in turn constrained her food choices. It should be noted that such a role deviation
could have been different if her travel companion was someone else. Interviewee #16 travelled with her
close friends, who she would not need to make effort to project a good image. If she had travelled with
someone to whom she wanted to project good image, such as her boss or her boyfriend, then she might
have retained her at home role as a healthy dieter. In the presence of social context cues at home that engage
her to retain a good image, she would be prompted to play her role and expected behavior.
It may not be true that others judge her or have expectation about her conduct as a disciplined
dieter. However, her simulation of the other’s role in how she is viewed by others seems to have made her
be mindful of others’ views. In the absence of this societal cue that imposed expectation on her from the
perspective of the interviewee #16, it can be predicted that she played the role of an indulgent eater while
deviating from her role at home as a healthy dieter or as a disciplined individual. Thus, in the absence of
these expectations, travelers were able to deviate from their role and acted according to the different role.

2.5.2.2.2. Aspiration for Experiencing New Culture
Travelers also deviated from their routine diet and sought new experience in response to their
craving for learning about culture of the destination. Interviewee #21 reported to have enjoyed novel food
that is local to the destination, reasoning that if you are to travel, why would you not eat what’s local to that
area. For interviewee #21, deviating from his daily diet meant indulging in the local food that is different
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from his culture. He mentioned how such a deviation is part of travelling, “… forcing yourself out of your
traditional or standard box while speaking their language, drinking their drink, eating their food.”
Specifically, interviewee #29 noted that when he travels, he tries to avoid fancy restaurants and instead
chooses to dine in a small restaurant that offers simple food for locals as he feels such a type of restaurant
best reflects the culture of the destination. As such, it can be suggested that as interviewees choose to deviate
from their daily roles as they play the role of a neophilic eater who highly enjoys novel food, their food
choice behaviors are influenced by this role.

2.5.2.3. Creation of a Desired Role
In playing one’s role, one salient theme that emerged was travelers’ creation of a role they desired.
That is, travelers appear to have created new role for self and behaved accordingly. Two dimensions explain
how interviewees in this research created a desired role include Developing Role of a Desired Self-image
and Devising a Role of Desired Quality.

2.5.2.3.1. Developing Role of a Desired Self-Image
Some interviewees described how they engaged in making a role that they desired for themselves
and acted according to that aspired role. For instance, Interviewee #6 was concerned about her image to her
local tour guide in determining whether she should eat fish in China. Interviewee #6 had travelled to China
with a group of Americans and a local tour guide. When she was dining at a local restaurant in China, she
explained that she was somewhat repulsed to see fish head at first sight. She felt as if the fish was looking
at her and she was disgusted at the thought of eating the fish. However, having a local Chinese right next
to her, she thought to herself that it could be offensive if she didn’t even try the food. She was not very
familiar with the Chinese culture but inferred that refusing their food could seem rude in China. She did try
the fish and thought that it was not as bad as she had imagined.
The excerpt from the responses of interviewee #6 illustrates that she desired to be evaluated
positively by the Chinese tour guide as she was concerned about how she would think of herself if she had
refused to eat the fish. In turn, it can be inferred that she made her role as an “open-minded traveler” in this
case. An expected conduct associated with the role of an “open-minded traveler” would be that of not being
afraid of trying novel things and willing to embrace differences. As she took the role of an “open-minded
traveler,” she seems to have acted accordingly by fitting her behavior to this desired role by eating the fish
with fish head which made her to feel repulsed at first. As such, people can create their desired role based
on their desired self-image from the viewpoint of the others.
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2.5.2.3.2. Devising Role of a Desired Quality
Some interviewees seem to have attempted to revise their ascribed role in a desirable quality. For
majority of interviewees, it can be inferred that they aspired to employ positive quality to their role among
their family members when they travelled with them. For instance, interviewee #30 explained that she had
to conform to her role of being part of her family when she traveled with her parents. She had traveled to
France several times and her food choice behavior differed when she traveled by herself from when she
traveled with her parents. When she was travelling with her parents, she was more considerate of their need,
such as having to find a sit-down restaurant. Also, she mentioned how she didn’t mind her food
consumption experience being bad when she is by herself, but she felt obligated to find the best restaurant
for her parents to ensure that they have a good time.
The testimony from interviewee #30 suggests that she aspired not only to play the role of a daughter
but that of a “good” daughter, in which the quality of being a “good” daughter was employed to her ascribed
role. In turn, she appears to have been more considerate of her behavior as she valued her role as a “good”
daughter with her parents during the trip.
Narrative from interviewee #32 also demonstrates the case where travelers attempt to play their
ascribed role in a positive light. Specifically, interviewee #32 desired to be a good father. He frequently
travels alone for business trips and usually choose restaurants based on his own preference. Nevertheless,
when travelling with his family, children was a motivation for him to find a restaurant that would be
appropriate for them. When thinking about where to dine or what to eat, his thoughts were based on the
perspective of a father. He would think about what would be nutritious for his children and whether the
restaurant had facilities to accommodate his kids. In this case, he leaned towards the role of a “caring father”
more than anything else in his food consumption experience.
To conclude, the argument of this research that people create desired roles is congruent with the
argument of symbolic interactionists that one dominant reason why people take the role of the other in
determining their own role and conduct is that they are concerned about how they are seen by others
(Hewitt, 1976). That is, people create their roles or develop a desired quality of their role based on their
understanding on how others think of them. This is also in order to meet the expectations of others of their
role, as people tend to fit their behavior to others according to their role.

2.6. Conclusion
Social interaction is a prevalent activity on a trip. Travelers connect with self and others, including
their companions and people they encounter at a destination. Moreover, people also interact with any
objects that they come into contact with, including non-human objects. Despite the significance of travelers’
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interactions and how they behave and structure their experience via their social interactions, the contribution
from the field of food tourism remains little explored regarding this issue. To address this research gap, this
research is a pioneering attempt to understand this from the perspective of role-playing.
The findings of this research lend support to the proposition of symbolic interactionism regarding
the role of social interaction in shaping people’s behaviors and experiences. Specifically, this study clarified
that traveler’s behaviors and experiences are shaped by their role-playing process. In making one’s role,
people first engage in an objectification process in which a role is ascribed and its characteristics are
assigned. At the same time, expectation towards the role is developed. In turn, people playing the role
behave according to this role. When people take the role of the other, people also learn about role and its
quality, associated expectations, and how they would behave according to this role and expectation. Based
on this understanding, they act to fit their behavior to the role of the other. Thus, role-playing can be seen
as the intervening system that mediates stimuli that people interact with and their behavioral outcomes in
travelers’ local food consumption experience. That is, the role-playing process is influenced by the stimuli
and has impact on the outcomes of the experience.
In this research, travelers’ role-playing processes through which their behaviors and experiences
were shaped in their local food consumption experience have been dissected for each role-taking and rolemaking. In role-taking, in which individuals took the role of the other to understand their role and associated
expectations, four themes to explain role-taking process were identified including Utilization of Symbolic
Cues, Imitating, Simulation of Other’s Position, and Comparison with Expected Characteristic of a Role.
First, contextual symbolic cues, such as the table which allowed interviewee #22 to interact with other
Italians, or exchanged symbolic cues such as the new dish that was given to interviewee #13 by the server,
served as facilitator in helping travelers interpret others’ role and expected behaviors which, in turn, shaped
travelers’ behaviors and experiences. Specifically, it was the symbolic cues to which they attributed
personal meaning that facilitated people’s interpretation of others’ roles and behaviors. Second, travelers’
behaviors and experiences were identified as being also shaped by their act of imitating directly observable
behaviors as well as implicit imitating behaviors. Third, travelers took the role of the others as they either
cognitively or emotionally simulated other’s roles and behaviors in considering their circumstances. Lastly,
travelers understood roles and behaviors of the others by comparing their existing expectation about a role
with their actual experience.
In their role-making process, three themes were identified that clarified this process including
Performance of One’s Regular Role, Disassociation of Self from One’s Role, and Creation of a Desired
Role. First, some travelers were identified as having performed their regular role on a daily basis. Two
dominant roles played were the role assigned to them as well as their role as an American. Moreover,
disassociating themselves from their role at home was also a dominant theme among travelers during their

63
local food consumption experience. Specifically, travelers deviated from their regular role as they were
freed from others’ expectations and because of their desire for experiencing new culture. Lastly, travelers
also engaged in creating a desired role for themselves in terms of desired self-image or desired quality of
their ascribed role.
It should be noted that one specific role-playing process does not necessarily take place on its own.
In some cases, multiple processes can be undertaken by people playing a specific role. For instance,
travelers can not only utilize symbolic cues to understand the role of the other, but they can also simulate
other’s positions by interpreting others’ role with its associated expectations and behaviors, which can, in
turn, shape their own behavior and experience. For instance, for interviewee #35, she seems to assigned the
role of a “kind seller” in conjunction with their consideration of the circumstance that the seller was in (he
had finished his business but stopped for travelers) as well as assigning meaning to the sausage that he sold
to them as a symbolic cue that signaled his kindness.
Also, role-taking and role-making can take place simultaneously in that people can attempt to
understand the role of the other while simultaneously playing their regular role. Thus, taking on multiple
roles can in turn shape their behavior and experience. This was the case for interviewee #6 who engaged in
role-making by acting according to the role of a desired self-image when she assigned herself a role of
“open-minded traveler” when (she took courage to eat the dish with fish head in China). Specifically, it can
be inferred that she engaged in this role-making activity when she also immersed herself in role-taking, in
which she cognitively simulated what the Chinese tour guide would think of her if she refuses to eat the
fish. As such, she exemplifies how people can engage in role-making and role-taking simultaneously to
determine their subsequent behavior.
In addition, people are expected, assigned, or choose to play multiple roles at a time in some cases.
Specifically, people seem to be able to play multiple roles at the same time when expected behavior of the
roles are compatible. For instance, interviewee #6 took the role of an American when she decided that the
Chinese breakfast was strange but at the same time, she seems to have taken the role of an open-minded
diner, appreciated the cultural difference and tried the Chinese style of breakfast. However, when behaviors
of multiple roles conflict, people have to prioritize which role to play. For example, the interviewee #33
who travelled to Germany on a study abroad trip with his students had to play the role of academic advisor
but at the same time he wished he could have taken the role of a leisure traveler so to enjoy local food that
he always want to try. In this case, and in line with the notion of identity salience, because people cannot
take on multiple roles at the same time which are contradictory, the one that is more salient for a specific
context becomes the necessary one. The determining context tends to be the social context cue pertaining
to who they are with, such as students in the case of interviewee #33. The choice of role they are to take
also could pertain to purpose of the trip.
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Another point to be noted is that while individuals exhibit various roles, they prioritize roles as they
are not able to play all of their roles at the same time. According to the finding of this research, people
choose to play certain role depending on the context. For instance, in the presence of social context cues
such as one’s family, interviewees reported to have played the role in accordance to their expectation and
they behaved accordingly. Under a new physical context, people could neglect their normal eating diet and
deviate from their role as a disciplined dieter and instead choose to play the role of an adventurous diner.
Such a variation in the roles people play by context validates the notion of identity salience. According to
identity salience, individuals choose to perform a certain role depending on which part of their identity tied
to their social position is salient under certain contexts (McCall & Simmons, 1966). Thus, people’s roles
seem to exist in varying degrees of concreteness and consistency depending on how salient their identity is
for a specific context. In turn, people’s behavior that is shaped by their role can also be considered to vary
by identity salience and associated context.
Lastly, it can be concluded that people do not necessarily assign quality on a specific role they take
or make. That is, in the process of role-making or role-taking, specific quality is not necessarily assigned
to a role to shape the behavior of the person who plays the role. However, in cases where quality is given
to a role, the quality assigned becomes important by shaping their behaviors and experiences. For instance,
in interpreting the role of the other, it can be predicted that interviewee #13 evaluated his experience
positively because the quality of “caring” was assigned to the role of server. If the server was viewed merely
in terms of her occupational role without any quality attributed, her behaviors would have been taken for
granted. In turn, his evaluation of the experience would have been different. In role-making, because
interviewee #30 assigned the role of being a “good” daughter with the positive quality assigned to her role
as a daughter, she seems to have been more caring about her parents when travelling with them. If she did
not care to be a “good” daughter, her behaviors could have been more self-oriented and less concerned
about her parents. As such, quality attributed to a role has been identified as exerting an influence on shaping
people’s behavior.

2.6.1. Theoretical Implications
One major theoretical implication of this research is that travelers’ role-playing process can be
viewed as an “intervening response system” that mediates the relationship between stimuli people interact
with and their behaviors in their local food consumption experience. Departing from the dominant view of
the existing literature that merely highlights people’s cognitive or emotional processes to stimulate their
behavior and shape their experience (Hume et al., 2006), the current research makes clear how role-playing
exerts influence on travelers’ behaviors and experience appraisals. Based on the encounters during their
dining experience, travelers were found to engage in different role-playing procedures through which they
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structured their experience. That is, travelers’ local food consumption procedure can be perceived to be a
dynamic role-playing process in nature. Such a finding regarding the process of local food consumption
bears significant implication as this enhances our understanding regarding how travelers encounter local
food and its associated elements during their dining experience and how such an encounter shapes their
behavior and experience appraisal, beyond merely identifying factors, such as tasty food, that influence
experience outcomes.
In addition, the findings of this research are valuable in suggesting that travelers’ role-playing
process can enrich their local food consumption experience, beyond the widely accepted proposition that
positive cognitive and emotional processing of objects and experiences people encounter exert critical
impact in shaping their experience. That is, as travelers get to know others’ conducts or thoughts through
role-playing, they can understand others better. Also, as travelers become more knowledgeable about how
they need to behave in response to others’ roles and conducts, this can facilitate their behavior and have
positive influence on their appraisal of the experience.
Moreover, findings of this research add value to the existing literature as there have been limited
attempts to dissect the procedures related to role-playing, especially in the context of local food
consumption experience. The current literature has generally conceptualized people’s behaviors as being
shaped by role-playing processes that involve three stages of assigning a role, attributing specific quality to
the role, and learning or identifying expectations associated with the role. While taking these three stages
into consideration, this research further dissected how people choose to take certain roles and how they
assign quality and expectation related to the role in the context of travelers’ local food consumption
experiences. Specifically, the themes identified in this research elucidate various role-playing processes in
travelers’ local food consumption experience, enhances our understanding on how people formulate their
behavior and experience appraisal based on their role-playing activity.
In line with the argument of symbolic interactionists that role is “a perspective from which conduct
is constructed” rather than being restricted to their social positions (Mkhatshwa, 2018), various roles have
been identified as played by the traveler in their local food consumption setting. Specifically, in the context
of local food consumption experience, the most dominant role that can be predicted to be either taken or
made by travelers was that of a diner, with varying qualities attached. Other roles that are identified to have
been played include occupational role, ascribed role within family, and traveler. Such variety of roles people
play during their local food consumption experience also confirms the notion that there are various roles
people could perform by context (Serpe, 1987).
Among different roles identified to have been played, one interesting finding to be noted is that
rarely does any traveler seem to have played the role of their companion in their role-taking process. The
majority of the role-taking took place with others who were newly encountered during their local food

66
consumption experience such as locals, servers, and other customers. This could possibly be explained by
the fact that as people tend to be knowledgeable about the expected behavior of their companions, they are
less likely to take the role of the companions to understand their role and associated behavior.
On the other hand, travelers seem to have taken the role of the others that are new to them because
they do not know how these others will behave or how they themselves need to respond to them. As travelers
take the role of the other and learn about their role, they are better able to interpret their expected behavior,
which in turn prompts them to determine how travelers themselves need to react in response to them.
Additionally, findings of this research advance current knowledge regarding the linkage between
travelers’ behavior on a trip and their behavior at home. First, discussion from this study that travelers
behave differently as influenced by their Disassociation of Self from One’s Role indicates that role-making
during a trip could be employed to explain travelers’ change in behavior from home. That is, it is not merely
the new contextual cues that prompt people to behave differently during trip, but also change in role people
take. For instance, with interviewee #16, it can be assumed that it was not merely the absence of social
contextual cue that triggered her to deviate from being a disciplined dieter but also the new role that could
have been taken by her, such as an indulgent eater, which could have complemented the change in behavior.
As travelers make new role for themselves, they develop new expectations in line with the role, which in
turn newly shapes their behavior. As such, role-playing processes can facilitate travelers’ change in
behavior from home during their local food consumption experience.
At the same time, the results of this study validate the findings of current literature that people
could both change or stay with their daily routine behavior during their local food consumption experience.
The finding of this study that people could continue to perform their regular role and behavior at home
during their local food consumption experience confirms the notion that travelers could retain their behavior
(Wood et al., 2005). Also, travelers could change their behavior as they deviate from their role, affirming
the findings from previous studies (Wang et al., 2018). As people’s behavior can be explained by the role
they play and associated expectations, presence of both regular role-making and role deviation during local
food consumption experience supports both traveler’s change or stability with their routine behavior.

2.6.2. Practical Implications
The results of this research bear several practical implications. First, findings regarding the roleplaying process inform travelers about how they can actively engage in their local food experience. This in
turn could help them better comprehend how they can enjoy their local food encounters. In a way, taking
part in the role-playing process is a co-creation process as travelers create values from their experience
rather than merely consuming what is offered by the provider. Thus, travelers can learn to focus on creating
their own meanings of their local food experience through their social interactions. For instance, results of
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this study suggest that role-playing activities can be an effective way for travelers to savor the authentic
culture of the destination as they can learn about local eating practices from locals’ perspective. In turn,
travelers who wish to encounter authenticity of the country they travel to may pay attention to imitating the
eating practices of the locals.
Specifically, one finding of this research is that people attempt to utilize contextual cues to
understand the expected behavior of the locals and of the local culture. However, not all eating practices
and culture can be solely understood by travelers’ role-taking process in making sense of the others’
behavior based on the contextual cues given to them. Thus, providing enough information for travelers to
be able to understand the context would facilitate travelers’ role-taking in understanding the behavior of
the others. For instance, in Korea, there are some foods that take longer to prepare than others. If a foreign
traveler does not have any knowledge about the food or if the server does not explain that it will take some
time for that food to be delivered, the traveler, in taking the role of the server, could think that the server is
not doing their best in acting according to their ascribed role in having to deliver their food in a timely
manner, which would result in misunderstanding. To avoid such instances, it is imperative for destinations
to educate travelers in advance on local culture or eating practices that are hard to be understood from
inference but requires understanding of the background information via sharing contents online or by
offering local food guideline.
These strategies such as informing travelers of distinct local eating practices or food culture that
are not directly observable could also be helpful for travelers in the sense that as travelers could be
concerned about how they are seen by other locals, travelers could be embarrassed in acting differently
from others, which could in turn make them panic and ruin their experience. Of course, the process of
learning the local culture can be an interesting experience for travelers but having to learn the local practices
from scratch can be overwhelming. Thus, rather than only focusing on developing attractive food tourism
products, destination marketers should pay attention to fostering an environment where foreign travelers
are not confused or feel isolated in a new dining environment.
Moreover, destination marketers may need to devise ways to help travelers have more positive
social interactions during their dining experiences as this have been identified to play a critical role in
shaping their behaviors and experiences. For instance, to foster favorable attitudes about locals as either
customers in a restaurant or as service providers, travelers were found to formulate their experience
appraisal based on how they make sense of the behavior and role of the locals. Thus, destination marketers
can launch campaigns to encourage locals to exhibit favorable attitude towards travelers. Specifically, it is
imperative to let locals acknowledge that cultural differences could prevail during travelers’ food
consumption and that such practices should be embraced.
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2.6.3. Limitations and Future Research
This research has several limitations. First, while the role-playing process has been employed as a
framework to understand the process through which travelers’ behaviors and experiences are shaped from
their interaction with stimuli, this is not the only procedure that could take place. There could be additional
processes in social interaction that influence travelers’ behaviors. Therefore, it would be meaningful for
future research to investigate travelers’ local food experience from different perspectives.
Moreover, the themes that represent role-playing processes in this research are not meant to be
comprehensive. That is, there could be additional processes through which travelers engage in role-playing
processes that could shape their experience. For instance, although the theme did not emerge, joint roletaking could take place in which individuals’ role as a group, such as that of parents, could possibly be
played during this process. Thus, future research should be conducted in different contexts to further the
processes through which role-playing takes place.
Additionally, while most of the interviewees addressed positive experiences in their accounts, how
travelers process negative experiences could yield different findings. Negative experiences could impact
individuals as shown in past research; for example, a romantic breakup has been found to influence one’s
self-concept (Slotter et al., 2010). Although the interview questions did not limit interviewees to talk about
positive experiences, having to speak to the interviewer in person could have induced them to highlight
only their positive experiences. Thus, to elicit a more candid response, future studies could administer a
written survey. Researchers could also explicitly ask about negative local food encounters to examine how
such an experience impacts their experience.
Finally, the data collection procedure could have been limited in addressing the research question
of this study. While this study attempted to explore travelers’ role-playing processes during their local food
consumption experience, the interview was conducted after interviewees returned home. As interviewees’
testimonies based on post-trip reflections are memories, they can be distorted and some aspect of their
experience could be missed. Thus, future research could be conducted on-site to more effectively capture
the essence of their experience real-time.
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CHAPTER 3. TRAVELERS’ LOCAL FOOD CONSUMPTION
EXPERIENCE AND SELF-CONCEPT CHANGE

3.1. Introduction
The proposition that individuals are motivated to travel by push and pull factors has been well
embraced in the tourism literature (Uysal & Jurowski, 1994). People are pushed to travel as they have
intrinsic needs (e.g., escapism) to satisfy and are pulled by the external forces of destination attributes (e.g.,
novelty) (Botha, Crompton, & Kim, 1999). However, this conventional proposition of traveler needs and
wants limits the role of travel to positive functioning. Rather, today’s travelers need to be understood as
individuals who value personally meaningful experience. They do not travel to merely fulfill their unmet
needs but to benefit from the transformative effect travel has on them (Kirillova, 2015). As Pearce and
Packer (2013) argue, travelers’ motivations to travel today have evolved to a higher-level including seeking
personal growth and realizing one’s true self.
Paradoxically, despite the upsurge of interest in inner dimension of wellbeing such as cultivating a
better sense of self, individuals are not taking good care of themselves (Bhagat, 2016). Everyday
commitments inhibit them in managing their wellbeing and they also find it difficult to unplug from the
stimulation around them, such as mobile phones, and instead connect with themselves. Vacation travel is a
perfect setting to detach individuals from daily life. The healthy mental break could be augmented by the
simple act of enjoying food while on a trip, which is part of every traveler’s daily routines (Hjalager &
Corigliano, 2000).
Food is often treated as a source of nourishment that satisfies basic physiological needs for travelers
(Quan & Wang, 2004) as well as enhancing travelers’ overall travel experience (Tsai, 2016). Yet, food’s
capability to work as a catalyst to accommodate travelers’ journey to self-betterment is largely overlooked.
The argument that “[A] traveler changes during travel from ordinary resident to traveler to transformed
home comer” (Morgan, 2010, p. 252) suggest possible linkage between travel outcomes and the travel
experience. In a survey conducted by Skift (2017), more than one-third of the survey respondents and almost
half of the millennials identified food as one of the essential triggers of their transformative travel
experience.
Meaningful outcomes could also be derived when travelers consume local food, food that is
characteristic of a particular country based on their identity, culture, and value. In turn, this experience
could benefit the traveler in various aspects. As a case in point, travelers could be given new insights and
perspectives about themselves as they experience foreign food in unfamiliar contexts (Mak, Lumbers, &
Eves, 2012). Furthermore, travelers can develop a better understanding of the place as local food is a
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powerful medium that engages all of a traveler’s senses with the destination’s culture and identity.
However, limited understanding exists on how travelers enjoy higher-level benefits from their encounter
with local food and its specific outcomes.
One possible higher-level outcome of travelers’ local food consumption experience concerns
change or modification of self-concept. According to the notion of self-affirmation, individuals’ selfconcept, how they view themselves, tends to change depending on the context in which they are situated
(Festinger, 1954). This suggests that travelers who are in an environment that is different from their home
when travelling internationally, such a change in context could trigger a shift in their self-concept.
Moreover, individuals’ comparison of themselves to others has also been identified as one process of selfaffirmation, which is also relevant to travelers’ local food consumption setting in which they are able to
experience differences in themselves from the locals through the food culture (Hirschorn & Hefferon,
2013). While there could be change in self-concept regarding food or eating practices, the development of
self-concept could take place regarding other dimensions such as in terms of their competence,
characteristics, and affect (Sirgy, 1982). In fact, food has traditionally been argued to be representative of
individuals’ identity, depending on what they eat or how they choose to eat the food (Valli & Traill, 2005).
Nevertheless, limited attention has been paid to whether and how individuals’ self-concept can be
developed or revised in a local food consumption setting during an international trip.
The above background concerning the potentially important role of local food consumption for
meaningful travel outcomes suggests the need to shed light on how travelers can benefit from their foreign
food consumption. Although satisfaction is not an end goal of an experience but a post-experience attitude
(Pearce, 2005), previous studies have mostly investigated travelers’ satisfaction levels as the outcome of a
travel experience. Therefore, this study investigated the valuable yet under-researched field of travelers’
self-concept change from their local food consumption experience. Based on a qualitative assessment, this
research attempted to identify whether change in self-concept takes place and what dimensions of selfconcept change are derived from travelers’ local food consumption experience.

3.2. Literature Review
The literature review section will first discuss the findings of past research regarding outcomes of
travelers’ food consumption experience. Second, attention will be paid to what self-concept is and its nature.
In the third part, the self-affirmation process will be discussed and how it affects the change in self-concept.
Last, different dimensions of self-concept will be described.
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3.2.1. Travelers’ Food Consumption Experience and Outcomes
The role of food consumption experience in shaping travelers’ experience has received vast
amounts of attention. On a basic level, food consumed during trip becomes a source of nourishment to
satisfy travelers’ basic needs (Quan & Wang, 2004). In addition, consumption of food on a trip is perceived
as a pleasurable experience which entertains travelers and stimulates their five senses (Webster & Rennie,
2011). In turn, this experience can enhance their overall satisfaction with the travel experience (Hendijani,
2016). Moreover, travelers’ local food consumption experience is capable of increasing their emotional
bonding to the destination when their local food experience is memorable (Tsai, 2016). Beyond this current
literature’s emphasis on hedonic aspect of travelers’ food experience, it can also bear critical implications
in creating more meaningful experiences for travelers.
Although this line of inquiry is still evolving in the field of food experience in tourism, the literature
on general tourism suggests that traveler activities can trigger higher-level benefits for travelers beyond
pleasurable outcomes. As a case in point, experiences such as gambling was found to influence individuals’
self-concept as their senses and emotions are stimulated from the experience (Loroz, 2004). Moreover, in
the work of Noy (2004), backpackers have identified their self-concept to have changed because they felt
happier about themselves. In addition, study abroad trips have been found to assist students in discovering
true self, change their life philosophy, behavior, and a greater sense of autonomy (Brown, 2009). Volunteer
tourism also has been shown to be helpful for individuals to change their self-concept, making them more
open-minded (Bailey & Russell, 2012). While these findings suggest that travelers’ self-concept can change
from their trip, most of the research on self-concept change has targeted long-term travelers or specialinterest travelers which is not unexpected. Therefore, there is a need for investigating whether other types
of experiences on a short-term can also influence travelers’ self-concept.
Moreover, the current literature on self-concept in tourism is limited in that the majority of studies
have considered self-concept to be stable and they have examined it as an antecedent to various concepts
such as motivation (Murphy, Benckendorff, & Moscardo, 2007) and destination image (Sirgy & Su, 2000).
Although Todd (2001) investigated how individuals felt about themselves while on holiday on eight
dimensions of self-concept developed by Hoelter (1985), this study failed to explain if the self-concept
measured in the study captured the self-concept change after travel. Moreover, this study was limited in
that triggers of change in self-concept were not investigated. Although recent studies have paid attention to
examining travelers’ change in self-concept and its process, such as the work of Laing and Frost (2017)
which identified women reinvention of self, this topic is still at an evolving stage. Moreover, attention has
yet been paid to how travelers change their self-concept from other types of activities, such as after their
food consumption experience during trip.
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Food has often been considered as a means to represent and construct one’s self-concept in the
general food literature. What a person consumes can represent their self-concept in terms of gender as well
as their social status (Wardle et al., 2004). People’s food preferences as well as their related eating practices
often represent their cultural identity (Cerjak et al., 2014). Dining experience has been noted to be
influential in shaping one’s self-concept. For instance, the type of restaurant one dines at can be utilized to
project a specific self-concept (Warde & Martens 1998). Moreover, dining with others has been shown to
be a way to strengthen one’s social self-concept as one strengthens bonds with others (Kwun & Oh, 2007).
In fact, dining experience on a trip is one activity which most actively encourages social interaction among
people (Bardhi, Ostberg, & Bengtsson, 2010). Local food experience on a trip is also capable of enhancing
one’s self-concept because one becomes more knowledgeable about culture and identity of the destination
(Kivela & Crotts, 2006). In fact, Bell and Valentine (1997) showed that consumption of local food helps
individuals incorporate the cultural identity of the destination into one’s own self-concept. While these
findings suggest that travelers’ self-concept could possibly change following their local food consumption
experience, scant attention has been paid to this issue. To further support this proposition, the following
sections of this dissertation will discuss the nature of self-concept and the process through which selfconcept can be changed.

3.2.2. Self-Concept
Self-concept can be understood to be how a people see themselves (Davison & Birch, 2001). One
of the central tenets regarding self-concept is that it is made of meaning, which is a “symbolic, social,
linguistic phenomenon” (Baumeister, 1999). Extant literature suggests that self-concept is a multifaceted
structure of theories, thoughts, attitudes, or schemas regarding the self (Sirgy, 1982). However, due to
variability in item content and dimension structure, there has been no one general agreement on what selfconcept exactly consists of.
Terms such as self and identity are related to the notion of self-concept in the sense that they all
refer to some aspect about oneself (Baumeister, 1999). However, self tends to be perceived as a broader
and more abstract term than self-concept, indicating totality of a person (Sirgy, 1982). Identity is contrasted
with self-concept as identity is more stable and answers the question of “Who are you?” while self-concept
addresses questions such as “What kind of person are you?” and “How good are you?” (Baumeister, 1999).
As such, self-concept represents a relatively more flexible quality of a person than other terms that could
be subject to change.
Self-concept mainly consists of three components: self-image (the view an individual has of
themselves), self-esteem (how a person evaluates themselves), and ideal-self (what a person wishes to be
like) (Rogers, 1959). First, self-image is comprised of a physical description, social roles, personal traits,
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and existential statements that tend to be abstract characteristics that one imposes on oneself (Kuhn, 1960).
Self-esteem is an evaluative sense of self, in which a person with high self-esteem can be characterized as
having a high level of confidence and even egotistical and narcissistic (Baumeister, 1999). That is, selfesteem is related to questions such as “How well do I do?” (Skaalvik, 1990). Some view self-esteem as
involving affective aspect of self as it involves comparing one’s perceived attributes and competencies to
what is socially accepted (Ruble, Parsons, & Ross, 1976). Specifically, this aspect of self relates to how
self-worth is evaluated and whether one is approved or disapproved of in the context one is situated in
(Covington, 1984).
Self-concept has been widely utilized in consumer research regarding how it influences decisionmaking processes or how the congruity between self-concept and brand image impacts consumer behavior
(Sirgy & Su, 2000). However, relatively little attention has been paid to self-concept as an outcome variable
following consumers’ consumption experience. Furthermore, existing self-concept dimensions fail to
capture the dynamic nature of self-concept in detail, such as different psychological or cognitive structures.
According to Shavelson et al. (1976), self-concept has several distinct features. First, self-concept
is developed as individuals psychologically organize themselves into different categories such as actual self
and ideal self. This system denotes who they are and reflects the culture of the social group they belong to.
Second, these multi-dimensional self-concepts constitute one general self-concept. Furthermore, this
multifaceted structure can be hierarchical. The next feature of self-concept is that although sub-dimensions
of self-concept varies by situation, the general self-concept remains stable. However, if the general concept
at a higher level of the hierarchy is very stable, self-concept in the lower hierarchies are less likely to change.
A fourth feature is that the self-concept develops continuously, especially at a younger age. Following this
development, individuals also evaluate themselves to determine whether their self is ideal in their standards
and judges how others perceive them.
Based on the background presented above, this research aimed to identify travelers’ change in selfconcept rather than other self-related concepts because this notion is not too generic and yet it represents
different dimensions of self, allowing investigators to be able to classify various its dimensions. Moreover,
as sub-dimensions of self-concepts have been found to be subject to change by different contexts, it is
appropriate to investigate whether and how self-concept changes resulting from travelers’ local food
consumption experience.

3.2.3. Self-affirmation Process
The malleable nature of self-concept is illustrated by the concept of self-affirmation. Selfaffirmation is a process through which self-concept is changed. According to Haggard and Williams (1992),
self-affirmation is an “ongoing process of continued self-definition, validation, maintenance and
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enhancement” (p. 2). Self-concept is shaped by individuals’ own behaviors and their reactions to others’
behaviors (Mannell, 2007). In such a process, the external forces or information that individuals encounter
facilitates either further self-concept development or consistency in self-concept. Several arguments have
been made regarding this self-affirmation process which will be discussed below.
First, individuals’ self-concept could be influenced by how they assess themselves against the
others that are available around them (Festinger, 1954). This is in part because such comparisons provide
useful information regarding how others view themselves (Jones & Gerard, 1967). Moreover, people tend
to learn better about themselves through contrast with others (Morse & Gergen, 1970). As people’s social
environment changes, they refer to different criteria regarding how they evaluate themselves against, and
how they are perceived by, others. Such comparisons can be especially salient during travelers’ local food
consumption experience, in which they are likely to encounter otherness in different aspects of the food,
the food culture of the destination, as well as locals they encounter.
Morse and Gergen (1970) argued that individuals’ acts of comparing self to others can have an
impact on their self-esteem depending on how desirable others’ characteristics are. Specifically, they argued
that when comparing themselves to a person whose characteristics are desirable, their self-esteem is
diminished while, at the same time, it is elevated when they compare themselves with someone whose
characteristics are undesirable.
In addition, self-concept can change depending on the context that an individual is located in. It has
been suggested that the environment in which a person is immersed impacts one’s self-concept (Rosenberg
& Kaplan, 1982). Specifically, characteristics of the environment that diverge from one’s usual
environment have been attributed to be the influential factor in altering one’s self-concept. As a case in
point, exotic characteristic of a setting in travelling to culturally different destination could bring about
positive change in self-actualization (Noy, 2004). The liminal nature of the travel destination has also been
found to help travelers engage in reflection of true self (Cary, 2004). During travel, individuals are freed
from their daily social norms and they become more expressive and adventurous in trying new things
(Shamir, 1992). As the new context frees individuals, this in turn increases the likelihood that they will
develop their self-concept. This could also be true specifically in travelers’ food consumption experience.
As travelers are freed from such restraints, their different self-concept could become more salient through
their dining experiences while travelling.
Moreover, differences travelers perceive with new culture in a new context has been identified as
a trigger for personal growth (Hirschorn & Hefferon, 2013). In addition, such a contrast between their own
culture and the other can help travelers have a better view of themselves within their own culture. Thus, it
can be inferred that when individuals are situated in a novel context in which they encounter otherness,
such as when they travel internationally, their self-concept can change. As local food consumption
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experience is a direct means of encountering and learning about culture of the destination, travelers are
likely to experience cultural differences during this activity, which in turn can influence a shift in their selfconcept.
The self-affirmation process has also been shown to be associated with symbolization. As Haggard
and Williams (1992) outlined in their study, leisure activities function to provide self-affirmation through
symbolization. Individuals identify themselves through the specific symbolic meaning of their activity
which is different from their daily identity. For instance, in a leisure setting, the act of climbing mount
Everest can be utilized as a representation of oneself as an explorer. Similarly, the act of consuming local
food can be utilized to symbolize oneself, which can also represent self-concept. In fact, Shamir (1992)
argued that identities developed through leisure become highly related to individuals’ general self-concept
as these identities affirm their capacities as well as their central values and interests. Moreover, individuals
can symbolize certain desirable self-identities, allowing individuals to affirm a new self-identity (Haggard
& Williams, 1992).
Furthermore, previous studies argued that the symbolic value of a leisure and tourism activity is
also associated with identification with a social group (Haggard & Williams, 1992; Dimanche & Samdahl,
1994; Shamir, 1992). For instance, through their food consumption pattern, individuals’ self-concept related
to gender within a group can be represented. Individuals also take part in activities that their ideal social
group engages in to represent their desired identity (Shamir, 1992). In turn, such an identification with their
ideal social group allows individuals to develop self-concept within the group.
Based on the above discussion, it can be inferred that travelers’ self-concept can possibly change
during local food consumption experiences. In accordance with the notion that self-concept can change
within different contexts, the research in this study intends to investigate how travelers’ self-concept
changes in the context of local food consumption experience. To date, this subject has received limited
attention. To understand the change in self-concept that occurs from travelers’ local food consumptions,
this research chose to employ a qualitative approach, which will also allow for deeper investigation into
what triggers change in the self-concept.

3.2.4. Dimensions of Self-Concept
As previously discussed, one distinction that can be made about self-concept from other self-related
terms is that self-concept is conceived as multi-dimensional self that varies by context (Sirgy, 1982). The
dimensions of self-concept have been viewed from different angles in various fields. In the educational
field, one classification of self-concept includes academic (e.g., math) and non-academic self-concepts (e.g.
social, emotional and physical) (Shavelson et al., 1976). While this conceptualization of self-concept was
derived from an educational setting, some of the dimensions of self-concept could be applied to
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understanding individuals’ self-concept in general. This notion is evident in the work of Bracken (1992)
whose dimensions of self-concept overlap with that of Shavelson et al. (1976) which are composed of
social, competence, affect, physical, academic, and family components.
Hoelter (1985) developed a general self-concept measure that encompasses multiple role identities
which were categorized into eight dimensions: evaluation, power, activity, stability, affect-general, affectdepression, anxiety, and identity salience. Specifically, these dimensions reflect how people see themselves
in terms of how they feel about themselves (affect-general) or how they see themselves in terms of their
depression level (affect-depression). This measure has been applied in the context of tourism and was
proven to be applicable (Todd, 2001).
While one’s self-concept can be classified into dimensions as discussed above, Gordon (1968)
delineated identity classification scheme in which dimensions of self can be based on both categories and
attributes. These schemes include interests and activities, material possessions, major senses of self (e.g.,
competence and moral), personal characteristics, and dispositions (optimism, kindness, intelligence)
(Rosenberg & Pearlin, 1978). As such, the notion of self-concept can be classified based on anything as
long as it addresses the question of what we think about ourselves. It is noteworthy that the self-concept “is
not a mere conglomeration or addition of isolated concepts of self, but a patterned interrelationship or Gesalt
of all these” (Combs & Snygg, 1959, p. 126).
Although various categories of self-concept have been discussed in the literature, there has been
no consensus on a universal measure of self-concept as self-concept development varies by context.
Moreover, there has been very limited research in the tourism field regarding dimensions of self-concept
that could evolve during travel experience, especially in the context of local food consumption experience.
Following the above discussion on multi-dimensional nature of self-concept, this research will explore what
dimensions of self-concept becomes salient, change, or develop after one’s local food consumption.

3.3. Method
The data used in study 1 was also used in analyzing the research question for study 2, in which
forty American interviewees were recruited. Purposive sampling was utilized to recruit individuals who
met the criteria for this research: 1) adult participants (18 and older); 2) participants who are U.S. citizens;
3) participants who had travelled internationally during the past six months; and 4) participants who had
eaten local food at a local restaurant during their trip. The specific demographic profile of the interviewees
is outlined in Table 1. The interviews were conducted in an in-depth semi-structured format, in which the
researcher interviewed respondents in-person, via skype or phone call. The average interview time was
about forty minutes and ranged from thirty minutes to over an hour.

83
The interview started with a conversation on soliciting their background information as well as
their food consumption patterns and practices at home. The next part of the interview concerned asking
respondents to depict their most memorable local food consumption experience. After soliciting response
from interviewees on their reflection of their local food consumption experience, interviewees were
encouraged to share their experience regarding how they saw themselves after the experience. Although
respondents were not asked questions in a rigid structure, the following questions were used to guide the
interview process regarding travelers’ change in self-concept from their local food consumption experience:
Why did you choose to eat local food?; What does local food consumption mean to you while travelling?;
What did you learn from this experience?; How did this experience affect you? What caused this change?;
What are some specific examples that illustrate the change in yourself?; Please describe your life now. How
would you describe yourself after the experience? All the interviews were recorded and transcribed for
further data analysis.
In order to explore the research objective, thematic analysis was conducted in which salient themes
that addressed the research objective of travelers’ development in self-concept was identified, along with
testimonies to support the propositions for each theme. Specifically, six steps of thematic analysis was
conducted (Braun & Clarke, 2006). First of all, the transcribed data was thoroughly reviewed several times
to examine clarity of the information that was driven from the interviews and to familiarize the researcher
with the data. Second, initial coding began in which small units (i.e., codes) of findings that addressed the
research question were identified. Third, these codes were organized into broad themes that represent
travelers’ self-concept change from their local food consumption experience. In this process, some codes
were retained to constitute themes while some others that were not grouped into themes were eliminated.
For instance, the code of Food Neophilic was initially identified as a distinct dimension but was later merged
to be part of Eating Characteristics as what it represented aligned well with the constituents of the Eating
Characteristics dimension.
Fourth, these themes that emerged was subject to further revision. Attention was paid to identify
whether each theme was organized as intended and to examine if any further theme emerged. Also, effort
was made to ensure that data within themes are analogous yet varied across different themes. Fifth, all the
themes were finalized and were defined in line with the research question. Lastly, identified themes were
reported with testimonies to support each theme.

3.4. Results and Discussion
In this section, discussion will be focused on change in how travelers see themselves following
their local food consumption experiences. In accordance with the argument that food is a means through
which one’s self-concept is manifested (Arnould & Thompson, 2005), the current research outlined how
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travelers’ foreign food encounters have triggered change in their self-concept. Specifically, two themes
emerged including change in terms of their General Self-Concept as well as their Eating Self-Concept. As
travelers made sense of their experience, they utilized the symbolic meanings attached to food and
associated experiences to indicate how they view themselves. These changes are summarized in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Self-Concept Change
3.4.1. General Self-Concept
After their local food consumption, travelers reported to have experienced change in their overall
self-concept. As Shavelson et al. (1976) argued, multiple dimensions of self-concept together comprise
one’s general self-concept rather than one description defining who a person is. While certain self-concept
aspects tend to be consistent and rarely changes such as one’s self-concept regarding gender, other aspects
of self-concept are subject to change depending on circumstances. In particular, this study suggests that
individuals’ self-concept can be changed in terms of: Superiority, Satisfaction, Cultural Competency, and
Appreciation.

3.4.1.1. Superiority
Through local food consumption experience, interviewees conceived their self-concept as they
indicated their perceived social standing relative to others. Many travelers tended to classify themselves as
superior to others as their encounter with novel food was regarded as an exclusive incident. For instance,
interviewee #37, who traveled to Thailand with her mother, perceived her experience in consuming Thai
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food to be a unique experience. In turn, her narrative regarding eating Thai food implied that she constructed
herself as superior compared to others who hadn’t had the chance to have the similar experience she had:
In the U.S., when you go to ethnic restaurants, you don’t feel like you are in a different
culture. It is just one type of business that you are interacting with, not necessarily the
culture. Everything is Americanized. It is just part of your daily life. But when I was eating
Thai food in Thailand, I felt lucky to have this opportunity to know this culture. I felt that I
am better than others who haven’t had this experience, because in the U.S., you wouldn’t
necessarily say, hey I am able to eat Thai food. Like it’s everywhere in the U.S. But in
Thailand, because you have made the effort to fly this long way and just you know, to be in
this strange country and eat their food, it is not something that you would expect. But eating
Thai food in the U.S., it is something you can expect. It can be easily done so I felt privileged
to be the only one to have had this authentic experience as I shared my experience.

Interviewee #37 viewed herself as lucky to have been granted the chance to engage with an
authentic Thai food consumption experience that she thought was only available in Thailand. While she
depicted her experience of eating Thai food back home as “something you can expect,” she felt good about
having had the authentic Thai food that others cannot easily have and described herself to be privileged,
signaling that she felt superior to others because she was the only one to have this unique experience.
Specifically, her experience with Thai food seems to have been especially unique for her as it was her first
time to travel to Thailand to have authentic Thai food experience.
This outcome of superiority can be interpreted to have stemmed from comparison and
symbolization. Travelers compared themselves to others who don’t have the same experience in perceiving
themselves to be better than others. This can be explained by the argument from social comparison theory
that humans can formulate a concept of self by comparing themselves to others (Suls & Wheeler, 2013). In
this case, it seems that interviewees utilized their unique standing in contrast to others from their own
viewpoint in determining their sense of perceived superiority.
In this process of comparison, this unique standing was conceived from their symbolization of the
experience. Travelers seemed to have utilized the meanings they assigned to their experience to classify
themselves into certain category or to differentiate themselves from others. Inference can be made that their
experience symbolized “exclusivity,” which in turn shaped their self-concept. For instance, the explanation
of interviewee #37 that not everyone has the chance to travel to Thailand and that the similar level of
authenticity cannot be experienced at home implies that she attributed her exceptional social standing to
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the exclusivity of her experience. That is, as local food experience symbolized exclusivity, she seems to
have identified herself as a better individual than others.
It is noteworthy that while luxurious experiences (e.g., high quality taste) tended to be regarded as
being associated with the sense of superiority in the existing literature (Atwal & Williams, 2009), findings
from this research further this argument. It is not only how luxurious the experience is, but also whether
consumers’ experience is classified as exclusive from their own framing compared to others’ experience.
That is, it is the symbols with personal meanings through which differences in social standing among
individuals are communicated or formulated (Stub, 1972). In turn, people view themselves to be in a
distinctive position compared to others.
Another point to be highlighted is that self-concept constructed through symbolization of their
experience is not stable. As symbols utilized to represent self-concept can be contextual, meanings
associated with individuals’ self-concept can vary depending on the context they are situated in (Haggard
& Williams, 1992). While consuming exotic food may communicate the exclusive social standing of the
travelers, such a position is tied to the context they are situated in--international destination. That is, the act
of eating ethnic food only becomes meaningful to their social status when consuming it in the travel
destination. In accordance with this, interviewee #1 explained that it was not the ethnic food per se but the
authentic setting and the originality of the food that induced him to perceive the local food consumption as
an exclusive experience. Thus, combination of various exotic elements involved in their encounters seems
to have made travelers perceive themselves to be superior in having had international food during their trip.
Travelers not only viewed themselves as superior from their own perspective but believed that they
will also be seen to be superior by others. For instance, interviewee #2 admitted she would post exoticlooking food she had during her trip to keep her Instagram account updated with experiences that others
admire. That is, she believed that showcasing these experiences that others haven’t had will make others
see her as superior. Conforming to the notion that individuals determine their self-concept based on how
they are seen by others (Blumer, 1969), interviewees seemed to have relied on how they are evaluated by
others in envisioning who they are. Specifically, travelers utilized their local food consumption experience
so as to be seen as an exceptional individual. Some believed that they would be regarded as superior by
others when they dine at a unique dining place or at a high-end restaurant during their trip. As people tend
to exploit symbolic value of a product or experience to project their own self-concept (Dimanche &
Samdahl, 1994), travelers in this case seemed to have recognized these dining experiences to be implying
an admirable image they crave to exhibit. In turn, travelers associated themselves with such desired
attributes of the local dining experience.
Expanding on the account of interviewee #2, it seems that to fulfil their eagerness to project superior
image to others, travelers shared their experience on their social media page. As suggested in the work of
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Wang, Kirillova, and Lehto (2017), food experiences during a trip that are shared on social media can serve
as a means for impression management. Interviewee #2 said she sometimes finds herself being jealous
about her social media friends who post what she wanted to purchase or who dined at a fancy restaurant.
She admitted she feels as if she would also be admired by others if she selectively and consistently shares
her unique experiences online, such as her experience of eating unique local food during trip. Thus, both
attractive dining experiences and their content sharing activity on social media appears to be employed as
a vehicle to amplify one’s desired sense of superiority.

3.4.1.2. Satisfaction
Having experienced foreign food in a travel destination, interviewees reported they became more
satisfied with themselves. In particular, interviewees said they viewed their self-worth as having been
enhanced due to being more proud of themselves as they overcame challenges or as they achieved their
goal during the trip. Moreover, their sense of being more confident enables them to be more satisfied about
themselves.
Proud. Foreign food consumption experience was used as a medium to convey to themselves what
they can do or who they are. Specifically, consuming an exotic food or engaging in activities associated
with experiences that are new was a manifestation of their ability to handle something new or challenging.
As such, travelers took pride in themselves as they accomplished something along their journey. This
includes finding their way to the restaurant at a foreign country. Interviewee #12, who traveled to China,
said how proud he felt to be able to find the restaurant when they were new to the area and did not speak
Chinese:

My friend had found a good restaurant online. Basically it was one of where none of us
spoke the language, and the directions that he got to this place were quite random, Get off
the subway stop, go three blocks, look for this booth selling this stuff, if you hit this stuff,
make the left….. the trip to there was what made that experience interesting. We took 30
minutes to find the restaurant. After we found it, it was only 4 minutes from the train stop,
but following directions, it took us a while. But still, we were happy, proud of ourselves
that we made it. Fantastic.

While finding the restaurant in an unfamiliar destination could be challenging, they did not give up
and were proud of their accomplishment in getting to the restaurant. Such an experience was not merely an
incident where travelers made their way to the restaurant but was perceived as an illustration of their ability
to overcome challenges. Interviewees explained that they were also proud of themselves in having achieved
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their goal. Interviewee #8 portrayed how proud he was of himself in being able to eat the cake that he
craved:
One of the food that I planned to have in Singapore was carrot cake. My friend had told
me about this one place that is really good. During my stay at Singapore, going there,
eating at the place, truly enjoying it, finishing it, sort of like yes. I finally did it. I ate the
food. The accomplishment come from… you have a plan to go where your food is and then
you are able to accomplish, to do what you do and then when you eat the food and finish
the food, it is sort of the reward of the food journey you are taking.

Eating the carrot cake was a proud moment for interviewee #8 as he had accomplished his goal of
eating what he wanted during his vacation trip to Singapore. He did mention that the cake tasted good, but
his description on how proud he was of himself in eating what he had aimed for denotes that this sentiment
of pride itself has enhanced his satisfaction of the experience as well as his self-worth. According to the
interviewees’ explanations, the sense of pride they felt seems to be salient because of the effort travelers
make to travel to the international destination. Interviewee #10 explained that because he has spent a lot of
money and time to be in this distant country and has eaten their food, a sense of fulfillment developed.
These descriptions showcase how individuals formulate a self-concept in which they take pride in
themselves.
Confident. Travelers’ encounter with novel food also made them feel confident, which in turn
appears to have contributed to their self-worth. For instance, interviewee #13 admitted that he never really
had Korean food prior to his trip. He explained that although he once lived near Korean town in LA and
had always wanted to try the Korean food, he never did because he was kind of scared. Most of the signs
were in Korean which he thought implied that they only want Korean customers. That scene itself was
overwhelming and he was scared about being the only American and not knowing what to order. He also
admitted that he was also concerned that it would taste weird. He finally did get to try Korean food when
he was deployed in Korea and felt more confident about trying something new:
I would definitely say in an immediate month to follow, I definitely felt different but I can’t
exactly pinpoint how I felt, I just knew that I returned, kind of confident. I don’t know I just
felt different from that experience as a whole for sure. I just felt a little bit more prepared
to kind of take on the routes that I was taking at the time. So I definitely would say if I were
to look back, I would definitely call that like a critical turning point for sure ……. that
experience just clicked and I just felt.. I guess more prepared to take on. I felt more
confident in myself I guess in a lot of ways.
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As interviewee #13 described, he became not only confident in being able to try foreign food but
developed confidence in himself in different aspects. Having experienced the Korean food which he was
once scared to try, he realized that rather than being concerned about what others think of him, he better
follow what he aspires to do while not being afraid of doing something new. In turn, the confidence that
developed seems to have made him more satisfied with himself in general. This confidence seems to have
derived from the fact that interviewee #13 had the courage to try Korean food. In explaining this his
viewpoint about how travelers enhanced their self-worth, interviewee #33 discussed the importance of
being more adventurous:

I believe that more adventures you take, more chances and risks you take, the higher your
satisfaction will be. And it’s true. Ever since then, you are more happy, you are pushed off
the cliff. You are forced to be out of your box. And although you may experience temporary
pain, you may be not comfortable with trying new food, three months down the line and for
rest of your life you look back and say wow that was amazing learning experience. Let’s
use that again in this current situation and realize that although the risk is high, there
would be much more satisfaction.

While interviewee #33 talked mainly about his trip to Germany as an Academic advisor, his most
recent international trip and having travelled to more than 20 countries around the world in the past, he
shared his accumulated local food consumption experiences in foreign countries. As such, attempting
something new requires courage and having tried new food appears to have boosted travelers’ confidence.
This sense of being satisfied with one’s self is referred to as self-esteem, which is an affective evaluation
of one’s self-concept (Baumeister, 1999). Self-esteem is believed to be formulated by self-relevant
emotions, in which pride and confidence have been associated with one’s enhanced self-esteem (Scheff,
Retzinger, & Ryan, 1989). Therefore, it can be concluded that this sense of pride and confidence stems
from being audacious in trying novel food can boost travelers’ satisfaction level with self.
One distinction that can be made about this dimension of self-concept is that travelers’ active
engagement with something during their local food consumption experience seems to have allowed them
to view themselves as more satisfied with themselves.

3.4.1.3. Cultural Competency
After consuming local food, travelers conceived themselves as a culturally competent person.
Competency based self-concept has been identified as one type of self-concept that comprises the general
self in past research (Smith, 1968). Interviewees in this research noted that they regarded themselves as
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having changed in terms of being more capable of understanding and interacting with cultures that are
different from their own. In particular, travelers seem to have developed their self-concept in terms of
cultural competency because they regarded themselves to be more knowledgeable and familiar with
different cultures and to be more respectful of other cultures.
Cultural Knowledge. Almost every interviewee admitted that they came to learn more about
different cultures. Foreign food consumption was thought to be a way to decipher the local lifestyle and
culture of the destination. For instance, interviewee #21 said that from his encounter with Norwegian food,
he came to learn that “there are a lot more to culture than what we read and see. It is just not the way
someone talks their language, their body language, their history, their art, there are things that we wouldn’t
even know about if we don’t try the local food.” In expanding on this excerpt, interviewee #17 discussed
why she thinks she became more knowledgeable about the local culture from the food in Costa Rica:

You could read books about a culture but in order to gain first-hand experience, you have
to see those regular people living in this culture. Maybe you can go to museums-but there
is always something that you can’t get from museum because it is static display of a culture.
But food…. food is moving. It was made by somebody and there is this process you could
taste- a very close intimate connection with the local people.

Interviewee #17 recognized that food of the ordinary locals symbolizes the culture of the
destination. Interviewees in general held that they regarded the food of the locals to best communicate the
authentic culture of the destination. Thus, through their encounters with local food, they perceived
themselves to have learned more about the destination’s culture. The explanation of the interviewee #21
below also confirms this point in which travelers appreciated the destination food better representing the
core of the destination’s culture:

Magic of the whales, it was more than just eating whale, it is eating a major protein that
half the country needs, eats everyday, and needs to survive, and it is part of their history. I
never realized it until it was in my mouth and listened to the stories and I would follow up
and read more. And I was like wow, this is central to their culture.

Encountering unique characteristics in food culture, he believed consuming regional food to be the
most straightforward way to experience the culture of the destination. In turn, such an awareness seems to
have played a role in viewing himself as more culturally competent than he was before he got to know the
local food during his trip. It should be noted that having a particular knowledge has been regarded as a valid
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element that shapes one’s self-concept (Potter, 1996). Thus, travelers perceiving themselves to be more
knowledgeable in other cultures becomes a way of envisioning generic self-concept.
Attitudinal Change. The self-concept regarding cultural competency also developed as they
regarded themselves as more open in their attitude towards other cultures. Some interviewees changed from
being indifferent about other cultures to recognizing there are different cultures in the world and they then
developed favorable attitudes toward these foreign cultures. This is illustrated in the account of interviewee
#5:
I don’t think I ever had like negative attitudes toward other countries, you just didn’t
necessarily think about them as much if it wasn’t something that you were experiencing so
then I mean in that sense, my food experience kind of broadened my world view the more
I had those international food experiences.
According to her narrative, before her international trips, she didn’t really think about other
cultures. Specifically, before her trip to Vietnam, she had not heard much about the country and never really
had any thought about the country. A combination of what she learned from her trip and the food
experiences permitted her to realize that there are diverse cultures out there in the world and that there are
things to learn from them. That is, she was able to break away from her own insular world. As such, some
travelers noted a change in themselves because they became aware of different others.
Others saw that they changed their perspective regarding other cultures.
While some interviewees such as interviewee #5 had been indifferent to other cultures but experienced her
attitude to change, others had existing attitude, in which this attitude was revised. One salient change in
their attitude towards other culture was that they became more respectful of differences in culture.
Interviewee #4 was at first very frustrated that stores in France, especially restaurants, were not consumercentric as they took long breaks and closed early unlike stores in the U.S. As she came to reflect on this
from their (French) perspective, she learned to appreciate the difference:
I was very frustrated because I couldn’t eat whenever I wanted. Now that I am back, I think
they had very slower pace in getting things done. As an example- if an American complain
to a French person about why do stores don’t open past 10pm, they would be because
someone would have to stay there after 10 pm so I feel like now, I can definitely appreciate
that they have much more of a holistic… their society cares about society as a whole.
Whereas here- it’s much more ego-centric, like I want things to be catered to me. For
instance, McDonalds should be open 24 hours. So I think that… the biggest things that I
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realized is that like I remember at the time calling them socialist and meaning them in a
negative way but now I think I can better appreciate that while they are not as driven in
certain things.

From this experience, interviewee #4 came to change her perspective about the French way of
living and their ideology. To begin with, she had a negative view of the French culture because it was
different from American culture; she called them socialist, for her a negative term. However, she changed
her attitude and accepted and appreciated the differences in the two cultures. Not only that, she was able to
identify positive aspects of their lifestyle that she once despised. As she understood why they follow such
a seemingly inefficient way of life, she was able to respect and better grasp their culture. This description
illustrates that taking the other’s position into consideration is an effective way to understand them.
Moreover, travelers also revised their existing conception of how to respect cultural diversity.
Interviewee #8, who encountered diverse foodscape in Singapore, explained how he realized that cultural
diversity is not only about co-habiting with people from diverse cultural backgrounds. He said that “while
America is described as a melting pot, we don’t really co-exist that well from the impression that I got. We
have a lot of ethic food, but they are all Americanized. In Singapore, I think they are more authentic. The
diversity, not just the diversity, the fact that everyone just seems diverse and happy about it…. From my
understanding, I think they were all treated equal and thus were happy about it.”
As evident in the narrative of interviewee #8, some travelers admitted that for them to truly
appreciate cultural diversity, they needed not only to recognize the positive side of others’ culture but they
had to treat each other equally. Instead of tailoring ethnic food to satisfy the taste of the Americans, he
emphasized how critical it is to learn to enjoy the exotic food as it is and to embrace the difference. In this
manner, travelers saw themselves to be competent in being more respectful of the cultural diversity.
It should be noted that the majority of the change that took place in terms of how travelers saw
themselves in their attitude towards other culture was derived from interpreting others’ culture from their
perspective. First, travelers’ search for local food was in part to understand the destination’s culture from
their perspective. Moreover, interpretation of the local culture they encountered from the local’s perspective
enhanced their understanding about the culture. These experiences in turn made travelers themselves more
culturally competent.

3.4.1.4. Appreciation
Interviewees noted that they became more appreciative of what they were given following their
experience with local food during their trips. It is noteworthy that individual’s attitude has been identified
to constitute their self-concept in the past studies (Sirgy, 1982). Being appreciative, one form of attitude, is
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considered to have positive influence on their self-concept. Depending on what attitude a person develops,
travelers perceived themselves differently. Specifically, interviewees reported to have changed in their view
of themselves, learned to appreciate the moment given, and appreciate their home culture.
Appreciation for the Moment Given. Majority of travelers said they saw themselves to be more
appreciative of the moments they encountered. From their local dining experiences, they became grateful
for the time that was given to them. To represent this point, interviewee #10, who travelled to Thailand,
discussed how he experienced zen time while eating Thai food:

There was a lot of zen time when I was eating. I was eating their food. It kind of forces
you to think that you are in a new place entirely, eating this delicious, authentic food- no
one else is there with you. So you are kind of forced to really consume what is happening
to you at that moment. So I think if I were to nail down one thing, I would say, it’s kind of,
I don’t think I have ever reflected on kind of zen time moment before to be totally honest
with you. I mean I was younger then, I didn’t know that I was thrown in a new place, and
I remember those moments whenever I ate Thai food: super calm, super relaxing, not a
whole a lot of worry in my mind, so I think in terms of change, I guess, I recognized, that
was probably the first time that whatever the idea of mindfulness, it’s that, I do remember
being really appreciative of the moment that was created as I was eating Thai food.

Interviewee #10 said he came to appreciate the moment that he was in. He attributed such a change
to the “self-awareness-realizing that I am in a new place, entirely new country where I was at.” It can be
inferred that the liminal space interviewee #10 was thrown into afforded him an opportunity to be deeply
involved in his experience. In everyday life, in which individuals are stressed and are constrained by their
social roles, it is hard to truly enjoy the experience given to them. Context cues that travelers are surrounded
by when eating foreign food seems to have offered travelers temporary relief from these hindrances. Past
studies argue that liminal nature of the tourism setting engages people to interact with their true self and to
interact with themselves (Brown, 2013). Being freed from what occupies their mind, they may immerse
themselves into the moment given to them.
This experience could have been amplified as local dining experience engages travelers’ all five
senses, in which travelers are likely to find themselves experiencing new sensations in multiple aspects.
This proposition is supported by the argument from past studies that novelty instigates change in
individuals’ self-concept (Sirgy, 1982). Being surrounded by these novel context cues and sensations,
travelers seems to learn to be deeply involved in the moment and to appreciate such a time.
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Appreciation for Home Culture. Interviewees also said that they thought they changed in terms of
being more grateful for what they have at home. As travelers experienced differences in foreign countries,
they came to compare the foreign culture and lifestyle to that of their own. In this process, they found
themselves being more appreciative for things available at home, especially when they recognized
something that they viewed to be better in the U.S. For instance, interviewee #4 realized how she should
not take for granted the convenience of having stores and restaurants open 24 hours at home. Learning how
store hours in France is restricted and tailored to cater to the quality of life for employees working in the
store, she became very appreciative of the American way of doing things.
Such an appreciation enabled travelers to engage in integrating their resources (what they know
according to practices at home), in which they compared home culture with culture of the destination they
experienced. For instance, comparing the restaurant operation hours between France and the U.S.,
interviewee #4 realized that someone would be working late in the U.S. and she started to appreciate that.
As she admitted, this was something that she wasn’t conscious of until she recognized how restaurants’
prolonged operation hours are not taken for granted in France. Thus, she became more appreciative of the
American culture and lifestyle. As travelers came to recognize differences between other countries and the
U.S. in terms of the ideology and lifestyle, they were able to identify what was better in the U.S. and was
given an opportunity to be grateful of things at home.
Moreover, this phenomenon of travelers recognizing that they are grateful and able to embrace the
cultural values and norms at home is an illustration of the notion of identity value paradox (Osland, 2000).
Interviewees not only accepted the ability of the cultural values of the destination to restructure their selfidentity but also came to be aware of how important their home cultural norms are to them, which in turn
influenced their self-concept. As evident in the account of interviewee #4 that she became more appreciative
of stores opening 24 hours in the U.S., she came to recognize the sense of individualism that has been
inherent in her self-concept. While she also came to acknowledge the value of socialism prevalent in
European countries, which was a cultural difference that she learned through her experience, at the same
time she appreciated the convenience that stemmed from individualistic cultural values in the U.S.

3.4.2. Eating Self-Concept
Another salient shift in self-concept following travelers’ destination food consumption experiences
concerned their Eating Self-Concept. That is, their view of themselves in relation to their eating preferences
and practices shifted during their local food encounters. Food has been widely recognized as a means to
represent people’s identity in terms of what is edible and how a certain food is eaten (Bisogni et al., 2002).
Moreover, the multi-dimensional approach to understanding travelers’ change in Eating Self-Concept in
this research is in line with the argument from previous works that there are multiple types of eating identity
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(Blake & Bisogni, 2003). In this study, the Eating Self-Concept change was identified as based on: Mindful
Eating, International Food Expertise, and Eating Characteristics.
3.4.2.1. Mindful Eating
From experiencing local food, travelers identified themselves as having changed to a mindful eater.
That is, they saw themselves to have changed by becoming more aware of the feelings and thoughts
associated with their eating. Specifically, they became more recognizant of their preferences, paying greater
attention to what they eat and recognizing their emotions during travel.
Mindful of Food. Upon local food consumption experience, some travelers became more conscious
of what they should eat for their health. As a case in point, interviewee #2 said that her dining experiences
in Japan helped her pay more attention to what she eats. She discussed that she was fascinated to learn how
Japanese people stay healthy and live a longer life just by maintaining a regular diet. Specifically, she
noticed how their food portion size is very small but is varied to take in different nutrients. Upon returning
home, she has been trying to add more variety into her diet while she tries to eat smaller portion of each
food. In turn, she now identifies herself as a healthy-eater who is mindful of the food she eats. Thus, travel
grants individuals an opportunity to be aware of the power of diet to stay fit and healthy.
In addition, some interviewees said that they became more mindful of sources and production
process of food. As a case in point, during his trip to India, and from his observation and conversation with
Indians and other travelers that were vegetarian, interviewee #40 started to look into what goes into meat
production and essentially why it's good to become vegetarian from his trip to India:

I was just fascinated by how the culture doesn't really consume meat and while traveling I
met some native Indians that are vegetarian….. and I talked to some western vegetarians
on the trip as well and then they pointed out all the resources that goes into meat
production so I guess seeing that…. I felt bad eating meat. Another thing that I noticed is
that seeing how Indians, a lot of them don't use meat and they are still healthy. It's not like
they're missing much and they don't need meat in their daily consumption. A lot of
Americans, just seeing the way you cook the food, you don't really need meat in your food
to be satisfied. Like a lot of American food is meat-based, like a lot of the flavors is in the
meat versus in India a lot of the flavors were in the sauce and other things and vegetables
and I guess seeing that I don't really need meat in my diet to live day by day. This
experience got me thinking that maybe I should change my diet.
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As interviewee #40 discovered concerns in meat production and grasped benefits of being a
vegetarian, which was part of a major diet in India, he not only felt bad about eating meat but started to
change his perspective of a meat diet. In turn, he started to take steps to reduce his meat consumption. It
should be noted that not every respondent reported changing their eating practice due to these kinds of
experiences, but some did become more aware of these issues.
Moreover, interviewees viewed themselves to have changed in terms of recognizing their food
preference. As attested to by interviewee #22, he felt surprised at how much he like something based on his
trip to Hungary where he encountered novel food, especially when he found the food to be displeasing to
his eyes until he had actually tried it. Interviewee #25 said that he had never eaten mussels before, but he
had discovered that it is one type of food that he enjoys eating after his trip to Greece. He noted that he
wouldn’t have known about how much he could like shellfish such as mussels if he hadn’t had it in Greece.
Having tried a diverse range of food during international travel seems to help travelers be more aware of
their food preferences. Overall, it can be inferred that travelers paid greater attention to what they were
eating during their trip.
Mindful of Emotions. While consuming the regional cuisine at a travel destination, interviewees
reported to have been more aware of their feelings derived from eating. Positive emotions including
happiness, excitement, and warmth were discussed. Sensory stimulations (e.g., taste, smell) that travelers
experienced made them happy. Some expressed excitement when their presumptions about local food were
validated at a destination. For interviewee #34, her experience in the Japanese ramen shop was a stimulating
moment that validated her image of Japan. The expectations that were created while waiting for food also
excited travelers. Interviewee #9 was excited to gaze at the cooking process at a street food stall in Vietnam.
Learning something new also intrigued travelers. Interviewee #19 noted that while his portrayal of Thai
food was Pad Thai prior to his actual visit to Thailand, he came to learn that there is a lot more. He was
especially excited to discover the delicious coconut juice. A feeling of warmth was triggered by travelers’
social interactions. Congenial dining room atmospheres can have a heartwarming effect on the traveler
(Moore, 1999). In accordance with this proposition, interviewee #9 noted that he enjoyed dining in a food
court where he was eating at a communal table because of the sense of community and warmth this open
dining experience created.
Interviewees also discussed how they were recognizant of their negative emotions including
disappointment and repulsion. Unfriendly staff were often a source of disappointment. Accustomed to the
friendly servers at home, interviewee #39 felt that the servers in France couldn’t care less. Also, some were
disappointed about the taste of food that didn’t meet their expectation. While interviewee #3 expected a
high-quality steak that matched the nice atmospherics, the food was disappointing. Furthermore,
interviewees were disappointed about commercialization. To a more extreme degree, some expressed
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repulsion about what was too exotic to embrace. In terms of food presentation, interviewee #6 said she was
offended to see fish head in China. Some were repulsed after tasting the food. Interviewee #7, who traveled
to Bali, indicated that while Durian fruit looked okay, its smell and taste were appalling. Such negative
sentiments were mostly salient for those who had a tendency to prefer familiar food or had little exposure
to ethnic food prior to the trip.
To conclude, what represents change in eating self-concept is not the matter of travelers having
developed different emotions but the fact that they became more aware of their feelings during their local
food consumption which they were not able to do at home. Overall, interviewees reported having been
aware of positive emotions more than negative emotions. Due to the rosy view effect, dining experiences
that are inherently considered pleasurable tend to make individuals focus more on positive emotions than
on negative feelings (Mitchell, Thompson, Peterson, & Cronk, 1997). Travelers admitted that they usually
weren’t very conscious of how they felt about food at home but became more aware of their feelings during
their local food consumption experience.
It should be noted that while on a trip traveler seem to have learned to be conscious of what they
consumed and focused more on their eating because they were liberated from daily hinderances. . A lot of
interviewees said that they tend to multitask when eating at home, such as watching tv, feeding their
children, or doing work while eating. They explained that in a daily setting, they are too busy and have
limited time to immerse themselves in eating. Thus, being free of these constraints seem to have triggered
travelers to be more mindful of their eating activity.

3.4.2.2. International Food Expertise
Some interviewees saw themselves as having grown into an expert on international food and spices.
This expertise requires knowing how to cook local food and recognizing how the local food should taste.
For instance, interviewee #2 said that she became more knowledgeable about how to cook Japanese food
after her trip to Japan. She realized how simple Japanese food can be with rice, egg, and soy sauce for
example. Travelers saw themselves being experienced with international food because they not only knew
how to cook it but also because they learned to incorporate certain aspects of the new recipe into food they
eat every day. As a case in point, interviewee #29 discussed how he believed he changed in terms of being
a more versatile cook after his trip:

After my trip, I started incorporating different stuff in my recipes. I feel like growing up, I
didn’t have a lot of, as much variety in the food that I ate. We had a lot more traditional
American food like steak. Kind of meat based whatever in that sense. Like my dad is one of
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those people…. he wants a steak and like the meat is what’s most important. It’s cooked
perfectly. But now, I am like “spice it up and it will taste better.”

As he grew up not knowing about different spices besides the salt and pepper that his dad used in
his cooking, learning about different spices came as a big surprise and excitement for him. As such, travelers
adopted food culture and practices of a foreign country that they travelled to, such as interviewee #29 who
recognized the importance of spices. Travelers also saw themselves not only becoming more
knowledgeable about international food but also being capable to identify good quality local food.
Interviewee #3 mentioned that after her several trips to France, she can tell what qualifies as a good
croissant. She described how the croissant should be soft inside yet crispy outside with full of buttery flavor.
She now complains how the croissants in the U.S. tend to be just greasy without a distinctive texture. In
line with this excerpt, interviewee #20 said that his trip to Thailand changed his perception about how
authentic Thai food should taste. Therefore, having experienced, learned, and adopted foreign cuisine
cooking methods and eating practices in their own diet at home, these travelers perceived themselves as
experts in international food.

3.4.2.3. Eating Characteristics
Some identified a more extreme change in how they viewed their Eating Self-Concept compared
to other types of shifts in Eating Self-Concept. These extreme shifts entailed changes in eating practices,
attitude towards food, and ability to embrace new food. As a case in point, interviewee #40 said that his
local food experience in France had changed him from being a picky eater to a person who is able to enjoy
eating food:

I went to France on a high school trip and we got to live with a local family for a week.
Before the trip, I was a very picky eater. Starting high school, I started eating but not by
much. This is a trip that made me realize that food wasn't all that bad or scary and that
you could actually find something you like. My host mom cooked for me every night….
there were things that I just didn't want to eat that looked really gross or did not smell quite
right but I didn't want to be rude so I just ate it all anyway. And a lot of the stuff that I tried,
I ended up really enjoying and a lot of it was very flavorful. It was seasoned right and so I
got exposed to a lot of different food that way and it got me eager to try other things down
the road.
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Interviewee #40 portrayed himself as a person who was indifferent to eating itself to begin with
and discussed that he never enjoyed eating food before his trip to France. However, after his experience in
France, he started to learn the joy of eating. Similarly, interviewee #6 said she was reluctant to eat food that
looked awful to her. After trying a fish head dish which at first shocked her in China, she started to move
away from her tendency to judge a food by its presentation without tasting it.
One noticeable trigger for helping individuals see themselves in terms of their eating habits is their
belief about how others view themselves. Most of the interviewees who said they changed in their eating
practice explained that they were anxious about how they were evaluated by others. For instance, while
interviewee #40 noted that he used to be a picky eater at home, at a foreign destination he prioritized his
image over his repulsion towards food offered. He noted that he didn’t want his host family to remember
him as a “picky American kid,” which could leave the impression that Americans in general are picky. In
the case of interviewee #6, it was the perception of the local guide that caused her to be concerned about
refusing to eat the dish offered. As both of these interviewees chose to eat the food than being seen as a
rude person, their concerns seem to have paved a way for both to try new food. This change is evident in
interviewee #40’s description of this experience and how it helped him to try various new foods. He
mentioned that if he didn’t have that experience in France when he was 16, he could still be picky and
wouldn't have been so eager to try street food when he later travelled to India. By the time he travelled to
India, he identified himself as an avid eater, which prompted him to eat street food in India.
One implication of this finding is that travelers do pay attention to how they are viewed by others
that they have transient relationships with (e.g., locals). Widely acknowledged is the notion that significant
others whom people have intimate relationship with (e.g., family) comprise an imperative part in shaping
one’s perception of how others see themselves (LaRossa & Reitzes, 2009). However, some interviewees of
this study were concerned about how strangers, such as locals, would view them. One possible reason in
how others that a person has temporal relationship view themselves becomes important bearer of their
experience may be that social identity becomes salient for individuals in foreign destination. Literature on
social identity theory suggests that the way a people see themselves depends on a spectrum on which at one
end their self-image is appraised by their interpersonal attributes (Hornsey, 2008) and on the other end they
view themselves in terms of the characteristics of their group. This lends support to the testimony of
interviewee #40 on why he didn’t want to be seen as a rude American kid to his host family. Tajfel, Turner,
Austin, and Worchel (1979) asserted that individuals strive to project a positive image of the group to which
they belong (e.g., American) to outgroups (e.g., Chinese) because people tend to believe that good ingroup
image represents positive self-concept. That is, individuals try to consider secure a positive image of the
group to which they belong and therefore their personal self-concept is evaluated positively by others. For
instance, with interviewee #40, he may have been concerned about his image as an “American” because he
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believed it would also reflect how he is appraised by others. As such, the interviewees in this research may
have been concerned about how their action would represent the group they belong to.
Travelers perceive themselves to be more accepting of eating new food because of their local food
consumption experience. Although some noted how repulsed they were after trying the foreign food, such
as interviewee #7 who characterized the smell and taste of durian fruit as outrageous during her trip to
Indonesia, the majority of travelers indicated that their encounter with new food has helped them to be more
open to eating new food. This is attested to in the narrative of interviewee #21who travelled to Norway:

I think I developed ability to try something that you would not try in American culture such
as whale or dolphin. There were many ingredients up in Norway that we would never
traditionally even touch, that we would consider to be disgusting. Seal- when we talked to
the fisherman, he was like I have this, this and this, and when it was translated, and I
couldn’t believe it. Like who carry seal? Isn’t that illegal? But it is not in Norway. So they
had many ingredients and we tried to play it safe but for us it was playing very dangerous
eating whale, but for them, it was – we eat whale almost every other day, it is not a big
deal-so it changed my perspective of culture of being a little bit more adventurous, force
me to be adventurous, and that has changed me. Yesterday, I was eating octopus and squid.
Growing up in California, it is rarely found. We don’t really eat squid. But it was delicious
when I tried it in Norway. So I think that travel… forced me to try new items all the time.

As illustrated in the narrative of interviewee #21, travelers expanded their palette of food
consumption and continued to explore new food upon returning home. Thus, it is evident that they viewed
themselves to be a food neophilic in accepting new food and taking pleasure in exploring new food.
One possible reason for the change in seeing oneself to be more open in embracing new food is
closely related to travelers being more courageous in trying new food on a trip and liking their experience.
Specifically, the liminal environment travelers are situated in seems to have prompted them to try something
new that they never attempted to try before. This is illustrated in the account of interviewee #21 who
attributed such a change to the fact that the novel context cues that he was surrounded by engaged him to
try whale which he had never had before:

If in the U.S., I would never try the whale. In the Norway, it was being surrounded with the
power of their culture. Their language, things you see, the stores, what they offer in the
stores, Environment motivated me to try that whale.
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It was not just the fact of being situated in a new environment, but also that they were unlikely to
come back to the travel destination, that made travelers more active in trying novel food. Therefore, it can
be concluded that being in a novel environment and only having limited time in the destination might have
induced travelers to taste new food. It should be noted that after this attempt to consume new food, only
positive appraisal of this experience prompt individuals to be food neophilic.

3.4.3. Spectrum of Change in Self-Concept
The change in self-concept from travelers’ food consumption experience can be conceptualized on
a two-dimensional spectrum. Specifically, travelers’ change in self-concept can be conceived in terms of
temporal-permanent and existing-new dimensions as summarized in Figure 4.
First, the change in self-concept in this research was found to be either the development of an
entirely new self-concept or a revision of existing self-concept. Some interviewees reported that their selfconcept was newly developed during the local food consumption experience. For instance, interviewee #21
newly developed his self-concept in terms of his eating characteristics. From his experience, in trying the
extremely novel food of whale in Norway, he developed the new self-concept of himself as a food neophilic,
which did not exist before this experience.
On the other hand, in some case, change in self-concept was about a revision of existing selfconcept in some cases. For interviewee #4, the self-concept regarding attitudinal change is more of a
revision of self-concept rather than new development of her self-concept. She did have her own attitude
towards other culture, in which she used to see herself as being narrow-minded in terms of embracing
difference in culture. However, after her experience in France, her effort in understanding the position of
the others in France prompted her to revise this existing self-concept to view herself as an open-minded
person.
It is noteworthy that revision of existing self-concept could be a matter of degree to which the selfconcept becomes more salient. For instance, one of the self-concept outcomes identified in this research, a
more satisfactory self, was an existing self-concept for some and it was strengthened through the local food
consumption experience. People have various dimensions of self-concept and depending on the context
they are situated in, they tend to differ in the extent to which they endorse certain identity (Shavelson et al.,
1976). Thus, it can be predicted that there are latent self-concepts that have not noticeably emerged in a
daily setting but could be salient in a different environment, such as when consuming a local food in an
international destination.
Another dimension of self-concept modification concerns durability of change in self-concept,
which ranged from being temporal to being permanent. Some changes can be transient, such as interviewee
#37’s change in viewing himself to be superior, which is attached to the context of being in a foreign country
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and consuming an exotic food. Once people return home, the sense of superiority can diminish as they are
no longer situated in the experience of consuming foreign food on a daily basis to project the exceptional
image. This finding supports the argument of existing literature that self-concept is contextual, as the
proposition that self-concept changes by context implies that there are transient self-concepts that only
emerge in certain setting.
In contrary, some self-concept was said by interviewees to have settled as their permanent selfconcept, such as their eating characteristics as explained by the account of interviewee #40. While he used
to be a picky eater, his dining experience in France where he was forced by the contextual factors to try
novel food changed him to be open to trying a variety of food.
It should be noted that some of the changes in self-concept could be temporal to begin with but
could be stabilized as a permanent self-concept change when the short-term changes are repeated. For
instance, when travelers repeatedly travel and dine in a fine dining or exotic restaurant that others admire,
the sense of superiority individuals perceive to represent their self-concept can settle as their long-lasting
self-concept. Furthermore, when travelers tangibilize their experience such as by posting their local food
encounters on their social media page, such a post could remind themselves of their experience and could
serve as a facilitator of the superior feelings they had during local food consumption.

Figure 4. Spectrum of Change in Self-Concept
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3.4.4. Triggers of Change in Self-Concept
According to the findings of this research, various triggers of self-concept change have been
identified as outlined above for each dimension of change. In synthesizing the findings, one overarching
trigger of change in self-concept seems to be symbolization, in which travelers attributed personal meanings
to their local food consumption experience. Specifically, some of the salient meanings that seem to have
been assigned to travelers’ experiences to prompt them to change their self-concept include challenging,
representative of local culture and identity, and exoticism.
The majority of travelers seem to have perceived their local food consumption experience to be
challenging and to be of a high risk. This notion is attested to in the description of interviewee #33 when
he felt like being “pushed off the cliff” during his encounter with local food and also with interviewee #21
who described the consumption of whale, which is a typical food in Norway. He felt that eating whale was
“very dangerous eating” for him and his companions. While other forms of tourist activities, such as going
to a museum, entail merely observing the local culture, consumption of local food can be perceived to be
one of the most high-risk activities as travelers have to fully engage themselves in the experience. For
instance, they have to physically eat something to which they do not know how their stomach will react.
As such, any activity involved in experiencing the local food seems to have been conceived to be
challenging and having experienced this in turn could have triggered travelers to develop positive selfconcept, including feeling proud of their achievement and being more satisfied with themselves. As
travelers perceive this type of experience to be challenging, the act of consuming local food could be seen
as needing courage and once they do engage in experiencing local food, such an attempt seems to symbolize
their accomplishment. This notion is exemplified in the testimony of interviewee #13 who perceived
himself to be proud of himself for being brave enough for trying Korean food. He had no idea what the
experience would be like and just the fact that he did manage to try it made him feel more satisfied of
himself.
Another salient meaning travelers seem to have assigned to their experience, which in turn
prompted the change in their self-concept, includes the view that local food consumption experience is
representative of local culture and identity. This notion is attested to in the account of interviewee #17 that
experiencing local food is the most straightforward way to experience the culture, because it represents the
lifestyle, norms, and values of the destination. In turn, travelers use local food consumption experience as
a means to enhance their knowledge of different cultures, which in turn seems to have led travelers to see
themselves as an international food expert.
Moreover, as individuals tend to identify their self-concept through what they consume (Lupton,
1996), expansion in terms of what they can eat or like to eat seems to have triggered development of their
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self-concept. For instance, having tried different food that they have never seen before, travelers such as
interviewee #13, identified themselves as a more adventurous person. In some cases, travelers seem to have
also been able to change their self-concept as their encounter with local food that directly represented
culture of the destination helped them learn from the contrast between their home culture and the foreign
culture. By contrasting one’s own food culture with other food cultures, travelers came to realize who they
are.
Exoticism was another common meaning that was assigned to travelers’ local food consumption
experience. Many interviewees admitted that objects they encountered during their local food consumption
experience, such as the physical cues, communicated a sense of exoticness. That is, instead of perceiving
certain aspect of the restaurant as it is, such as table as a tool to eat their food, it was interpreted to be
indicating a sense of exoticness for travelers. Interviewee #6 explained how unusual her experience was in
China where she encountered animals and cages out front in one restaurant and that she was joking if she
gets to pick her own chicken from the cage. Interviewee #25 reminisced how interesting it was to see fresh
seafood hanging outside the shop. It is not clear what those animals and cages out front in the restaurant or
the seafood hanging outside the shop were for. Regardless of what they were intended to be, they were
indication of exoticness for travelers. In accordance with the above account, interviewee #23 noted that
during his trip to Japan, he was fascinated to see sushi placed on a rotating conveyor belt. The rotating
conveyor belt must have been a convenient way for the restaurant to deliver food to their customers without
human interaction, but for interviewee #23, it was manifestation of unique and exotic scene.
Having experienced a sense of exoticness, which has been noted as an exclusive and unique
experience, the experience seems to have triggered travelers to alter their attitude towards themselves, such
as in seeing themselves to be superior over others. Specifically, it should be noted that such a sense of
exoticness was translated into enhancing their self-concept as they romanticized and perceived the exotic
experience to be a distinctive experience. This is illustrated in the excerpt of interviewee #5 who perceived
the experience of eating noodle with locals in a communal table, which could be uncomfortable, to be a
unique and attractive experience. In fact, communal table has been voted to be the second top reason for
avoiding a restaurant in the US, signaling that Americans in general don’t like to sit at one table with
strangers (Zagat, 2016).
In addition, theses perceived exoticness seemed to have prompted travelers to be situated in a
liminal space, where they were able to be freed from their constraints and roles at home. This in turn seem
to have for instance, engaged travelers to pay greater attention to the moment that was given to them,
triggering change in their self-concept of how mindful they are of their eating activity. This is illustrated in
the excerpt of interviewee #34 who became more mindful of how she felt about eating as she got herself
away from daily contextual cues that used to draw away her attention at home, such as her work. It should
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be noted that local food consumption could engage travelers to experience such a sense of exoticness to a
high degree as they are actively engaged in experiencing the otherness through all five senses.

3.5. Conclusion
With the rise of interest in taking care of one’s wellbeing, individuals seek for meaningful
experiences during their trip beyond merely a pleasurable experience (Pearce & Packer, 2013). In turn,
tourism activities that individuals take part in during their trip needs to be scrutinized for their potential in
satisfying travelers’ needs, including experience of consuming local food. While food consumption is an
indispensable activity that every individual has to engage in to nourish themselves, their local food
consumption experience could also yield various benefits (Quan & Wang, 2004). Despite its importance
and potential, existing literature paid limited attention to examining higher-level outcomes which travelers
can benefit from their local food consumption experience beyond satisfaction or sensory simulations.
Therefore, this research intended to understand whether and what changes take place in terms of travelers’
self-concept from their local food consumption experience.
Based on the thematic analysis conducted on data from personal interviews, it was found that
travelers do change their self-concept based on their local food consumption experience. Several
dimensions have been identified to represent change in self-concept. Specifically, change in self-concept
has been categorized by General Self-concept and Eating Self-concept. General Self-concept represented
modification of self-concept in general, which encompassed following sub-dimensions: Superiority,
Satisfaction, Cultural Competency, and Appreciation. From their local food consumption experience, some
travelers saw themselves as more superior than others, to be more content with themselves for their
achievement and courage, to be more competent in knowing more about other culture, to be more grateful
for the moment that was given to them, and appreciative of their home culture.
The dimension of Eating Self-concept denoted change in travelers’ view of themselves in terms of
eating practices and preferences which include: Mindful Eating, International Food Expertise. and Eating
Characteristics. To be specific, based on their local food consumption experience, travelers saw themselves
as being more aware of what they were eating as well as of their emotions, to be more experienced in
knowledgeable with foreign food and its culture, and to have changed their eating characteristics.
While triggers of change in each self-concept dimension have been discussed, the most salient
factor that induced travelers to newly develop their self-concept seem to be the influence of meanings that
people have attributed to their experience, including that of the local food experience being challenging,
representative of local culture and identity, and exotic.
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3.5.1. Theoretical Implications
This research promotes understanding of traveler-oriented local food consumption experience,
departing from the much-conducted investigation of food and tourism on destination-centric perspective.
Great deal of research has been conducted on examining behavioral aspects such as individuals’ motivation
to travel for food or to understand what enhances their satisfaction level with the experience or revisit
intention (Kim et al., 2010). To address this void in understanding the demand side viewpoint, this research
concluded that higher-order outcomes could be derived from travelers’ local food consumption experience,
which in this case was change traveler’s self-concept.
Specifically, such a change in self-concept identified in this research adds value to the existing
literature by outlining specific cases as to what dimensions of self-concept are revised or developed in the
context of consuming local food. While some of the changes in self-concept outlined in the literature are in
line with the changes identified in the existing literature in the general travel setting, the instances that are
specific to the local food consumption setting complements the findings of past studies. For instance, while
travelers’ change in how they view their cultural competency has also been argued to be one benefit of a
travel experience in general, the excerpts from interviewees specifically in the local food consumption
setting denotes that such a change is triggered differently than from other tourist activities. Food has been
denoted as the most active form of tourist experience that engages travelers’ all five senses in acquiring
cultural knowledge of the destination. In fact, local food experience may have strongest role in inducing
change as the active engagement required from the traveler with the exotic could be perceived as a highrisk activity. Thus, unlike other types of passive traveler activities, a more active form of experience
engagement as in the encounter with local food could be a different inducement to change in self-concept.
The findings of this research also add value to our understanding of how local food consumption
experience engage travelers to revise their self-concept. This research suggests that travelers can attribute
unique meanings to activities that are different from other types of activities. Compared to other tourist
activities, consumption of local food can be challenging for travelers as local food can be perceived as a
high-risk activity, in which they can feel physiologically and psychologically uncomfortable if they are not
able to embrace the food. In turn, this can cause them to conceive of engagement with local food to construct
their self-concept in a positive light. In addition, as travelers seem to believe that local food represents the
culture and identity of the destination and by embracing the local, they indeed develop a more positive selfconcept. These findings suggest that travelers change or restructure their self-concept via their local food
consumption experience due to the distinctive characteristics they assign to this experience.
Specifically, based on the findings of this research, travelers can infer meanings from their
emotions as well as from their subjective evaluations to modify their self-concept. The notion of emotions
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affecting experience interpretation is illustrated in the case interviewee #12 who managed to find his way
to a local restaurant. His emotion, which was tied to his food experience, made him be more satisfied with
his self-concept. For cognitive interpretations, as travelers recognize that they have learned about the local
culture, they seem to perceive themselves to be more culturally competent. This was true for interviewee
#21. Although the act of consuming food itself can be mundane, new affective responses and cognitive
processing in response to exotic cues can provide novel contexts to influence change in self-concept.
The finding that travelers could construct or revise their self-concept from their local food
consumption experience extends the range of experiences in which individuals can change their selfconcept. The dominant view in the past has been that life-changing experiences or transitional experiences
(e.g., romantic breakups, living abroad) can change individuals’ self-concept (Adam et al., 2018; Slotter,
Gardner, & Finkel, 2010). The findings of this study are further support for these arguments by suggesting
that change in individuals’ self-concept can be enhanced by more transient and less dramatic instances such
as consuming local food in an international destination.
Self-concept related outcomes identified in this study suggests that the types of self-concept
changes are multifaceted following travelers’ local food consumption experience in which various subdimensions of self-concept change has been identified for each General Self-concept and Eating SelfConcept. Although not every traveler depicted change in multiple dimensions of self-concept, the finding
that there are various dimensions of area in which one’s self-concept can change accords with the existing
literature that self-concept can be multidimensional (Sirgy, 1982).
Moreover, the findings of this research provide evidence to substantiate the argument of the current
literature that one domain of self-concept could influence the other dimension of self-concept (Hoelter,
1985). For instance, sub-dimensions of self-concepts across different dimensions of self-concepts can be
considered to be interrelated. For instance, sub-dimensions of Eating Self-Concept can influence subdimensions of General Self-Concept. As individuals perceive themselves to be an international food expert
(Eating Self-Concept), they could also see themselves to be more culturally competent (General SelfConcept) by knowing more about food culture of a foreign country and could also feel proud of themselves
in being more knowledgeable than before. Thus, different dimensions of self-concept could be viewed to
be independent yet interrelated.

3.5.2. Practical Implications
In line with travelers’ search for meaningful travel experiences, this research provides a useful
ground to address this need. That is, findings regarding self-concept change inform travelers of the benefits
they can acquire from their local dining experiences. Once individuals recognize they can newly construct
or revise their self-concept in a positive light as a result their local food experiences, such encounters can
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be used as a turning point to initiate change. While destination marketers today are actively promoting local
food experience as part of their destination offerings, further knowledge is required on what content should
be communicated to potential travelers. In addressing this gap, this research suggests that destination
marketers can inform the possibility that travelers could benefit from their local food consumption
experiences in terms of enhancing their self-concept. In line with this, in eliciting reviews of their travel
experience from past travelers to be shared, specific types of content should be encouraged and shared;
namely, the possibility of change in self-concept. Specifically, as the findings of this research suggest that
some changes can be temporal, it is important to encourage travelers to share their testimonies during or
right after their trip. For example, destination marketers can choose to provide incentive for sharing reviews
to only those who shared their local food experience real-time or within 3 days upon returning home.
Moreover, as travelers were found to strive for unique experiences that could improve their selfimage to others, destination marketers should encourage restaurants to design and offer exclusive dining
experiences that could make travelers feel special or they could hold special events and festivals. This
entails offering a personalized dining service, providing exclusive food items that are only sold in the
destination, or designing an exotic dining atmosphere that represents the culture of the destination. For
instance, in Japan, travelers can have a traditional Japanese dining experience referred to as Washoku in
ryokan, a traditional Japanese accommodation. The dining experience in ryokan can be very special as
guests wear yukata (traditional Japanese clothing) and are served traditional Japanese-styled multi-course
dishes in their hotel room (Guichard-Anguis, 2008). Travelers can enjoy their meals in a Japanese
atmosphere and Japanese style of hospitality. As such, this type of unique experience that is only available
in the travel destination can attract travelers’ attention and satisfy their needs to be recognized by others. It
should be noted that exclusiveness of the offerings or experiences should be communicated to the travelers.
Also, the finding of this research that travelers tend to be concerned about how they will be seen or
evaluated by others during their dining experiences implies that travelers may continue to be nervous about
their image on their trip. Instead, they should try to be less concerned about others and focus more on what
they themselves want as individuals in order to relax themselves. Although the tendency to care for how
others think of themselves may be a natural human trait, travelers should not only be physically away from
their daily constraints but should also learn to socially and psychologically deviate from their tensions and
pressures to fully benefit from their food and travel experiences. In doing so, travelers should be encouraged
to detach themselves from contextual cues that could remind them of their daily stresses, such as by turning
off their email notifications.
Lastly, dining experience can be a relatively easy means to project a certain image a person desires
compared to purchasing or experiencing other things. For instance, it is relatively easier for a person to dine
at a fine dining restaurant than to own a super car to boost one’s self-esteem and to perceive themselves to
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be seen superior by others. Thus, such a benefit should be communicated to travelers in the form of
marketing messages or in traveler generated contents online. Specifically, as local food consumption
experience was identified to be exotic, such a characteristic could be appealing to potential travelers who
would like to see themselves as adventurous travelers. Therefore, outlining exotic aspect of the food to the
target market in their social media content, such as exotic presentation of a food, could be helpful in
inducing the interest of travelers.

3.5.3. Limitations
First, the themes that represent self-concept change are not meant to be comprehensive. Additional
themes may emerge in different contexts or under different conditions. Thus, future research is warranted
on verifying whether themes identified in this research are valid elsewhere and to examine any additional
change in self-concept.
In addition, this research did not take differences among the interviewee sample into consideration.
The fact that only American sample was employed make it hard for the findings to be generalized across
other national groups. As individuals from diverse countries could exhibit different characteristics and
backgrounds, how their self-concept changes in international destinations could differ. In support of this
assumption, Jinkins (2016) argued that Chinese are more concerned about what their peer will think when
they buy something compared to Americans.
Moreover, demographic differences such as economic status, gender, and age could vary in how
they frame their local food experience or what outcomes are yielded from their encounters. For instance,
previous studies found that women are more likely than men to consume in order to boost their social status
to others, signaling that they care more than men about how their consumption will be evaluated by others
(Segal & Podoshen, 2013). Moreover, there have been arguments in the literature that young people are
more likely to change their self-concept compared to older people (Shavelson et al, 1976). Although attempt
has been made to diversify the interview sample in terms of age and gender, no direct comparison was made
across different samples. Thus, future research is warranted on investigating these differences.
Lastly, as this study has been conducted qualitatively, empirical verification is needed to enhance
validity and reliability of the findings. For instance, future research could explore whether the dimensions
of the self-concept changes are valid in a larger number of population. Moreover, a research that develops
scale to measure the extent to which travelers experience each self-concept outcome can be valuable in
enriching the current literature. In addition, an empirical work could be conducted to verify antecedents of
self-concept changes.
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CHAPTER 4. FEELING COMFORTABLE WITH LOCAL FOOD: A
CROSS-CULTURAL STUDY ON THE LINKAGE BETWEEN
PSYCHOLOGICAL COMFORT AND PLACE ATTACHMENT

4.1. Introduction
For many Koreans who travel internationally, a must-carry item is Korean food, such as Kimchi.
Similarly, when Americans travel abroad, many of them crave American food, such as McDonald's, from
time to time (Jet, 2016). This phenomenon seems ironic because Koreans enjoy pizza and pasta at home,
and Americans like to eat ethnic food, such as Chinese food, in the U.S. Why is it that travelers look for
their home food during their short stays away from home? One possible explanation is that, when
overwhelmed by encountering the differences in an exotic environment, people look for a sense of comfort.
The notion of comfort commonly represents psychological comfort, which can be defined as a
familiar feeling that makes people feel at ease and relaxed (White, 2009). In line with the definition, the
word “comfort” will be used to represent psychological comfort throughout this study.
Although most travelers are seeking to escape from their daily routines and experience something
new, at the same time they crave an environmental bubble that lends them a sense of security in a foreign
place (Cohen, 1972). In fact, consuming local food at a foreign destination can increase travelers’ anxiety
more than any other tourist activity because consuming local food actively engages individuals in
experiencing the exotic: beyond merely seeing the food, they smell and taste it (Cohen & Avieli, 2004).
Therefore, departing from the existing literature that is heavily focused on travelers’ search for and
experience of novel food (Ji et al., 2016), this research proposes that travelers’ perceived comfort level at
the time of their food experience could play an important role in shaping their overall travel experience.
Travelers’ food consumption experience may affect comfort level and could exert an influence on
their emotional attachment to their destination that is greater than any other types of emotion. A favorable
attitude derived from a sense of comfort towards the experience has been identified as enduring and not
easily changed when compared to other positive emotions or perceptions (Sable, 1995). According to
attachment theory, an increase in one’s comfort level leads to greater attachment to an object or to the
environment one is situated in (Feeney, 1999). This suggests a possible linkage between the comfort level
comfort level travelers have with their experience and their emotional bond with their destination, which
is, then, operationalized as place attachment (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001).
Past research on the relationship between local food consumption and emotional attachment has
been restricted to investigations on how experience satisfaction levels influence place attachment. Thus, a
study on the question of how travelers’ sense of comfort with a food experience impacts their formation of
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place attachment lends a new perspective to understanding the process through which travelers develop
place attachment. In order to further this understanding, this study explores how travelers’ comfort levels
with core elements of the food experience, including atmospherics, interaction with service providers, and
the food itself, influences their place attachment level.
In explicating the relationship between comfort level and place attachment, this research examines
the role of travelers’ cultural backgrounds. The cultural characteristics of individuals have been found to
affect their comfort levels with intercultural service encounters. Subsequently, their place attachment, as
influenced by perceived comfort, could also differ. Because cultural characteristics are often marked by
nationality, travelers from countries with different cultural backgrounds were examined and compared: the
group studied consisted of Americans and Koreans traveling to China. Because Americans and Koreans
differ in their cultural characteristics as well as their cultural proximity to China, they could differ in their
comfort level with Chinese food and their place attachment level. Thus, travelers from these two countries
were chosen in order to contrast the degree to which comfort level influenced their place attachment level.

4.2. Literature Review
The literature review will first address the notion of comfort and how this plays a role in shaping
travelers’ local food experience. Secondly, attention will be paid to how comfort could be aroused from
three major aspects of the food consumption experience. Third, linkage between people and place will be
discussed. Fourth, individuals’ emotional bonding with a place and how this is developed in a local food
consumption setting will be outlined. Lastly, discussion will be focused on cultural characteristics and
nationality.

4.2.1. Comfort and Travelers’ Local Food Experience
Previous research on travelers’ experience with their local food consumption has primarily focused
on its evaluation or behavioral outcomes, such as satisfaction or intention to revisit the destination (Chang,
Kivela, & Mak, 2011). This line of research is in accordance with the existing literature on general dining
experiences that emphasize customers’ positive appraisal of their experience (Cha & Borchgrevink, 2018).
However, local food consumption experience on a trip is more dynamic in its nature than general dining
experiences, and thus, the local experience needs to be investigated from various angles. For instance, while
satisfaction level or behavioral outcomes could be an end of the experience in itself in a general dining
experience, travelers’ responses to the local food consumption they experience during a trip could extend
to exert influence on other aspects of the overall travel experience, such as their emotional bonding with
their destination (Sims, 2009). As local food experiences tend to be entangled with other traveler activities
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and is a part of the broader experience of travel, it needs to be examined from a different perspective than
general dining experiences.
In fact, few attempts have been made to utilize travelers’ reaction towards their local food
consumption experience as antecedents to further consequences. For instance, investigations have been
conducted on the relationship between traveler food satisfaction and travel outcomes (Ji et al., 2016) and
how attitude towards local food impacts the destination image and behavioral intention (Choe & Kim,
2018). However, travelers’ responses to a local food consumption experience could serve as a means to
yield further discoveries. For example, attention has yet to be paid on the role of travelers’ specific
psychological states, such as their comfort level, and how they develop from their local food consumption
experiences.
Comfort is defined as a state in which an individual’s psychological needs are fulfilled via the sense
of ease and relief (Kolcaba, 2003). While some research has depicted comfort as a multidimensional
construct, encompassing psychological, physiological, and physical comfort (Scitovsky, 1992), the general
consensus is that comfort is an emotional state and is measured as psychological comfort (Siefert, 2002).
Specifically, comfort is viewed as a positive emotional or a psychological state of being relieved from the
discomfort aroused by negative emotions (Daniels, 2000; Spake, Beatty, Brockman, & Crutchfield, 2003).
It encompasses emotions such as being relaxed, secured, and calm (Simmons, 2001). Thus, individuals who
exhibit high comfort levels can be seen to be in a positive emotional state.
The need to investigate comfort levels in travelers’ local food consumption experiences is
significant because consuming local food can be a source of travelers’ anxiety, which, then, could
undermine their overall experience. Since local food consumption involves physically consuming
something which individuals are unfamiliar with, they do not know if they will enjoy the smell or taste of
the food or how their stomachs will react to it. Therefore, it can be considered a high-risk traveler activity
(Cohen & Avieli, 2004). In fact, consumption of local food can be an impediment to travel when travelers
encounter food that is extremely different from what they are familiar with (Cohen & Avieli, 2004). In
addition to the type of food, differences in eating cultures and communication problems with restaurant
servers could also cause a high level of anxiety in travelers who do not know how to properly eat or behave
in the new setting (Sims, 2009). Moreover, exotic restaurant atmospherics could also cause travelers to feel
uneasy. Due to various risks associated with consumption of local food, how comfortable travelers feel with
their experience could be an important factor in developing a pleasurable experience for them.
Consumers’ comfort levels have been identified as critical elements that could impact their
purchase decisions and their evaluation of their actual experiences (Lloyd & Luk, 2011). For instance, in
the work of Haytko and Baker (2004), individuals’ high comfort levels with a shopping mall was found to
lead to an increased willingness to visit that specific mall. The sense of comfort consumers felt in shopping
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at a specific mall induced them to have a sense of security because they knew what to expect from their
shopping experience. In turn, they developed a positive behavioral intention to visit the shopping mall
again. While insuring a high comfort level has a positive influence on consumer responses, a low comfort
level or sense of discomfort could deter consumers from choosing certain products and services
(Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011). Therefore, ensuring a consumer’s high comfort level is critical in
developing a positive overall experience. Based on this background, this study intends to identify whether
travelers’ comfort levels with their local food consumption experiences could be influential in shaping their
overall experience.

4.2.2. Comfort and Core Elements of Food Consumption Experience
In the existing literature, a consumer’s comfort level has been widely explored in consumer and
service provider interaction settings (Dabholkar, Shepherd, & Thorpe, 2000), and a positive relationship
between the two has been noted (Spake et al., 2003). Some researchers refer to this type of comfort as
interaction comfort (Sharma & Wu, 2015). Due to the positive outcomes of a high interaction comfort level,
such as satisfaction (Spake et al., 2003), the importance of comfort has been emphasized where interactions
between consumers and service employees are high. Travelers’ local food consumption also takes place in
a setting where social interaction serves as a valuable bearer of traveler satisfaction. Thus, interaction
comfort should also be an influential factor in this context. At the same time, it should be noted that the
traveler experience consists of a combination of elements beyond just social interactions (Quan & Wang,
2004). For instance, in a food consumption experience, travelers’ experience with atmospherics and food
also shapes their overall experience (Jang & Ha, 2009). In addressing the current research gap, this study
investigates travelers’ comfort levels based on a variety of elements of the local food consumption
experience.
In the following sections, discussion will be focused on travelers’ psychological comfort with
different elements of their local food consumption experience. Specifically, travelers’ psychological
comfort with atmospherics, interaction with service providers, and the food itself were selected to be
investigated as possible antecedents of their place attachment. These are the three elements that have been
widely acknowledged to be the major constituents of one’s food consumption experience (Ha & Jang,
2010). This line of argument is supported in the literature that states that the emotional impact of specific
elements of an experience, such as an emotion elicited by the service provider, shapes the emotion
associated with the overall experience (Torres, Wei, & Hua, 2017). Accordingly, each element of the food
consumption experience will be reviewed through a brief overview of what each element represents and an
outline that shows how they arouse psychological comfort levels.
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4.2.2.1. Comfort with Atmospherics
Atmospherics refer to the environmental aspects of the consumption experience, including lighting,
décor, and music (Namkung & Jang, 2007). Atmospherics play an important role in shaping consumer
experience. Consumers’ positive evaluations of atmospherics yield positive outcomes, such as enhanced
consumer loyalty (Ryu & Han, 2011) and satisfaction (Heung & Gu, 2012). Problems or inconveniences
that arise with atmospherics tend to affect individuals’ memories permanently and, therefore, could be even
more influential than food or service quality in shaping their intention to revisit a business (Wakefield &
Blodgett, 1996).
Atmospherics have been identified to have an impact on individuals’ comfort levels (Kinnane et
al., 2013). The functional aspect of atmospherics has been found to be critical in helping consumers to feel
comfortable: for example, consumers’ attitude towards the layout of a retail environment is related to
consumers’ efficient and convenient movement within it (Ainsworth & Foster, 2017). In addition, the
presence of air-conditioning was found to make consumers feel comfortable (Saucier, 2001). Aesthetic
aspects of physical atmospherics, such as nice décor and pleasant lighting, have also been identified as
influential in enhancing consumers’ psychological comfort (Fottler et al., 2000).
However, previous research is limited in that most of studies attempt to explore physical comfort,
such as seating comfort, while neglecting to pay attention to psychological comfort, including atmospherics
or the mood or music of the place. Another limitation is that attention has been primarily focused on
emotions related to the presence of specific atmospheric elements rather than on how consumers feel about
the overall atmospherics. Therefore, this study will investigate psychological comfort in relation to overall
atmospherics, including both its tangible and intangible aspects.

4.2.2.2. Interaction Comfort with Service Providers
Interaction comfort can be aroused when people have positive interactions with their service
providers, and this, in turn, enhances their overall satisfaction level (Hume & Sullivan Mort, 2010). This is
because when consumers feel comfortable interacting with an employee, they are more likely to
communicate their needs and wants, and this, then, helps the service employee to address and meet
consumers’ expectations (Spake et al., 2003). Moreover, a high level of comfort in interacting with a service
provider leads to higher repurchase intention (Butcher, 2005).
In the literature, evaluation of interactions between consumer and employee in a restaurant is often
conceptualized in terms of the service quality (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006): for example, perceived fairness
of seating order or politeness of service providers in greeting consumers are some of the important factors
that influence consumers’ evaluation of services received (Sulek & Hensley, 2004). A service provider’s
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capacity to offer service that meets or exceeds consumers’ expectations is also important in ensuring
individuals’ positive evaluations of the experiences (Wall & Berry, 2007). When these different aspects of
the interaction are perceived to be satisfactory, people are likely to exhibit a high level of psychological
comfort with their experience.
Although much attention has been paid to the cognitive evaluation of service quality, relatively
limited research has been conducted regarding consumers’ psychological responses. The few studies that
investigated interaction in line with emotion focus on the perceived congruence (similarity) between
consumers and employees as the determinant of comfort from service interaction. However, positive
emotions stemming from other aspects of the service interaction, aside from similarity, could make
consumers feel comfortable, so it is important to understand their overall psychological comfort with their
interaction. Therefore, interaction comfort with service providers will be discussed in this research.

4.2.2.3. Comfort with Food
Food is an indispensable part of the dining experience that is highly related to individuals’ overall
satisfaction levels (Sulek & Hensley, 2004). Various constituents of food have been identified in the
literature, including food appeal and food safety (Sulek & Hensley, 2004). Food appeal encompasses such
factors as attractiveness of food presentation, temperature, smell, taste, and texture (Sulek & Hensley,
2004). When food is perceived to be appealing, consumers are likely to exhibit positive emotions and high
satisfaction levels. Food safety issues, such as undercooked food, can be an especially crucial aspect in a
tourism setting because perceived risk is a significant determinant of traveler satisfaction levels
(Rittichainuwat & Chakraborty, 2009). This is especially true when the travelers are unfamiliar with the
destination; in an unfamiliar location they often attempt to seek out ways to minimize potential risks. When
the perceived risk is high, people are likely to feel uncomfortable in eating a food. On the other hand, when
they feel it is safe, they are comfortable with food consumption. Therefore, how food is evaluated is closely
related to people’s emotional responses, including their level of comfort.
The act of consuming food could trigger individuals to recall emotions and memories because it
actively engages all the human senses (Clark & Chabrel, 2007). When individuals are satiated after food
consumption, they tend to develop positive emotions, such as calmness, whereas a negative emotion, such
as irritability, is generated when they are hungry (Gibson, 2006). As consumption of food itself is capable
of arousing emotional responses, a sense of comfort can be created. Despite its importance, people’s
psychological comfort with food has received limited attention. Thus, this research explores travelers’
psychological comfort with food in their local food consumption experience.
Based on the above discussion, the argument can be made that travelers develop different levels of
comfort with each of the major constituents of the local food consumption experience, including
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atmospherics, interaction with service providers, and the food consumed. Thus, in this study, travelers’
comfort level with each of these elements will be examined as triggers of further traveler response,
specifically place attachment. There will also be discussion of what place attachment is and the possible
impact of travelers’ comfort levels on their place attachment.

4.2.3. Relationships Between People and Place
In the nineteenth century, place was viewed from a utilitarian perspective which defined it purely
as a physical phenomenon (Schama, 1995). Departing from the perspective that place is only a physical
space, place is now viewed as a social dimension composed of individualized and unique qualities,
including the relationships people have with places (Low & Altman, 1992; Gustafson, 2001; Farnum, Hall,
& Kruger, 2005). Accordingly, place is regarded as a setting in which meanings are given by people (Ryden,
1993). Place encompasses meanings and values that facilitate people’s intimate connections with specific
geographical areas (Tuan, 1977). Some argue that meanings of a place continuously evolve over time as
those meanings are continuously produced and reproduced (Devine-Wright & Lyons, 1997).
Various terms that are overlapping yet distinctive have been used to conceptualize the relationship
between people and place, including sense of place, place attachment, place dependence, place meaning,
place identity, and place satisfaction (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001). Among these constructs, “sense of
place” is widely agreed upon as the broadest concept (Trentelman, 2009). Sense of place refers to the bond
between people and place (Stedman, 2003). Steele (1981) explains sense of place as “created by the setting
combined with what a person brings to it” (p. 9). Therefore, sense of place encompasses the knowledge and
meaning that people develop about a place.
One of the most widely utilized sense of place classifications consists of two domains of cognitive
and affective sentiments (Farnum, et al., 2005). The cognitive dimension denotes beliefs and perceptions
people hold about a place while the affective dimension represents emotions people develop toward a place.
The cognitive domain of a sense of place has often been operationalized as “place meaning” whereas “place
attachment” has been conceptualized in terms of the affective connection between people and place
(Proshansky, 1978). While both place attachment and place meaning are essential constructs in
understanding relationships between people and place (Stedman, 2003), the current study will focus on the
affective aspect or place attachment.
Place attachment represents the emotional bond between people and place (Low & Altman, 1992).
In some cases, place attachment is considered to share the same meaning as sense of place (Williams &
Vaske, 2003), although it is more frequently viewed to be the emotional aspect of a sense of place. Place
attachment has been known to consist of the three elements of place identity, place dependence, and social
bonding. According to Proshansky (1978), place identity is defined as ‘‘those dimensions of self that define
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the individual’s personal identity in relation to the physical environment’’ (p. 155). Place dependence
concerns how well a setting serves to achieve an individual’s goals, given an existing range of alternatives
(Kyle et al., 2004). Social bonding denotes that when a relationship is developed in a place, it is likely that
the context in which the social interaction occurred shares some of the meaning with the place (Blake,
2002).
Further, these different dimensions of place attachment have been found to be highly interrelated
in past research (Gross & Brown, 2008; Yuksel et al., 2010). That is, different dimensions, such as place
identity, place dependence, and social bonding, are perceived by respondents to represent similar constructs
and, thus, are interdependent. In turn, various studies have conceptualized place attachment to be a
unidimensional construct (Prayag & Ryan, 2012; Ram, Björk, & Weidenfeld, 2016; Ramkinssoon et al.,
2012). Therefore, place attachment was investigated as a single construct in this research.

4.2.4. Place attachment and Travelers’ Local Food experience
While initial empirical studies focused on relationships between people and residential settings, an
increasing number investigate people and place bonding in variety of settings that are not necessarily limited
to residential areas (Gustafson, 2001). A significant amount of research has found that travelers who
temporarily stay in a place also develop attachment towards the destination (Ram, Björk, & Weidenfeld,
2016). Travelers can formulate a relationship with a place from direct experience, such as tasting the food
of the destination (Roult, Adjizian, & Auger, 2016). Specifically, satisfaction levels with a specific activity
could influence place attachment to the destination (Clark & Chabrel, 2007). In fact, it has been found that
positive evaluation of travelers’ local food consumption experience enhances travelers’ level of attachment
to and belongingness towards the place (Sims, 2009). Travelers can also develop place attachment to a
destination based on a memorable local food consumption experience (Tsai, 2016).
The positive link between travelers’ local food experiences and place attachment can be attributed
to the fact that enhanced understanding of the destination helps travelers to develop attachment to the
destination. Local food is representative of a specific place in terms of its ethnic, ritual, regional, social,
cultural, and natural characteristics (Lockie, 2001). Local food, in general, is highly connected to place,
such as wine being associated with France (Henchion & McIntrye, 2000). Food serves as a valuable marker
of a destination’s culture and identity. Valli and Traill (2005) depict local food as language that
communicates a destination’s unique identity to individuals who interact with it. Local food also represents
the history and evolution of the destination’s culture. As local food symbolizes the identity and culture of
the destination, travelers learn more about the destination through their food consumption. This, in turn,
could lead travelers to become more attached to the place.
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An additional line of reasoning that explains the linkage between travelers’ local food consumption
experience and their place attachment is that people’s involvement level with activities can impact place
attachment (Hwang, Lee, & Chen, 2005). As Gross and Brown (2008) demonstrate, travelers’ wine
involvement has a positive influence on place attachment. People who are highly involved with their
experience are likely to immerse themselves in the local environment (Prayag & Ryan, 2012). Moreover,
travelers who are highly involved with activities are more likely to develop emotional bonds with the
activity as well as the setting in which it takes place, as compared to those with low involvement levels
(Pretty, Chipuer, & Bramston 2003).
Local food consumption experience is one of the tourism activities that requires travelers to be
highly involved. It actively engages travelers to experience the destination with all five senses. As travelers
consume local food, the visual elements, smell, and taste of the food as well as the atmospherics of the
dining place communicate the cultural identity of the destination. As such, local food consumption provides
an appropriate context for individuals to become attached to the destination.

4.2.4.1. Relationship Between Psychological Comfort and Place Attachment
Travelers’ psychological comfort levels from consuming local food can also play an important role
in developing place attachment. People’s psychological comfort has been known to be associated with their
attachment towards the object or the experience (Kim et al., 2005; Brown et al., 2014). Two major
mechanisms explain how psychological comfort levels from local food experiences could enhance
travelers’ place attachment. First, emotional responses aroused from food consumption activity have been
identified as transferable to the affective response to the destination (Bondi et al., 2005). Emotions based
on food consumption experience can greatly influence how travelers feel about the destination because
these experiences become ingrained in their memories (Sims, 1990). For instance, travelers could feel good
about consuming local food since eating this type of food is ingrained in their memory as an ethical form
of consumption, and this, in turn, enhances their emotional attachment to the destination (Soper, 2007). On
the other hand, if the local food consumption experience arouses negative emotions, such as anxiety,
travelers could form a negative relationship with the destination. Thus, the emotions travelers develop from
their food consumption experience could be influential in the connection travelers form with the place.
Second, travelers’ comfort level with their local food experience can enhance their place attachment
since it has been demonstrated that familiarity with the local food can enhance people’s place attachment
(Williams & Vaske, 2003). Bezzola and Lugosi (2018) found that travelers who feel familiar with their
food encounters during travel, such as when they identify some aspect of the food experience to be similar
to their home food, develop a sense of nostalgia. This, in turn, makes them more attached to the destination.
Thus, it can be inferred that people who develop high familiarity levels with a place are likely to exhibit
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high attachment to the place. However, it is hard to generalize this proposition at this point because this
finding is based on a few samples from personal interviews.
Despite its limitations, such a finding indicates that the sense of comfort from travelers’ local food
experiences can be associated with place attachment because the familiarity level developed from
experience connects people to a place due to the positive emotions aroused (Lee, Kyle, & Scott, 2012), and
comfort level, which is highly associated with familiarity, could also play an important role in travelers’
formation of place attachment. Ujang (2012) argues that familiarity with a place can impact people’s
psychological comfort level and that this could play an important role in their place attachment level. Based
on the above discussion, this study proposes that travelers’ comfort levels with the local food experience
will positively influence their place attachment.
Although scant research has been conducted in understanding whether travelers’ psychological
comfort level with their food experience and their place attachment are related, their possible linkage can
be inferred from the work of Sthapit, Björk, and Coudounaris (2017). They conclude that emotions,
including comfort, aroused from the food consumption experience during a trip could impact the formation
of memories which influence the development of place attachment. This study adopts a consumption
emotion scale that includes 20 items that are categorized in four dimensions including comfort, annoyance,
stimulation, and sentimentality. However, other terms used to measure the emotion of comfort, such as
warm, respected, happy, and contented, seem to refer to generic positive emotions, rather than specifically
representing comfort. To complement this limitation, the current research adopts a widely acknowledged
scale of comfort that captures the essence of comfort, based on the work of Spake et al. (2003).
Based on the above background information, it is proposed that travelers’ local food consumption
experience will influence their place attachment. For further investigation on what aspect of the experience
travelers’ psychological comfort is based on, attention will be paid to how travelers’ psychological comfort
with different local food experience components (i.e., atmospherics, social interaction, food) impacts their
place attachment level.
H1. Travelers’ comfort level from local food experience will positively influence their place attachment
level.
H1-a. Comfort with atmospherics will positively influence place attachment.
H1-b. Interaction comfort with service providers will positively influence place attachment.
H1-c. Comfort with food will positively influence place attachment.
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4.2.5. Cultural Characteristics and Nationality
Influenced by their cultures, individuals exhibit varying preferences and behaviors (Hofstede,
1984). Culture denotes norms, rituals, traditions, and meanings that are shared among members of a society,
and these differentiate them from members of another group (Solomon, 1996). Differences in culture are
often marked by one’s country of origin, and distinct characteristics are often explained by Hofstede’s
model (Patterson, Cowley, & Prasongsukarn, 2006). The model encompasses five dimensions in outlining
differences by national culture: individualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus femininity, power
distance, long-term orientation, and uncertainty avoidance.
Among these cultural dimensions, uncertainty avoidance suggests the possible role of cultural
difference by nationality in moderating the relationship between travelers’ comfort levels and place
attachment. In fact, previous studies have acknowledged that uncertainty avoidance is more influential than
other dimensions in the context of international travel since risk is a major issue in determining travelers’
international travel experience (Money & Crotts, 2003). Uncertainty avoidance is “the extent to which
people feel threatened by uncertain or unknown situations” (Ding, Jeanjean, & Stolowy, 2005, p. 382).
Individuals from a culture with high uncertainty avoidance, such as Asians, tend to be afraid of failure and
are uncomfortable in encountering new contexts (Hofstede, 1984). Thus, these individuals are afraid to take
risks and prefer products and services that are familiar (Hsieh & Tsai, 2009). On the other hand, people
from a culture with low uncertainty avoidance, such as Americans, are more willing to take risks.
Different types of risks, perceived by travelers as associated with their travel experience, have been
identified in the existing literature, including psychological issues, satisfaction, problems with hygiene, and
culture/language barriers (Maser & Weiermair, 1998; Reisinger & Mavondo, 2005). In a local food
consumption setting, these are the types of risks that could be perceived by travelers as high, especially for
travelers who are from a high uncertainty avoidance culture. On the other hand, individuals from a low
uncertainty avoidance culture are more likely to take risks and try novel cuisines at an international
destination (Tse & Crotts, 2005).
In summary, travelers’ uncertainty avoidance level as a cultural characteristic are capable of
influencing their food preferences and their travel experiences. Individuals from low uncertainty avoidance
level cultures tend to be more adventurous with new things, and they would be more willing to take risks
in trying novel foods. On the other hand, travelers from high uncertainty avoidance level cultures tend to
be more afraid to take risks in trying new foods. This suggests that travelers from high uncertainty avoidance
level cultures would value how “comfortable” they feel with their food consumption while travelers from
low uncertainty avoidance level cultures would care less about comfort level with a new food they are
willing to take risks with. Therefore, Koreans, from a high uncertainty avoidance level culture, are more
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likely to be influenced by their comfort level in determining their place attachment compared to Americans,
who are likely to be indifferent about their comfort level in developing their place attachment.
Moreover, differences in collectivism and individualism could impact the degree to which travelers
are influenced by comfort in their place attachment development. Collectivists are more eager to connect
with others, especially with those who they feel comfortable with and close to (Hofstede, 1980). On the
other hand, individualists are less interested in intimate social interactions and, instead, value personal
activities (Hofstede, 1984). For this reason, Koreans (collectivists), who would be more likely to seek out
proximate social interactions during their local food experiences in China, would also be more likely to be
influenced by comfort derived from their interactions when constructing their relationship with China than
Americans (individualists).
Therefore, in shaping their emotional attachment to the destination, Koreans (high uncertainty
avoidance level culture and collectivist) and Americans (low uncertainty avoidance level culture and
individualist) would differ in the degree to which their perceived level of comfort with their local food
experience in China impacts their place attachment level. Specifically, the importance of comfort level on
place attachment will be higher for Koreans than it is for Americans.
H2. Korean travelers’ place attachment will be more influenced by their comfort level with their local food
experience than Americans.
H2-a. Korean travelers’ place attachment will be more influenced by their comfort level with
atmospherics than Americans.
H2-b. Korean travelers’ place attachment will be more influenced by their interaction comfort with
service providers than Americans.
H2-c. Korean travelers’ place attachment will be more influenced by their comfort level with food
than Americans.
Cultural differences could also influence travelers’ comfort levels with their local food experiences.
Previous research found a negative association between cultural distance and perceived levels of comfort
(Paswan & Ganesh, 2005). That is, the lower the cultural distance between consumer and service provider,
the higher the consumer’s comfort level. On the other hand, when the cultural distance between consumer
and service provider is high, consumers were likely to experience discomfort (Ahmad, Ihtiyar, & Omar,
2014). Thus, consumers feel more comfortable in interacting with service employees who are from
culturally similar backgrounds in familiar environments. Such a link between cultural distance and comfort
level is attributed to the fact that the perceived similarity in behavioral norms could induce consumers to
feel comfortable in consumption experiences where they encounter similar cultural values (Spake et al.,
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2003). This association is also explained by the argument that, when service employees are culturally
similar, consumers are able to communicate with them more effectively. Moreover, culturally close service
employees are perceived to be trustworthy (Sharma, Tam, & Kim, 2012). Thus, it can be argued that the
comfort level with local food experience in China could differ between Koreans (that are relatively
culturally close to China compared to Americans) and Americans (that are relatively culturally distant to
China compared to Koreans).
Moreover, there are cultural differences in the degree to which individuals focus on either positive
or negative outcomes in formulating their emotions. Individualists tend to pay attention to positive
outcomes as individualist cultural characteristics are associated with enhancing positive qualities and
desiring to be autonomous and strong at an individual level (Mesquita & Walker, 2003). On the other hand,
collectivists focus on avoiding bad outcomes as their cultural traits trigger them to comply with group
obligations and believe that it is critical to prevent undesirable outcomes, such as not living up to their
cultural norms (Lee, Aaker, & Gardner, 2000). These cultural characteristics have implications for
individuals’ emotional outcomes. For individualists, who tend to be promotion focused in their emotions,
feelings of happiness or sadness are fostered depending on whether their goals are met (Higgins, Shah, &
Friedman, 1997). On the other hand, for collectivists who tend to be prevention focused,
satisfactory/unsatisfactory outcomes foster emotions of either relief or anxiety As the state of
comfort/discomfort is a prevention-focused emotion that is measured by feeling easy/uneasy or
secure/insecure, it can be inferred that Koreans (collectivists) are more likely to experience the emotion of
comfort following their satisfactory local food consumption experience than Americans (individualists).
H3. Travelers’ comfort level with their local food experience will vary by nationality. Specifically, Koreans
are likely to be more comfortable with their local food experience in China compared to Americans.
H3-a. Comfort with atmospherics is higher for Koreans than Americans.
H3-b. Interaction comfort with service providers is higher for Koreans than Americans.
H3-c. Comfort with food is higher for Koreans than Americans.

4.3. Method
In order to investigate the research question of this study, identifying the influence of travelers’
comfort level with their local food experience on place attachment and the moderating role of nationality
between the two, a quantitative approach was chosen. Purposive sampling was utilized with the following
criteria: 1) participants who are either Korean or U.S. citizens; 2) participants who had travelled to China
during the past six months; 3) participants who had eaten Chinese food at a local restaurant during their
trip; 4) participants who identified themselves as on first their trip to China; 5) participants who identified
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themselves as unfamiliar with authentic Chinese food prior to their trip; and 6) participants who identified
themselves as unfamiliar with Chinese culture. Only those who met all of the above criteria were invited to
take the survey. The survey was distributed to collect quantifiable data for the two different groups of
Americans and Koreans. While a total of 300 questionnaires were initially collected from each group, those
that had a missing response or had failed to answer attention checks were excluded. As a result, a total of
294 American responses and 276 Korean questionnaires were identified as usable for statistical analysis.
In order to collect data from Americans, online surveys were distributed on Amazon Mechanical
Turk where the workers (survey participants) pay attention to the survey questions more carefully than
traditional subject pool samples and where the survey results have been proven to be reliable (Buhrmester,
Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Hauser & Schwarz, 2016). Data from Koreans was also collected by an online
marketing research company in Korea which distributed the questionnaire to its online panel members who
met the criteria described above.

4.3.1. Questionnaire Design and Measures
For clarification, a definition of local food was provided to respondents to the survey as follows:
food of the destination that is based on local identity, culture, and traditions at the destination (Kim, Eves,
& Scarles, 2009). The first part of the questionnaire included screening questions to ensure that the
respondents had travelled to China for the first time. They were also asked to specify their Chinese food
consumption experiences with questions including: Please describe your most memorable Chinese food
consumption experience during your trip; For how long did you travel to China?; Who did you dine with?;
and During your trip, how often did you consume Chinese food?. These questions were also employed to
immerse respondents in memories of their Chinese food consumption experience during their trip to China.
In the second part of the survey, respondents were asked to rate the comfort level of their most
memorable Chinese food experience during their trip, including its atmospherics, food, and interaction with
service providers. In order to measure individuals’ perceived comfort level, the degree to which individuals
felt the following emotions was measured, based on information from the existing literature (Spake et al.,
2003): uncomfortable-comfortable; very uneasy-very much at ease; very tense–very relaxed; insecuresecure; distressed-calm; and turbulent-serene. All items were measured on a five-point Likert-type scale.
Using the same questions and measurement, respondents were asked to rate their comfort level for the three
components of atmospherics, food, and interaction with service providers.
In the third part of the questionnaire, respondents were asked to use a five-point Likert-type scale
to rate the degree to which they agreed with statements regarding place attachment based on their most
memorable Chinese food experience during their trip. The measurement statements were adopted from the
work of Ram, Björk, and Weidenfeld (2016). Specifically, they are: China means a lot to me; I became very
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attached to China; China became very special to me; No other place can compare to China as a travel
destination; I wouldn’t substitute any other area for the experience I had in China; The overall sight and
impression of China inspired me; and I enjoyed the unique experience in China. Lastly, the questionnaire
asked demographic questions about gender, age, and education level.
The questionnaire was designed in both English and Korean. It was written in English first and then
translated into Korean by a native speaker who is fluent in English. To confirm that the questionnaire was
translated as intended, the questionnaire was back-translated from Korean into English by three bilingual
doctoral students.

4.3.2. Analytic Approach
In order to examine the influence of comfort level in relation to atmospherics, interaction with
service providers, and food as well as the moderating effect of nationality, a series of hierarchical regression
analyses were conducted. Hierarchical regression analysis has been deemed by the literature to be an
appropriate analysis to test moderating effects (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Yang & Peterson, 2004). To analyze
the data, the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 25 was utilized. To test the moderating
effect, nationality was dummy coded in which Americans were coded as “0” and Koreans as “1.”
In conducting hierarchical regression analysis, each independent variable was entered in the first
step, and the moderator variable was entered in the second step. In the third step, the interaction term was
added. The independent variable and the moderator variable were entered prior to entering the interaction
term in order to control for the effects that each independent variable and moderator variable could exert
on the interaction term. The moderating effect is identified when the interaction term is significant (Warner,
2012). The models can be outlined as below:
Y = β0 + β1 𝐶𝐴 + β2 D + β3 𝐶𝐴 × 𝐷 + 𝜀
Y = β0 + β1 𝐼𝐶 + β2 D + β3 𝐼𝐶 × 𝐷 + 𝜀
Y = β0 + β1 𝐶𝐹 + β2 D + β3 𝐶𝐹 × 𝐷 + 𝜀
Y = place attachment; 𝐶𝐴 = comfort with atmospherics; 𝐶𝐹 = comfort with food; 𝐼𝐶 = interaction comfort
with service providers; D = dummy variable for nationality; 𝐶𝐴/𝐶𝐹/ 𝐼𝐶 × 𝐷 = interaction between
independent variables and place attachment; β𝑖 = regression coefficients; 𝜀 = error term.
Moreover, t-test was conducted for comparison analysis between Koreans and Americans on their
comfort level.
In order to test the internal consistency reliability of the measurements, Cronbach’s alpha was
utilized. Following the suggested cut-off of .70 (Sekaran, 1984), the reliability test revealed that all values
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exceeded .70 (comfort level with atmospherics = .86; interaction comfort level with service provider = .88;
comfort level with food = .89; place attachment = .93). Therefore, internal homogeneity was found among
the items within each construct.
In verifying the issue of multicollinearity, Variance Inflation Factors ranged from 1.33 to 1.95,
indicating the absence of multicollinearity (Hair et al., 2010). Moreover, residuals were examined using QQ plots that revealed that there were no serious violations of the normality.

4.4. Results
4.4.1. Sample Profile
The demographic profile of each American and Korean respondent is outlined in Table 2. The
majority of the American respondents were male (56.46%), and most of them did not have a college degree
(58.84%). In regard to age, most were either in their 20s (33.33%) or 30s (30.95%). The Korean
respondents’ gender was evenly balanced between male (50.72%) and female (49.28%), and the majority
of respondents had a bachelor’s degree (71.01%). The Korean respondents were also mostly in their 20s
(32.61%) or 30s (39.13%).
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Table 2. Demographic Profile of Respondents (Study 4)

Gender

Education

Age

Male
Female
Less than high
school
High school
Associate degree
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Doctorate degree
Below 20
20-29
30-39
40-49
50 or older

American
Frequency Percentage
166
56.46%
128
43.54%

Korean
Frequency Percentage
140
50.72%
136
49.28%

5

1.70%

0

0.00%

94
74
101
15
5
25
98
91
55
25

31.97%
25.17%
34.35%
5.10%
1.70%
8.50%
33.33%
30.95%
18.71%
8.50%

43
15
196
12
10
18
90
108
48
12

15.58%
5.43%
71.01%
4.35%
3.62%
6.52%
32.61%
39.13%
17.39%
4.35%

4.4.2. Influence of Psychological Comfort on Place Attachment
Three hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test hypotheses 1 and 2. The results are
presented in Table 3. As indicated in step 1, each independent variable had a positive effect on place
attachment. The analyses revealed a significant main effect on comfort with atmospherics ( 𝛽 = 0.803, 𝑝 <
0.001), supporting hypothesis 1-a. A significant main effect of interaction comfort with service providers
was also found ( 𝛽 = 0.685, 𝑝 < 0.001), supporting hypothesis 1-b. Moreover, the analysis yielded a
significant main effect of comfort with food ( 𝛽 = 0.558, 𝑝 < 0.001). Thus, hypothesis 1-c was also
supported. These findings indicated that higher comfort levels lead travelers to develop higher place
attachment. Although the relationship is not hypothesized in our research, step 2 of the analyses showed
that nationality also affects travelers’ place attachment.
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Table 3. Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses
Independent Variable

Comfort with
atmospherics

Variable in

Standardized

Each Step

Coefficients

CA

0.687

NAT

0.201

Step 3

with service provider

CA

0.505

NAT

-0.243

CA X NAT

0.594

IC

0.514

NAT

0.342

Step 3
IC

0.271

NAT

-0.876

IC X NAT

1.390

0.027

0.000*

0.701

0.029

0.000*

256.557

0.000*

0.557

0.088

205.202

0.000*

0.651

0.094

138.882

0.000*

502.133

0.000*

0.311

Step 1
CF

0.672

0.685

Step 2

Comfort with food

p-Value

0.000*

0.469

Step 1
IC

F

0.803

Step 2

Interaction comfort

𝐑𝟐 Change

0.645

Step 1
CA

𝐑𝟐

0.558

Step 2
CF

0.313

NAT

0.411

Step 3
CF

0.272

NAT

0.031

CA X NAT

0.410

0.420

0.109

356.192

0.000*

0.424

0.004

352.410

0.000*

*CA: Comfort with atmospherics; IC: Interaction Comfort with service provider; CF: Comfort with food;
NAT: Nationality
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In step 3 of the hierarchical regression analyses, interaction terms were tested. In order to test
hypotheses 3-a, the interaction effect of comfort with atmospherics and nationality on place attachment was
investigated. Specifically, the interaction term (CA X NAT) had a significant effect on place attachment.
When the interaction is introduced into the model, there is a significant increment in R2 of the model
(∆R2 = 0.029, 𝑝 < 0.001), supporting hypothesis 3-a. Thus, it can be suggested that nationality moderates
the relationship between comfort with atmospherics and place attachment. To further investigate the
moderating effect, linear regression lines are graphically plotted in Figure 5.
At the low level of comfort with atmospherics, place attachment for Koreans was lower than for
Americans. That is, Koreans developed lower place attachment than Americans when comfort with
atmospherics was low. However, as the comfort with atmospherics increased, the place attachment of
Koreans increased much more rapidly than for Americans. Moreover, it should be noted that the slope of
the line for Koreans is much steeper than for Americans, indicating that, when comfort with atmospherics
increases, the place attachment of Koreans increases more dramatically than place attachment for
Americans. Therefore, it can be concluded that comfort level is more critical for Koreans than it is for
Americans in terms of their development of place attachment.
For the interaction term (CS X NAT) which was used to test the interaction effect of comfort with
service and nationality, there was a significant positive effect on place attachment. The significant
increment in R2 of the model (∆R2 = 0.094, 𝑝 < 0.001) supports hypothesis 3-b. Thus, it can be concluded
that nationality moderates the relationship between comfort with service provider and place attachment.
Figure 6 was delineated for further examination of the moderating effect.
When the level of comfort with the service provider was low, place attachment was lower for
Koreans than it was for Americans. In other words, when people exhibit low comfort with a service
provider, Koreans rate place attachment to be lower than Americans do. Nevertheless, with the increase in
comfort level with the service provider, the place attachment of Koreans escalated much more rapidly than
for Americans. It is noteworthy that the slope of the line for Koreans is much steeper than for Americans.
This signals that, when comfort with the service provider increases, the place attachment of Koreans
increases more dramatically than it does for Americans. Thus, this finding suggests that comfort with the
service provider is more influential on place attachment for Koreans than it is for Americans.
Lastly, with the interaction term (CF X NAT) which was used to test the interaction effect of
comfort with food and nationality, a significant positive effect on place attachment was found. There is a
significant increment in R2 of the model (∆R2 = 0.004, 𝑝 < 0.001), supporting hypothesis 3-c. Therefore,
nationality moderates the relationship between comfort with food and place attachment. In order to further
examine the moderating effect, a graph was generated in Figure 7.
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At a low level of comfort with food, place attachment for Koreans was lower than for Americans.
Yet, as the comfort level with food increased, place attachment also increased much more rapidly for
Koreans than for Americans. Specifically, the slope of the line for Koreans is much steeper than for
Americans, indicating that when comfort with food increases, Koreans’ place attachment increases more
dramatically than it does for Americans. Therefore, the influence of comfort with food on their place
attachment is more powerful for Koreans than it is for Americans.

Figure 5. Moderating Effect of Comfort with Atmospherics

Figure 6. Moderating Effect of Interaction Comfort with Service Providers
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Figure 7. Moderating Effect of Comfort with Food
4.4.2.1. Relative Importance of Types of Comfort on Place Attachment
For further investigation, in order to examine which type of comfort is the greatest predictor of
place attachment, a linear regression analysis was carried out, using comfort with atmospherics, interaction
comfort with service providers, and comfort with food as independent variables and place attachment as
the dependent variable. As delineated in Table 4, interaction comfort with service providers (𝛽 = 0.499)
was the strongest predictor of place attachment, followed by comfort with food (𝛽 = 0.230), and comfort
with atmospherics (𝛽 = 0.181). Therefore, travelers’ place attachment was found to be most influenced by
their interaction comfort with service providers, while their comfort with atmospherics was found to be the
least important type of comfort in the development of place attachment.

Table 4. Results of Linear Regression Analysis for All Respondents
Independent Variable

𝐑𝟐

𝜷

t

p-Value

Comfort with atmospherics

0.386

0.181

3.736

0.000

Interaction comfort with service providers

0.499

10.814

0.000

Comfort with food

0.230

4.742

0.000

In order to examine which type of comfort is most important in the development of place attachment
by nationality, a linear regression analysis was conducted for each nationality. As outlined in Table 5, it
was found that, for Americans, comfort with food (𝛽 = 0.558) was the most important determiner of place
attachment, followed by interaction comfort with service providers ( 𝛽 = 0.384), and comfort with
atmospherics (𝛽 = 0.073). Thus, for Americans, increasing travelers’ comfort with food was found to be
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the most important factor in enhancing their place attachment level, while atmospherics was the least
important factor.

Table 5. Results of Linear Regression Analysis for American Respondents
Independent Variable

𝐑𝟐

𝜷

t

p-Value

Comfort with atmospherics

0.820

0.073

3.517

0.001

Interaction comfort with service providers

0.384

10.422

0.000

Comfort with food

0.558

14.724

0.000

For Koreans, the findings from a linear regression analysis indicated that interaction comfort with
service providers (𝛽 = 0.563) had the strongest impact on place attachment, followed by comfort with food
(𝛽 = 0.274), and comfort with atmospherics (𝛽 = 0.073). These findings are summarized in Table 6.
Therefore, for Koreans, comfort with service providers was the most important factor that influenced their
place attachment level, while comfort with atmospherics was the least important one.

Table 6. Results of Linear Regression Analysis for Korean Respondents
Independent Variable

𝐑𝟐

𝜷

t

p-Value

Comfort with atmospherics

0.682

0.173

6.519

0.000

Interaction comfort with service providers

0.563

21.211

0.000

Comfort with food

0.274

9.873

0.000

4.4.3. Difference in Comfort Level by Nationality
In order to compare the differences between Koreans’ and Americans’ comfort levels with
atmospherics, interaction with service providers, and food, a t-test was conducted. The results showed that
Koreans exhibited significantly higher comfort levels with atmospherics (M = 4.24, SD = 1.02) than
Americans did (M= 3.11, SD = 0.69); (t = 15.61, p < 0.001). Thus, hypothesis 3-a was supported.
Hypothesis 3-b was also supported as Koreans showed a significantly higher comfort level in interactions
with service providers (M = 4.34, SD = 0.87) than Americans did (M= 3.11, SD = 1.23); (t =13.74, p <
0.001). Lastly, a significantly higher comfort level with food was revealed for Koreans (M = 4.58, SD =
0.83) compared to Americans (M = 3.44, SD = 0.71); (t = 17.72, p < 0.001). Therefore, hypothesis 3-c was
supported.
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4.5. Conclusion and Discussion
Travelers to international destinations search for novelty (Ji et al., 2016) and want to deviate from
their daily constraints. Yet continuous engagement with exotic experiences could be overwhelming for
travelers to embrace. This is especially true for local food consumption activities in which travelers’ five
senses are actively involved as they encounter otherness (Cohen & Avieli, 2004). In response, travelers
may seek a sense of comfort in order to alleviate the anxieties aroused from this experience. Because a
sense of comfort could be influential in shaping travelers’ overall experience, this study paid attention to
travelers’ emotional bonding with their destination, or place attachment. This approach to investigating
comfort, a psychological state, as an antecedent of place attachment complements the existing literature
which has mostly focused on examining cognitive evaluation of food consumption experience constituents,
such as food quality, and on dining experience outcomes, including satisfaction (Pendergast, 2006). Thus,
this study attempts to identify the possible role of travelers’ comfort levels with their local food
consumption experiences on the development of place attachment.
To scrutinize this relationship in detail, comfort with the three core elements (atmospherics,
interaction with service providers, and food) that constitute the local food consumption experience was
examined as important to the travelers’ development of place attachment. The findings reveal that comfort
with each of these elements does have a positive influence on travelers’ place attachment level. Specifically,
it was found that interaction comfort with service providers had the greatest influence on development of
place attachment while comfort with atmospherics was found to be the least important factor. When
scrutinized through the lens of nationality, it was found that both Americans and Koreans rated comfort
with atmospherics the least important type of comfort. However, they differed on the most influential type
of comfort in relation to their place attachment level: the findings indicated that comfort with food for
Americans and interaction comfort with service providers for Koreans exerted the greatest impact on their
place attachment.
Moreover, nationality was found to moderate the effect of travelers’ comfort level with local food
consumption experiences. Specifically, the results of this study demonstrate that Koreans are more likely
than Americans to be influenced by their comfort level with all three factors--atmospherics, service, and
food--in formulating their place attachment. At a low comfort level, Americans exhibit higher place
attachment than Koreans do, but, at a high comfort level, Koreans show greater place attachment than
Americans do. Lastly, Koreans were found to exhibit higher comfort levels overall with atmospherics,
interaction with the service provider, and food as compared to Americans.
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4.5.1. Theoretical Implications
This research bears significant theoretical implications. First, this study is one of the first attempts
to examine travelers’ comfort level as a distinct construct in their local food consumption experience, rather
than treating it as part of emotion. Comfort can be especially important in the local food consumption
experience where travelers seek to alleviate their anxieties about consuming something new. While the
notion of comfort has been widely utilized as an independent concept that has a significant connotation in
shaping consumer experience (Spake et al., 2003), scant attention has been paid to it in the travel and food
consumption literature.
Next, this study extends the argument of the existing literature on the linkage between local food
consumption experiences and subsequent outcomes. Beyond the dominant approach taken by previous
studies on investigating the local food consumption experience on a comprehensive level (e.g., satisfaction
with food experience shaping overall travel satisfaction) (Chang et al., 2011), this research investigates how
a distinct psychological state, comfort, influences place attachment. In particular, this research is one of the
first studies to outline this relationship. While satisfaction may be an important bearer of a successful
experience for general food consumption (Cha & Borchgrevink, 2018), this research suggests that the sense
of comfort could also be critical in shaping travelers’ local food consumption experience.
Moreover, while conclusions made from past research on the positive relationship between comfort
level with experience on attachment suggest the possible impact of comfort level on place attachment, this
research moves beyond this in order to dissect the food experience and suggest that comfort with each of
the major local food consumption experience elements (i.e., atmospherics, interaction with service provider,
and food) is responsible for enhancing travelers’ place attachment levels. Because past research on comfort
has paid attention to the overall psychological comfort of the experience or interaction comfort, the findings
of this research that high comfort level with other aspects of experience yield positive outcomes broadens
current knowledge on the extent to which comfort exert an influence on individuals’ experience.
Specifically, individuals were found to differ in the degree to which they perceived comfort with
each element to be influential in determining their place attachment level. People in general seem to value
how comfortable they feel about their interaction with service providers the most when developing their
emotional bonding with the destination. Such a finding lends support to the number of studies that has been
conducted regarding interaction comfort with service providers (Sharma et al., 2012). Moreover, the finding
that comfort with atmospherics is the least influential factor in shaping individuals’ place attachment
suggests that people don’t care about atmospherics as much as other elements when they appraise their
experience.
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It should also be noted that the findings of this research add further insights to the current literature
by suggesting that the type of comfort that is most influential in shaping individuals’ experience could differ
according to their cultural backgrounds. Specifically, for Americans, comfort with food was the most
important type of comfort. It can be inferred that Americans value comfort with food the most as comparted
to other types of comfort even though the act of physically consuming the unfamiliar could be perceived as
the highest risk element in the food consumption experience. On the other hand, the finding that interaction
comfort with service providers was most important to Koreans in shaping their place attachment is in line
with their perceived cultural characteristics. Collectivists such as Koreans tend to seek intimate social
relationships with others that they could feel comfortable with (Hofstede, 1980), and this finding supports
the argument of this research that Koreans value interaction comfort with service providers the most when
developing their place attachment. This finding also complements the current research which pays attention
to individuals’ cognitive appraisal of their dining experience. While past studies have mostly emphasized
cognitive evaluation of the elements such as service quality (Pai, Yeh, & Tang, 2018) in shaping
individuals’ experience, this research suggests that comfort level with each of these elements could also be
critical in shaping the overall experience.
In addition, the findings of this research add value to the literature on the role of cultural
characteristics in individuals’ comfort level. By confirming arguments made in past studies that cultural
distance could influence individuals’ comfort levels (Ahmad et al., 2014), this study found that the closer
the cultural distance, the higher the comfort level travelers have about the local food consumption
experience.
Lastly, the results on the moderating effects of nationality on comfort with the local food
consumption experience and place attachment provide empirical evidence to support the proposition of
uncertainty avoidance. That is, in line with the argument that individuals from high uncertainty avoidance
level cultures (e.g., Koreans) are afraid of doing something new and taking risks while those from low
uncertainty avoidance level cultures (e.g., Americans) are more adventurous and willing to take risks (Tse
& Crotts, 2005), Koreans were found to be more likely than Americans to value high comfort level in
developing their place attachment. On the other hand, Koreans exhibited a lower place attachment level
than Americans when their comfort level was low while a more dramatic decrease in place attachment was
found for Koreans as comfort level decreased than for Americans.

4.5.2. Practical Implications
First, the finding that travelers’ comfort level with their local food consumption has a positive
influence on their place attachment level will inform destination marketers that one way to enhance travelers’
place attachment levels is to help travelers feel comfortable with their local food consumption experience.
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Thus, it may be helpful to find out what specific elements of the local food consumption experience could
lead to a sense of comfort or trigger discomfort. Possible strategies for destinations to help travelers to feel
comfortable with their local food experience are outlined below.
Destinations could encourage foreign travelers to share their experience with the local food online.
When travelers can refer to other travelers’ experiences, they are better able to identify what to eat or what
to be careful of in order to make themselves more comfortable with their local food consumption experience.
For example, specific online platforms could be created to facilitate the sharing of the experience.
Developing an online platform can also be helpful in assisting foreign travelers to easily access the reviews
of travelers that have similarities to themselves in terms of culture or taste. For instance, if reviewers are
prompted to specify their origin of country and food preferences, these reviews could become a better
reference for travelers planning to have local food at the destination. Thus, a valuable database for travelers
could be developed.
Moreover, guidelines could be provided with specific descriptions about the taste and smell of the
local food in order to give travelers a better sense of how comfortable they would be eating a specific local
food. For travelers from countries that are especially sensitive to comfort levels, the guidelines could
include a highlighted list of foods that travelers from specific countries usually feel comfortable in eating.
Because travelers can also feel uncomfortable about the visual presentation of food, they could be educated
on this aspect by including pictures of the food in the guidelines.
As comfort level with each constituent was found to enhance travelers’ experience, restaurants that
are frequented by foreign travelers could manipulate at least one component of their offerings to enhance
foreign travelers’ comfort level. For example, they could offer options for travelers to adjust the spice level
of spicy foods. Moreover, training of service employees to better serve international customers is important.
For instance, in restaurants that are frequently visited by American travelers, servers can be educated to
speak few words that can be helpful in communicating with customers in English.
In addition, to facilitate foreign travelers’ sense of comfort with atmospherics, modern physical
atmospherics may be helpful. However, it should be noted that travelers also seek to experience something
new, so adjusting all of these elements to arouse a sense of comfort may not be an effective strategy. In fact,
an authentic local food consumption experience can be a means for travelers to learn about their destination.
Thus, employing a few of these elements to enhance foreign travelers’ sense of comfort may be more helpful
than employing all of them. It is important for restaurants and destination marketers to determine to what
degree each element that arouses a sense of comfort and to decide which elements that are local should be
utilized in designing travelers’ local food consumption experience.
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At the same time, destination marketers could attempt to familiarize foreigners with the local food
and local restaurant atmospherics in their home country. Thus, destinations can promote and support the
establishment of restaurants in foreign countries that incorporate some authentic elements. Moreover,
destination marketers could expose their representative local food and publicize local eating practices on
media in order to help foreigners to become more familiar with their local food. In addition, because specific
eating practices make some foreigners visiting a destination feel uneasy, making this eating practice widely
known as part of their culture through social media would help foreign travelers to be less uncomfortable
with it.
Lastly, different strategies must be employed according to the cultural characteristics of the target
market. As a case in point, destination marketers and restaurants need to construct local food consumption
experiences in a way that offers a sense of comfort for travelers from high uncertainty avoidance level and
collectivist cultures because high comfort levels have been found to result in high place attachment for
them. Thus, it is necessary to develop a better understanding about what elements of the local food
consumption experience can make them feel comfortable or uncomfortable. On the other hand, for travelers
who are from low uncertainty avoidance level and individualist cultures, the level of comfort with the local
food consumption experience may be relatively less influential in shaping their attachment to the destination.

4.5.3. Limitations
This research is not free of limitations. First, survey respondents were recruited some time after
their trip, so the measurement of their comfort level may not accurately measure their actual psychological
state at the time of the food consumption experience. Therefore, future research could be conducted
immediately after travelers return home in order to more accurately capture their comfort level with the
experience. Moreover, while this research has been conducted on travelers’ comfort level with local food
consumption experience, it would be interesting for future researchers to investigate whether travelers’
comfort levels with their overall travel experience also have similar effects on their place attachment.
In addition, while a positive relationship between comfort level with local food consumption
experiences and place attachment has been found, this research is limited in identifying why such a linkage
exists in the first place. Therefore, future qualitative studies could be conducted by collecting data from
personal interviews in order to clarify the underlying psychological processes through which travelers’
comfort level influences their place attachment level.
Although Korean and American travelers to China were selected for this study, further investigation
of the proposition that differences in cultural characteristics, such as uncertainty avoidance levels, could
moderate the relationship between comfort level and place attachment is warranted. That is, it is not clear
whether the differences identified between the two countries studied here can be attributed to overall
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cultural differences or merely differences between the two countries. Thus, future research could be
conducted with different travelers from other countries. It might also be interesting to examine if the degree
to which comfort is important in shaping place attachment is similar between travelers from countries with
similar cultural traits.
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CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSION

Wellness tourism, through which travelers are seeking to prioritize their health and wellbeing by
traveling, has been continuously growing (Duff & Szypulski, 2018, Sep 20). Various sectors in the
hospitality and tourism industry are offering wellness products and activities such as hotels with their
wellness rooms equipped with aromatherapy systems and cruises incorporating spa options (Craft, 2018,
Jun 4). Travelers are also increasingly engaging in wellness activities such as walking and hiking
(Booking.com, 2017, Oct 25). Apart from these offerings and activities that enhance travelers’ wellbeing,
this dissertation suggests that the local food consumption experience could also contribute to increasing
wellbeing. Beyond hedonic outcomes which have been studied more intently in the tourism and food
literature (Hendijani, 2016), this dissertation focused on identifying local food consumption experiences as
a means to increase travelers’ eudaimonic wellbeing.
To address this research theme, three independent yet inter-related studies were conducted. The
overall relationship among studies is outlined in Figure 8. The first study identified role-playing activity as
the mediating process between travelers’ encounter with local food and their response to the experience.
As outlined in Figure 8, role-playing activity was found to shape individuals’ behavior, which in turn can
impact further outcomes. In the second study, as part of the outcomes of their local food consumption
experience that could influence eudaimonic wellbeing, travelers were found to change their general and
eating self-concept. According to the findings from chapter 4, place attachment was identified as another
meaningful outcome that influences travelers’ eudaimonic wellbeing, which was identified to be enhanced
depending on their comfort level with their local food consumption experience. Specifically, this
relationship was found to differ between Americans and Koreans. To summarize, a holistic view of local
food consumption experiences is described in this dissertation by outlining discussion on the experience
process as the role-playing activities and outcomes as self-concept change and place attachment developed
as influenced by psychological comfort. As will be explained in the current chapter, these procedures
together could influence travelers’ eudaimonic wellbeing.
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Figure 8. Overview of Travelers’ Local Food Consumption Experience
Eudaimonia, which gave rise to the notion of eudaimonic wellbeing, has been defined in various
ways in the existing literature. While the traditional view of eudaimonia has been limited to defining it as
appraisal of whether good things are present in people’s lives, its meaning has evolved to encompass
additional outcomes including personal growth, self-actualization, and feelings that one’s activities are
meaningful plus the sense that one has been elevated to a higher level of functioning in reaching their full
potential (Ryan &Huta, 2009). Overall, according to past studies, to enhance eudaimonic wellbeing, people
need to actively take part in activities in order to enhance their potentials and to meet their psychological
needs (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Thus, it can be concluded that eudaimonia denotes beneficial outcomes that
have implications for individuals’ goals and meanings of life, especially in terms of maximizing their full
potential.
The basic premise of eudaimonic wellbeing is based on the propositions made by Aristotle, who
argued that a primary goal in a human’s life is to live according to their daimon, which denotes individuals’
best potentials (Benditt, 1974). Aristotle proposed that eudaimonia is not a psychological or affective state,
but a way of life that is worthy of pursuit because it enables individuals to maximize their happiness.
Specifically, Aristotle emphasized the importance of having a goal and purpose in a life which enables one
to search for the good things in life, which in turn will lead to enhancement of wellbeing (Norton, 1976).
In finding answers to what exactly the good things are, some of the recent theories that have been
proposed in the existing literature include psychological well-being (Ryff, 1989), personal expressiveness
(Waterman, 1993), and Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Although classical
frameworks argue that eudaimonia is not a specific subjective state, these contemporary viewpoints suggest
that specific subjective experiences can enable individuals to pursue a meaningful life (Donaldson, Dollwet,
& Rao, 2015). Among different theories, SDT has been most widely used as the theoretical framework for
explaining how individuals develop eudaimonic wellbeing (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). In line with the
Aristotle’s proposition that good things in life relate to complying with human’s nature, SDT outlines that
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a good life or an increase in eudaimonic wellbeing relates to satisfying human’s psychological needs
including competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
According to SDT, these basic needs are satisfied through pursuing intrinsic goals including
intimate relationships and personal growth, autonomously regulating one’s own behavior rather than being
controlled by others, and living a reflective life in which individuals pay close attention to and scrutinize
what is happening in their life (Ryan et al., 2013). The theorists of SDT argue that these processes will
allow individuals to meet their basic psychological needs. Fulfillment of these needs will contribute to
enhancement of eudaimonic wellbeing, while failure to sufficiently meet them will result in decrease in
wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2001). While the notion of eudaimonic wellbeing has been studied in some
tourism studies as antecedents to a tourist experience or as an outcome of a tourist experience (Matteucci
& Filep, 2017), this dissertation argues that travelers’ local food consumption experience can influence
their eudaimonic wellbeing.

5.1. Travelers’ Local Food Consumption Experience and Eudaimonic Wellbeing
In line with the proposition of SDT that what triggers individuals to experience eudaimonic
wellbeing is satisfying the basic human psychological needs including competence, autonomy, and
relatedness, this chapter discusses how role-playing activities, self-concept change, and enhancement of
place attachment from travelers’ local food consumption experience facilitates gratification of these
psychological needs which in turn increases eudaimonic wellbeing. Prior to investigating the impact these
relationships have on eudaimonic wellbeing, the chapter looks at how role-playing activities influence selfconcept changes. In addition, the overarching characteristics of local food consumption identified in the
findings of the three studies will also be examined to assess how travelers’ local food consumption
experience enhances eudaimonic wellbeing.

5.1.1. Impact of Role-playing on Self-Concept Change
By integrating the results of studies in chapter 2 and 3, it is possible to infer that role-taking plays
an important role in how people revise or change their self-concept. This proposition is in accordance with
the notion of looking-glass self, in which other’s perspective helps people to construct who they are (Leary
& Tangney, 2011). Cooley (1927) suggested that others’ views of their self-concept and roles, as predicted
by themselves, are used as a mirror to appraise themselves. According to the findings in chapter 2, this selfimage as viewed from others’ perspective has been identified to be understood through utilization of
symbolic cues, imitating, simulation of others’ position, and comparison with expected characteristic of a
role.
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By taking the role of the other, one can understand one’s self-concept or one can develop a new
self-concept through the role assigned to themselves. For instance, the self-concept change toward greater
superiority can be inferred to have been derived from the interviewee #37’s role-taking process. In
constructing her self-concept as a superior person, she seems to have taken the role of the other by
cognitively simulating what others would think of her experience. As she concluded that others would
perceive the exclusive experience she had from her exotic Thai food consumption to be associated with
how they appraise interviewee #37, she perceived herself to be superior to others. As such, it can be inferred
that travelers can construct their self-concept by taking the role of the other.
As identified in the findings from chapter 2, travelers were found to engage in role-making via
performance of one’s regular role, creation of a desired role, and disassociation of self from one’s role. It
can be inferred that their self-concept changed as a result of their role-making activities during their local
food consumption experience on a trip. Specifically, creation of a desired role and disassociation of self
from one’s former role seem to be salient triggers of self-concept change. Acting in accordance with this
desired role can instigate change in their self-concept. As a case in point, interviewee #30 noted how she
accommodates her parents in terms of what or where they should eat when travelling with them, which
implies that she desired to take the role of a “good” daughter. In acting in accordance with this role, she
viewed herself to be more satisfied with herself due to her accomplishment in being good to her parents by
tailoring her choices to their needs. Thus, travelers can change their self-concept based on what desired
roles they make.
In deviating from their daily roles, travelers are freed from others’ expectations associated with
their roles at home, which prompted them to behave differently. This newly shaped behavior influenced
change in self-concept. For instance, interviewee #16 was freed of others’ expectation as a healthy dieter
during her local food consumption experience. This allowed her to engage in new behavior such as
indulging in high-calorie food. Based on this behavior, she changed how she sees herself in terms of her
eating characteristics. As such, travelers can change their self-concept through deviating from their regular
roles.
To conclude, integrating the findings of chapter 2 and 3 show that as people take or make new roles
during their local food consumption experience, they are likely to change how they see themselves. It should
be noted that in this process, characteristics assigned to the role they take or make seem to play an important
role. That is, it is not the act of role-playing itself that exerts impact on change in self-concept, but rather
the change is heavily influenced by what characteristics are assigned to the role that travelers play. For
instance, it is not the role as a diner that interviewee #4 played but the role as an “adventurous” diner that
seems to have instigated the change in his self-concept.
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5.1.2. Dimensions of Eudaimonic Wellbeing Enhancement as Influenced by Role-playing,
Self-Concept Change, and Place Attachment Development
As discussed above, according to the Self-Determination Theory (SDT), three psychological needs
including competence, autonomy, and relatedness should be satisfied for enhancement of eudaimonic
wellbeing, which tends to be met through the processes of pursuing intrinsic goals, autonomous behavior,
and reflective life (Deci & Ryan, 1985). By synthesizing the findings from chapter 2-4, propositions emerge
regarding how role-playing, change in self-concept, and place attachment development enhance travelers’
eudaimonic wellbeing by satisfying these basic psychological needs.
Competence, which denotes achieving desired outcomes, can be satisfied as travelers experience
self-concept change in cultural competency, international food expertise, and eating characteristics. As
travelers reflect on what they have learned from their local food consumption experience regarding other
cultures and food practices, and when they feel capable of having incorporated these learnings as their
competency, they sense an increase in their eudaimonic wellbeing. It should be noted that, one way through
which individuals enhance their competency, pursuing intrinsic goals (Deci & Ryan, 1985) seems to be
prevalent in travelers’ local food consumption activity. The findings suggest that what triggered change in
these domains of self-concept (cultural competency, international food expertise, and eating characteristics)
are related to their eagerness to experience something new about different cultures, indicating their interest
in personal development. In accordance with the recent arguments that psychological states or feelings can
trigger increase in eudaimonic wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 2008), the self-concept changes in terms of
travelers perceiving themselves to be superior or satisfied can enhance their eudaimonic wellbeing by
contributing to an increase in sense of competence.
Autonomy, having freedom of choice, can also be satisfied through travelers’ local food
consumption experience as influenced by deviation from daily roles. When travelers are disengaged from
their roles and associated expectations, they are free to choose what or how they should eat. For instance,
interviewee #32 denoted that his restaurant choices are solely based on his own preferences when he travels
alone without his family, indicating a sense of autonomy. To conclude, the liminal nature of the travel
context in which travelers are freed from social context cues that forces their behaviors to be restricted to
their roles seem to engage travelers to act autonomously, which in turn could enhance their autonomy and
eudaimonic wellbeing. This liminal environment can also motivate travelers to change their self-concept to
be more mindful of the food they eat and to be more cognizant of their emotions during food consumption.
Because they feel like being in charge of what they eat and/or how they feel, this can also contribute to
increasing their autonomy.
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Relatedness, which represents individuals’ desire for a sense of being connected to others, can be
satisfied through travelers’ place attachment developed based on their local food consumption experience.
According to the findings from chapter 4, travelers can enhance their place attachment level from their local
food consumption experience, especially when they feel comfortable with this experience. As travelers feel
emotionally connected to the foreign place, their sense of relatedness can be enhanced. In addition, the selfconcept changes in terms of cultural competency and international food expertise also shows that travelers
have an intrinsic need to learn more about others, which relates to their enhancement of relationship with
others. Moreover, travelers’ sense of belongness to their own group seems to be enhanced through playing
the role of an American. In taking the stance as an American, such as in evaluating their experience from
the point of view of an American, they learn more about themselves as an American and of their American
culture. Also, the change in self-concept regarding appreciation of home culture denotes that travelers can
enhance their sense of relatedness via strengthening their sense of belongness to their own group. Some
interviewees in this research, such as interviewee #4, was more appreciative of what he had at home through
the contrast experienced with other food culture. This could in turn make them feel more connected to their
ingroup.

5.1.3. Characteristics of Travelers’ Local Food Consumption Experience and Eudaimonic
Wellbeing
In addition to the discussion above, two characteristics that emerge from the findings of the three
studies and that lend support to how travelers’ local food consumption experience enhances their wellbeing
are challenging and continuity. First, the local food consumption experience has been found to be
challenging for travelers. According to the existing literature, individuals’ eudaimonic wellbeing is
increased when they engage in an activity that requires their effort and is challenging (Knobloch, Robertson,
& Aitken, 2017). It has been argued that this type of activity is likely to result in creating a meaningful
experience for individuals because they are actively involved in a demanding activity which leads them to
perceive the experience as valuable. As a result, they feel accomplished because of their new skills (Huta,
2013). In line with this proposition, previous studies suggest that activities which lead to enhancement of
eudaimonic wellbeing do not need to be pleasurable at the time of the experience but nevertheless can
develop because something of value had been achieved (Huta & Ryan, 2010).
The findings in chapter 3 states that the relationship between overcoming challenging activities and
wellbeing is mediated by the change in self-concept. This research proposes that people do not suddenly
enhance their eudaimonic wellbeing when challenged. Rather, as people change their self-concept to a more
positive aspect from overcoming challenges, they are better able to acknowledge their learnings to
experience an increase in eudaimonic wellbeing. Many interviewees denoted that they perceived trying
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local food was challenging and a high-risk activity and that overcoming these challenges helped them
perceive themselves to have developed positively, such as in being more satisfied with themselves. Such a
satisfied sense of self could play an important role in developing one’s eudaimonic wellbeing. In addition,
the results from chapter 4 imply that travelers are likely to perceive a local food consumption experience
as a high-risk and a challenging activity, as travelers were found to value comfort in developing their place
attachment level.
Another characteristic of travelers’ local food consumption experience that enables individuals to
enhance eudaimonic wellbeing is that food consumption is part of individuals’ daily activities and it is
continued at home. From the testimonies of the interviewees in chapter 3, many used the knowledge they
acquired from their local food consumption on their international trip to incorporate this learning into their
daily food consumption behavior. Interviewee #40, who became more mindful of food productions from
his trip continued to pay attention to this issue and is now avoiding the consumption of meat at home. This
behavior suggests that unlike other tourist activities that are confined to the destination at which it is
experienced, traveler food consumption is distinct as this activity can be continued upon returning home.
This does not necessarily entails consuming the same local food that the travelers had, but their learnings,
dispositions, and eating practices developed from their local food consumption experience that are carried
on which shape their daily eating habits or characteristics. As a case in point, for interviewee #40 who saw
himself to have changed from being a picker eater to one who is open to trying new things based on his
experience in France, such a practice was adopted as his daily eating practice and he carried on this routine
upon returning home. This can have positive impact on enhancing eudaimonic wellbeing, such as in terms
of personal competence.

5.2. Contributions to the Current Perspectives in Traveler Local Food Consumption
Experience
To conclude, the findings of this research suggest valuable implications for both academia and
practitioners. First, the proposition of this study that travelers’ local food consumption experience can
enhance their eudaimonic wellbeing adds to the existing literature in which food consumption activity on a
trip has mostly been associated with hedonic wellbeing (Hendijani, 2016). As past studies have found that
individuals’ overall wellbeing constitutes of both hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing (Ryff & Keyes, 1995),
the findings of this research contribute to completing the picture on how travelers’ overall wellbeing can
be enhanced. Moreover, while food has often been associated with self-identity in the general food
consumption literature (Valli & Traill, 2005), food’s contribution to individuals’ positive functioning, such
as development of self-concept, has rarely been discussed in the setting of local food consumption
experience on a trip. As such, this gap is addressed by this study.
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The findings of this research, namely that travelers’ local food consumption experience can
increase their eudaimonic wellbeing, is especially valuable in complementing the view of the existing
literature that eudaimonic wellbeing is more critical in shaping overall wellbeing than hedonic wellbeing.
Eudaimonic wellbeing is much more enduring (e.g., competence) than hedonic wellbeing (e.g., feeling)
which can be transient (Smith & Diekmann, 2017). Moreover, while development of eudaimonic wellbeing
can always engage people in enhancing their hedonic wellbeing, hedonic wellbeing does not always lead
to eudaimonic wellbeing, indicating the greater power of eudaimonic wellbeing (Huta & Waterman, 2014).
As such, this dissertation, which focused on identifying outcomes of traveler local food consumption
experience that could increase eudaimonic wellbeing, complements the understanding of wellbeing in line
with its importance.
The propositions of this research also expand our knowledge regarding the range of tourist activities
that could enhance travelers’ eudaimonic wellbeing. Existing literature focused on investigating activities
that are explicitly likely to enhance travelers’ high-level functioning such as volunteer tourism (Curtin &
Brown, 2019). On the other hand, this research makes the case that travelers’ local food consumption
activity does indeed contribute to enhancing individuals’ eudaimonic wellbeing.
In addition, this study contributes to the existing literature by outlining how travelers’ local food
consumption experience can increase their eudaimonic wellbeing. It is suggested that travelers can benefit
from their consumption of local food by changing their self-concept in a positive light as well as in
developing emotional bonding with the place. This bears significant implications in that while change in
self-concept and development of place attachment has mostly been treated as outcomes of experiences in
themselves (Bruner, 1991; Tsai, 2016), this study argues that self-concept and place attachment can also be
considered the way through which travelers enhance their eudaimonic wellbeing.
The findings of this research show that role-playing processes, self-concept change, and place
attachment development help travelers to enhance eudaimonic wellbeing as they are capable of satisfying
the psychological needs that are necessary for formation of eudaimonic wellbeing which include
competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Such a finding adds value to our understanding on how
psychological needs can be satisfied to enhance one’s eudaimonic wellbeing, especially in the setting of
local food consumption experience. Moreover, it was shown that meanings attributed to the local food
consumption experience of being challenging and being continued at home seem to have magnified its
impact on enhancing individuals’ eudaimonic wellbeing.
The findings of this research also bear significant value for industry practitioners. Despite the
increase in demand and supply of tourism experience products that relates to travelers’ wellbeing, the role
of local food consumption experience has been downplayed. This study argues that local food consumption
experiences can help travelers enhance their higher-level wellbeing. Specifically, the results of this study
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suggest that for travelers to enhance their eudaimonic wellbeing, reflecting on any positive changes that
occurs in how they view themselves can help them satisfy their psychological needs and increase their
eudaimonic wellbeing. Also, this study suggests that development of a positive relationship with the
destination can also help them to enhance their eudaimonic wellbeing.
For travelers to engage in these processes so to benefit from their local food consumption
experience, destination practitioners should assist them. To do so, they must understand that the local food
consumption experience is capable of yielding higher-level outcomes for travelers and thus they should
design travelers’ local food consumption experiences accordingly. Because reflections have been shown as
one means through which a person can increase their eudaimonic wellbeing, destinations should devise
means to encourage travelers to reflect on their personal development derived from their consumption of
local food; e.g., writing reviews. Moreover, practitioners should also offer opportunities for travelers to
actively engage in their local food consumption experience, such as by designing local food cooking classes,
as autonomous behavior also plays an important role in enhancing eudaimonic wellbeing.
Lastly, local food consumption experience should be recognized as an all-inclusive experience that
is capable of comprehensively benefiting travelers in various aspects. As widely known, the cultural and
sensory experiences during local food consumption can entertain travelers. At the same time, it is important
for both destination practitioners and potential travelers to acknowledge local food consumption experience
as the activity through which they could take care of wellbeing, alongside other experiences that are
conventionally thought of when individuals seek for self-betterment.

5.3. Future Directions
Based on the results of this study, several suggestions can be made for future studies. Although this
research suggests that role-playing activity, self-concept change, and place attachment development can
enhance travelers’ eudaimonic wellbeing, for how long these changes will last is not clear. As past studies
found evidence that wellbeing that is increased from one’s trip tends to be transient (Smith & Diekmann,
2017), future research is needed to determine whether this is true for eudaimonic wellbeing that is developed
from local food consumption experience. If eudaimonic wellbeing is found to be a temporary state, studies
need to be conducted on how such an effect could be made more permanent.
In addition, future research should identify triggers of eudaimonic wellbeing in travelers’ local food
consumption setting. Although this research suggested that role-playing activity, self-concept change, place
attachment development could contribute to enhancement of eudaimonic wellbeing, these are not meant to
be a comprehensive set of triggers. Thus, other aspects of local food consumption experience that could
satisfy psychological needs in travelers’ local food consumption in order to increase their eudaimonic

159
wellbeing should be explored. In fact, future studies could pay attention to what specific activities or
elements can influence increases in eudaimonic wellbeing.
Moreover, while this research focused on investigating the experience of American travelers, future
studies should investigate the experience of other cultural groups to validate whether the findings identified
in this research can be generalized regardless of cultural backgrounds. While an attempt was made to
diversify the demographic profiles of study interviewees and respondents, the sample did not fully capture
a wide range of ages. Future studies could, for instance, include teenagers in order to better understand the
impact local food consumption experience has on their eudaimonic wellbeing.
Lastly, as the propositions regarding the linkage between role-playing activity, self-concept change,
place attachment development, and enhancement of eudaimonic wellbeing had been predicted based on
findings from each study as well as on the theoretical background, empirical verification is required to
determine whether eudaimonic wellbeing can indeed be increased based on these triggers.
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APPENDIX

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS (FOR CHAPTER 2 AND 3)

1) Please describe what your daily food consumption is like. What do you usually eat and how do
you make food choices on a daily basis?
2) Are you open to trying new food? What is your experience with international food?
3) How important is food consumption to you and why is it so? On a daily basis? While you travel?
4) Please describe your most recent trip where you had a memorable local food experience. Where
did you travel to? (Why did you travel?; Who did you travel with?; For how long did you travel?)
5) Can you tell me about your most memorable local food consumption experience during this trip?
6) Why did you choose to eat the food (What motivated you?; What expectations did you have?)
7) What type of restaurant did you dine at? What time of the day was it? What did you eat?
8) What do you remember about the experience and why do you remember them? (Please describe in
as much details as possible the food experience you have had while travelling)
9) Please describe the social interaction during the local dining experience you have had during this
trip (companion, other guests, employee?; Why do you remember this specific interaction?; What
do you remember about the others who you interacted with?; What actions did you take during
this social interaction and why?; What did you think or feel about this experience and why?)
10) Please think about the most memorable local food experience from an international trip that caused
any change in yourself. What are the changes experienced in terms of how you view yourself?
What caused this change? What did you learn from this experience?
11) What was memorable/special about the dining experience you had?
12) How familiar were you with the food prior to this trip?; How was the food consumption at home
different from the experience while travelling?
13) Please describe your life now. How did this experience affect you now?
14) Demographic Questions: Age, education, occupation
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QUESTIONNAIRE (CHAPTER 4)

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. This research intends to understand consumer
responses to local food consumption while travelling. Your responses will only be used for academic
purposes and will be kept confidential. Thank you.
* Local food: food of the destination that is based on local identity, culture, and traditions at the
destination
Screening Questions
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

When did you last travel to China?
Was this your first visit to China?
Did you eat Chinese food at a local restaurant/dining place during your trip?
Were you familiar with Chinese food prior to your trip?
Were you familiar with Chinese culture prior to your trip?

Part 1. Trip Related Questions
In answering the following questions, please refer to your most memorable local food consumption
during your trip to China.
1)
2)
3)
4)

Please describe your most memorable Chinese food consumption experience during your trip.
For how long did you travel to China?
Who did you dine with?
During your trip, how often did you consume Chinese food?

Part 2. Questions on Psychological Comfort with Local Food Consumption Experience
1) How did you feel about the food you had during your local food consumption experience in
China?
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2) How did you feel about your interaction with service providers during your local food
consumption experience in China?

3) How did you feel about atmospherics of the dining place during your local food consumption
experience in China?
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Part 3. Questions on Place Attachment
Please rate to what extent you agree with the following statements based on your most memorable local
food consumption during your trip to China.
Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly
agree

China means a lot to me

1

2

3

4

5

I became very attached to China

1

2

3

4

5

China became very special to me

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

No other place can compare to China as a
travel destination
I wouldn’t substitute any other area for the
experience I had in China
The overall sight and impression of China
inspired me
and I enjoyed the unique experience in China

Part 4. Demographic Questions
1) What is your gender?
1. Male
2. Female
2) What is your age?
3) What is the highest degree you have earned to date?
1. Less than high school
2. High school
3. Associate
4. Bachelor
5. Master
6. Doctoral/MD/JD
7. Other, please specify

