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ConneCtions Between Culinary 
tourism experienCes and memory
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Tourism researchers have identified many factors leading to memorable food tourism 
(culinary tourism) experiences. This research proposes reasons why food experiences 
while traveling are especially memorable and proposes avenues for future research 
on food and memory. The act of travel in addition to the act of eating/drinking and 
individual attitudes and emotions likely work together to create memories. Travelers 
agreed with many reasons why food travel experiences are connected with memory. 
These include sensory connections, emotional connections, social and interpersonal 
connections, novelty and experimental connections, focus and attention, and reflective 
connections. These connections may also relate to pretrip expectations. Travelers who 
identified themselves as motivated to travel for food and drink felt more strongly than 
other travelers about the reasons that food and drink travel experiences were connected 
with memory. Suggestions are included for researchers to advance understanding of 
memorable food tourism experiences.

Keywords: culinary tourism; tourism; food tourism; memorable tourism 
experiences; memory; gastronomic tourism

introduCtion and review of literature

Tourism researchers have proposed specific attributes of a memorable tour-
ism experience (MTE). Recently, attempts to identify facets of MTE have 
extended to culinary tourism (also called food tourism or gastronomic tourism): 
findings largely suggest that food experiences while traveling are more memo-
rable than those experienced at home. While researchers have identified what 
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factors (from the food to the setting) contribute to memory, they have yet to 
determine why this is so. Drawing from past research, this article advances criti-
cal observations regarding why food experiences while traveling may be espe-
cially memorable. It is hoped that this line of inquiry will advance tourism 
research beyond simply identifying the attributes of a phenomenon to a more 
comprehensive explanation.

Memory is important to destinations because it is “perhaps the single most 
important source of information” in deciding to revisit destinations (Braun-
LaTour et al., 2006, p. 360). Positive memories of enjoying local foods also 
enhance tourists’ place attachment (Tsai, 2016), and some elements of MTE can 
affect tourists’ subjective well-being (Sthapit & Coudounaris, 2018). Therefore, 
a fuller understanding of the psychological processes underlying memory for-
mation in tourism is not just theoretically relevant but also beneficial to the 
industry, as MTEs may be crucial to destination competitiveness (Ritchie & 
Crouch, 2003).

memorable tourism experiences: travel experiences lead to 
memory

From a social science perspective, Tung and Ritchie (2011) explored MTE, 
finding that elements before (expectations), during, and after a trip (recollection) 
led to memories. Subsequent researchers have primarily focused on examining 
trip attributes believed to lead to positive memories (see Table 1).

memorable food tourism experiences (mftes): travel experiences 
+ food lead to memory

Food tourism researchers have advanced the study of MTE by extending it to
MFTEs, proposing that many elements of food tourism are different from MTE 
(see Table 1). These elements are usually specific to a dining or drinking occa-
sion and include location, food, companions, and other elements (e.g., novelty). 
Food consumption emotions (comfort, annoyance, stimulation, and sentimental-
ity) may also influence visitor’s memories of culinary experiences (Sthapit 
et al., 2017), connecting attributes which may be more common in food experi-
ences (e.g., senses, sharing) to memory.

It is notable that both food and travel interact in these scenarios. Food alone 
is not always enough to establish a memorable experience. When remembering 
specific meals, Sutton (2001, p. 107) suggested that “ordinary meals are non-
events.” This indicates that dining is more memorable if it occurs outside the 
usual environment. Novelty seems to be elevated while traveling in a way it 
would not at home. Trying lobster for the first time at a restaurant near one’s 
home would likely not result in the same strong memory as it would for someone 
while traveling. Likewise, companions may contribute to a memorable dining 
experience while traveling more than dining together at home. Another possible 



table 1
summary of elements Contributing to memorable tourism experiences (mte) and 

memorable food tourism experiences

Memorable Tourism Experiences

Tung and Ritchie 
(2011)

Aspects of tourism 
experiences that 
enable them to be 
particularly memorable

Affect, expectations, consequentiality, 
and recollection

J.-H. Kim et al. 
(2010)

Factors that capture 
MTE

Hedonism, involvement, novelty, local 
culture, refreshment, knowledge, 
and meaningfulness

J.-H. Kim (2014) Destination attributes 
leading to MTE

Infrastructures, accessibility, local 
culture/history, physiography, 
activities and events, environment 
management, quality of services, 
hospitality, place attachment, and 
superstructures

Chandralal and 
Valenzuela (2015)

Experiential dimensions 
of MTE

Authentic local experiences, self-
beneficial experiences, novel 
experiences, significant travel 
experiences, serendipitous and 
surprising experiences, local 
hospitality, social interactions with 
people, professional local guides 
and tour operators, fulfilment 
of personal travel interests, and 
affective emotions

Chandralal et al. 
(2015)

Experiential themes of 
positive MTE

Local people, life, and culture; personally 
significant experiences; shared 
experiences; perceived novelty; 
perceived serendipity; professional 
guides and tour operator services; 
affective emotions associated with 
memorable experiences

Memorable Food Tourism Experiences

Sthapit (2017) Components of tourists’ 
memorable food 
experiences

Authenticity, novelty, togetherness, 
and social interaction; hospitality; 
servicescape; food souvenirs; local 
specialties and food attributes (taste)

Stone et al. (2018) Elements of memorable 
food/drink experiences

Food/drink; location/setting; 
companions; occasion; touristic 
elements (e.g., novelty, surprise)

Williams et al. (2019) Themes contributing to 
memorable gastro-
tourism experiences

Travel status (deliberate or incidental); 
travel stages when the most 
memorable experiences occur; 
five attributes of the experience, 
including foodie risk-taking, 
cocreated relationships, authenticity, 
sociability, and emotions



explanation is that food experiences involve more senses than other travel activ-
ities. Even a mundane activity, like dining, was made memorable by the travel 
environment.

individual attitudes toward memory: travel experiences + food + 
attitudes/emotions lead to memory

While food experiences while traveling may lead to memory, there is no evi-
dence to suggest that these connections are universal. MFTEs may be affected by 
authenticity and cultural contrast (Antón et al., 2019), so the individual traveler’s 
home culture may also play a role. Moods and emotions may also play a role, as 
Sthapit (2017) linked food consumption emotions to visitors’ memories.

Memory may also depend on expectations and the pretrip process (Tung & 
Ritchie, 2011). Williams et al. (2019) considered differences in memory when 
experiences were deliberately planned (rather than incidental), finding a link 
between expectations and memory. Travelers on the same trip may recall differ-
ent experiences in different ways (or forget them altogether). Those who go 
searching for memories may find them in ways that others would not.

further suggestions about Culinary tourism and memory

Tourism researchers have identified a phenomenon and begun to define its 
attributes. In particular, researchers have identified components of the food 
experience while traveling which make it memorable. However, determining 
why these experiences are memorable has rarely been explored. The closest 
research is Tung and Ritchie (2011), which considered mindfulness and memory 
formation. They determined that mood, expectations, and perceived importance 
of the experience led to memorable experiences, along with posttrip recollection 
or reflection.

This exploratory study:

1. Proposes reasons why travelers perceive food experiences while traveling to be
memorable; and

2. Compares perceptions of memorability between travelers based on motivation

method

Data were collected in fall 2019 from a World Food Travel Association sur-
vey of food tourism behaviors and attitudes among American leisure travelers 
who had taken at least one overnight trip in the past year (N = 435). Respondents 
were recruited using a panel research company to ensure a balanced sample. 
Respondents were balanced by gender (51% female), generation/age (18% 
Boomer, 34% Gen X, 40% Millennial, 8% Gen Z; median age 39 years) and 
income (median household income $75-$99,000). The survey included past 
food travel behaviors and activities, general travel behaviors (e.g., expenditures, 
touristic activities), decision-making behavior (e.g., information sources, mak-



ing dining decisions), and general attitudes about food tourism (including cen-
trality of food and drink to travel and the current research question).

This investigation centers around the question: “Why do you think that food 
and drink experiences are so easy to remember? Food and drink experiences are 
memorable when traveling because . . . ” These items were generated from past 
research on MTEs, MFTEs, and the intersection of senses and memory (e.g., 
Sutton, 2001).

Qualitative research has suggested that pretrip expectations relate to memory 
(Tung & Ritchie, 2011; Williams et al., 2019). Individuals answered the question 
“I travel to enjoy memorable eating and drinking experiences” on a 5-point 
Likert-type scale. Respondents were divided into two groups based on the cen-
trality of food tourism in their travels: (a) individuals who “travel to enjoy mem-
orable food/drink experiences” (rated agree or strongly agree) and (b) others 
(neutral to strongly disagree). Then, these groups were compared with deter-
mine quantitatively if perceptions of memory may relate to expectations. Data 
were analyzed using SPSS 25.

results and disCussion

This article connects anthropology of food, memory, and tourism experiences 
with the purpose of exploring why food tourism experiences are particularly 
memorable, and leisure travelers believe there are many explanations of why 
food travel experiences are memorable (see Table 2). The data support many 
concepts as building blocks for future research, and they suggest why food expe-
riences while traveling may be more memorable than other travel experiences.

Food experiences while traveling may be especially memorable due to the 
following:

Sensory connections. Food and drink activities engage more senses (includ-
ing sight, smell, taste, and texture/feel) than other travel activities. Senses are 
connected strongly to memory, and Sutton (2011) even proposed that memory 
may be considered to be a sense. Thus, sensory connections between food and 
memory help explain why food tourism experiences are memorable.

Emotional connections. Food and drink travel experiences can provide posi-
tive emotions, like happiness, pleasure, enjoyment, and excitement (Choe & 
Kim, 2018; Henderson, 2009; Y. G. Kim et al., 2009). The positive emotions 
during travel help make experiences memorable (following Sthapit, 2017; Tung 
& Ritchie, 2011). When comparing food choice while traveling with food choice 
at home, mood and sensory appeal were the only two factors significantly more 
important during travel (Wang et al., 2019), which supports the sensory and 
emotional connections with memory.

Social and interpersonal connections. Food travel has been associated with 
building and strengthening of social bonds (Fields, 2002; Y. G. Kim et al., 2009). 
These interpersonal connections allow travelers to connect memories of a place, 
memories of food, and memories of people together. Dining and drinking also 
provide a social environment in which experiences can be shared more than with 
other travel activities.
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Novelty and experimental connections. Travel leads to unique experiences as 
travelers see and do things for the first time (Lee & Crompton, 1992). Because 
of the variety of possible food travel experiences, food travel may also encour-
age experimentation, as travelers are enticed to try new things, which they may 
not do at home. These experiences can also help travelers accumulate social 
capital (Fields, 2002; Mak et al., 2012) as they encounter experiences they 
would not be able to experience outside of a travel environment.

Focus and attention. During travel, individuals may apply more focus and 
attention to their activities than while in their usual environment. This may also 
be related to mindfulness and memory, as explored by Tung and Ritchie (2011). 
Sutton (2011) proposed that “food can hide powerful meanings and structures 
under the cloak of the mundane and the quotidian” (p. 3), and during travel indi-
viduals may be more likely to explore and focus on these meanings and memo-
ries. Common experiences that individuals frequently engage in at home (like 
dining out) may be more memorable while traveling. This may also explain how 
travel can turn “non-events” like eating into memories.

Reflective connections. Reflecting on experiences is a part of memory, and one 
explanation for why food travel experiences may be particularly memorable is that 
people may encounter these foods later in life. At home, travelers may see televi-
sion food shows or local restaurants specializing in a cuisine they had on vaca-
tion—bringing to mind past food and drink experiences (Stone & Migacz, 2016). 
Mojet and Köster (2005) proposed that memory plays an important role in the 
formation of food expectations but that much of the knowledge about what people 
eat and drink is stored implicitly. This supports the suggestion that, when travelers 
see foods from their travels, the memories are brought to the forefront.

Comparing traveler expectations

Those who travel for memorable food and drink experiences believe there to 
be a greater connection between experiences and memory (p < .001 on all 
items) than other travelers (see Table 2). Thus, different travelers have different 
tendencies to attribute food experiences to memory. Williams et al. (2019) used 
qualitative data to propose that memory may be related to deliberate (instead of 
incidental) food tourism activities. This provides quantitative support for their 
proposition, while supporting Tung and Ritchie’s (2011) proposition that pretrip 
anticipation is related to memory. Thus, destinations can delineate between trav-
elers based on the travelers’ individual importance placed on food and drink.

praCtiCal appliCation and suggestions for further 
researCh

application to food tourism Businesses and destinations

Quite simply, destinations and food tourism operators should not just focus 
on the experience itself (such as the food offered or the physical setting) but also 
on the connections between food tourism and memory (e.g., multiple senses, 



positive emotions, social connections). For example, businesses can ensure that 
culinary tourism experiences promote interpersonal connections and opportuni-
ties for experimentation. Additionally food and drink souvenirs can help imbed 
the experience into a positive memory.

Also, it is important to understand pretrip expectations in helping destina-
tions provide memorable experiences. For culinary travelers and those who 
travel for memorable food and drink experiences, the elements of MFTEs should 
be a focus. For other travelers, standard or usual food experiences may be suf-
ficient for their trip satisfaction. Paying attention to these different expectations 
may help ensure traveler satisfaction.

extending the research

We propose that understanding what makes up a memorable food or drink 
experience is only the first step in linking food travel and memory. It is also 
important to understand why there is a connection. We propose many research 
questions, while recommending that more precise measurements (such as multi-
item scales) help define and investigate these concepts.

•• How do memories from food experiences while traveling compare with similar
experiences at home? How does the travel experience itself add to the phenome-
non of memory?

•• How is memory affected by different decision-making behaviors while traveling?
•• Are food experiences while traveling more memorable than other travel activities, 

as suggested?
•• Can in situ surveys measure sensory perceptions and attention to sensory stimuli

(comparing usual environments with travel environments)? Longitudinal studies
could also identify how these sensory memories are retained over time.

•• Different environments could be considered to better understand if and how social 
situations impact memory (do travelers remember more with others than while
alone?).

•• Can in situ measurements of moods and emotions help to explain connections
between emotions and memory?

•• The role of expectations could be investigated by comparing pre-trip planning with
post-trip perceptions to better link the expectations with outcomes. Does traveling
set the mood for memory, as travelers depart and arrive seeking MTEs? How can
destinations, attractions, or restaurants measure pretrip expectations to create MTEs?

•• In posttrip reflection, are these experiences more memorable because the stories
are retold or shared?

interdisciplinary approaches to food and memory

Interdisciplinary approaches are also recommended to expand MTE and 
MFTE research, including anthropology and food studies. Within anthropology, 



Sutton and colleagues have researched the intersection of food and memory 
(Sutton, 2010, 2011) and food and senses (Korsmeyer & Sutton, 2011). Within 
food studies, there have been decades of studies on the sensory evaluation of 
food (e.g., Amerine et al., 2013; Lawless & Heymann, 2010; Watts et al., 1989) 
which may also relate to memory. There are also intersections between food 
choice and psychology, such as emotional influences on food choice (e.g., 
Gibson, 2006), which may also be relevant to explore in a tourism context. It is 
hoped that this research provides a building block for better incorporating addi-
tional social science research into tourism–memory linkages.

limitations and ConCluding summary

limitations

Empirical data has been presented indicating many reasons that culinary 
tourism may be related to memory. However advanced statistical measurements 
(e.g. multi-item scales) or methods (e.g. structural equation modeling) have not 
been utilized. Analysis has also been limited to quantitative data. There is a 
strong likelihood that there are additional connections between food travel and 
memory that will further advance this line of inquiry.

Conclusion

Researchers have connected food travel experiences with memory, primarily 
focusing on what makes a food experience memorable, rather than why it may 
be memorable. This research proposes reasons that food travel may be espe-
cially memorable, including (a) sensory connections (as senses are connected to 
memory); (b) emotional connections (as food is connected with positive emo-
tions); (c) social and interpersonal connections (as travelers interact with oth-
ers); (d) novelty and experimental connections (as travelers have new 
experiences); (e) focus and attention (as travelers pay more attention to their 
activities); and (f) reflective connections (as travelers think back on their food 
travel experiences). Additionally, evidence is presented that those who travel for 
memorable food and drink experiences believe in stronger connections between 
food travel experiences and memory than other leisure travelers. Extending this 
research and connecting it with other related fields (e.g., anthropology or food 
studies) is recommended.
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