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Food tourism, as one of the major emerging trends in=thé tourism industry,
plays a vital role in enriching travel experienceséand supporting the
economic development of destinations. Culinary mapping, as an innovative
tool, enables the organization, guidance, and highlighting of identity-related
elements associated with local foodsm\Within this context, Gilan Province—
with its wide variety of local dishesjand rich culinary culture—holds
significant potential for the development of food tourism. The research
employed a descriptive-analytical appreach, and data were collected through
interviews with tourism experts, local foed service providers, questionnaires,
field observations, and documentary studies. Quantitative data were analyzed
using SPSS software and'gualstative data with MAXQDA, while spatial data
were analyzed using GIS tools to provide accurate mapping of restaurants
and local foed outlets.&The results indicated that food tourism in Gilan plays
aykey role in attracting tourists, and local foods are valued not only as meals
buttalso as interaetive cultural experiences. Restaurant density was found to
béthighest in the provincial center, while certain areas in the north and

Accepted: southeast™lacked adequate coverage. Based on the finding’s, recommended
? restaurants were identified to fill these gaps, and multilingual maps of
pp. ?-? culinaryy routes were developed. The study demonstrates that culinary
mapping, in addition to organizing food tourism routes, serves as an effective

tool for enhancing Gilan’s food tourism brand.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Throughout history, food has been shaped by
local resources and human environments,
playing a central role in civilization and daily
life. Food tourism, though often considered a
modern phenomenon, has deep historical
roots in travel motivated by culinary
exploration and trade. Today, it has emerged
as a dynamic sector of cultural tourism, where
local cuisine serves not only as sustenance but
also as a key element in attracting tourists,
enhancing  satisfaction, and  marketing
destinations. Food experiences reflect social
and cultural identity and act as important
travel motivators, contributing to economic
and social development through job creation,
income generation, support for local
agriculture, and cultural preservation. Despite
its growing importance, a major challenge
remains: the lack of tools to organize and
showcase a destination’s culinary assets.
Culinary mapping has emerged as an
innovative approach, enabling the
identification and spatial visualization of food
resources, restaurants, markets, and culinary
routes, thereby supporting more effective

planning and destination marketing. In Iran,’

Gilan Province—with over 400 local dishes,
rich agricultural products, and diverse
climates—represents a prime food tourism
destination. Mapping Gilan’s culinary assets
can enhance trip planning, promote local food
culture, and strengthen the province’s food
tourism brand. This study addresses both
scientific gaps and practical needs, offering a
framework for sustainable food tourism
development in the region.

Methodology

The study population comprised four main
groups of stakeholders in Gilan’s food
tourism sector: (1) inbound tourists, (2) local
residents participating in food tourism
activities, (3) tourism and culinary experts,
and (4) local food service providers. The
research adopted an applied, mixed-methods
approach, combining quantitative and
qualitative data. Quantitative data were
collected via questionnaires using simple
random sampling among tourists and local
residents, with a sample size of 351

determined using  Cochran’s  formula.
Qualitative data were gathered through
purposive sampling and semi-structured
interviews with 14 experts until theoretical
saturation was reached. Data collection tools
included questionnaires, in-depth interviews,
and documentary sources such as reports,
statistics, and relevant literature. Content
validity was confirmed through expert review,
and reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s
alpha, with all variables exceeding 0.7.
Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS
with descriptive and inferential statistics,
while qualitative data were coded and
analyzed in MAXQDA. Spatial data on food
resources and culinary centers were collected
through field visits, GPS coordinates, and
secondary sources, then processed in ArcGIS.
Spatial analyses, including density and
overlay methods, were used to examine
distribution  patterns of food tourism
resources. Finally, five culinary tourism
routes in Gilan were mapped and presented in

4 multilingual brochures. This comprehensive

methodology allowed for a robust assessment
of the impact of culinary mapping on food
tourism development in Gilan Province

Results

This study investigates the role of culinary
mapping in the development of food tourism
in Gilan Province, Iran. Demographic analysis
shows that women actively participate in food
tourism, influencing destination choices and
culinary  experiences. Over 65% of
respondents were under 40, highlighting the
younger generation’s interest in cultural and
local experiences, while more than 80% had
higher education, indicating the prevalence of
food tourism among an informed, educated
audience. Employment data reveal strong
engagement from tourism and food service
sectors, with many participants possessing
extensive experience in food tourism
activities. Survey results indicate that nature-
based tourism (47.7%) and local culinary
experiences (36.6%) are the most significant
attractions. Traditional and local foods were
highly valued (74%), with participatory
cooking and specialty restaurants also
favored. Culinary mapping was rated as
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“high” or “very high” in importance by over
92% of respondents, contributing to
destination attractiveness, accessibility, and
sustainable rural development. GIS-based
mapping enabled the identification of five
distinct culinary routes reflecting Gilan’s
diverse climate, agriculture, and food culture:
the Coastal Sour-Salty, Central Creative,
Mountain Aromatic, Southern Olive, and
Eastern Honey-Hazelnut routes. These routes
integrate natural, cultural, and gastronomic
experiences, offering tourists authentic
engagement with local food traditions and
supporting Gilan’s emerging food tourism
brand.

Discussion and Conclusion

Food tourism has gained increasing
importance as travellers seek authentic
culinary experiences. However, a key
challenge is the lack of tools to organize and
present the gastronomic potential of
destinations. Culinary mapping has emerged
as an innovative approach, identifying food
sources, culinary routes, and the location of
restaurants and local food centers, enabling
more effective planning and marketing of

food tourism. Gilan Province, recognized as)

Iran’s first UNESCO Creative City of
Gastronomy, exemplifies this potential. Data
from surveys and interviews show that local
cuisine in Gilan is not merely a necessity but
a cultural, economic, and social attraction.
Young, educated tourists actively seek
participatory and authentic experiences, while
local stakeholders—including restaurateurs,
producers, and cultural researchers—strive to
preserve and promote traditional foods.
Culinary mapping enhances these experiences
by guiding tourists, enriching cultural
interactions, and supporting marketing efforts;
93% of respondents considered it highly
effective for promoting food tourism. Despite
its promise, challenges such as limited
institutional coordination, insufficient
marketing, supply issues, and lack of trained
staff persist. This study highlights the
transformative role of culinary mapping in
shifting food tourism  from  simple
consumption to interactive cultural
engagement, strengthening Gilan’s food
tourism brand, and providing a model for

sustainable development that integrates local
communities, gastronomy, and cultural
heritage.
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