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Introduction

Niche tourism is a special branch of the travel and tourism sector that concentrates on the interests and tastes of specific tourism
segments (Novelli, 2005; Ali-Knight, 2010; Novelli, 2018, 2022; Novelli et al., 2022; Kamyabi & Uzor, 2025). In recent years,
much attention has centred on the potential of building competitive niche forms of tourism for driving the growth of urban
tourism destinations (Ali-Knight, 2010; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021a; Novelli et al., 2022). Although the leading focus of
academic attention has been upon cities in the Global North, Rogerson and Rogerson (2021b) document the vital role of niche
forms of tourism in the development of urban tourism destinations across much of the Global South. In the context of urban
sub-Saharan Africa, it is observed that the potential of niche forms of tourism has been acknowledged across the entire
settlement hierarchy, from large urban centres to secondary cities and small towns (Donaldson, 2018, 2021; Rogerson &
Rogerson, 2021c). Among the array of different tourism niches that have been applied to expand flows of tourists towards
various African urban destinations are adventure, volunteering, craft beer, creativity, culture and heritage, astro-tourism, sport,
and gastronomy (Rogerson & Slater, 2014; Drummond et al., 2021; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021a, b and ¢, 2024). Arguably,
food has progressively emerged as a valued asset for international urban tourism development (Everett, 2016; Lunchaprasith,
2017). The nexus of food and tourism, however, has always been a valuable segment in the real worlds of hospitality, tourism
development and destination marketing. The international record is that gastronomy has been a significant attribute in the
progress of niche travel and niche destinations; for certain urban tourism segments, it can be a vital pull factor (Chand et al.,
2007; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021b). In the view of Berno & Fusté-Forné (2022: 371), gastronomy in tourism offers “an
experience of participating in another culture and of relationships with people and places with a strong sense of their own
identity; it presents the opportunity for tourists to discover other cultures through their food”. Among several factors that have
spurred the global rise in importance of gastronomic tourism are the emergence of food as a niche tourism interest as evidenced
by the growth of food blogs, celebrity chefs, and food stylists; the popularity of cookery books and food magazines; and, the
burst of cooking shows on television and social media channels (Henderson, 2011; Lunchaprasith, 2017; du Albuquerque
Meneguel et al., 2019).

This article contributes to international scholarship on niche tourism in the urban Global South. In urban destinations
of the Global South, gastronomy is a form of special interest tourism with tourists participating in food activities, including
visits to food markets, local restaurants, food streets or learning to cook a local cuisine (Jiotsna & Poorna, 2024, Rittichainuwat,
2025; Sheoran, 2025). The specific aim in this paper is to direct attention to the challenges and potential of gastronomy in the
development of African urban tourism destinations. It will be shown that questions around the role and potential of gastronomy
in urban tourism in Africa have attracted so far only a relatively small literature, most of which is focused on South Africa. The
novel contribution of this research paper, therefore, is that its geographical focus is the urban centre of Bulawayo, Zimbabwe’s
second largest city. The study is structured into three further sections of discussion. The literature review provides the context
of research around gastronomic tourism and in particular, examines the current material concerning gastronomy and urban
tourism development in sub-Saharan Africa. The context of the development of Bulawayo and its tourism assets are discussed
as the setting for the research. A brief discussion on methodology follows. The results section offers an analysis of 27 semi-
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structured interviews, which were conducted with purposively selected stakeholders operating in the city’s hospitality sector.
The analysis centres upon the status, potential and challenges of gastronomy as a niche form of tourism in the setting of urban
sub-Saharan Africa.

Literature review

Gastronomy has become one of the main reasons motivating tourists to travel (Hjalager, 2010). According to Bale & Lebe
(2025), gastronomy tourism involves new tastes, flavours, textures, culinary customs, food heritage as well as unique and
authentic experiences. Over the past two decades, whilst no standard definition has been accepted, a variety of terms have been
applied to capture such experiences, including culinary tourism, food tourism, as well as gastronomy tourism (Sio et al., 2024).
Everett (2016) stresses that gastronomic tourism attracts travellers who are searching for authentic cultural experiences through
the medium of food. The literature establishes that tourists spend significantly on dining experiences during a vacation (Kuhn
et al., 2024). One subgroup is niche food tourists who prioritise what Garibadi & Pozzi (2025) term ‘passion products' such as
wine, craft beer, olive oil or cheese and choose destinations and experiences accordingly. Another subgroup in gastronomic
tourism, as identified by Balderas-Cejudo et al. (2019), is ‘senior foodies’ or older adults with an interest in gastronomy.
Gastronomy tourism involves visitation to primary and secondary food and drink producers, food fairs, food festivals, cooking
shows and farmers’ markets, among other food-related events (Kokkranikal & Carabelli, 2024). It provides added value to a
destination and contributes significantly to destination competitiveness. Unquestionably, food and culinary culture are
important aspects of cultural heritage because they reveal community identity, lifestyle, and eating habits. Indeed, gastronomy
is critical in creating a sense of place by showcasing local ingredients, culinary traditions, and regional history. Arguably, in
the context of tourism, gastronomy has always been part of the tourist experience, albeit its importance as a key component for
destination competitiveness has only been recognised in recent decades (Kokkranikal & Carabelli, 2024; Sio et al., 2024).
Gastronomy helps to differentiate a destination from others and specifically to attract visitors who are interested in experiencing
the local culture and food. Linking tourism with gastronomy brings a new dimension of sustainability to a locality (Everett,
2019). Indeed, Wondirad et al. (2021) document that gastronomic tourism can solidify the local tourism value chain and in so
doing to boost the local multiplier impacts of tourism. As a consequence, many destinations globally are now including
gastronomy tourism as a key selling point for their tourism product. Further, destination marketing organizations are
incorporating gastronomy in tourism packages in order to enhance the opportunities for tourists' enjoyment and to entice food
tourists who wish to experience the gastronomic culture of the places visited (Sio et al., 2024).

The rise of food culture and food tourism as a whole is one of the factors which is contributing to the competitiveness
of gastronomy tourism. Urban areas often have a mix of different cultures and populations, which results in a fusion of culinary
traditions and flavours. Such differences create a wealth of gastronomic opportunities that attract visitors looking for unique
and innovative food experiences. In many urban places — large centres as well as small towns - therefore, gastronomy tourism
has become an increasingly competitive form of niche tourism (Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021d). This is mainly because urban
landscapes can offer a vibrant culinary scene with a diverse range of restaurants, food markets, and street food options, attracting
tourists who are interested in exploring local cuisines and culinary traditions. The existence of well-developed transportation
networks can connect tourists with multiple culinary offerings, allowing them to experience a variety of flavours and cultures
(Lee & Chang, 2017). This accessibility, combined with the concentration of dining options, allows visitors to explore multiple
food establishments and culinary experiences. Arguably, the phenomenon of gastronomic tourism is a sub-set of creative
tourism, which is popular across many destinations and is considered a cultural resource as it represents food-related heritage
in terms of the application of distinctive local ingredients and/or use of traditional recipes (Kuhn et al., 2024). Indeed,
gastronomy has become an integral part of the creative city concept (Hall & Sharples, 2004; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021d). It
includes not only the preparation and consumption of food but also the entire culinary experience, including the cultural, social,
and economic aspects. Gastronomy is deeply established in local culture, heritage and traditions. It can reflect the unique
identity and heritage of a city or region through its traditional dishes, culinary techniques, and local ingredients (Sharples,
2008). By promoting local gastronomy, localities can preserve and showcase their local cultural heritage, providing a sense of
authenticity and place. Such development differentiates cities from one another and attracts tourists in search of an immersive
and original cultural experience. Cities that invest in their gastronomic assets, such as local food markets, food festivals, and
fine dining establishments, can attract food tourists, boost visitor numbers, and generate economic growth through increased
spending in the local economy (Long, 2004). Over the years, the niche of gastronomy tourism has evolved beyond the table
setting and now includes all dimensions of a destination’s food value chain, including food processing firms, the tourism and
hospitality sector, the retail sector, the commerce sector and the knowledge sector. Although several urban areas with a vibrant
gastronomic culture have become attractive tourist destinations, such places are not, however, homogeneous rather, they often
have specific dining rituals and etiquette reflecting local cultural values and traditions (Kincaid & Platts, 2024). The inclusion
of local communities is viewed as critical for the successful establishment of gastronomy tourism, as they, in most cases, play
a central role in the development of local cuisines. Practices, such as farm-to-table concept, support for local farmers and
producers, the use of locally sourced ingredients, and promoting local cuisine, can attract visitors who value eco-friendly and
socially responsible culinary experiences (Everett, 2019).

Government policies on skills development help to enhance the knowledge of the local workforce, improve the quality
of culinary offerings, and promote professional development opportunities in the gastronomy sector. In particular, through
providing (and maintaining) the necessary infrastructure, governments create spaces where locals and tourists can engage with
food culture and enjoy culinary experiences (Richards, 2002). The development of gastronomy tourism in Global South
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destinations hinges on several key success factors. Marketing and promotion play a critical role in attracting gastronomy
tourists. This can be done through developing promotional materials, organizing events, and partnerships with travel and
culinary organizations (Kivela & Crotts, 2006). Technological platforms such as social media and food-focused websites can
also be used to promote local cuisine, as well as to provide information about restaurants and other gastronomic attractions
(Richards, 2002). Overall, it is argued that gastronomic tourism has evolved and expanded from a niche interest to a powerful
force in the contemporary landscape of global tourism (Sheoran, 2025). Nevertheless, it is only relatively recently that there
has been an acceptance of gastronomic tourism as an academic sphere of interest (Everett, 2016; Balderas-Cejudo et al., 2019).
Long (2025) maintains that scholarly writings on gastronomic tourism emerged and later consolidated from paradigm shifts in
how people thought both about food and tourism and that these shifts allowed for food to become the subject of ‘touristic
imaginations’. The burst of conceptual and empirical scholarship around gastronomic tourism is tracked within several recent
systematic surveys of international literature, which have been undertaken (Everett, 2019; Jiotsna & Poorna, 2024; Kuhn et al.,
2024; Sio et al., 2024; Muharis et al., 2025). Park & Kim (2025) offer a state of the art review of past and current international
food tourism scholarship and highlight how the nature of such research has evolved and progressed.

In sub-Saharan Africa, culinary arts and traditions are attracting increasing interest from tourism scholars as an asset
base for gastronomy. Woyo (2025) argues that African culinary arts enjoy a rich heritage which is anchored in diverse cultures,
traditions and sustainable practices. A growing literature across different African countries is beginning to highlight this
potential for gastronomic tourism in urban destinations. For example, in Ghana’s Cape Coast, the potential for the promotion
of local food to be part of the appeal of this coastal destination has been analyzed (Yeboah & Ashie, 2024). In Kenya,
opportunities for gastronomic tourism linked to distinct food identities have come under scrutiny by Ondieki et al. (2017) and
Ondieki (2025). The role of local traditional products in developing the hospitality sector of Nakuru is the focus for Zocchi and
Fontefrancesco (2020). In a further Kenya study, Wekesa (2014) explores the prospects of positioning the local coastal culinary
scene as a base for gastronomic identity and attracting tourism. In research conducted in coastal Tanzania, Katikiro & Michael
(2025) highlight that whilst seafood cuisine is deeply embedded in local traditions, it is untapped for tourism because of limited
culinary awareness among local communities, weak institutional support, and international culinary dominance of the
hospitality sector. Drawing upon the experience of Amhara National Regional State in Ethiopia, Wondirod et al. (2021) stress
that gastronomic tourism can be a medium for integrating local culture and agriculture to portray a positive destination image.
Across the region of sub-Saharan Africa, the largest amount of current writings concerning gastronomic tourism relates to
South Africa. Du Rand et al. (2016) contend that the Karoo region of South Africa provides evidence of a culinary resource
base and an established local food identity. Coughlan & Hattingh (2020) sought to identify a food identity for the Free State as
one of South Africa’s least visited spaces. In the context of urban tourism, the contributions by Singh & Bhoola (2016, 2018)
investigated the potential for culinary fare to strengthen the tourism asset base of the coastal city of Durban. In a further study,
these authors examined the potential of local seafood to be a particular focus of Durban cuisine and most especially for Chinese
tourists (Bhoola & Singh, 2018). In South Africa’s major metropolitan centre, Naicker & Rogerson (2017) pinpointed the
growth of food markets as a new leisure phenomenon in Johannesburg and part of an incipient gastronomic tourism. Finally,
within sub-Saharan Africa, the special place of the Overstrand in Western Cape Province must be highlighted. As is documented
by Rogerson & Rogerson (2021d) and Rogerson (2023), the coastal area of the Overstrand (with its hub the town of Hermanus)
was designated by UNESCO in 2019 as Africa’s first creative city of gastronomy.

Study setting and methodology
Zimbabwe offers a useful context for researching gastronomic tourism as the country has been actively involved in promoting
gastronomy tourism. National initiatives include the hosting of the first United Nations Tourism Regional Forum on gastronomy
tourism for Africa during July 2024. In terms of the national urban settlement system, Zimbabwe has a number of major cities
that service the entire country. Bulawayo is a main site of modernity and urbanity in Zimbabwe, alongside that of Harare, the
national capital (Dube, 2024). The social historian Terence Ranger (2010) argues that the settler town of ‘modern Bulawayo’
originated as a collection of wattle and daub huts in 1893. Historically, Bulawayo assumed a central role in the British imperial
project, with settlers attracted initially by the prospects of the Matabeleland goldfields. In 1897, the railway link arrived such
that it made Bulawayo “an important cog in Cecil John Rhodes’ Cape to Cairo railway” (Dube, 2024: 8). Bulawayo assumed
the role of gateway to Rhodesia and was positioned as a critical logistical hub in the railway network of Southern Africa.
Among others, Msindo (2007) points out that employment in Bulawayo was boosted by its hosting the headquarters of
Rhodesian Railways. Although settlement in the area dates back to pre-colonial times, Bulawayo was declared a town only in
1894 and attained city status in 1943 (Moyo, 2023). Bulawayo enjoyed not only access to rail links long before Salisbury but
also to public electricity in 1897, as compared to 1913 for Salisbury. The planned development of the city of Bulawayo was
directed according to the dictates of the Empire city planners, with a designated parkland surrounding the town. Of colonial
planning, Dube (2024: 13) reflects that whilst the whole country was colonized by Britain, “no other Rhodesian city was
deliberately moulded into Britishness in the same way Bulawayo was”. By the 1930s, the city’s built environment with wide
streets was commanding positive commentaries from early tourists as well as distinguished visitors to the city (Dube, 2024).
Bulawayo is the regional capital of what in the national space economy is the marginalized Matabeleland region of
Zimbabwe (Musemwa, 2006; Dube, 2017). Regional marginalization and neglect is one aspect of what some scholars term the
‘Matabeleland Question’ (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013; Moyo, 2024). For much of the post-colonial period, Bulawayo has been
Zimbabwe’s politically ‘dissident city’ (Musemwa, 2006). It “has experienced politically-motivated or ‘man-made’ massive
deindustrialization and economic decay since the early 1980s” (Dube & Gumbo, 2022: 41). One exacerbating factor of the
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collapse of local industry was perennial water shortages that regularly impact the city of Bulawayo (Musemwa, 2006; Mpofu,
2010). Economic collapse and worsening unemployment prospects in the city caused many local residents to enter the informal
economy as a source of livelihood (Bob, 2019). The ‘hustle economy’ is observed as a major sphere of employment and
informal livelihoods for young graduates in Bulawayo (Chipangura, 2024). Population estimates for contemporary Bulawayo
are contested, with official census figures at around 650 000 whilst Bulawayo City Council puts the population at close to 1
million (Moyo, 2023; Ngwenya & Moyo, 2024). The city is strategically located as a link to other Southern African countries,
most importantly South Africa, Botswana and Zambia. Bulawayo hosts a wide range of economic activities, manufacturing and
service-based and both formal and informal in their operations. According to Ngwenya & Moyo (2024), the city is
“characterised by an industrial hub (formal and informal economic activities), cultural hub, service-based activities and
residential area”. Precise data is unavailable, but it is acknowledged that the majority of citizens of the city are communities
whose everyday lives and existence are in the informal economy (Zikhali, 2017; Ngwenya & Moyo, 2024). As with other urban
centres in Zimbabwe since 1991, the imprint of informalization has been evident in the urban economy of Bulawayo and the
livelihoods of its population, especially following the national adoption of the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme
and other economic reform measures (Mpofu, 2012; Moyo, 2018; Moyo & Gumbo, 2021). Indeed, Moyo (2018: 300) writes
of “the stratospheric rise of the informal sector in Bulawayo” over the past 25 years, which has accompanied economic
downturn and de-industrialisation.

Unemployment challenges associated with the hollowing out of the formal economy lend new policy significance to
the economic and job-creation potential of sectors such as tourism and hospitality. The second city of Zimbabwe was described
in promotional literature as follows “Bulawayo is an ideal destination for culture, history, archaeology, nature and cuisine
tourists” (Matura & Mapira, 2018: 135). It was recorded that “Bulawayo is arguably one of Africa’s most attractive cities with
its combination of Victorian architecture and striking purple flowered jacaranda trees, which gives the city a unique ambience”
(Matura & Mapira, 2018: 134). This said, it is documented by Muleya (2021) that the state of public parks in Bulawayo for
leisure purposes has deteriorated considerably and is worse now than in the pre-independence era. According to data from the
official Zimbabwe Visitor Exit Survey, the largest share of visitors to Bulawayo were for purposes of visiting friends and
relatives (63.7%), business, including MICE (11.9%), leisure (10.2 %) and religion (8.4%). Not included in the official data on
business travel would be the mobility of informal business tourists, which is known to be extensive in Zimbabwe (Makoni et
al., 2023a/b; Makoni & Rogerson, 2024). Moyo (2017) documents that there exist substantial flows of informal cross-border
traders traveling between Botswana and Zimbabwe through the Ramokwebana border post, which integrates traders across the
interface between Francistown, Plumtree and Bulawayo. For leisure visits, Bulawayo represents a cultural hub of Zimbabwe
as its tourism assets involve many cultural tourism attractions (Moyo, 2016; Tichaawa & Moyo, 2019). Indeed, Matura and
Mapira (2018: 134) contend that Bulawayo “is the hub of history, culture and heritage” and “the best place to visit and appreciate
the country’s heritage” (Matura & Mapira, 2018: 134). It has been stated that Bulawayo “is home to important cultural and
heritage sites including Old Bulawayo, the first capital that was constructed by the famous king Lobengula” (Woyo & Woyo,
2019: 78). As observed by Makuvaza and Burrett (2011: 189), the ‘royal capital’ of Old Bulawayo is “one of the leading cultural
heritage sites associated with the pre-colonial Ndebele Kingdom”. Other attractions include the National Art Gallery, the
Museum of National History, the Amakhosi Cultural Centre, and the Mzilikazi Art and Craft Centre (Moyo, 2016). Further
tourism assets are the Matobo National Park (a UNESCO World Heritage Site) and the Chipangali Wildlife Orphanage Centre
(Moyo, 2016; Tichaawa & Moyo, 2019). The Matobo Hills, located in the Matopos National Park, are a site of spiritual
significance for both the Shona and Ndebele-speaking communities, who both conducted rainmaking ceremonies in the hills
(Manwa, 2007). This area also has colonial heritage of significance with the burial site of Cecil Rhodes. Another attraction for
visitors in Bulawayo surrounds is the grave of Mzilikazi, who is styled as the first leader of the Ndebele people (Woyo & Woyo,
2019). As a whole, the most notable tourism attractions in the city surrounds are Khami Ruins, a national monument as well as
the Matobo National Park (Matura & Mapira, 2018). The latter, an hour's drive from the Bulawayo CBD, is Zimbabwe’s oldest
national park, having been established in 1926 by Cecil Rhodes. It was given UNESCO World Heritage Status in 1986.

The study is thus contextualized to Bulawayo, the second biggest city in Zimbabwe, located in the south-western part
of the country. Bulawayo has a rich cultural heritage and diverse culinary landscape that could potentially be leveraged to
improve its competitiveness as an urban tourism destination. Bulawayo’s gastronomy is heavily influenced by its history as a
major centre of indigenous Ndebele culture, as well as its colonial legacy and more recent diversification through migration
and globalization. Traditional dishes like isitshwala, umxhanxha and ibhobola co-exist with influences from European, Asian
and other African cuisines (Mpofu, 2009). This blend of culinary traditions represents a unique selling point that offers a basis
for differentiating Bulawayo from other Zimbabwean and Southern African food destinations (cf du Rand et al., 2016; Rogerson
& Rogerson, 2021d). In terms of research design, a qualitative research approach was used to explore the influence of
gastronomy in enhancing urban destination development. Qualitative research is well-suited for this study as it allows for a
better understanding of the contextual factors and subjective experiences that shape the intersection of gastronomy and
destination development. Creswell (2013) argues that qualitative research helps researchers understand how participants within
a certain setting perceive and address certain issues. Twenty-seven purposively sampled participants comprising restaurant
managers, chefs, food service employees and owners in the hospitality sector were selected to participate in this study (Table
1). Semi-structured interviews guided by an interview guide were conducted with the selected participants. The interviews,
which lasted between 20 to 30 minutes, sought to ascertain how gastronomy can influence the competitiveness of urban
destinations. The proceedings were audio-recorded with the permission of the participants.
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Table 1. Characteristics of respondents

Interview code Age range Position

Interview 1 30-35 Manager/Supervisor
Interview 2 25-30 Manager

Interview 3 30-35 Branch manager
Interview 4 20-25 Waitress

Interview 5 25-30 Restaurant Supervisor
Interview 6 25-30 Manager

Interview 7 25-30 Supervisor

Interview 8 25-30 Chef

Interview 9 20-25 Chef

Interview 10 25-30 Chef

Interview 11 30-35 Supervisor/Assistant Chef
Interview 12 30-35 Lodge manager
Interview 13 35-40 Manager

Interview 14 50 -55 Head chef

Interview 15 25-30 Assistant chef
Interview 16 20-25 Food service
Interview 17 25-30 Manager

Interview 18 35-40 Manager

Interview 19 25-30 Department manager
Interview 20 20-25 Food service
Interview 21 30-35 Manager

Interview 22 30-35 Chef

Interview 23 30-35 Supervisor/Chef
Interview 24 25-30 Head chef

Interview 25 20-25 Food service
Interview 26 20-25 Food service
Interview 27 25-30 Food Service

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the data collected from the interviews to identify emerging and recurring themes. The
process was done manually without the aid of qualitative data analysis software. The stages of the thematic analysis process
entailed verbatim transcription of the audio recordings, iterative reading of the transcripts, generating codes, generating initial
themes, combining similar themes and reporting the findings. The next section presents the results and discussion of findings.

Results and discussion

This section presents the results obtained from the thematic analysis of interview transcripts. Issues under scrutiny were
stakeholder views on the potential for gastronomic tourism, factors influencing its development, and the role of gastronomy
tourism in preserving and promoting local culture and traditions in urban areas of Zimbabwe.

The potential of gastronomy tourism in urban tourism destinations

The participants were asked to comment on the potential growth of gastronomy tourism in urban Zimbabwe. The respondents
were of the view that gastronomy tourism is still growing and has great potential to contribute to urban destination
developments. The participants noted the existence of various food outlets that can cater for different markets and can be
leveraged for the growth of gastronomy tourism. Such views are illustrated by respondents who expressed the following
sentiments: “Bulawayo offers a variety of dining experiences that exhibit both local and international cuisines. Bulawayo has
a vast range of restaurants, cafes and eateries that can cater for one of a kind tastes and budgets. You see, some of us have low
budgets, so we have to go to those locations that accommodate our budgets. From road food stalls supplying local cuisines like
sadza, a staple food made from maize and nyama, to upscale eating places serving international cuisines. There are options on
hand for numerous palates” (Interviewee 10). And “To be honest, I think the current level of food tourism in Bulawayo is still
in its early stages of development. [...... ] Food tourism in Bulawayo is growing, when you take a look at 8th Avenue and Jason
Moyo Street, mostly its restaurants surrounding that area. So you can just see that the food tourism and most tourists are
attracted to that place” (Interviewee 4). Overall, the results from the interviews concerning the potential of gastronomy tourism
in Bulawayo suggest that, albeit undeveloped at present, there is a potential for gastronomy tourism to grow. In line with this,
Rogerson & Rogerson (2021d) contend that gastronomy tourism has become an increasingly competitive form of niche tourism.
Globally, there is growing awareness of the link between tourism and food, which has seen gastronomy tourism increasing in
popularity (Pramezwary et al., 2022). In addition, several scholars have acknowledged the potential of gastronomy tourism in
destination development. For example, Yeboah & Ashie (2024) emphasise the importance of local cuisines in improving the
appeal of tourist destinations. While Ondieki (2025) notes that the growth of gastronomy increases the distinct food identities
of a tourist destination.

Factors influencing the development of gastronomic tourism in urban spaces

The respondents were asked to identify factors influencing gastronomy tourism in urban destinations. Four dominating themes
that emerged from the interviews were (i) economic factors, (ii) brand reputation, (iii) infrastructure development, and (iv)
promotion of local dishes. Most interviewees identified economic factors as critical influences upon the (under) development
of gastronomy tourism. Of note are the unstable exchange rates and the use of multiple currencies in Zimbabwe. In this regard,
one respondent observed that: “We've got an issue of the economic standard for the city of Bulawayo. Ever since the closure
of industries, money is no longer circulating within our city, so this affects the spending patterns of the people. As much as we
have people with a good appetite, they might find it difficult to have enough disposable income to spend on gastronomy
products” (Interviewee 6). The second theme that emerged was brand reputation. The interviewees considered that brand
reputation assists the development of gastronomy tourism in that it is easy for guests and tourists to identify a certain brand if
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they have once visited it and received good treatment. Developing a strong brand with a reputation for excellent service and a
memorable experience was considered critical in developing viable gastronomy tourism products. This is positive as it both
creates customer loyalty and generates revenue. “The factors influencing the growth of food tourism on its own are the city
name, the restaurant, and what your guys did there”. (Interviewee 17)

The third theme was infrastructural development. The participants argued that poor infrastructure and poor roads
diminish the experience of the tourist, which can affect the growth of gastronomy tourism in Bulawayo. Further, it can also
limit the development of local communities and their ability to showcase their gastronomic offerings to wider audiences. The
following responses were obtained: “We can also check on the infrastructure and hospitality services as a factor. Having a well-
developed infrastructure and a range of hospitality services is also crucial for supporting food tourism” (Interviewee 12).
“The other thing is a need for well-developed infrastructure that makes it easy for visitors to get around and explore...”
(Interviewee 7). The last theme was the promotion of local dishes. If the destination starts to offer more local dishes to visitors,
it can boost the development of gastronomy tourism. Promotion of local dishes contributes to making a destination unique and
allows people to showcase their culture. One of the interviewees mentioned: “As we can see, we have a variety of restaurants,
for example, we can talk about ***** it’s cooking local dishes, so it's a means of promoting our local culture. Another
restaurant that is more fixed on our culture is ****. So that's another way of promoting our local culture” (Interviewee 8). In
line with these findings, Kivela & Crotts (2005) argue that branding destinations as food, wine, and restaurant destinations is
critical in drawing tourists in search of new culinary experiences. Sio et al. (2024) also expressed that destinations known for
authentic food experiences have the potential to attract more tourists and encourage repeat visits. Additionally, the growth of
gastronomy tourism is also driven by cultural preservation efforts by food establishments, the price and value proportion, as
well as the diversity of culinary activities (Pramezwary et al., 2022). In earlier findings, Martinoska & Sekulovsk (2008
highlight that the consumption of food largely depends on consumer purchasing power. When budgets are low, people are more
likely to reduce their frequency of eating out, adversely affecting the growth of gastronomy tourism.

The preservation and promotion of local culture and tradition in urban areas

Finally, the participants were asked to give a perspective on how gastronomy tourism contributes to the preservation and
promotion of local culture and traditions in urban areas. Four themes were generated from this (i) it promotes traditional recipes,
(i) raises guest awareness about local dishes, (iii) provides economic incentive to showcase the food culture, and (iv) enhances
self-awareness. The first theme pertains to the promotion of traditional recipes, which were used by the locals to prepare
traditional dishes. The gastronomy industry promotes the adoption of traditional methods of cooking, which was used by the
older generation. This, according to the participants, contributes to the preservation of local cultures and traditions. In this
regard, another respondent went on to say: “Gastronomy tourism contributes to the preservation and promotion of local culture,
in that back then our grandmothers used to tell us the recipes orally without writing them down, so we need those people in the
industry to teach the younger generation so that those recipes wouldn’t be extinct” (Interviewee 5). The issue of raising guest
awareness about local foods was the second theme. Participants argued that gastronomy tourism helps to educate guests on the
recipes used to prepare the dishes, the ingredients used, the benefits of the dishes and the origin of the dishes. It also raises
awareness among the guests about the city’s unique cuisine. One participant flagged that “by showcasing the city's unique
culinary heritage, gastronomy tourism can help to increase awareness and appreciation of local cuisines, ingredients and
traditions” (Interviewee 9). Another participant asserted as follows: “Food tourism increases awareness to the guests and they
gain a deeper understanding of the culture and beliefs of the Bulawayo people” (Interviewee 15). The third theme relates to
providing economic incentives to the locals to preserve their culinary traditions. In so doing, gastronomy tourism might
contribute to the preservation of local culture through the economic empowerment of residents. It diversifies sources of income
for local communities by attracting guests who spend money on food experiences and products. This motivates residents to
showcase their traditional foods, which helps in the preservation of their culinary culture. One participant reflected that: “I
think gastronomy tourism contributes to the preservation of local culture and tourism, in the sense that there is economic
empowerment for residents selling traditional food to tourists” (Interviewee 11). The last theme to emerge was enhancing the
self-awareness of the resident communities. The interviewees pointed out that gastronomy helps one to understand their
identity. This provides a strong sense of self-awareness, which, in turn, can contribute to resilience and the ability to preserve
their culture in the face of challenges. This was expressed by one of the interviewees, ““I can also say it provides cultural identity,
whereby gastronomy is part of the region's cultural identity” (Interviewee 11). Likewise, another informant was of the view
that “with us bringing in that traditional feel, it takes us back a bit, it brings us back home” (Interviewee 2). The results of this
study show that there is a strong link between food and culture, which relates to findings from previous studies. Sio et al. (2024)
argue that authentic food experiences at a destination teach tourists more about the history and culture of a particular place, and
most DMOs nowadays use local cuisine to represent the culture of a destination. Similarly, Gheorghe (2014) indicates that
gastronomy tourism exposes visitors to local culture and traditions, explained and interpreted mainly through local cuisines.
Viskovi¢l & Komac (2021) further observe that gastronomy tourism strengthens local identity, especially if the local people
knowledgeable about the food systems are involved. The local people are seen as critical in the development of gastronomy
tourism because of their knowledge of and inherent ability to protect local dishes (Somaz et al., 2016).

Conclusion
The promotion of niche forms of tourism has been demonstrated to enhance the competitiveness of urban destinations. In the
context of the urban Global South, one of the most popular forms of niche tourism that has attracted attention is that of
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gastronomy (Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021a). Following trends in other parts of the Global South, across sub-Saharan Africa, a
growing number of urban centres are targeting gastronomy as a promising niche for building destination competitiveness and
enhancing prospects for local economic development. In Zimbabwe, there is an acknowledgement of the potential of
gastronomy as a driver for tourism development in the country. It is against this backdrop that the novel contribution of this
research is to investigate the issues of gastronomic tourism development in the nation’s second city, Bulawayo. The findings
reveal an awareness of the fact that gastronomy can play an important role in preserving local culture and traditions as well as
in building tourism assets. The study respondents identified opportunities both for the development of local cuisine and for the
enhancement of gastronomic tourism, which might contribute positively to the promotion of place identity, economic
development and showcasing of traditional heritage. Nevertheless, at the same time, the findings underscore the undeveloped
current state of gastronomic tourism in Bulawayo, with the existence of a number of challenges and constraints to its expansion.
Arguably, the most significant relates to the poor state of the national economy in Zimbabwe as a whole and of local
infrastructure. The Bulawayo research points to the policy recommendation that Zimbabwe should put a stronger emphasis on
promoting the country’s diverse local cuisines, traditional dishes and indigenous food ingredients and correspondingly engage
in training chefs, developing branded food products, and educating tourists about the cultural and historical significance of
Zimbabwean gastronomy. Looking forward, further research is merited to monitor the progress of Zimbabwe’s currently small
urban economy of gastronomic tourism.
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