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Abstract: Gastronomy is a prominent tourism product in Malaysia that is becoming an 
attraction to international tourists. Within the tourism industry in Malaysia, gastronomy 
products are an indisputable revenue generator for the country since tourists eat out all the time 
when vacationing. Dining is among the top three expenses of international tourists in Malaysia 
after accommodation and shopping. This seems to suggest that gastronomy can be potentially 
marketed as one of the central focus of Malaysia’s tourism. Many researchers have attempted to 
explore the importance of gastronomy on tourist’s behavior in destinations. However, there is a 
dearth of research regarding intensity of gastronomy affection among international tourists in 
Malaysia. The present study is an exploratory attempt to capture the underlying characteristics 
of the international tourist according to their degree of personal gastronomy affection. The 
purpose of this study is threefold. First, this study seeks to segment international tourists 
based on their intensity for gastronomy affection towards Malaysian food which was measured 
using three concepts (gastronomy involvement, gastronomy knowledge and prior gastronomy 
experience). Second, this study explores the demographics and travel characteristics of each 
tourist segment. Third, this study examines whether there are any differences in the level of 
gastronomy affection between Malacca and George Town’s international tourists. The findings 
are especially important to destination marketers and food service operators to gain a better 
understanding of the nature of potential customers within the gastronomic tourism context in 
these World Heritage Sites of Malaysia.
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Introduction

Of late, gastronomic tourism has been perceived as a developing business sector 
within the tourism industry. Experiencing the local gastronomy at a destination 
is increasingly becoming an upbeat tourism activity, as seen by the large number 
of tourists returning to famous spots to savor local food. In Malaysia, gastronomy 
is the third biggest expense for international tourists after accommodation and 
shopping; international tourists’ expenditure on food and beverage amounted to 
MYR10.4 billion in 2014 (Dzaenis, 2015). Amongst the states in Malaysia, Malacca 
and Penang are two prominent ones that have hosted approximately 20% of the 
annual international tourist arrivals in Malaysia since 2008 (Tourism Malaysia, 
2016). Malacca and Penang are distinctly identified as tourism destinations as their 
capital cities, Malacca and George Town, respectively, were jointly recognized as 
World Heritage Sites (WHS) on 7th July 2008 by the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) under the title “Melaka and 
George Town, Historic Cities of the Straits of Malacca” (UNESCO, 2008). 

As settlements  to various colonial powers in the past, Malacca and Penang 
became melting pots of Portuguese, Dutch, British and Asians flavors which turned 
the local fare into a charm to many (Khoo & Badarulzaman, 2014). Building on 
the reputation as a World Heritage Site, Penang was nominated as one of  “Asia's 
10 greatest street food cities” in 2013 by CNN Travel (Goldberg, 2013) and 
subsequently, ranked first place as “world’s foodie destination 2014” by Lonely 
Planet (Barton, 2014). In addition, Penang’s assam laksa was placed 7th in CNN’s 
“World’s 50 Most Delicious Foods in 2011” (CNN, 2011). This comes to show that 
local gastronomy in the WHS of Malaysia has the potential to draw international 
tourists’ interest in visiting the country. This furthermore lends support to the notion 
that the gastronomic tourism sector deserves more attention for further research in 
order to understand the dynamics of the sector in contributing to the wellbeing of 
the Malaysian tourism. 

According to World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, 2012), gastronomic 
tourism is a sunrise market around the world. It is even more critical for destination 
marketers and food service providers to understand the characteristics of potential 
gastronomy tourists to enable them to serve this target market. Tourists are in 
fact, individuals with non-identical behavior undertaking trips away from home 
(Swarbrooke & Horner, 2007). This concept applies to tourists’ affection towards the 
local gastronomy of destinations as well. Within a group of tourists who may have 
identified themselves as foodies, each individual’s connotation of gastronomy and 
their affection towards experiencing unfamiliar gastronomy may differ dependent on 
family upbringing and exposure to unfamiliar food (Mitchell & Hall, 2003). Hence, 
this forms a gamut of tourists with varying degrees of gastronomy affection intensity 
(Guan & Jones, 2015). 
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In the past decade, many academic researchers have documented the connection 
between gastronomy and tourism in Malaysia (e.g. Ab. Karim, Chua, & Salleh, 
2009; Leong, Ab. Karim, Othman, Mohd Adzahan & Ramachandran, 2010; Chi, 
Chua, Othman, & Ab. Karim, 2013; Hendijani, Ng, & Boo, 2013). The capital 
cities of Malacca and Penang – Melaka and George Town – respectively, received 
much attention from academic scholars (e.g. Wahid, 2009; Jusoh, Masron, A. 
Hamid & Shahrin, 2013; Amir, Mohamed Osman, Bachok & Ibrahim, 2014; 
Khoo & Badarulzaman, 2014). However, thus far, none of the studies have taken 
the effort to explore the characteristics of tourists based on their degree of affection 
towards gastronomy-related activities in Malaysia. The level of tourist affection and 
acceptance towards local gastronomy is imperative to destination marketers as the 
information might serve as an indicator to denote the economic potential of local 
gastronomy among international tourists. As such, this study seeks to: - (1) segment 
international tourists according to their gastronomy affection intensity towards 
Malaysian gastronomy; (2) explore the demographics and travel characteristics of 
each tourist segment; and (3)  examine the differences in the level of gastronomy 
affection between Malacca and George Town’s international tourists.

Literature Review

Food Tourism 

Hall and Mitchell (2006, p. 137) defined food tourism as “visitation to primary and 
secondary food producers, food festivals, restaurants and specific locations for which 
food tasting and/or experiencing the attributes of specialist food production regions 
are the primary motivating factors for travel”. Under the food tourism umbrella, 
there are gastronomic tourism and wine tourism, which indicates the interest to visit 
a particular destination for its specific gastronomy or wine products (Hall & Mitchell, 
2006). Gastronomic tourism focuses solely on the reflexive analysis of what have been 
eaten in trips away from home (e.g. experiencing street food and visitation to local 
specialty restaurants). Meanwhile, wine tourism is directed exclusively towards wine-
related tourism products (e.g. visitation to vineyards and participating in wine-tasting 
sessions). The literature on both gastronomic tourism and wine tourism were reviewed 
in order to gain insights on the approaches used to segment tourists. However, it is the 
gastronomic tourism perspective that this study will concentrate on. 

Profiles of the Gastronomy and Wine Tourists

Within the spectrum of gastronomy tourists, scholars attempted to categorize tourists 
based on demographic and psychographic profiles in order to better understand the 
behavior of the gastronomy tourist market (Mitchell & Hall, 2003). Due to the fast-
changing pattern of demographics within the travel market, sociodemographic-based 



APJIHT Vol. 6 No. 1 March 2017

102 Leong Quee-Ling, Muhammad Shahrim Ab. Karim, Khairil Wahidin Awang and Ainul Zakiah Abu Bakar

research are increasingly being used in tourism studies to profile tourists’ perceptions 
based on gender, age, education level, household/personal annual income, occupation, 
marital status and travel characteristics such as travel partner (Woodside & Lysonski, 
1989; Stabler, 1990; Um & Crompton, 1990; Thornton, Shaw, & Williams, 1997; 
Baloglu & McCleary, 1999; Hsu, 2000; Kang & Hsu, 2005; Chi, 2011). These factors 
are anticipated to influence the perceptions of products, services and destinations. In 
a market research by Lang Research (2001) in Canada and the USA, tourists were 
segmented based on their age, education, marital status and income levels. The research 
found that tourists who were highly interested in gastronomy and wine tourism were 
generally more affluent, educated and particularly, couples travelling without children. 
Four other studies that were conducted in recent years on gastronomy tourists (Kim, Kim 
& Goh, 2011; Robinson & Getz, 2012; Chen & Huang, 2016) and wine tourists (Yuan, 
Morrison, Cai & Linton, 2008) concurred with Lang Research  (2001), in which tourists 
who are gastronomy or wine enthusiasts are generally better educated with higher annual 
income. On the other hand, Thornton et al. (1997) and Kang and Hsu (2005) revealed 
that travel partner(s) such as spouse and children is also a factor that influences vacation 
behavior. Therefore, utilizing demographics to classify and define light, medium and high 
prospective customers or spenders enables destination marketers and academics to make 
sense of the target market for budget, mid-range and luxury business operations. 

While the demographic segmentation of gastronomy tourists may provide a 
good perspective, it however, merely offers a very shallow and basic overview of the 
gastronomy tourist market (Mitchell & Hall, 2003). Meanwhile, psychographic data 
that is more dynamic in explaining tourist profiles cannot be captured by demographics 
such as interests, perceptions, involvement, knowledge, values, past exposure, motives 
and lifestyles (Schiffman & Kanuk, 2009). Charters and Ali-Knight (2002) conducted 
a study in Australia to categorise wine tourists into four groups based on tourist 
knowledge and interest level towards wine-related tourism: (1) “hangers-on” are 
tourists who do not have any apparent interest or knowledge about wine but visited 
a winery due to the decision of a larger group; (2) “wine novices” are tourists with 
limited knowledge about wine but are curious to visit vineyards; (3) “wine interested” 
are tourists who are enthusiastic about learning how to taste wines; and (4) “wine 
lovers” are tourists who have in-depth knowledge and interest in wine compared to 
other categories. “Wine lovers” are more inclined to participate in wine courses and 
winery visitation as knowledge enhancement is the key factor that motivates this group 
of tourist to partake in wine-related activities. In addition, individuals who are more 
actively involved in gastronomy or wine-related activities at a destination are more 
likely to return to the same destination in the near future (Mitchell & Hall, 2003).

From the gastronomic tourism perspective, Mitchell and Hall (2003) identified 
four categories based on the spectrum of interest in gastronomy-related activities and 
tourist food inclinations (neophiles or neophobes). Tourists who are neophiles are more 
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adventurous in terms of their dining behavior, meanwhile, neophobe tourists are frightened 
of trying non-common food (Cohen & Avieli, 2004). The four categories of gastronomy 
tourists identified are:- (1) “gastronomes”; (2) “indigenous foodies”; (3) “tourist foodies” 
and (4) “familiar food tourists”. Gastronomes are neophiles who are highly interested 
in gastronomy. They are very interested in farmers’ markets and tend to visit cooking 
schools to increase their knowledge on gastronomy as well as enjoy classy and rustic 
cuisine. On the same note, indigenous foodies share relatively similar characteristics as 
gastronomes whereby both types of tourists associate gastronomy tourism with personal 
indulgence, exploration, and romance and relaxation. Nevertheless, indigenous foodies 
are less particular about the differences between farmers’ and public markets compared to 
gastronomes. Meanwhile, for neophobes, they comprise the tourist foodies and familiar 
food tourists. Both these neophobe categories of tourists are less interested and involved 
in food markets and view dining experiences during vacation as a means for socializing 
and learning besides being a supporting element. Tourist foodies are only interested in 
“tourist” menus in hotels or international chains restaurants, while familiar food tourists 
have the least interest and involvement in local gastronomy culture when travelling. They 
have no intention at all to experience unfamiliar eating habits and typically survive on 
familiar fast food or packaged tour food.

Along similar lines, Guan and Jones (2015) classified tourist preference of local 
gastronomy using dimensions of tourist involvement, tourist knowledge and tourist 
past experience of local gastronomy in China. The study revealed that tourists who are 
highly involved and knowledgeable in gastronomy would perceive the local gastronomy 
and associated destination more positively. In addition, they have the highest potential 
of revisiting the same destination for its unique and satisfying gastronomy experiences. 
However, the study also found that past experience is not a valid classifier of tourist 
preference of local gastronomy although within the literature on tourist food consumption, 
past experience has been acknowledged to be significantly associated with a person’s food 
preference as familiarity increases with repeated exposure. Ryu and Jang (2006) in their 
study incorporated the past experience factor into their theory of reasoned action model 
to understand tourists’ intention to consume local gastronomy. The authors found that 
tourists with higher exposure of local gastronomy would perceive the local gastronomy 
more favorably and have stronger inclinations to consume local gastronomy. In addition, 
Mak, Lumbers Eves and Chang (2012) also showed that past exposure can affect tourists’ 
food consumption intentions whereby tourists with favorable and higher amount of past 
experience with a particular gastronomy, are more likely to repeat the act of consuming 
unfamiliar gastronomy in a destination. 

Gastronomy Affection Intensity

Every individual’s fondness towards savoring unfamiliar food while travelling is 
different (Guan & Jones, 2015). Previous studies have shown that variation among 
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tourists in terms of their gastronomy affection or preference forms a continuum of 
tourist with different behaviors and characteristics (Charters & Ali-Knight, 2002; 
Mitchell & Hall, 2003; Guan & Jones, 2015). These studies distinguished tourists 
who are passionate about gastronomy or wine-related tourism products during trips 
from mass tourists as gastronomy or wine tourists. 

According to the specialization theory, an individual’s degree of interest towards 
a specific object, person or activity is influenced by three components – cognitive, 
affective and behavioral – that forms the human-object relationship (Little, 1976). 
The three dimensions are mutually related and they have the tendency to reciprocally 
strengthen an individual’s personal system towards an activity of interest (Little, 1976; 
Trauer, 2006). According to McIntyre and Pigram (1992), the cognitive dimension 
is reflective of an individual’s knowledge about an activity engaged; the affective 
component deliberates the degree of interest and importance of an activity to an 
individual emotionally; while the behavioral dimension indicates an individual’s past 
experience in relation to the activity. 

The concept of specialization has been applied to various studies to determine 
the range of tourists that exists within a leisure or tourism activity; for example, 
Kerstetter, Confer and Graefe (2001) explored and profiled the continuum of special 
interest tourists by applying the specialization concepts to heritage tourism in the 
United States. Kerstetter et al., (2001) established that indeed, there are “specialists” 
category within the heritage tourism context and significant differences were found 
in tourist satisfaction and past experiences between the low-, medium- and highly-
specialized heritage tourists. Meanwhile, Trauer (2006) illustrated the variation 
among wine tourists by exemplifying that certain wine tourists are behaviorally 
(drinking wine), cognitively (learning about wine) and affectively (interested in 
wine-related activities) involved, but  for some other tourists, they might be only 
cognitively and affectively involved but not behaviorally due to health reasons. 
Salim, Bahauddin and Mohamed (2013) on the other hand, assessed the connection 
between recreation specialization and divers’ underwater behavior in Perhentian 
Island, Malaysia. The authors found that the specialized divers’ were more attentive 
to intolerable underwater behavior compared to the less specialized divers. 

The literature review indicate that tourists have been segmented in various ways 
to provide insights to destination marketers to better understand the characteristics 
of a specific market niche. However, very few studies have adapted the specialization 
concepts to underpin the inspection of tourists’ gastronomy affection intensity. In 
addition, none of the studies conducted in the setting of WHS of Malaysia thus 
far, have attempted to profile international tourists based on their gastronomy 
affection intensity. In light that WHS of Malaysia are sought for delectable 
gastronomy experiences, studies that look at effective segmentation of tourists to 
provide invaluable information to food service operators and destination marketers 
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to maximize their operational gains are extremely important. Therefore, this study 
adopted the concepts of involvement, knowledge and prior experience to assess the 
dimensions of the specialization theory as suggested by McIntyre and Pigram (1992). 

Research Method

Sampling Approach

A cross-sectional survey was conducted over the duration of one month in Malacca 
and George Town, Malaysia from mid-January to mid-February 2015. The present 
study was executed using a two-stage research sampling approach. In the first stage, 
the sample was collected using the catch-as-catch-can method by Blair (1983) 
in the streets of Malacca and Penang. Every next available person who passed by 
the researcher was approached with several screening questions to filter specific 
respondents in a continuous mode throughout a specific time frame. Only potential 
respondents who fulfilled the following criteria were recruited into this study’s 
sample: (1) must be an international tourist; (2) not a citizen or permanent resident 
in Malaysia; (3) have stayed in Malacca or Penang for at least 24 hours; (4) have 
tasted local food in the destination prior to the survey. 

A total of 1200 questionnaires were collected, 68 were unusable, leaving 1132 
valid responses. In order to reduce the bias imposed by Blair’s (1983) method, which 
is relative to non-random sampling, 75% of the total usable responses (1132) was 
randomly resampled using SPSS software (Zainudin, 2012). The justification to 
resample the total responses at 75% was based on the average response rate of the actual 
fieldwork which ranged from 70 to 80% throughout the week. The 75% resampling 
from the total responses resulted in 868 samples randomly drawn for analyses; whereby 
442 samples were collected in Malacca and 426 were from George Town. 

Survey Instrument

A self-completed questionnaire was administered as the instrument for data collection 
in this study. There were three constructs developed for the questionnaire which are 
gastronomy involvement, gastronomy knowledge, and prior gastronomy experience 
to assess tourists’ gastronomy affection intensity towards the local gastronomy in the 
WHS. All constructs were measured using the five-point Likert scale.

The concept of gastronomy affection intensity was measured using the constructs 
of involvement, knowledge and prior experience as suggested by past scholars 
(McIntyre & Pigram, 1992; Trauer, 2006; Guan & Jones, 2015). The measurement 
scales of Zaichkowsky (1985), Bell and Marshall (2003) and Huang, Chou and Lin 
(2010) were referenced to guide the development of the involvement construct. The 
knowledge dimension used five measurement items adapted from Guan and Jones 
(2015) for respondents to self-rate their gastronomy knowledge. Meanwhile, prior 
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gastronomy experience was assessed using four items adapted from the studies of 
Kivela and Crotts (2006) and Guan and Jones (2015). The five-point Likert scale for 
these dimensions ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

The survey instrument was pilot-tested with 160 international tourists at 
the actual survey locations (Malacca and George Town) in December, 2014. 
The Cronbach’s alpha statistic indicated that all the constructs had good internal 
consistency, whereby the reliability test result for the involvement construct was 
0.84; knowledge construct was 0.85; and prior experience construct was 0.84.

Data Analysis

As mentioned in the literature review, past scholars (e.g. McIntyre & Pigram, 1992; 
Trauer, 2006; Guan & Jones, 2015) suggested that the factors of involvement, 
knowledge and prior experience are measures that can indicate the strength of an 
individual’s interest towards a subject matter. In this study, these factors were used 
to determine the intensity of tourists’ gastronomy affection. The scores attributed 
to each of the gastronomy affection intensity indicator were summated for each 
respondent and then transformed into z-scores to standardize the response scales of 
each indicator factor. Z-score was used because it allows samples within a distribution 
to be illustrated relatively for comparison (Kerstetter et al., 2001; Kim, Scott & 
Crompton, 1997; Kim, Kim & Ritchie, 2008). 

Subsequent to standardizing the gastronomy affection intensify index scores, 
the respondents were divided into four evenly-sized groups corresponding to their 
respective z-score. The groups were labelled “gastronomy lovers”, “gastronomy 
passionate”, “gastronomy apprentice” and “hangers-on” with reference to the study 
of Charters and Ali-Knight (2002) on wine tourists and Mitchell and Hall (2003) on 
gastronomy tourists. Following the segmentation process, the level of involvement, 
knowledge, prior gastronomy experience, demographic and travel characteristics of 
the respondents in each respective segment was examined using the cross-tabulation 
procedure to further determine the characteristic of the tourists who constituted 
the different segments (Kerstetter et al., 2001).  On the other hand, independent 
samples t-test was used to test the mean differences of gastronomy affection intensity, 
its underlying dimensions and measurement attributes between Malacca and George 
Town international tourists. 

Findings

Segmentation based on Gastronomy Affection Intensity

Segmentation is an important marketing strategy utilized to segregate a target group of 
consumers into subsets that are deemed to have similar interests. A variable worthy of  
segmentation is one that can be correlated with important behaviors of consumers and 
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that is able to explain variations that exist within the target group (Wind & Bell, 2008). 
In this study, the international tourists were segmented into four groups based on their 
gastronomy affection level. The results reveal that roughly one third of the respondents 
were gastronomy lovers (32.7%) and half were gastronomy passionate (50.2%). 15.6% 
were categorized as gastronomy apprentice and a minority (1.5%) were found to be 
hangers-on. Based on the findings, it is deemed that on a general note, international 
tourists were passionate about the local gastronomy in the WHS of Malaysia, considering 
that more than 80% of the respondents were segmented into categories that reflect high 
gastronomy affections (gastronomy lovers and gastronomy passionate).

Table 1. Level of involvement, knowledge and prior experience towards Malaysian 
gastronomy across the respective gastronomy tourist segment

Segment Level of Gastronomy Involvement
Low 

Involvement
(%)

Moderate 
Involvement

(%)

High 
Involvement

(%)

Total
(%)

Gastronomy lovers
Gastronomy passionate
Gastronomy apprentice
Hangers-on

–
–

11.9
92.3

1.8
33.0
77.0
7.7

98.2
67.0
11.1

–

100
100
100
100

Segment Level of Gastronomy Knowledge
Limited 

Knowledge
(%)

Moderate 
Knowledge

(%)

High 
Knowledge

(%)

Total
(%)

Gastronomy lovers
Gastronomy passionate
Gastronomy apprentice
Hangers-on

–
14.7
55.6
76.9

32.0
70.2
43.0
23.1

68.0
15.1
1.5
–

100
100
100
100

Segment Perceptions of Prior Gastronomy Experience
Not 

Favorable
(%)

Moderately 
Favorable

(%)

Highly 
Favorable

(%)

Total
(%)

Gastronomy lovers
Gastronomy passionate
Gastronomy apprentice
Hangers-on

–
1.1
10.4
46.2

3.5
35.6
71.9
46.2

96.5
63.3
17.8
7.7

100
100
100
100

Note: Gastronomy lovers, N = 284 respondents; Gastronomy passionate, N = 436 
respondents; Gastronomy apprentice, N = 135 respondents; Hangers-on, N = 13 
respondents
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Table 1 illustrates the cross-tabulation of gastronomy tourists and the sub-
dimensions measuring their levels of gastronomy affection. In order to tabulate 
tourists’ gastronomy affection against their level of involvement, level of knowledge 
and perception of prior gastronomy experience, the summated score of each 
dimension (involvement, knowledge and prior experience) was transformed into the 
respective range of z-score. The z-score for the dimension of gastronomy involvement 
ranged from -4.09062 to 1.34330; gastronomy knowledge ranged from -2.42575 to 
2.03845; and prior gastronomy experience ranged from -4.11797 to 1.31535. The 
z-score for each dimension were then divided equally into three groups indicating 
low, moderate and high levels. 

The findings (Table 1) reveal that of the 284 gastronomy lovers, 98.2% were highly 
involved with the local gastronomy in the WHS. Meanwhile for gastronomy passionate 
(N = 436), 67% had high gastronomy involvement and 33% had moderate gastronomy 
involvement. The level of involvement among gastronomy apprentice (N = 135) spread 
across the groups, with a majority (77%) moderately involved in local gastronomy, 
11.9% had limited involvement and 11.1% had high involvement. Unsurprisingly, the 
majority of the hangers-on (N = 13) had low gastronomy involvement (92.3%) and 
merely 7.7% were moderately involved with the local gastronomy. The findings are 
reasonably consistent with a past study (Mitchell & Hall, 2003) that suggest tourists who 
are affectionate about local gastronomy while travelling would have higher involvement 
compared to tourists who have little interest on food. 

Similarly, there are three levels for tourists’ gastronomy knowledge: limited 
knowledge, moderate knowledge and high knowledge. Amongst the 284 
gastronomy lovers, 68% self-rated themselves as highly knowledgeable about the 
local gastronomy in the WHS; while a minority of 32% indicated that they had 
moderate knowledge. Whereas in the gastronomy passionate segment, a majority 
(70.2%) claimed that they had moderate local gastronomy knowledge. About 15.1% 
of the gastronomy passionate was found to be clustered in the high knowledge group 
in contrast to 14.7% who had limited local gastronomy knowledge. As for the 
gastronomy apprentice segment, the findings in Table 1 show that the distribution 
of the respondents skewed towards the low knowledge category with a majority 
(55.6%) being categorized as having limited gastronomy knowledge, followed by 
43% under the moderate knowledge category and a minute 1.5% were found in 
the high knowledge category. Correspondingly, the distribution of the hangers-
on segment was found to be skewed towards the lower gastronomy knowledge 
category, with 76.9% in the limited knowledge category and 23.1% in the moderate 
knowledge category. The findings of this study reveal that the higher the level of 
tourists’ affection towards the local gastronomy, the higher the tendency to be more 
knowledgeable about the local gastronomy. The results are relatively consistent with 
Charters and Ali-Knight’s (2002) proposition in which tourists who are affectionate 
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about the local gastronomy of a destination would usually be more knowledgeable 
about local food due to interest and curiosity. 

Tourists’ perceptions towards their prior gastronomy experience were represented by 
three categories: not favorable, moderately favorable and highly favorable. Scholars have 
stated that favorable past gastronomy experience is an important factor that forms positive 
perceptions and hence contribute to tourist satisfaction and revisit intentions (Kivela 
& Crotts, 2006; Chi et al., 2013; Hendijani et al., 2013). The findings of this study 
reveal that tourists with higher levels of gastronomy affection were inclined to perceive 
their local gastronomy experience in the WHS more favorably than tourists with lower 
gastronomy affection levels. Among the gastronomy lovers, a majority (96.5%) perceived 
their local gastronomy experience as highly favorable. Similarly, a majority (63.3%) 
of the gastronomy passionate also reported that they had highly favorable experiences 
of savoring local gastronomy. On the contrary, a majority (71.9%) of the gastronomy 
apprentice group alleged that their local gastronomy experiences were only moderately 
favorable. As for the hangers-on segment which was represented by tourists who had the 
least affection towards gastronomy, the distribution of perceptions of prior gastronomy 
experience was skewed towards the less favorable categories (not favorable and moderately 
favorable, each was 46.2%). Surprisingly, a mere 7.7% among the hangers-on perceived 
their local gastronomy experience as highly favorable. This is a good indication that the 
local gastronomy is attractive even to tourists who generally have no special interest in 
the local gastronomy. 

Profile of Tourists in the Respective Gastronomy Affection Segment

Table 2 tabulates the respondents’ demographics and trip characteristics according to 
the gastronomy segments in order to determine the characteristics of each segment. The 
findings of this study reveal that a higher percentage of females (55.6%) constituted 
the gastronomy lovers segment, while males made up the remaining 44.4%. About 
two-third (66.9%) of the gastronomy lovers were young adults ranging from 21-40 
years old, while a minority (4.3%) were below 20 years old. Furthermore, of the 
total 284 gastronomy lovers, 70.9% had obtained tertiary education and 65.2% 
reported that they earned less than US$50,000 yearly. Europeans made up 56.3% 
of the gastronomy lovers’ segment, followed by tourists from Asia and the Pacific 
(25.7%) and a minority from Middle East (1.1%). A high percentage (35.6%) of 
the gastronomy lovers travelled as a couple, followed by 27.8% who travelled with 
friends or associates, 22.5% who chose to travel solo while a minority of 14.1% 
travelled with family. About 59.2% of the gastronomy lovers were first-time tourists 
visiting the destinations, while the remaining 40.8% have visited the destinations in 
the past. Almost 40% of them stayed at the destinations for 3-4 nights followed by 
approximately 36.3% who stayed for one or two nights and 13.4% who stayed more 
than one week. The majority (90.5%) of the gastronomy lovers visited the WHS 
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for holiday and more than half (54.4%) of them shared that their daily personal 
food expense was below MYR50. Approximately 35.7% responded that they used 
between MYR50 to MYR99.99 for their meals per day, while about 10% reported a 
higher amount which was MYR100 and above.

Table 2. Characteristics of each gastronomy tourist segment

Characteristic Gastronomy 
lovers 
(%)

Gastronomy 
passionate 

(%)

Gastronomy 
apprentice 

(%)

Hangers-on 
(%)

Gender
– Male
– Female

Age Group
– 20 and below
– 21-30
– 31-40
– 41-50
– 51-60
Above 60

Education Level
– Below tertiary education 
– Tertiary education

Nationality based on Region
– Africa
– Americas
– Asia and the Pacific
– Europe
– Middle East

Personal Annual Income
– Below US$50,000
– US$50,000 – US$100,000
 – Above US$100,000

Travel Partner
– Solo 
– Couple 
– Family 
– Friends or Associates 

44.4
55.6

4.3
43.8
23.1
11.0
10.7
7.1

29.1
70.9

–
16.9
25.7
56.3
1.1

65.2
23.9
10.9

22.5
35.6
14.1
27.8

51.1
48.9

6.9
46.0
18.5
11.1
8.8
8.8

28.8
71.2

1.4
14.0
25.9
57.3
1.4

71.5
19.6
8.8

24.3
22.7
13.3
39.7

60.0
40.0

9.6
46.7
17.0
11.1
7.4
8.1

33.3
66.7

1.5
9.6
23.7
63.7
1.5

66.7
27.2
6.1

23.7
20.7
10.4
45.2

69.2
30.8

8.3
41.7
25.0

–
16.7
8.3

33.3
66.7

–
16.7
16.7
66.7

–

77.8
22.2

–

61.5
-

7.7
30.8
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Table 2 (con’t)

Past Visit Experience Prior to 
Trip
– None
– Once and above

Length of Stay
– 1-2 night(s)
– 3-4 nights
– 5-6 nights
– 7 nights
– More than 7 nights

Visit Purpose
– Holiday/pleasure
– Business/meeting
– Convention/exhibition
– Visiting friends/relatives
– Attending special event
– Honeymoon/wedding trip
– Others 

Daily Personal Food Expenses
– Under MYR50
– MYR50 – MYR99.99
– MYR100 – MYR149.99 
– MYR150 – MYR199.99
– MYR200 – MYR249.99 
– MYR250 and above

59.2
40.8

36.3
39.8
8.8
1.8
13.4

90.5
2.8
–

3.2
1.8
0.4
1.4

54.4
35.7
6.4
1.4
1.4
0.7

67.2
32.8

46.9
35.9
7.6
2.1
7.6

89.4
3.9
0.5
2.1
0.2
0.2
3.7

54.8
30.5
8.9
3.7
1.4
0.7

71.1
28.9

54.1
31.1
5.2
3.7
5.9

94.1
2.2
0.7
–
–
–

3.0

46.7
37.0
7.4
4.4
2.2
2.2

61.5
38.5

46.2
38.5
15.4

–
–

84.6
7.7
–
–
–
–

7.7

50.0
41.7
8.3
–
–
–

Note: Gastronomy lovers, N = 284 respondents; Gastronomy passionate, N = 436 respondents; 
Gastronomy apprentice, N = 135 respondents; Hangers-on, N = 13 respondents

The gastronomy passionate segment had relatively equal male (51.1%) and 
female (48.95%) respondents. Almost half of them (46%) were between the ages of 
21-30, followed by 18.5% in the age group of 31-40. Most (71.2%) had attained 
tertiary education while the remainder (28.8%) had education below the tertiary 
level. Approximately 57.3% of the gastronomy passionate were Europeans. More 
than two-third (71.5%) reported that their personal annual income was below 
US$50,000. Almost 40% of the gastronomy passionate travelled with friends 
or associates, 24.3% travelled solo, 22.7% travelled as a couple and 13.3% with 
family members. Two-third (67.2%) of the gastronomy passionate had not visited 
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the WHS prior to the trip, while 32.8% had visited at least once in the past. A 
higher percentage (46.9%) of the gastronomy passionate stayed in the WHS for a 
shorter duration (one to two nights) compared to the gastronomy lovers. Similar to 
the gastronomy lovers segment, a majority (89.4%) of the gastronomy passionate 
visited the WHS for holiday/pleasure purpose. The distribution of daily personal 
expenses for meals for “gastronomy passionate” was similar to the distribution in the 
gastronomy lovers segment, whereby most spent less than MYR50 for food per day.

Of the 135 gastronomy apprentice, 60% were males and 40% were females. 
Similar to the gastronomy lovers and gastronomy passionate, a high percentage of 
the gastronomy apprentice were 21-30 years old (46.7%) followed by 17% of them 
aged between 31-40 years old. The gastronomy apprentices were well-educated with 
two-third (66.7%) of them having completed tertiary education. Approximately 
66.7% had a personal annual income of below US$50,000. The findings seem to 
indicate that gastronomy apprentice preferred travelling with friends or associates 
(45.2%) or alone (23.7%). A majority (71.1%) of them had no prior visit experience 
to the WHS and more than half (54.1%) had a short stay of one to two nights in the 
destinations. More than 90% of the respondents in this segment went to the WHS 
for a holiday and approximately 46.7% spent under MYR50 for their daily meal 
expenditure. 

Of the total respondents (868) surveyed in this study, hangers-on were only made 
up of a mere 13 international tourists. Of these, 70% were males and 30% females. 
Most of them (41.7%) were between 21-30 years old and had tertiary education 
(66.7%) with an annual personal earning below US$50,000. As for travel partner, 
the hangers-on, in contrast to other segments, preferred to travel solo (61.5%). 
About 30.8% travelled with friends or associates and a minority of 7.7% travelled 
with family. None of the hangers-on travelled as a couple. Approximately 61.5% of 
the hangers-on were first-time tourists in the WHS, while 38.5% were returning 
tourists. Most (46.2%) of the respondents in this segment spent a maximum of 
one or two nights at the destinations followed by 38.5% who stayed for three or 
four nights and a minority of 15.4% stayed longer (five to six nights). None of 
the hangers-on stayed longer than six nights at the destinations. Similar to other 
segments, a majority (84.6%) of the hangers-on went to the WHS for a holiday 
while the rest travelled to destinations for business or other purposes. None of the 
hangers-on spent MYR150 and above on food per day;  defined as individuals with 
the least interest in gastronomy, this finding seems sensible. 

Analysis of Tourists’ Gastronomy Affection Intensity by Locations 

Independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare Malacca and George Town 
international tourists:- (1) mean scores of affection intensity towards the local 
gastronomy; (2) mean scores associated with the underlying dimensions (gastronomy 
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involvement, gastronomy knowledge and prior gastronomy experience); and (3) 
mean scores of the measurement attributes in each dimension. Table 3 shows the 
results of these tests. The findings show that the international tourists in George 
Town (M = 3.93, SD = 0.54) had significantly higher scores for local gastronomy 
affection than those in Malacca (M = 3.79; SD = 0.56), t (866) = 3.876, p = .000. 

Table 3. Differences of gastronomy affection intensity between Malacca and George Town 
international tourists (n = Malacca: 442; George Town: 426)

Variable Malacca
(M ± SD)

George Town
(M ± SD)

t-value

Gastronomy Affection Intensity

Gastronomy Involvement
I am curious to know about local food
I am eager to try new or unfamiliar food here
I like to talk/reflect about the food I ate or am 
going to eat
I wanted to know more about local food here
I would want to taste the famous local food here
I would ask the local residents for the famous local 
food here
The food choices I made are very important 
throughout my stay
I think or talk much about how the local food tastes

Gastronomy Knowledge
I have read about the local food before I travel here
I am aware of the local eating customs
I know a lot about the local food
I know the local food that is popular/famous here
I know the locations to have popular/famous local 
food here

Prior Gastronomy Experience
I enjoyed my dining experience
I had good experience with the food service provider
I get to know more about the local culture through 
my dining experience here 
I felt that my trip experience is/was enhanced by 
tasting the local food

3.79 ± 0.56

4.12 ± 0.63
4.34 ± 0.77
4.31 ± 0.86
4.02 ± 0.91

4.19 ± 0.86
4.43 ± 0.76
4.06 ± 0.96

3.99 ± 0.92

3.64 ± 1.23

3.08 ± 0.88
3.21 ± 1.29
3.18 ± 1.02
2.79 ± 1.05
3.24 ± 1.11
2.96 ± 1.11

4.00 ± 0.71
4.12 ± 0.78
4.04 ± 0.81
3.88 ± 0.95

3.96 ± 0.95

3.93 ± 0.54

4.21 ± 0.61
4.49 ± 0.74
4.45 ± 0.75
4.08 ± 0.93

4.19 ± 0.88
4.50 ± 0.78
4.14 ± 0.91

4.01 ± 0.95

3.84 ± 1.19

3.27 ± 0.90
3.43 ± 1.33
3.24 ± 1.12
2.91 ± 1.01
3.60 ± 1.13
3.19 ± 1.14

4.19 ± 0.65
4.28 ± 0.73
4.19 ± 0.77 
4.06 ± 0.84

4.22 ± 0.85

3.876**

2.147*
2.962*
2.518*
0.990

-0.076
1.388
1.257

0.325

2.462*

3.283*
2.434*
0.828
1.710

4.779**
3.054*

4.043**
3.186*
2.874*
2.943*

4.163**

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.001   
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A closer inspection of the results in regard to the three underlying dimensions 
of gastronomy affection intensity in Table 3 indicate that the international tourists 
in George Town had significantly higher levels of gastronomy involvement and 
gastronomy knowledge compared to those in Malacca (p < 0.05). The finding was 
similar to that of prior gastronomy experience, whereby the international tourists 
in George Town (M = 4.19, SD = 0.65) displayed significantly more favorable 
perceptions towards their prior gastronomy experience compared to those in Malacca 
(M = 4.00, SD = 0.71), t (4.043), p = 0.000. The smallest mean difference based 
on location (Malacca versus George Town) was found for gastronomy involvement 
(0.09). Meanwhile, the mean difference for Malacca and George Town in terms of 
gastronomy knowledge and prior gastronomy experience was 0.19, each. 

To further scrutinize the data, the mean scores of each measurement item for 
the gastronomy affection dimensions between Malacca and George Town were 
compared. With respect to the gastronomy involvement dimension, the series of 
independent samples t-tests reveal that three items had significantly different mean 
scores between the two destinations. The international tourists in George Town 
had higher curiosity towards the local gastronomy and were more adventurous 
towards unfamiliar gastronomy compared to the international tourists in Malacca. 
In addition, the tourists in George Town tended to have higher engagement in 
gastronomy-related conversations compared to their counterparts in Malacca. 

For the items in the gastronomy knowledge dimension, three had significantly 
different mean scores between the international tourists in Malacca and George Town. 
The results indicate that the international tourists in George Town were more likely 
to engage in self-learning about the local gastronomy in George Town compared 
to the tourists in Malacca. Hence, this might be consequent to their higher level 
of knowledge towards the popular local gastronomy and the locations to savor the 
gastronomy compared to those in Malacca. The largest mean difference between the 
groups was found for I know the local food that is popular/famous here (0.36), followed 
by I know the locations to have popular/famous local food here (0.23) and I have read 
about the local food before I travelled here (0.22).

As for the dimension of prior gastronomy experience, it was revealed that the 
international tourists in George Town had significantly better perceptions in all 
the areas related to their prior gastronomy experience compared to the tourists in 
Malacca (Table 3). Among the four measurement items under this factor, the mean 
difference for item I felt that my trip experience is/was enhanced by tasting the local food 
was the largest (0.26). 

Discussions and Conclusion

The segmentation results of this study show that tourists can be placed in a continuum 
according to their personal gastronomy affection. By ascertaining and understanding 
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characteristics of the gastronomy lovers segment, marketers who plan and strategise 
marketing campaigns can cater and satisfy the needs of this group better. The 
segmentation result indicate that the gastronomy lovers segment is a concise group 
that is constituted by tourists who were highly interested and knowledgeable about 
local gastronomy in the WHS. Given that gastronomy lovers are highly affectionate 
about local gastronomy experience, they are generally more adventurous with their 
taste buds and would perceive favorably towards any novel gastronomy experience 
encountered. The demographic characteristics of the gastronomy lovers in this study 
was found to be consistent with the findings of past similar research (Lang Research, 
2001; Robinson & Getz, 2012), in which females made up the higher percentage 
of the segment; most gastronomy lovers were young and highly educated and the 
majority of the gastronomy lovers travelled solo or as a couple. 

The only finding on the demographics that is inconsistent with past research is 
respondents’ income. Previous studies showed that tourists who are very affectionate 
about gastronomy are generally from the more affluent income brackets. However, 
in this study, the findings reveal that the majority of the gastronomy lovers are 
made up of the lower income group. This implies a shift in the gastronomy tourists’ 
characteristic in terms of their financial status. Destination marketers should take 
note of the demographic changes while marketing local gastronomy, whereby their 
recommendations of dining places should include a wide range of food service 
establishments for varied choices. In addition, gastronomic tourism should not be 
just limited to dining in upscale restaurants and having lavish  food service, but a 
more holistic experience that includes a more down-to-earth experience of learning 
and understanding local gastronomy culture through local food markets, street food 
and local small and medium scale restaurants. 

Mitchell and Hall (2003) posited that tourists who are very passionate about 
local gastronomy while travelling, generally regarded gastronomic-related activities 
as a learning opportunity to enhance their knowledge about a destination. In order 
to enhance tourist gastronomic experiences, destination   marketers should put more 
effort into promoting local gastronomy from historical and cultural perspectives, 
in addition to providing information on how a specific type of dish is prepared 
(e.g.  ingredients used and preparation procedures). Moreover, it is also important 
for restaurants to list food ingredients used in their menus in order to give a general 
idea about a dish, as some tourists might have some particular health concerns, 
for example, allergic reactions towards nut-based or milk-based food products or 
cultural/religious restrictions (e.g. vegans and Muslims). With no information on 
food ingredients, certain tourists might be reluctant to try local gastronomy due to 
feelings of doubt and insecurity. Therefore, clear information about food ingredients 
would help to inform tourists when making their food choices and this favorable 
gastronomy experience will definitely contribute to their trip satisfaction which in 
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turn will enhance their destination loyalty behavior. In summary, the segmentation 
of international tourists based on their level of gastronomy affection and their 
demographics and trip characteristics can provide a fluid and dynamic perspective 
on the characteristics of the tourists who constitute the respective gastronomy tourist 
segments. 

There is often a shortage of development funds in destinations.  Hence, tourists’ 
input such as their preferences on types of tourism activities can suggest potential 
vital tourist attractions. This study showed differences in the level of gastronomy 
affection between international tourists in Malacca and George Town. The findings 
reveal that tourists in George Town have higher interest towards the local gastronomy 
compared to Malacca. While both Malacca and George Town may be similar in their 
gastronomy culture, the gastronomy attractiveness of the former city does not seem 
to be on the same notch as George Town. This finding seems to agree with the 
various recognitions that George Town has received for its delectable gastronomy 
(CNN, 2011; Goldberg, 2013; Barton, 2014). Food writer, James Oseland (as cited 
in “Penang endorsed…”, 2016) even claimed that Penang is a world-class food 
destination and harbor for good food. The differences of the level of gastronomy 
affection signifies the relative locus of gastronomy attractiveness between the 
respective cities. This suggests that tourism stakeholders in Malacca should strategize 
their promotional efforts if they are to venture into gastronomic tourism.

Furthermore, the study reveals that tourists’ gastronomy knowledge in both 
cities had relatively low mean scores (Malacca, M = 3.08; George Town, M = 3.27) 
compared to their gastronomy involvement and prior gastronomy experience. 
Therefore, it is suggested that more promotional materials in relation to the local 
gastronomy should be provided.  It would be better if all the novel local food sites are 
compiled into food trails to  help tourists who are keen on gastronomic tourism. In 
addition, these particular food trails also, to an extent, can educate tourists about the 
local culture of the destinations. Little (1976) stated that knowledge, involvement 
and past experience are three components that are mutually interrelated. Therefore, 
when tourists are knowledgeable about the local gastronomy, they tend to have 
higher gastronomy involvement and subsequently, this increases their exposure to 
local gastronomy experiences. 

 In this study, tourists’ gastronomy affection was assessed in relation to their 
gastronomy involvement, knowledge and prior experience within the setting of 
Malacca and George Town in Malaysia. Nevertheless, as the study was limited to 
Malacca and George Town only, the findings have only revealed the characteristics 
of potential gastronomy tourists with respect to the context of these destinations. 
It addition, the distinction between the tourists’ gastronomy affection intensity in 
both destinations have been presented to be pondered by the respective destination 
marketers. The sample of this study was limited to international tourists who were 
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interviewed during a short time frame at the beginning of 2015. Although, Malaysia 
is a tropical country, without seasonality restrictions, Malacca and George Town’s 
peak periods are  around July and August to commemorate the cities’ world heritage 
status inscription by UNESCO. International tourists who visit the WHS during the 
month-long celebrations may behave differently in relation to the local gastronomy. 
Thus, it is suggested that future studies at the WHS are conducted during the month-
long celebrations and consequently, a comparison between the timing of survey can 
be made to determine the dissimilarities and similarities in tourists’ perceptions and 
behavior.

 In conclusion, the findings of this study are imperative to destination 
marketers who promote gastronomic tourism. The study not only identified 
distinguishable segments of gastronomy tourists, but also their local gastronomy 
affection behavior. These findings can help destination marketers promote their 
gastronomy products better to distinctly identified segments of gastronomy tourists.
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