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ABSTRACT

Food tourism is one of the dynamic and respectful segments of tourism.  Its main purpose is to allow tourists to explore the culture and history of the place through its food, and there has been an increase in the percentage of travelers who want to learn about the destination's heritage through food and beverage. The study sought to find out if product attractiveness and the perspective of tourists on food tourism in the province of Cavite have an effect on its food image dimension.  The participants of the study are the customers of the selected dining establishments in the lowland and upland parts of the province, regardless of their type, as long as it offers Cavite food heritage, and it has a permit to operate from the Local Government Unit (LGU). A random sampling of 243 respondents participated in this undertaking. Four instruments were used, and the data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, and Pearson’s R correlation analysis was used to test the hypotheses. The results revealed that the more positive the perceptions towards a food tourism destination, the better the factors affecting product potential attractiveness. The correlation between the respondents' demographics and their perception of the food tourism destination is>0.05.  The study also shows that the food-related tourism activities have a major impact on establishing the Food Image Dimension of Cavite, resulting in a positive assessment of the respondents regarding food tourism in the province.
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INTRODUCTION
For today’s billions of tourists around the world, traveling for taste is the new motivation for visiting a certain place. The World Food Travel Association estimates that food and beverage expenses account for 15% to 35% of all tourism spending, depending on the availability, affordability, and demand of the destinations. As concluded by Ellis et al. (2018), food tourism functions as a form of cultural anthropology wherein tourists gain an in-depth understanding of a destination's heritage and a great appreciation of a people’s culture through the medium of food. In its simplest conceptualization, food tourism is the act of traveling for a taste of a place in order to get a sense of place. Eating food delicacies or heirloom recipes of the locals and experiencing the good ambiance of a restaurant are central components of food tourism; other examples include cooking competitions, market and farm tours, culinary training classes, food demonstrations, exhibitions, and food manufacturing plant tours.
The province of Cavite, particularly Tagaytay City, stands as a major destination for those looking to escape the busy streets and demanding hours of Manila. Aside from its majestic view of the Taal Volcano, the area hosts numerous restaurants offering various regional and international cuisines. What many do not know is that the province possesses a deep repository of authentic dishes and heirloom recipes that tell the history of the Caviteños. The Cavite Tourism Office reported around 6,153,361 tourist/visitor arrivals in the province in 2018, composed of 5,810,711 local tourists and 342,650 foreign tourists. Driven by unique agricultural assets, sub-sectors like eco-farm tourism have emerged as highly sought-after spaces for staycations and leisure travel (Abrina, 2019). In 2019, the Department of Tourism (DOT, 2020) recorded 1,453,087 tourist arrivals in Cavite, placing the province in the second spot with the greatest number of tourist arrivals in Region IV-A, trailing only Batangas. Based on global baseline indices, 53% of leisure travelers are food travelers, and food tourism contributes an estimated 25% economic benefit to a destination.
Despite these significant figures, Cavite's food heritage faces distinct development and promotional challenges. Studies by Notorio et al. (2016) revealed that tourism has historically been excluded from the comprehensive land use plan of the province and has not ranked among the top priorities of provincial development. This structural gap is visible in lower budget allocations for tourism compared to neighboring provinces. Furthermore, political variations have occasionally hindered the provincial tourism office from regularly convening tourism officers across different cities and municipalities.
Marketing limitations present another bottleneck. According to Buenviaje and Mejia (2016), the focus of provincial tourism marketing has concentrated heavily on the south of Cavite or the upland/highland clusters, leaving lowland heritage foods under-promoted and unmapped. Unlike other regions, Cavite has experienced challenges in building immediate global culinary recognition. As noted by Orda (2018), specific areas are universally revered for their cuisine, where a place's name serves as shorthand for a specific product—such as Iloilo for batchoy or Batangas for lomi and barako coffee. Cavite is slowly establishing its clear culinary identity. Bautista (2019) explained that this slow structural popularity stems from limited government initiatives for cultural promotion, alongside discontinuous marketing campaigns that lack long-term consistency.
[bookmark: _Hlk96333988]This study systematically addresses these gaps by evaluating Cavite as a potential destination for food tourism. It establishes empirical starting point specifically to:  present the profile in terms of age, sex, civil status, type of tourist and purpose of travel; determine the perception of the respondents towards culinary tourism destination as to their expectation, importance, and dining experience; determine the factors affecting product potential attractiveness in terms of preserving culinary heritage, adding destination authenticity value, and destination marketing; determine the food image dimension as to  food/cuisine, dining/restaurant and food related activities. Test the significant difference on the responses when grouped according to profile, test the significant relationship among variables and finally, proposed an action plan based on the result of the study.
The study assumed that significant differences exist across respondents' demographic groupings and that significant positive relationships link tourists' culinary perceptions, product attractiveness factors, and destination food image dimensions.
METHODOLOGY
This study applied a quantitative, descriptive research design to capture, analyze, and mathematically characterize the empirical relationships between tourists' perspectives, product potential, and destination image dimensions.
The target population is composed of tourists with active dining experiences in selected food and beverage establishments that offer Cavite food heritage and possess a legal local government unit (LGU) permit to operate. Stratified random sampling was employed based on an average institutional traffic flow of 653 customers per day across five distinct dining establishments representing Cavite's lowland, midland, and upland zones. Using the Raosoft sample size calculator with a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error, the final sample size was determined to be 243 respondents.
Data was collected using a structured survey questionnaire developed and permitted to be modified from Salonga (2021). The survey instrument consists of five sections with operational measures. The first section is the Demographic profile of the respondents (includes age, sex, civil status, residency, type of tourist, purpose of travel); the second is Quantitative checkbox questions to assess respondents’ knowledge of local food products and seasonal food festivals; the third is regarding perceptions of culinary destinations through expectations, importance, and experiences. The fourth part is about product potential attractiveness metrics focusing on food heritage preservation, destination authenticity, and marketing, and the fifth part is Food image dimensions capturing cuisine quality, dining/restaurants, and niche food-related activities.  Perceptual and dimensional variables were measured using a 4-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 4 = Strongly Agree). Following content validation and a pilot test, the questionnaire showed high internal consistency with Cronbach's alpha before formal field administration.
The researcher got administrative clearance from owners and managers of the identified establishments to distribute questionnaires. Due to community quarantine mandates, digital surveys were simultaneously distributed through Google Forms to established patrons via social media platforms after informing them of the scientific objectives of the study. Ethical protocols were strictly followed. The identities of the respondents were kept confidential, and the data processing was carried out by a statistician directly.

Frequencies, percentages, and weighted composite means were used to summarize descriptive data. Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient (ρ) was used for inferential testing to determine the strength and direction of monotonic relationships between ordinal variables. Differences across demographic groupings were evaluated using non-parametric inferential comparisons (Mann-Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis test variants appropriate for the ordinal data distribution) were used to evaluate differences across demographic groupings.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Demographic Profile

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Respondents 

	Category
	Frequency
	Percent (%)
	Ranking

	Age
	
	
	

	22 years old and below (Gen Z)
	63
	25.9
	3

	23 to 39 years old (Gen Y / Millennials)
	95
	39.1
	1

	40 to 55 years old (Gen X)
	74
	30.5
	2

	55 years old and above (Baby Boomers)
	11
	4.5
	4

	Residence
	
	
	

	Cavite
	181
	74.5
	1

	Outside Cavite
	62
	25.5
	2

	Sex
	
	
	

	Female
	168
	69.1
	1

	Male
	75
	30.9
	2

	Civil Status
	
	
	

	Single
	134
	55.1
	1

	Married
	109
	44.9
	2

	Type of Tourist
	
	
	

	Domestic
	224
	92.2
	1

	Foreign
	19
	7.8
	2

	Purpose of Travel
	
	
	

	Leisure and Recreation
	83
	34.2
	1

	Visiting family/friends
	51
	21.0
	2

	Food Exploration
	50
	20.6
	3

	Education/Training
	21
	8.6
	4

	Health and Medical care
	14
	5.8
	5

	Business
	11
	4.5
	6

	Religion
	6
	2.5
	7


 N = 243

The empirical data show that the primary consumer base for food tourism in Cavite consists of Millennials/Generation Y (39.1%) and Generation X (30.5%). Females make up the clear majority at 69.1%, single individuals comprise 55.1%, and domestic visitors dominate the sample at 92.2%. Geographically, 74.5% of the respondents reside within Cavite itself. For motivations, leisure and recreation rank highest (34.2%), followed closely by visiting friends/family (21.0%), and dedicated food exploration (20.6%). Travelers who belong to Gen X and Generation Y are in the life stage where they already have a stable job and the ability to generate discretionary income for leisure and recreation. In contrast, Generation Z is mostly still in school, and others are only just starting to earn money. On the other hand, Baby Boomers are of retirement age, and they prefer to stay at home. Also, Generation Y travelers operate as active “e-travelers”, meaning they are digitalized, very exposed to technology, and deeply swayed by digital marketing that pushes them to discover new places right away. Likewise, millennial or Gen Y patrons often seek complete, identity-oriented travel experiences rather than just basic accommodations. The high share of internal provincial residents (74.5%) reflects Cavite’s big and fast-growing population base. The province’s expanding industrial parks, such as Gateway in General Trias, FCIE in Dasmariñas, and the Cavite Economic Zone in Carmona and Rosario, offer solid local employment opportunities. This growing workforce becomes a dependable, ready-made domestic travel market for the province, and it keeps feeding the whole cycle.
The higher participation of female travelers matches broader industry trends.  Research by Ginanapala (2019) suggests that today’s women travelers are quite motivated to reach unfamiliar places and immerse themselves in local cultures, traditions, and foods, so they put more weight on real experiences rather than, say, luxury infrastructure. At the same time, the strong share of people traveling solo also points to an expanding customer group. These single travelers, more often than not, are pretty social and they actively look for chances for self-improvement, adaptable schedules, and social ties through low-cost community activities (Houston, 2020; Boi, 2020).
Perceptions of Culinary Tourism Destination
Table 2. Perceptions of Cavite as a Culinary Tourism Destination
	Indicators
	Weighted Mean
	Verbal Interpretation
	Rank

	Importance
	3.43
	Agree
	1

	Experience
	3.42
	Agree
	2

	Expectation
	3.22
	Agree
	3

	Composite Mean
	3.35
	Agree
	

	Legend: 3.50–4.00=Strongly Agree;  2.50–3.49=Agree;  1.50–2.49= Disagree;  1.00–1.49=Strongly Disagree



The descriptive evaluation of tourists’ perspectives comes out quite consistently positive across all measurement dimensions (WM = 3.35, interpreted as Agree). The perceived personal Importance of food while traveling scored the highest individual mean (WM = 3.43), and it was followed by the quality of the real in-destination dining Experience (WM = 3.42). Prior tourist Expectations ended up as the lowest relative baseline score, but it still remains positive at 3.22.
In general, the top ranking for both the importance and the experience indicators basically confirms that food functions as a core component of the whole travel experience. As stated by Coppola (2016) in the UNWTO global assessment, the average tourist allocates around one-third of their entire vacation budget for meals directly, so food ends up being a powerful, quiet asset for destination marketing even if many visitors do not realize it earlier.
At the same time, the lower relative rank linked to prior destination expectations (WM = 3.22) points to a promotional gap. Put simply, tourists seem to savor high-quality dining once they reach Cavite, but the province’s early culinary identity has less visibility before they actually travel. This outcome goes along with what Buenviaje and Mejia (2016), and Bautista (2019) suggested, in particular that there are discontinuous marketing campaigns and limited institutional backing for lowland heritage foods, and these issues then become major hindrances in building a strong pre-travel image.

Factors Affecting Product Potential Attractiveness
Table 3. Evaluation of Product Potential Attractiveness Factors
	Indicators / Descriptors
	Weighted Mean
	Verbal Interpretation

	Preserving Food Heritage
	
	

	Valuing cuisine influenced by past generations
	3.48
	Agree

	Appreciation for regional preservation practices
	3.39
	Agree

	Composite Domain Mean
	3.40
	Agree

	Adding Destination Authenticity Value
	
	

	Appreciating authentic traditions/recipes
	3.46
	Agree

	Composite Domain Mean
	3.46
	Agree

	Destination Marketing Efficiency
	
	

	Overall promotional consistency and activities
	3.20
	Agree

	Composite Domain Mean
	3.20
	Agree

	Legend: 3.50–4.00=Strongly Agree;  2.50–3.49=Agree;  1.50–2.49= Disagree;  1.00–1.49=Strongly Disagree



The evaluation of product features revealed that Adding Destination Authenticity Value scored the highest overall domain mean, at 3.46. In the Preserving Food Heritage category, the indicator that checks how much respondents value local cuisine, influenced by past generations, came in at 3.48. Meanwhile, appreciation for local preservation practices was slightly lower at 3.39. Destination Marketing Efficiency ranked lowest among the categories, with a mean of 3.20.
The high baseline scores for authenticity and heritage preservation seem to suggest that consumers really do care about historical continuity and cultural depth in their dining experiences. This result fits with what Boonchan (2019) mentions, saying that a destination’s distinct flavors and nostalgic atmosphere tied to local history can build a stronger bond with visitors. And that bonding then improves overall travel satisfaction, plus it nudges people toward repeat visits. Full-blooded Caviteño operators back up this pattern too, by keeping family heirloom recipes alive,using local ingredients, and also presenting authentic traditions inside their own establishments.
Still, the lower score on Destination Marketing Efficiency (WM = 3.20) points to a definite area for improvement. As Horng and Tsai (2010) observed, local food counts as a meaningful asset for marketing and for differentiating tourist destinations. But if the marketing side falls behind the quality of heritage,then traditional recipes tend to stay as private assets instead of being developed into more visible public tourist attractions.
Perceived Food Image Dimensions
Table 4. Dining and Restaurant Attribute Perceptions
	Indicators
	Weighted Mean
	Verbal Interpretation

	Friendly service personnel
	3.44
	Agree

	Good restaurant ambiance
	3.42
	Agree

	Easy geographical access to food establishments
	3.37
	Agree

	A variety of specialty food establishments
	3.35
	Agree

	Options for delivery, takeout, and drive-thru
	3.33
	Agree

	Composite Mean
	3.38
	Agree

	Legend: 3.50–4.00=Strongly Agree;  2.50–3.49=Agree;  1.50–2.49= Disagree;  1.00–1.49=Strongly Disagree



Regarding the destination's food image attributes, the presence of friendly hospitality service personnel ranked highest (WM = 3.44), followed closely by restaurant ambiance (WM = 3.42) and ease of establishment access (WM = 3.37). Options for delivery, takeout, and drive-thru ranked lowest at 3.33.
The top rankings for staff hospitality and restaurant ambiance show that the social and physical dining environment heavily influences a tourist's perception of a destination's food image. This dynamic is clearly visible in Tagaytay City, where business owners deliberately design their dining spaces to combine traditional bulalo dishes with cozy atmospheres and scenic views of the Taal Volcano.
This approach creates a compelling sensory experience that motivates travelers from Manila to take long drives just to dine in the area. These findings support the work of Tsai and Wang (2017), which demonstrates that unique dining environments and positive local cuisine encounters help build a favorable destination image, which in turn strengthens tourists' intentions to recommend the food and persuade others to visit.
Inferential Group Differences

Table 5. Differences in Food Image Dimensions when Grouped by Demographic Profile

	Grouping Variable
	Food/Cuisine Image
	Buying Local Foods
	Food-Related Activities

	Age (Kruskal-Wallis)
	p = 0.096 (NS)
	p = 0.308 (NS)
	p = 0.001 (HS)

	Residence (Mann-Whitney U)
	p = 0.984 (NS)
	p = 0.876 (NS)
	p = 0.001 (HS)

	Sex (Mann-Whitney U)
	p = 0.138 (NS)
	p = 0.001 (HS)  
	       p = 0.010 (S)

	Civil Status (Mann-Whitney U)
	p = 0.172 (NS)
	p = 0.919 (NS)
	       p = 0.11 (NS)

	Type of Tourist (Mann-Whitney U)
	p = 0.611 (NS)
	  p = 0.714$ (NS)
	p = 0.720 (NS)

	Purpose of Travel (Kruskal-Wallis)
	 p = 0.025 (S)
	    p = 0.013 (S)
	p = 0.506 (NS)

	Legend:NS = Not Significant (p > 0.05); S = Significant (p < 0.05); HS = Highly Significant (p < 0.01)



The non-parametric inferential matrix shows that age, residence, civil status, and tourist type do not yield statistically significant shifts (p > 0.05) in the core food and cuisine image dimensions. But then, Food-Related Tourism Activities show clearly significant variation (p = 0.001) when respondents are sorted by age and residence. Also, gender seems to influence buying decisions (p = 0.001$), while the Purpose of Travel brings a statistically significant variation on both food perceptions (p = 0.025) and buying intentions (p = 0.013).

Those very significant differences in Food-Related Tourism Activities, tied to age and residence, suggest that younger, more tech-savvy groups and local residents participate in food tourism in ways that feel different from older people or visitors who are not from the province. The younger travelers more often chase hands-on culinary activities, farm tours, and even food festivals. 

Meanwhile, the significant effect of the purpose of Travel on culinary perceptions supports what Wong et al. (2013) already described. Leisure, family, and cuisine-driven tourists actively look for distinctive food heritage and heirloom recipes. On the other hand, business, educational, or medical travelers tend to treat dining as a simple need, and they rarely expect anything really specialized in culinary terms. So overall, this variation basically highlights the usefulness of tailoring the destination marketing approach, depending on the different consumer motivations.



Core Variable Inter-Correlations

Table 6. Spearman's Rho Correlation Matrix of Primary Research Variables

	Correlated Variable Pairs
	Correlation Coefficient (ρ)
	p-value
	Statistical Interpretation

	Expectation \times Preserving Food Heritage
	0.495
	0.000
	Highly Significant

	Expectation \times Authenticity Value-Addition
	0.536
	0.000
	Highly Significant

	Importance \times Authenticity Value-Addition
	0.634
	0.000
	Highly Significant

	Dining Experience \times Preserving Food Heritage
	0.686
	0.000
	Highly Significant

	Dining Experience \times Authenticity Value-Addition
	0.633
	0.000
	Highly Significant

	Dining Experience \times Destination Marketing
	0.524
	0.000
	Highly Significant

	Preserving Food Heritage \times Food/Cuisine Image
	0.683
	0.000
	Highly Significant

	Authenticity Value-Addition \times Food/Cuisine Image
	0.604
	0.000
	Highly Significant

	Destination Marketing \times Food-Related Activities
	0.667
	0.000
	Highly Significant

	Note: All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).



Spearman’s rho analysis reveals that there are positive and very significant relationships across all the main research variables (p = 0.000). The strongest pattern shows up between the actual Dining Experience and Preserving Food Heritage, with ρ = 0.686, and it’s followed by Preserving Food Heritage linking to the destination’s Food/Cuisine Image (ρ= 0.683). Then, Destination Marketing also shows a strong correlation with participation in Food-Related Activities (ρ = 0.667).
These very significant correlation values basically suggest that the factors listed really do shape how respondents see the connection between product attractiveness and destination image. In particular, the data points to Preserving Food Heritage as a key force in this setup, connecting a positive destination image with stronger authenticity value-adding and marketing in a fairly direct way.
Overall, the results back the work of Parasecoli (2019), where it was argued that keeping local food heritage can meaningfully raise tourist interest in heirloom recipes and in the places those recipes come from. Also, highlighting traditional cooking practices, local culinary history, and food-related activities seems to help build destination authenticity value, and it works like a pretty strong attraction lever for visitors (Ferdinand, 2021).
The strong correlation between dining experiences and heritage preservation (ρ = 0.686) indicates that when tourists get high-quality and genuine interactions around local food, they carry that impression for a while. That lingering effect can support destination loyalty and encourage positive word of mouth, too. So, the evidence here reinforces the idea that structured destination management matters, where marketing efforts (ρ = 0.667, tied to food-related activities) can turn traditional culinary resources into tourism assets that are more organized, and easier to market.
Conclusion

This study concludes that the province of Cavite has great potential to grow as a food tourism destination, supported by a positive destination image and high tourist appreciation for its local food heritage and authenticity. The empirical data show that the primary tourist market is driven by younger, mobile domestic travelers and provincial residents who view food as an essential part of their leisure and travel experiences.
However, the findings also reveal a noticeable gap between highly visible, commercially successful dishes like Tagaytay's bulalo and less visible lowland heritage foods. This difference stems from historic limitations in institutional support, uneven budget allocations, and marketing campaigns that have focused primarily on upland areas.
Inferential analysis highlights the strategic importance of heritage preservation, which correlates strongly with positive dining experiences and a favorable cuisine image. Preserving food heritage serves as a central driver that figures how tourists view product attractiveness and destination quality. For Cavite to build a distinct and unified culinary identity, local legislators and tourism managers must move beyond fragmented marketing efforts and establish a coordinated, long-term promotional strategy.

ACTION PLAN RECOMMENDATION	

To ensure sustainable development for food tourism in Cavite, the following strategic measures are proposed based on the study's results:
1. The Tourism Officers of DOT Cavite may use social media platforms to attract patronage of the Generation Y market segment with the help of a professional digital marketing agency. 
2. Considering the tourists being fully aware of the famous “Bulalo”, it is recommended that the LGU in Tagaytay create a food hub that will highlight the different versions of Bulalo and other local food delicacies. It could be a food hall or a food court.
3. The Department of Tourism Cavite may give financial and managerial support to the small-scale local producers of Cavite food delicacies.
4. The DOT Cavite may review its strategic marketing plan for Food Tourism Sustainability and may adjust and realign its budget.
5. The provincial Department of Tourism may create a brochure with a culinary map and itinerary identifying the exact location of where to buy and experience the Cavite food heritage.
6. Future researchers may conduct a potential study on a different region in the Philippines.
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