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This study was conducted with the general aim of investigating the
effect of rural tourists' attitudes towards local food on the image of
the tourism destination with an emphasis on the development of the
peri-urban space of Shushtar city. The statistical population of the
study included all tourists in rural areas of Shushtar city. Using the
Krejci and Morgan table, 385 rural tourists were selected for the
study by random sampling method. The main research tool was a
questionnaire whose validity was confirmed by a panel of experts
and its reliability was confirmed by Cronbach's alpha coefficient and
composite reliability. Data analysis was performed in two parts of
descriptive and inferential statistics using SPSS and Smart PLS
software. The results showed that the variables of cultural
experience, emotional or sentimental value, interpersonal
relationships, and health-related concerns have a significant effect
on tourists' attitudes towards local food and in total have been able
to explain about 48.6% of the variance in the attitude towards local
food. The results also showed that a positive attitude towards local
food has a significant effect on tourists' mental image of the
destination and has been able to explain 41.8% of the variance in the
image of the destination. In general, the results of this study can help
policymakers in this field, while reducing the gap in the theoretical
literature, and can help promote healthy food and the economy of
local communities.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent years, rural tourism has emerged as
a vital component of sustainable tourism
development, attracting increasing attention
from researchers and policymakers. Among
the key elements shaping rural tourism
experiences is tourists’ interaction with local
food culture, which plays a significant role
in forming their mental image of the
destination. Local food is not only a cultural
asset but also a tool for strengthening social
bonds, promoting health, and supporting the
economic development of local
communities. Shushtar, a city rich in natural,
historical, and cultural  resources—
especially in its rural and peri-urban areas—
offers a promising setting for tourism
development centered around culinary
experiences. This study aims to investigate
the effect of rural tourists’ attitudes toward
local food on their mental image of Shushtar
as a tourism destination, with a particular
focus on the development of its peri-urban
spaces.

Methodology

This research employed a quantitative
survey approach. The statistical population
consisted of all tourists visiting rural areas of
Shushtar city during the study period. Based
on Krejcie and Morgan’s sample size table,
385 tourists were selected using a random
sampling method. The primary data
collection tool was a  structured
questionnaire, whose validity was confirmed
by a panel of experts, and reliability was
verified using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
and composite reliability measures. Data
analysis was conducted in two stages:
descriptive  statistics to  summarize
demographic and variable characteristics,
and inferential statistics using structural
equation modeling (SEM) via SPSS and
Smart PLS software to test the research
hypotheses.

Results and discussion

The findings revealed that four key
variables—cultural experience, emotional or
sentimental value, interpersonal
relationships, and health-related concerns—
significantly influenced tourists’ attitudes
toward local food. Collectively, these factors

explained approximately 48.6% of the
variance in attitudes toward local food.
Among them, cultural experience and
emotional value had the strongest impact,
indicating that tourists highly value
authentic and emotionally resonant food
experiences. Furthermore, the study showed
that a positive attitude toward local food
significantly affected tourists’ mental image
of the destination, accounting for 41.8% of
the variance in destination image. This
image encompassed perceptions of cultural
authenticity,  hospitality, quality  of
experience, and the likelihood of revisiting
or recommending the destination to others.

Conclusion

The results underscore the importance of
local food in enhancing tourism experiences
and shaping a positive destination image. In
the context of peri-urban development in
Shushtar, leveraging local culinary assets
can serve as an effective strategy for
attracting tourists and boosting the local
economy. The cultural experience derived
from consuming local food not only
increases tourist satisfaction but also
reinforces the cultural identity of the region.
Emotional and interpersonal dimensions of
food consumption contribute to social
cohesion and elevate the overall quality of
the tourism experience. Additionally, health-
related concerns  highlight tourists’
preference for food that is not only flavorful
and authentic but also hygienic and
trustworthy.

Overall, this study contributes to the
theoretical literature on food tourism and
offers practical insights for policy
development in rural and peri-urban tourism
planning. It is recommended that local
authorities  support  traditional  food
producers, improve health and safety
standards, and design educational programs
for tourists to maximize the benefits of
culinary tourism. Future research could
explore other dimensions of food tourism
experiences, such as aesthetics, food
diversity, and the role of social media in
shaping tourists’ perceptions..
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