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Abstract
Food and gastronomy are important features of the identity of cities, regions and countries, contributing therefore significantly 
to their branding. This contribution is possible through the multiactor value co-creation in the place. The aim of the article 
is to analyse the links between processes of co-creation of agricultural and gastronomic value through the integration of 
systems of production and gastronomy. Evidence is provided that food and agriculture are moving towards a holistic service 
logic integrating sector subsystems into broader inter-industrial ecosystems. The paradigm of Service-Dominant Logic offers 
a framework for analysing interactions between multiactor engagement processes, and food/gastronomy service linked to 
places and their cultural milieux. These complex processes of co-creation are mapped, then applied to the case of agriculture 
and gastronomy in the Basque Country in Spain. The Basque gastronomic co-creation brings together the rural context of 
smallholders, fishermen, or farmers, service providers, and the urban context of cities, with their circles of social interaction 
and events, where service users are largely concentrated. Crucial role in the system—as institutional innovators—is played 
by the Basque chefs who integrate the different aspects of food production and consumption.

Keywords Food and gastronomy · Place branding · Value co-creation · Service-Dominant Logic · Ecosystem · Basque 
Country

Introduction

Gastronomy, the enjoyment of fine foods and beverages, is 
a natural and relevant dimension of place branding (Berg 
and Sevón 2014; Freire and Gertner 2021) as food and gas-
tronomy form the place offerings, are part of its experience, 
represent place heritage and its identity. The meaning of 
agriculture products and associated gastronomic services 
are also components of public diplomacy (Suntikul 2019), 
where the term ‘gastrodiplomacy’ was coined to involve 
food’s role in public diplomacy, which exposes broad public 
audiences to a nation’s food culture to “enhance the edible 
nation brand” (Rockower 2014, p. 14). At the same time, 

place branding is moving towards a new mind-set or logic 
that involves multiple stakeholders (Houghton and Stevens 
2010; Kavaratzis 2012; Stubbs and Warnaby 2015; Muñiz-
Martínez 2016) as complex systems of interactions. As 
Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013, p. 76) discuss, “there seems 
to be an agreement that both the place brand and place 
identity are formed through a complex system of interac-
tions between the individual and the collective, between the 
physical and the non-physical, between the functional and 
the emotional, between the internal and the external, and 
between the organized and the random”.

The aim of this study is to present a shift from schemes 
based on a Goods-Dominant Logic tied to local production, 
towards gastronomic service ecosystems that encompass 
multi-actor holistic branding of food and gastronomy, busi-
nesses and places.

From a manufacturing perspective, there is a solid body 
of academic literature and practice concerning the concept 
of “country-of-origin” effects (Dinnie 2004). This has pro-
vided evidence for a relationship between a country’s image 
and the reputation of the products it creates, and the prestige 
or brand awareness generated by the “made in X” effect. 
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Some regions pushed hard to become recognized places of 
origin for products, whether foods or beverages (Andéhn 
and Berg 2011). In response, the European Union devised 
the Protected Designation of Origin (PDO), Protected Geo-
graphical Indication (PGI) and Traditional Specialties Guar-
anteed (TSG) schemes to designate agricultural products 
and foodstuffs of quality associated with a specific location 
of production. A designation of origin provides a guaran-
tee of quality for consumers, as also of unique character-
istics that are lacking in similar products made in another 
region, or with different raw materials, or by mass industrial 
processing.

This concept of regional origin seems to be expanding 
and nowadays includes not only countries, but also regions 
and cities. It is also shifting from the location of production 
to a wider and more holistic place branding process (Andéhn 
and Berg 2011).

These holistic processes entail value co-creation among 
multiple socio-economic actors. Service-Dominant Logic 
(Lusch and Vargo 2014; Vargo and Lusch 2016; and the 
Nordic School of Service Management and Marketing, led 
by Gummesson and Grönroos) has made a significant contri-
bution to the science of marketing and service (Maglio and 
Spohrer 2008), stating that value is co-created by multiple 
service providers, such as firms, organizations and social 
entities, and by service users, like consumers, residents, 
tourists and organizational or individual customers, in mul-
tiple complex exchanges through many-to-many marketing 
(Gummesson 2006). However, Service-Dominant Logic is 
relatively silent concerning the study of places and further-
more their branding, within the broad concept of “services-
cape” (Bitner 1992; Fisk et al. 2011).

Therefore, on the basis of Service-Dominant Logic theo-
retical framework, an exploratory case study analysis was 

conducted of gastronomic features in a region of Europe, 
namely the service ecosystem of food and gastronomy in the 
Spanish Basque Country. Within this area, the City of San 
Sebastian has emerged as a centre of gastronomic creativity 
and of excellence in food. The local context provides high-
quality foodstuffs and a socio-cultural identity centred on 
food as a major element in human social interaction. These 
represent the cultural and institutional background that has 
given rise to this food and culinary service ecosystem, upon 
which place branding has been co-created and new experi-
ences emerge.

Theoretical background on Food 
and Gastronomic Place Branding

Research on food and gastronomy has been adopted from 
various multidisciplinary approaches (Rinaldi 2017), being 
essentially divided into supply side and demand side (Lee 
and Scott 2015). This section briefly discusses the various 
theoretical-conceptual streams that the authors have identi-
fied and used as the theoretical framework for further discus-
sion (see Fig. 1).

The supply side

While the twentieth century consolidated a system oriented 
towards the mass production of agro-food products, this 
intensive industrialisation has shown negative consequences, 
such as damaging biodiversity and overexploiting natural 
resources, which calls into question the environmental and 
social sustainability of this model, as The Brundtland Report 
(Brundtland et al. 1987) warned. Other negative implica-
tions have also emerged, such as consumers’ mistrust in 

Fig. 1  Theoretical streams of research and approaches on food place making and branding. Source: own compilation
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agro-industrial food, environmental pollution and increas-
ing prevalence of obesity and malnutrition (Wiskerke 2009). 
Thus, alternative local food systems (Martinez et al. 2010, 
p. 3) emerge as "food produced, processed and distributed 
within a geographical boundary that consumers associate 
with their own community". As a result, in recent decades, 
local agro-foods linked to specific territories have been re-
valued. This acquires an economic value in the form of the 
relationship of agro-food products with their local terri-
tory—terroir (Charters et al. 2017) that contains a geophysi-
cal and a cultural dimension (Caple and Thyne 2014). The 
human-cultural value resides in ancestral knowledge passed 
down through generations, forming a heritage of cultural 
territorial identity.

Territorial identity based on local food is the basis for 
channelling inter-industrial service vectors between agricul-
tural food production and tourism (Telfer and Wall 1996; 
Sims 2009). While mass industrial agri-food production 
resulting from globalisation implied long marketing chan-
nels that led to a separation and distance between produc-
ers and suppliers on the one hand, and customers and end 
consumers on the demand side, the growing appreciation 
of local quality production with territorial certifications 
implies a paradigm shift that makes rural development pos-
sible (Rinaldi 2017). The change is also sustainable to the 
extent that small-scale production takes precedence over 
mass production. This way, complex interactions are formed, 
in which multiple senses converge in culinary-gastronomic 
experiences: smell, taste and tactile senses (Berg and Sevon 
2014). The growing cultural dimension of the traditional 
landscapes combines works of nature and humankind, 
expressing a long historical heritage relationship between 
people and their natural environment (https:// whc. unesco. 
org/ en/ cultu ralla ndsca pe/). Thus, many rural territories in 
developing countries of the world (Vandecandelaere et al. 
2018) can co-create value to become food place brands 
based on their cultural identities (Muñiz-Martínez 2016).

In this way traditional food and cuisine become tourist 
attraction providing links between traditional values of con-
servation and stability with modern values of dynamic inno-
vation and change (Bessière 1998). Thus, places are reimag-
ined beyond mere places of production, via designations of 
origins, or beyond the country-of-origin effect (Andéhn and 
Decosta 2018), towards new symbolic values, narratives of 
authenticity, and cultural storytellings that creatively com-
bine the best of the traditional and the avant-garde.

The demand side

The previous research streams focus on the supply side of 
food value co-creation, on its service providers and their 
link with the territory. In the meantime, there are also 
emerging streams oriented towards the demand side of 

food consumption and gastronomic tourism. The latter is 
reflected in food destination marketing. In general, new 
forms of food consumption which value the local prod-
ucts whether in homes or as motivations for visiting places 
appear, where multi-sensory experiences of authenticity 
are linked to the territories and turned into sophisticated 
agro-gastronomic themes (Hjalager 2002; Hall and Shar-
ples 2003). In such experiences, food and drinks are often 
paired (Rachão et al. 2020), and the user, who is referred 
to as a foodie (Richards 2015), often adopts roles of active 
participant, learning and sharing knowledge and emotions 
(Schau et al. 2009).

Food and gastronomy represent important dimension 
of territorial identity and destination marketing (Du Rand 
and Heath 2006; Sánchez and López 2012; Okumus and 
Cetin 2018; Freire and Gertner 2020). Likewise, gastronomy 
constitutes a basic element of the attractiveness of tourist 
powers, such as France (Frochot 2003), or Spain and Italy 
through healthy Mediterranean gastronomy (de Salvo et al. 
2013).

Food and gastronomic place branding

Beyond mere place promotion actions based on food features 
or place marketing exchanges, that use to be supply centric 
or top-down approaches (cities authorities, governments, 
politicians, public servants, consultancies, business clus-
ters, etc.), food constitutes an element of cultural-territorial 
identity (Montanari 2006) (and place brand identity) from 
which a cultural-territorial image (and place brand image) 
is projected. Place branding entails supply and demand 
sides, it serves as an integrative holistic complex process 
of managing place identity and place image (Boisen et al. 
2018), among multiple actors, both providers and place users 
(citizens, tourists, visitors, students), each constructing their 
own image.

While in agro-food production, the territory is concep-
tualised as a physical-geographical place of production; in 
place marketing the territory is a social construct where 
market exchanges and social interactions converge; in place 
branding (Berg and Sevón 2014; Rinaldi 2017) value co-
creation processes, food, either meals or beverages, culinary 
or gastronomy, are key elements of place identity and projec-
tion of image and cultural significance.

The complexity of inter-territorial synergies and inter-
industrial linkages as well as the multiple actors involved 
in these processes, has led to the emergence of a research 
stream that conceptualises the complex exchanges under 
holistic systems logic. The links between cities and their 
regions (Jennings et al. 2015) are fundamental and are based 
on synergies between the ecological, social and economic 
dimensions (Vandecandelaere et al. 2018).

https://whc.unesco.org/en/culturallandscape/
https://whc.unesco.org/en/culturallandscape/
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Methodological foundations

Food studies have tended to analyse natural and social 
dimensions separately (Goodman 1999), using dichoto-
mous structures that divide material from ideal, exter-
nal from internal, static from active and objective from 
subjective, resulting in narrow conceptual frameworks. 
It would be appropriate to move towards approaches that 
encompass production, distribution, retailing and con-
sumption, micro and macro levels, and food as a social 
system and a biological basis (Lockie and Kitto 2000). 
Little attention has been paid to the integration of complex 
ecosystems maintaining a balance between the ecological 
and natural dimension, and the human ethical dimension. 
Service-Dominant Logic offers a framework for such an 
integration.

Thus, within Service-dominat Logic, in addition to 
micro interactions between the parties directly involved 
in exchanges, Lusch and Vargo (2014) proposed consid-
eration of broader –macro- levels of value co-creation at 
national or global spheres, and a meso-level intermedi-
ate level related to the market or industry. Their proposal 
extended relationships beyond dyadic exchanges towards 
holistic actor-to-actor (A2A) frameworks, zooming-out 
actor engagement (Alexander et al. 2018; Fehrer et al. 
2018), encompassing multilevel value co-creation from 
an ecosystem perspective (Akaka and Vargo 2015; Frow 
and Payne 2018).

The need to bring in multiple actors has also been rec-
ognized in the field of place branding, because it became 
evident that in any region there are various stakeholders 
involved (Kavaratzis 2012; Stubbs and Warnaby 2015), 
as there are in place branding based on food or beverages 
(Muñiz-Martínez 2016).

Actor-Network Theory (Callon 1999; Latour 2007) 
provides a conceptual basis for conceiving cross-sectional 
relationships between the natural, environmental, and agri-
cultural subsystem, and the food and gastronomy human 
and social sub-system, tending towards the common good 
(Goodman 1999). Earlier analyses have adopted industrial 
perspectives, such as tourism and food production (Ilbery 
et al. 2005; McKitterick et al. 2016). However, such sec-
tor-based approaches would seem to point to the absence 
of any holistic analysis that incorporates food and gas-
tronomy within the complex images of cities and regions 
(Berg and Sevón 2014). Consumers seek solutions, not 
merely products (Sawhney 2006; Gummesson et al. 2010). 
Hence, Service is a more appropriate and integrated logic 
than Goods-dominant Logic, based on the production and 
distribution of products.

In the fields of economics and of business manage-
ment, value creation has also been studied from a sector 

perspective, divided up into economic compartments or 
industries, according to products or outcomes. However, 
complex many-to-many marketing (Gummesson 2006) 
in the contemporary post-industrial world implies cross-
sector interactions. These co-creation processes entail 
synergies between sectors which should be viewed from 
a more holistic perspective. For example, it has been sug-
gested that there is a symbiosis between agriculture and 
tourism (Bowen et al. 1991; Telfer and Wall 1996), with 
links between small-scale agriculture and tourists in pur-
suit of sensory experiences, since culinary pleasures are 
often combined with the image of beautiful surrounding 
landscapes (Bowen et al. 1991; Sims 2009).

The theoretical and conceptual framework postulated in 
this paper is based upon a network approach and systems 
thinking to address the complexity of value co-creation, and 
Service-Dominant Logic (Lusch and Vargo 2014) allow to 
integrate and map processes of inter-industry interacting 
subsystems.

Whilst the notion of networks captures the complexity of 
structures, if in a somewhat static way, the concept of sys-
tems expresses dynamic interactions among actors and inter-
change flows (Vargo and Lusch 2008; Barile et al. 2016). 
Table 1 presents the characteristics of the two concepts and 
the integrated role of Service-Dominant Logic in the food 
and gastronomy ecosystem applied in the case of Basque 
country.

Important for understanding of the ecosystem discussed is 
to to apply visualisation in the form of graphs (Gummesson 
2017, p. 175), which map service ecosystems so as to reflect 
their processes of co-creation of value (Lusch et al. 2007). 
Graphic analysis aids in interpreting the density of actors 
and their interactions, with skill and knowledge exchanges, 
making it possible to visualize these through zooming-in 
and zooming-out (Chandler and Vargo 2011). Zooming-in 
shows direct interactions at micro level between single actors 
or prime movers, or small groups of them (Norman 2001). 
Zooming-out highlights holistic interactions at a macro 
level forming a service ecosystem (Vargo and Akaka 2012). 
Despite the systemic nature of organizations, the implica-
tions of this feature are poorly captured and often ignored 
in management (Barile et al. 2016).

The Development 
of an Agricultural‑Gastronomic System 
in the Basque Country

Throughout history, the Mediterranean Sea has provided 
Southern Europe with the climatic conditions and cultural 
frameworks necessary to produce a wide range of foodstuffs. 
It was in this context that the concept of a terroir, a French 
word etymologically linked to terre (land), arose. When 
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applied to wine, this refers to the unique characteristics of a 
vineyard, including its micro-climate, topography and soil, 
which together define a unique taste from a single place 
(Beverland 2006). By extension, terroir designations (Croce 
and Perri 2010) have been created to promote geographi-
cally earmarked high-quality products such as wine, olive 
oil, cheese, vegetables and fruit. Wine itself is increasingly 
combined with food to offer a complete gastronomic service 
(Frochot 2003).

With natural conditions and historical heritage both so 
favourable, at a more recent date the European Union has 
joined with food producers and local governments (Ilbery 
et al. 2005) to create an institutional system for agro-food 
products, the quality of which is linked to geographical 
denominations of origin, most of them relating to countries 
in Southern Europe. Furthermore, alongside this provision 
of quality products, a number of gastronomic trends have 
sprung up in various localities in given cultural contexts. In 
this way, culinary networks with cultural connections (Mur-
doch and Miele 2004) have been formed. One region where 
there has been the joint setting up of gastronomic creativity 
emanating from human skills and knowledge is the Spanish 
Basque Country.

The Basque Country, and within it the City of San Sebas-
tian and surrounding county, is developing a sustainable 
production system for high-quality agricultural and marine 
food. In this area a group of talented, creative, skilled chefs 
(Martín Berasategui, Karlos Arguiñano, Pedro Subijana, 
Arzak -father and daughter, Andoni Aduriz) are co-creating 
a form of culinary excellence based on a combination of tra-
ditional high-quality food products and on new avant-garde 
gastronomy. This is giving the City and the Province a place-
branding based on sensory experiences of food, attracting 
visitors and tourists (“foodies”), as well as those studying or 
otherwise enjoying gastronomy. As a result, a food ecosys-
tem of value co-creation involving multiple public and pri-
vate actors is emerging, in an institutional context of social 
and civic society encounters where sustainable food, and 
marine and terroir landscapes are key resources.

Unlike the creation of the New Nordic Food trend, spear-
headed by the Noma restaurant in Copenhagen, where there 
was no real prior gastronomic heritage, the Basque Country 
movement has combined a tradition of quality products, with 
new culinary modernity linked to a sense of place. Tradition 
and modernity have been blended together (Bessière 1998). 
It may be asked how this small European region, known for 
sheep farming, fisheries, and heavy industry, and which for 
decades suffered the tragedy of ETA terrorism, has managed 
to put itself at the head of world gastronomy.

The Basque cuisine phenomenon was started in 1976 by 
chef Arzak and another dozen cooks, led by their teacher, 
Luis Irizar. The Basque Country already had a rich vari-
ety of folk recipes. These chefs took them, developed 

them and made them better, healthier, and lighter, giving 
them a touch of individual gastronomic innovation. They 
remained rooted in the peasant cookery “like grandma 
used to make” from rural farmhouses (caseríos) and popu-
lar dining societies (txokos). They relied on good products, 
such as fish from the Atlantic like anchovy or cod, and 
local vegetables, peas, artichokes, beans, mushrooms. A 
number of Basque cooks developed excellence in cuisine 
with enthusiasm and passion, despite lacking funds or any 
public support. They invested in trips to France to learn 
from nouvelle cuisine (Rao et al. 2003). Thereafter, they 
combined the great existing culinary tradition and qual-
ity of products with modernization, thanks to their skills 
and knowledge. Basque chefs thus made a name for New 
Basque Cookery, raising the status of Spanish gastronomy, 
together with Catalan chefs such as visionary chef Ferran 
Adrià – El Bulli Restaurant (Rao and Giorgi 2006), and 
the Roca brothers – El Celler de Can Roca Restaurant. 
They co-created new value on food, moving it to a senso-
rial art, beyond foods as a basic need, engaging in creative 
gastronomy, and adding value attraction for Spain as a 
country of culinary excellence, within one of the world’s 
top tourism destination.

This co-creation of value appeals to visitors and tourists 
seeking sensory experiences, whose participation is more 
active than merely being diners, since they can learn through 
cookery courses, and engage in culinary co-creation. In this 
way, gastronomy has become a basic motivation for travel to 
the Basque Country (as can be seen from the websites euska-
digastronomika.eus and euskadigastronomika.es), attracting 
visitors, “foodies”, and others whose motive for a trip would 
be gastronomic experiences (Richards 2015).

With a population barely topping two million, the Basque 
Country, welcomes four million tourists, with arrivals spread 
out over the whole year. Such visitors are usually well-to-
do, and have a high average spend per person of 1,500 euro 
(Rodríguez 2019). There have been attempts elsewhere to 
imitate this Basque culinary phenomenon. Singapore, Peru 
and the Nordic countries have banked on haute cuisine and 
gastronomy to attract quality tourism, especially Japanese, 
Americans, Swiss, and lovers of fine dining in general. This 
is similar to the way in which the early 2000s saw various 
cities around the world attempting to reproduce the Bilbao 
Guggenheim effect—also in the Basque Country- (Plaza 
et al. 2009), but with little success.

Meanwhile, the culinary co-creation is growing in San 
Sebastian (both the City and its Province), in the Basque 
Country (a constituent country), and in Spain as a whole (the 
Nation-State). Chefs play a focal role by bringing together 
high-quality agro-food products, raw materials produced by 
fishermen, arable and pastoral famers, and integrating this 
produce in the creation of gastronomy in their restaurants 
thanks to their creativity. Figure 2 shows the subsystems 
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whose interactions shape a holistic agricultural and gastro-
nomic ecosystem.

Within the system, one popular institution that is a key 
to the identity and the passion of the Basques for cookery 
are the dining clubs known as txokos. They are a major 
strand in the social life of the Basque Country, in which 
members meet in premises with a kitchen to have a lunch-
time or evening meal in the company of other affiliates, and 
sometimes families or guests. Such societies often organize 
cultural activities in the leisure and social life of a town. 
Those attending a dining club, whether members or guests, 
normally find that the cooking duties are shared by two or 
three of those attending the meal, using products they them-
selves have brought, although certain basic ingredients are 
normally available from the society’s communal store cup-
board. After the meal is over, the expenses are calculated and 
shared among those attending.

These C2C networks and interactions in society reveal 
that gastronomy is a social, gregarious feature for Basques. 
It underlines their love for their roots, their enjoyment of 
landscape and sea, their respect for seasonal produce that 
reduces any unsustainability caused by transporting products 
from long distances, the pleasure they take from seeking out 

the best local products, and the fact that they enjoy planning, 
meeting, cooking, eating, drinking and singing. Hence, the 
average Basque feels a part of the gastronomic movement, 
even without ever having eaten in a three-star restaurant, 
according to the chef Andoni Aduriz.

In the Basque food and gastronomy ecosystem (mapped 
in Fig. 3) there is participation by multiple socio-economic 
actors bringing together resources in processes that may be 
bottom-up, going from individuals to society, or top-down, 
running from public administration and government, 
whether municipal, Basque regional, Spanish national 
or European, down to consumers. There is co-ordination 
of the policies of various public administrations on these 
lines. For example, the Basque regional government’s stra-
tegic plan for gastronomy is aligned with the action plans 
issued by the EU with regard to environmental policies. 
This co-creation shapes a local sensory identity brand, 
confirming the theoretical and conceptual principles of 
Service-Dominant Logic, specifically Axiom 2: “Value is 
co-created by multiple actors, always including the benefi-
ciary” (Vargo and Lusch 2016). Ferran Adrià, the leading 
chef with the El Bulli restaurant in Gerona in the Catalan 
region of Spain, has been elected the best chef in the world 

Fig. 2  Sectors and Industries that Interact to establish a Holistic Agro-Food Tourist Ecosystem in the Basque Country. Source: own compilation
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in several different years. He explains things by stating 
that this development in cookery began when chefs started 
collaborating with the primary sector, such as producers 
of craft cheeses, small wine makers and farmers. It had 
become clear that without such people no progress could 
be made, and the rarity of outstanding produce constituted 
a handicap in developed countries at that moment, since 
many crop varieties were no longer cultivated because of 
the exodus from rural areas. At a later stage, the secondary 
sector, the food industry, became involved, as did tour-
ism thereafter. Finally, the net spread out into the area of 
innovation, research and universities, the last sector to join 
being cultural. This made the changes into a movement, 
since in involved all these different participants (Rodríguez 
2019).

Whilst this agricultural and gastronomic process has been 
shaped primarily by physical and sensory interactions in 
society, there has also been an emergence of digital co-crea-
tion of value. This can comprise operators providing on-line 
gastronomic tourism services, such as is offered by atasteofs-
pain.com. It may include worldwide digital participants pay-
ing particular attention to the phenomenon of gastronomy in 
Spain, like the “Spain: an Open Kitchen”, digital platform 
gastronomy by Google, achieving value co-creation through 
dissemination of information and knowledge. For their part, 
C2C interactions also lead to applications, such as elkargest, 
which is intended to aid in the management of dining socie-
ties or txokos, and was designed through the collaboration 
of members. Tourists contribute to gastronomic co-creation 
as well, by talking about their culinary experiences through 

Fig. 3  The Basque-country gastronomic ecosystem. Source: own compilation
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sharing information in the shape of photographs and com-
ments on social networks. For its part, the San Sebastian 
International Film Festival, in addition to having a section 
for food films, usually invites cinema stars attending to eat 
in the best restaurants in the city. These celebrities share this 
gastronomic attraction through their social networks, and 
thus become influential C2C opinion shapers.

Discussion and conclusions

Marketing has shifted from relationships conceptualized as 
being dyadic links between supply organizations and cus-
tomers, towards a better understanding of the dynamic pro-
cesses of value co-creation between multiple socioeconomic 
actors. These forge service ecosystems of complex human 
interactions within a new service logic in their institutional 
frameworks.

Designations of origin should go beyond mere accredita-
tion schemes and provenance labels, and should not merely 
seek product quality, whether in foods or drinks. They 
should also generate an ethical, environmental and moral 
narrative of the common good, through a creative gastro-
nomic service that provides an alternative to industrial mass 
production. This is especially relevant today, as healthy and 
environmentally responsible lifestyles have become increas-
ingly popular, spurring movements such as the “Slow Food” 
trend (Petrini 2003; Sassatelli and Davolio 2010), which 
strives to preserve a rich heritage of traditional cuisine and 
local production of healthy food. At the same time, there 
is an increase in tourism seeking new experiences to enjoy 
using various senses in scenic landscapes (Richards 2015).

Consequently, nostalgic ideologies aimed at reviving 
traditional recipes or dishes should be compatible and com-
bined with exploring dynamic visions of regional revitali-
zation through a creative agro-food service in which small-
scale, high-quality craft gastronomic production is allied 
with eco-agro-tourism experiences of authenticity, and 
economic progress co-exists with values of environmental 
harmony and animal welfare. Such an approach permits 
the creation of gastronomic ecosystems such as the Basque 
Gastronomic Ecosystem, which explore new craft and gas-
tronomic creativity.

Basque cooks have been key actors to the creation of a 
model of gastronomy that starts from an agro-food tradi-
tion and re-invents this heritage, converting chefs and their 
cuisine into a prestige place brand that attracts tourists and 
lovers of fine dining. This spirit has taken institutional 
form in a small, hilly region between the Bay of Biscay, 
a part of the Atlantic Ocean, and the foothills of the Pyr-
enean Mountains, even though it lacks any massive agricul-
tural output or extensive cattle farms. The Basque Country 
became an industrial and financial powerhouse at the end 

of the nineteenth century. However, it has rediscovered its 
rural hinterland in a balanced way through this process, 
thus revitalizing the production of high-quality, sustain-
able, local foodstuffs. This Basque gastronomic co-creation 
brings together the rural context of smallholders, fisher-
men, or farmers, clearly service providers, and the urban 
context of cities, with their circles of social interaction and 
events, where service users are largely concentrated. This 
permits the identification of sub-systems within larger sys-
tems (Ostrom 2010), within an integrated service logic with 
multiple many-to-many interactions (Gummesson 2006) 
going to shape a sensory experience of destination brand 
(Rodrigues et al. 2019). As Suntikul (2019) argues, discuss-
ing the gastrodiplomacy context, it is actually instantiated in 
countless individual interactions between people and those 
individual hearts and minds are engaged through senses and 
palettes in a myriad of social and cultural encounters.

This process is based on an identity that is local and 
Basque, but also the whole Spain as a country of traditional 
cuisine and avant-garde gastronomy, and in general, Euro-
pean Mediterranean, strongly identified with gastronomy as 
a social interaction between individuals. Multiple public and 
private actors have played a part, and various types of con-
sumer have been attracted, such as devotees of gastronomy, 
students, visitors and tourists motivated by a wish to expand 
their range of culinary experiences. In this way, a multi-actor 
food destination brand has been co-created, with an image 
and a reputation inspired by place cultural identity.

New, creative agro-food co-creation processes are 
emerging in different contexts relevant to regional and local 
development, whether the perspective is global (Jennings 
et al. 2015), European (Croce and Perri 2010; Cavicchi 
and Stancova 2016), Asian (Zhang 2015), Latin American 
(Dubbeling et al. 2017), or North American (Telfer 2001). 
In general, this research provides evidence for a mind-set 
of multi-actor systems and organization networks, linking 
country, region and city, production and tourism; there are 
also widespread underlying strong cultural identifications 
and territorial marketing or branding. Food and gastronomy 
based destination branding can serve to create an umbrella 
for small businesses and craft production. Although explana-
tory, the case studied in this piece of research may be of use 
as a reference for emerging destinations worldwide, helping 
also to enrich cultural dialogue on the planet and gener-
ate value and social progress in harmony with the natural 
environment.

The Covid-19 virus pandemic has brought with it a major 
crisis in the world economy, with serious consequences for 
gastronomy as well, which requires the rethinking of models 
of gastronomic co-creation. Whilst food and agriculture sup-
pliers have played a key part in maintaining the flow of sta-
ples, the implications for restaurants and bars will depend on 
recuperating confidence in health and safety. On these lines, 
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the Basque Culinary Center and the Euro-Toques European 
network of chefs are exploring solutions for food safety, 
bringing together B2B skills and knowledge. It is likely that 
because of close vicinity and social custom, the local public 
will gradually get back to the forms of consumption they had 
prior to the crisis. There is a question mark over the future 
return of tourists, especially those from other countries, and 
in particular from outside Europe. The required spatial dis-
tancing deals a blow to all social interactions. Implications 
are thus visible for a paradigm shift in tourism (Zenker and 
Kock 2020). This is likely to witness tendencies that had 
already begun to emerge, but which this crisis may acceler-
ate, looking for sustainable authentic culinary experiences, 
without the stridencies of artificial luxury upon which too 
high a value was probably set in the past. To this end, there 
is a need for socio-economic governance that will protect 
and preserve the natural ecosystems on whose viability and 
biodiversity human health and well-being depend (Jarauta 
2020), as does healthy nourishment.

This paper is no without limitations. The case study is 
based on authors’ many years observations and collection 
of available information. The attempt was foremost to map 
the agri-food and gastronomical interactions in the Basque 
region. Service Dominant Logic is the optimal conceptual-
theoretical framework to analyse multiactor value co-crea-
tion. Nevertheless, the implications for place branding can 
be further explored. It needs however to be tested on real 
organism. Possible options include extensive field study 
and direct interviews with actors identified. Comparative 
studies could also be conducted to explore further insights 
on how particular ecosystems are framed—top-down—by 
broader institutional logics and socio-cultural milieux, and 
how key actors contribute to shape—bottom-up—institu-
tional arrangements.
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