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Abstract 

In rural regions undergoing demographic and economic transitions, food heritage is 

gaining renewed relevance, not only as a cultural marker but as a strategic asset for 

sustainable tourism and local development. This paper examines how culinary traditions 

in Romania are being revitalised through contemporary practices that blend ancestral 

knowledge with innovation, focusing on movements such as the New Romanian Cuisine 

and initiatives across Transylvania. The research draws on sociocultural systems theory, 

experiential learning, and community-based tourism frameworks to examine how food-

related practices can serve as tools for cultural continuity, economic resilience, and 

identity formation. It investigates the role of chefs, local producers, and grassroots 

organisations in reclaiming and reinterpreting foodways, while also analysing the 

challenges posed by globalisation, rural depopulation, and the commercial pressures of 

the tourism industry. Particular attention is given to food festivals, local gastronomic 

points, and intergenerational knowledge transfer as mechanisms that preserve both 

tangible and intangible aspects of heritage. The study also considers the dual role of 

digital media—especially social platforms—as vehicles for cultural storytelling and 

exposure, but also as spaces where authenticity is often reshaped for external 

consumption. 
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Introduction 

Food and culinary heritage have always been intrinsic to the fabric of society. They are 

not only a means of sustenance but also a repository of communal memory, cultural 

practices, and social values. In many rural communities, particularly those in near-

mountain regions with longstanding traditions of natural resource use and traditional 

agriculture, food practices serve as markers of identity and resilience. The modern 

resurgence of culinary tourism has resulted in increased global interest in authenticity and 

sustainability, as travellers seek experiences that go beyond the superficial consumption 

of food. This phenomenon is closely linked to what VML Intelligence has described as 

“The Age of Re-Enchantment” - a macrotrend characterized by a collective quest for 

reawakening, a desire to transcend the mundane, and an optimistic drive toward a kinder, 

more hopeful future. 

In this context, local food heritage acts as a dynamic system of intergenerational 

knowledge transmission, bridging the past and the present. It reinforces social cohesion 

through shared culinary practices, rituals, and narratives. The “tundra to table” concept in 

Norway and Iceland exemplifies how microcultural practices can preserve regional 

identity and enhance a region’s culinary standing through sustainable methods. This 

paper examines Romania's burgeoning gastronomic maturity, evident in movements such 

as the New Romanian cuisine, food festivals, and community-driven culinary events, 

driven by a new generation of chefs, food researchers, and hospitality experts. As 

traditional practices face threats from globalization and rural depopulation, there is an 

urgent need to reassess the role of food heritage in community building and sustainable 

tourism development. 

This paper investigates how the revival of local recipes and techniques functions 

as an instrument of socioeconomic innovation. It explores the potential of integrating 

heritage into tourism strategies that celebrate culinary traditions, promote environmental 

stewardship, and empower local communities. Moreover, it delves into the influence of 

emerging consumer behaviours—especially among younger generations—and the critical 

role of social media in reigniting interest in culinary traditions. Drawing on sociocultural 

systems theory and community-based tourism models, this study provides a 

Food cultural heritage paving the way to a more sustainable future



comprehensive analysis of how food heritage can drive cultural preservation and 

sustainable economic development in rural settings. 

 

Part 1.  The Theoretical Framework 

This research draws upon a constellation of interrelated theoretical frameworks and 

perspectives that collectively shape its analytical approach, each offering a distinct lens 

through which to explore and examine the cultural, social, and economic dimensions of 

food heritage. 

 

Socio-Cultural Systems Theory 

Sociocultural systems theory posits that cultural practices, such as food traditions, are 

vital in maintaining the social fabric of a community. Food is not only a nutritional 

necessity but also a medium through which values, norms, and historical narratives are 

communicated. Bourdieu (1984) argues that taste and culinary practices are intertwined 

with social capital and identity formation. This theoretical framework elucidates how 

culinary traditions contribute to social cohesion and resilience in rural communities. 

Gastronationalism and Ethnocentrism 

 Gastronationalism refers to the use of food to assert national or regional identity 

(Appadurai, 1988). In New Romanian Cuisine, chefs employ indigenous ingredients, 

traditional techniques, and historical recipes to reclaim a sense of “Romanian-ness” that 

counters the homogenizing forces of globalization. Consumer ethnocentrism further 

influences the preference for local products. Research indicates that in times of economic 

downturns and heightened nationalism, consumers tend to favour domestic products over 

foreign products (Lee et al., 2003; Olsen et al., 1993; Shimp and Sharma, 1987). Recent 

studies (Baber et al., 2023; Siamagka and Balabanis, 2015; Netemeyer et al., 1991; 

Thomas et al., 2020) suggest that such tendencies are particularly pronounced in food and 

beverage consumption, where local products are prized for their authenticity and cultural 

significance. 

 

Experiential Learning Theory 
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Experiential learning theory, as outlined by Kolb (1984), emphasizes that hands-on 

experiences facilitate deeper learning and personal growth. In culinary tourism, 

immersive activities—such as foraging for native plants, traditional fishing, and 

communal cooking workshops—offer tourists the opportunity to engage directly with 

food heritage. Initiatives such as community brunches led by organizations such as the 

MyTransilvania Association exemplify how participatory events expose a broader public 

to regional products. This theory provides a framework for understanding how 

experiential learning can foster a deeper appreciation of both cultural and ecological 

systems. 

 

Community-based tourism (CBT) 

Community-based tourism models prioritize empowering local communities by engaging 

them directly in tourism activities. By integrating food heritage into tourism, 

communities can create participatory practices that support cultural preservation and 

economic development (Scheyvens, 1999). This framework is particularly relevant for 

rural areas where tourism can revitalize local traditions and promote sustainable 

development. Successful models in Romania, namely initiatives led by minority groups 

and festivals, for instance Taste Transylvania, illustrate how CBT can be leveraged to 

achieve both cultural and economic benefits. 

 

Synthesis 

 Together, these four theoretical pillars allow for a nuanced exploration of food 

heritage as a living, contested, and politically charged domain. They equip us to examine 

not just what is preserved, but who preserves it, why, and to what end - questions 

revisited in the case studies that will follow. 

 

Part 2. The Role of the New Romanian Cuisine in Cultural Heritage 

The new Romanian Cuisine movement represents a transformative approach to culinary 

practice, emerging as a deliberate response to decades of standardization and the erosion 

of local food traditions. Romanian chefs—many of whom have received international 
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training and experience in Michelin-starred establishments—are reinterpreting age-old 

recipes and techniques to create modern dishes that honour their cultural roots. 

 

Redefining National Identity through Food 

Inspired by global culinary trends and driven by a desire to reclaim national identity, 

chefs from establishments as exemplified by Noua, Soro Lume, and Kaiamo have 

incorporated indigenous foraging methods, fire cooking, and seasonal crops into their 

menus. These practices are not merely nostalgic recreations; they are dynamic 

adaptations that reflect the ecological knowledge and resourcefulness of rural 

communities. For example, the integration of foraged wild herbs and mushrooms not only 

enhances flavour profiles but also symbolizes the community's intimate relationship with 

its natural environment. Recent findings available in the Journal of Comparative 

Research in Anthropology and Sociology, Volume 11, Number 2, Winter 2020, further 

underscore the innovative transition of Romanian cuisine, as chefs explore microcultural 

food practices that are critical for preserving national culinary identity. 

 

Culinary Techniques and Tradition in Romanian Cuisines 

Romanian culinary traditions have evolved through centuries of cultural exchange, 

resulting in a rich tapestry of flavours and techniques. The revival of traditional recipes in 

New Romanian cuisine is closely linked to the use of locally sourced, seasonal 

ingredients. This connection to terroir is central to the slow food movement, which 

emphasizes sustainable practices and the preservation of environmental narratives. As 

Brulotte and Di Giovine (2014) explain, the process of heritagization involves adapting 

traditional recipes to contemporary contexts, ensuring that culinary legacies remain 

relevant. Modern techniques—such as molecular gastronomy and sous-vide cooking—

are increasingly being used to reinterpret classic dishes, offering a fusion of old and new 

ones that appeals to global gastronomic sensibilities while retaining cultural authenticity. 

 

Economic and Social Implications 

 The revival of local culinary traditions has significant economic and social 

implications. By emphasizing locally sourced ingredients and traditional production 
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methods, New Romanian Cuisine supports small-scale farmers, local fishermen, and 

artisanal producers. Complementary products, such as traditional beverages (e.g., palincă, 

țuică, and reinterpreted craft beers), have seen renewed interest. Establishments in the 

form of the Nishani restaurant in Bucharest, which combines Aromanian dishes with 

New Romanian Cuisine influences, exemplify how culinary innovation can stimulate 

local economies. Moreover, this movement reinforces social cohesion by fostering 

intergenerational knowledge transfer, with elders passing down culinary wisdom to 

younger chefs, thereby ensuring the preservation of food heritage for future generations. 

 

Part 3.  Food Festivals and Community Engagement 

Food festivals are powerful platforms for celebrating and preserving culinary heritage, 

particularly in rural regions. They create spaces for intergenerational dialogue, cultural 

exchange, and economic revitalization. 

 

Case Study: Taste Transylvania 

The Taste Transylvania festival in Harghita County is a prime example of how food 

festivals can reinforce regional identity and stimulate local economies. This event brings 

together local chefs, producers, and food artisans to showcase traditional Transylvanian 

dishes through live cooking demonstrations, communal feasts, and interactive workshops. 

An in-depth account of this festival is available from the La Noi Journal - My Taste of 

Transylvania, which highlights how the event has evolved into a celebration of regional 

culinary heritage. The festival not only reinforces the cultural narrative of Transylvania 

but also attracts both domestic and international tourists, thereby generating significant 

economic benefits. 

 

Community Participation and Cultural Narratives 

Food festivals foster community engagement by offering platforms for local narratives to 

be shared and celebrated. These events become stages of storytelling, where participants 

consider the historical significance of traditional recipes and culinary practices. The 

intergenerational exchange of culinary knowledge during such events reinforces 

community bonds and preserves the intangible aspects of cultural heritage. For example, 
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initiatives led by minority groups have successfully united diverse culinary traditions, 

promoting multiculturalism over nationalism. 

 

Economic Revitalization through Local Gastronomic Points  

Local gastronomic points are private kitchen units in rural areas—often located on farms, 

stables, monasteries, or wineries—that serve traditional food directly to consumers. 

These units create multiple short food supply chains and contribute to healthier, more 

sustainable agri-food systems. According to recent research presented at the Conference: 

The 25th International Conference „Tourism and Rural Space in National and 

International Context,” such initiatives are invaluable for regional development. They 

provide fresh, locally produced food to nearby communities while simultaneously 

creating experiential tourism opportunities that drive local economic growth. 

 

Part 4. The Role of Social Media and the Age of Re-Enchantment 

Digital platforms have fundamentally transformed the way food heritage is disseminated 

and experienced. Social media, in particular, plays a crucial role in amplifying culinary 

traditions and connecting local cultures with global audiences. 

 

Social Media as a Catalyst for Culinary Innovation 

 Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube enable chefs, food critics, and 

enthusiasts to share their culinary experiences on a global scale. Hashtags manifested 

through #NewRomanianCuisine and #TasteTransylvania have turned local food 

innovations into viral phenomena, drawing international attention to Romania’s rich 

culinary traditions. Social media functions as both a marketing tool and a forum for 

cultural exchange, where traditional recipes are continuously reinterpreted and 

celebrated. 

 

Influence of Gen Z and New Consumer Behaviour 

The digital native generation, especially Gen Z, plays a pivotal role in the resurgence of 

food heritage. Their engagement with culinary content, from food reviews to recipe 

tutorials, reflects a broader trend toward authenticity and experiential consumption, as 
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characterized by the Age of Re-Enchantment. For Gen Z consumers, sharing a meal is an 

expression of cultural identity and community belonging. This trend drives demand for 

authentic, hyperlocal culinary experiences that go beyond superficial; it nurtures renewed 

commitment to traditional food practices. 

 

Analogue Travel and Experiential Learning 

Parallel to the digital shift, there is a growing movement toward analogue travel, where 

tourists intentionally disconnect from digital distractions to immerse themselves in local 

cultures. This form of travel emphasizes sensory experiences and hands-on learning. For 

example, studies have shown that food is often perceived as tastier when it is consumed 

in aesthetically pleasing environments (Wu et al., available at Nutritional Psychology. 

These types of immersive experiences - ranging from foraging excursions to traditional 

fishing workshops—enhance tourists’ understanding of the region's cultural and 

ecological systems and foster a deeper appreciation of food heritage. 

 

Part 5: Challenges to Food Heritage Preservation and Sustainable Tourism 

Despite its significant potential, the preservation of food heritage and the development of 

sustainable tourism face numerous challenges. 

 

Globalization and Standardization 

Globalization often promotes standardized, mass-produced food products over localized 

artisanal practices. This homogenization can lead to the erosion of unique culinary 

traditions and the dilution of regional flavours. To counteract these trends, deliberate 

policy measures and community initiatives must prioritize local food systems over global 

chains. 

 

Rural Depopulation and Loss of Traditional Knowledge 

Rural areas, which are custodians of culinary heritage, face challenges such as economic 

marginalization and the migration of younger generations to urban centres. This 

depopulation results in the loss of traditional knowledge and culinary practices. Initiatives 
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that promote intergenerational learning and community-based tourism are essential for 

preserving the cultural fabric of these communities. 

 

Commercialization and Dilution of Authenticity 

While commercial ventures can stimulate local economies, excessive commercialization 

risks diluting the authenticity of culinary traditions. When traditional practices are 

modified solely to increase market appeal, the intrinsic cultural value may be 

compromised. It is crucial to balance commercial interests with genuine cultural 

preservation. 

 

Policy Implications and Community Empowerment 

Supportive policy frameworks are necessary to ensure the long-term viability of food 

heritage as a tool for sustainable tourism. Government investment in culinary education, 

infrastructure, and community-based initiatives is vital. Policies must focus on 

empowering local producers, protecting traditional knowledge, and promoting sustainable 

resource management to foster economic resilience and cultural preservation. 

 

Part 6. Case Study of the Transylvania Region 

The Transylvania region exemplifies the successful integration of food heritage into 

sustainable tourism. Its culinary traditions reflect a rich cultural mosaic influenced by 

Hungarian, Saxon, and Romanian heritage. 

 

Community-Based Tourism in Viscri 

Community-based tourism in villages such as Viscri has emerged as a strategic approach 

to revitalize the local cultural and economic landscape. By involving residents directly in 

tourism planning and management, these initiatives ensure that the region’s diverse 

culinary heritage is authentically represented. Culinary practices form a central 

component of these efforts, enhancing visitor experiences and supporting local 

economies. This model is particularly effective in regions where food heritage is 

intertwined with historical and social narratives. 
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Intergenerational Knowledge Transfer 

In Transylvania, traditional culinary practices are preserved through intergenerational 

knowledge transfer. Elders share their culinary expertise during community events and 

local brunches in places such as Saschiz and Copșa Mare.  

The local SlowFood chapter plays a pivotal role in organizing these events, ensuring that 

heritage is passed on to younger generations and remains an active part of community 

life. 

 

Digital Amplification and Global Reach 

Transylvania's culinary events are further enhanced by digital media. Iconic regional 

symbols—such as the associations with vampires and local legends—combined with live-

streaming events and the strategic use of food influencers have amplified the region's 

cultural narrative to a global audience. Social media platforms help transform local 

events into internationally recognized celebrations of food heritage. 

 

Part 7. Discussion and Implications 

The analysis presented in this study underscores the transformative potential of food 

heritage as a tool for community building and sustainable tourism. The revival of the 

New Romanian Cuisine, combined with the celebration of local traditions through 

festivals and digital media, has several broader implications. 

 

Reinforcing Cultural Identity 

Revitalizing traditional culinary practices reinforces cultural identity by reconnecting 

communities with their historical roots. This process of cultural reawakening fosters 

social cohesion, particularly in rural areas where traditional values remain robust. 

 

Economic Resilience through Sustainable Tourism 

Integrating food heritage into tourism strategies provides a sustainable economic model. 

Authentic culinary experiences attract a niche market of culture enthusiasts and 

contribute to regional development by generating income, creating jobs, and promoting 
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environmental sustainability. This approach supports the global Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) by addressing poverty, gender equality, and sustainable economic growth. 

 

Digital Media as a Tool for Cultural Dissemination 

Social media plays an indispensable role in amplifying culinary traditions and engaging a 

global audience. The active participation of Gen Z, combined with the appeal of analogue 

travel experiences, supports a broader movement toward authentic, immersive cultural 

tourism. 

 

Policy and Community Action 

The challenges of globalization, rural depopulation, and commercialization highlight the 

need for robust policy frameworks. Empowering local communities through targeted 

investments in culinary education, infrastructure, and tourism initiatives is essential for 

safeguarding food heritage and promoting sustainable development. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

Food heritage is more than a cultural artefact - it is a living archive of memory, resilience, 

and identity. As this study has shown, the revival of traditional foodways in Romania 

represents a larger shift in how communities reclaim agency over their narratives, 

economies, and futures. 

The New Romanian Cuisine movement, rural food festivals, and digital platforms 

converge to form an ecosystem in which heritage is not only preserved but reimagined. 

These practices do not romanticise the past; they translate it into tools for contemporary 

relevance and sustainable innovation. In doing so, they challenge the dominant paradigms 

of development that equate progress with uniformity. 

 Crucially, the preservation of food heritage is not guaranteed. It requires 

deliberate strategy, inclusive governance, and critical reflection. Without supportive 

policy, intergenerational engagement, and community ownership, culinary traditions risk 

being commercialised beyond recognition or lost altogether. 

This paper has argued that food heritage, when activated through participatory 

and place-based models, can become a driver of both cultural continuity and economic 

Food cultural heritage paving the way to a more sustainable future



regeneration. 

  It is a form of slow resistance—rooted, relational, and radically local. 

 Future interdisciplinary research must continue to interrogate the intersections and 

tensions between visibility and exploitation, performance and authenticity, innovation 

and erasure.  

As tourism continues to shape rural geographies, we must ask not only how 

heritage is consumed, but by whom, under what terms, and to what end. 

By centring food heritage in the discourse of sustainable development, we pave 

the way for a new model of growth: one that honours the soil, the story, and the hands 

that feed us. At the intersection of gastronomy, digital culture, and tourism, this approach 

emphasises strategies aligned with both local and global sustainable development goals. 

Embracing traditional practices whilst integrating modern technology and supportive 

policies, communities can cultivate a resilient and prosperous future rooted in their rich 

culinary heritage. 
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