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ABSTRACT

The influence of geographical features on gastronomy is one of the key elements in shaping the identity of tourist destina-
tions, because space and natural resources directly influence the development of culinary practices and authentic offers. For
this reason, this work aims to investigate the influence of geographical characteristics on the formation of the gastronomy of
Montenegro through the analysis of the perception of employees in tourism. The research was conducted on the territory of
Montenegro during the summer tourist season of 2025 and included 344 respondents employed in various activities of the
tourism and hospitality sector. Special emphasis was placed on the connection of their perception with the level and field of
education, as well as the place of work and work position. The results of the research show that the employees, to a signifi-
cant extent, recognize the role of geographical specificities—climate, relief, natural resources, and traditions—in shaping
the authentic gastronomy of Montenegro, which is important for the development of tourism. However, differences in the
degree of recognition of these connections were observed depending on the educational structure and position of the
employees. Higher levels of education and interdisciplinary fields of education are associated with a more expressed aware-
ness of the importance of geography for gastronomy, while employees in operational positions showed a more limited
perception of spatial-cultural dimensions. The findings of the research indicate the need for additional educational programs
and an integrated approach to ensure a coherent strategy for the development of the authentic gastronomic offer of
Montenegro, which represents an important potential for differentiation and competitiveness on the international tourism
market.

Key words: gastronomy, geographical characteristics, tourism, Montenegro, perception, employees in tourism, education,
job position

B INTRODUCTION

Contemporary tourism increasingly tends towards authentic and locally rooted experiences, whereby gas-
tronomy becomes a key element of differentiation of the destination offer (Anton, 2019; Pavlidis Markantonatou,
2020; Dixit Prayag et al., 2022; Kalenjuk Pivarski et al., 2024). The connection between geography and gastrono-
my is reflected in the way in which the natural and cultural characteristics of a space—including climate, relief,
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soil, biodiversity, historical heritage, and local practices—shape the food habits and culinary identity of a certain
region (Mora et al., 2021; Pérez-Priego et al., 2023; Kovalenko et al., 2023). Food thus becomes more than just a
mere means of nutrition; it represents a means of cultural communication, interpretation of space, and preser-
vation of local identity (Cordova-Buiza, 2024; Lequeux-Dincd et al., 2024). By recognizing these connections,
employees in tourism have the opportunity to actively contribute to the preservation of heritage and the im-
provement of the destination’s competitiveness (Basle, 2023; Dina, et al., 2025). However, previous research
shows that the perception of geographical influences on gastronomy among employees differs depending on
education, job position, and sector affiliation. While some personnel intuitively use local geographical elements
as part of the offer, others recognize them exclusively through a marketing or logistics framework (Vuksanovic,
2017; Stone et al., 2021; Kalenjuk Pivarski et al., 2023; Solano-Sanchez, 2024; Kalenjuk Pivarski et al., 2024).

In the context of the development of sustainable and culturally responsible tourism, understanding these
differences becomes crucial for the formulation of effective educational strategies and the creation of integrated
tourism products that reflect the specificities of the area (Stone et al., 2021; Solano-Sanchez, 2024; Kalenjuk Piv-
arski et al., 2023; Kalenjuk Pivarski et al., 2024; Paunic¢ et al., 2024). All mentioned recognized the need to set up
research, the subject of which is the analysis of the perception of employees in tourism about the influence of
geographical characteristics on the formation and recognition of the gastronomy of Montenegro. The focus is on
how employees perceive the role of geographical location, climatic conditions, natural resources, and cultural
diversity in shaping gastronomic specialties, as well as whether there are differences in perception depending on
the education and sector position of the respondents.

The task of this research is to:

- identify and systematize the perception of tourism employees about the role of geographical characteristics

in the development of gastronomy;

« quantitatively analyze the level of agreement of tourism employees with key statements related to the influ-

ence of geography on gastronomy;

« determine the existence of potential differences in perception depending on the educational structure and

sectoral position.

The aim of the research is to determine, through the examination of the degree of agreement of tourism
employees with carefully formulated claims, how the influence of geographical characteristics on the gastrono-
my of Montenegro in tourism is perceived. One particular objective is to determine whether and how the percep-
tion of employees is influenced by their level of education and sectoral role. This will facilitate the integration of
local resources in the creation of an authentic tourism offer.

The following research questions were developed for this study:

« To what extent do tourism employees recognize the influence of geographical characteristics on the forma-

tion of the gastronomy of Montenegro?

« Are there significant differences in employees’ perception of the influence of geographical factors on gas-

tronomy depending on the level of education?

« Does the field of education influence the perception of employees about the importance of local geography

in the creation of gastronomy?

« Does the perception of the role of geographical characteristics in shaping gastronomy differ depending on

the place of work in tourism?

« How does the sectoral position of employees in tourism affect their assessment of the influence of geo-

graphical specificities in the development of authentic gastronomy?

l LITERATURE REVIEW

The connection between geography and gastronomy forms an essential part of the identity of each destina-
tion, because space determines not only the available resources but also the culinary practices that develop from
them. By recognizing these connections, tourism employees can contribute to the preservation of cultural heri-
tage and improve the destination’s competitiveness through an authentic gastronomic offer (Anton et al., 2019;
Pavlidis Markantonatou, 2020; Dixit, Prayag, 2022). Food in modern tourism becomes a means of cultural com-
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munication and development of the local community (Kalenjuk Pivarski et al., 2023; Smugovi¢ et al., 2024). Re-
search has shown that employees who understand the importance of geographic specificities have the potential
to improve the overall experience of visitors, which is of particular importance in an era of increasing demand
for sustainable and locally rooted practices (Paunic et al., 2024).

The literature in the field of gastronomy and tourism points out that geographical context is crucial for un-
derstanding the development of an authentic gastronomic offer (Kalenjuk Pivarski et al., 2024). Authors like
Pauni¢ et al. (2024) emphasize how natural features—such as climate, topography, soil fertility, and biodiver-
sity—directly shape available foods and ways of preparing them. However, there is little research focused on
tourism employees’ perceptions of these factors.

Recent research indicates that employees in hospitality and tourism often unconsciously use local geographic
elements as a competitive advantage, although they do not fully articulate their importance (Vuksanovi¢ et al.,
2017; Bondzi-Simpson, Ayeh, 2019; Kalenjuk Pivarski et al., 2024). This insight into the situation opens up space
for a more in-depth understanding of the extent to which these influences are recognized in professional prac-
tice.

The difference in educational level is often reflected in the capacity of employees to recognize and interpret
the complex interdependencies between geography and gastronomy. According to research in the field of educa-
tion in tourism (Stone et al., 2021), highly educated personnel more often develop a critical awareness of the im-
portance of local identity in the creation of a gastronomic offer. According to research conducted by Solano-
Sanchez et al. (2024), highly educated employees are more inclined to connect authentic cuisine with the
sustainable development of the destination, while those with a lower level of education perceive this connection
more through the lens of tradition or routine (Bakr et al., 2025; Macédo et al., 2025). These differences may indi-
cate the need for targeted educational interventions in the tourism sector.

Research in the field of interdisciplinary approaches in gastronomy shows that the academic background of
employees significantly shapes their attitudes towards the role of geography in tourism (Pauni¢ et al., 2024). For
example, employees with an education in geography, ecology, or tourism are more likely to recognize the impor-
tance of local landscape features and their connection to food compared to those with economics or manage-
ment (Yilmaz et al., 2020). This difference can be explained by the focus of certain areas on the spatial, ecologi-
cal, and cultural aspects of the destination, which enriches the understanding of how local geography can
contribute to the differentiation of the offer. This further underlines the importance of interdisciplinary educa-
tion in tourism (Stone et al., 2021; Macédo et al., 2025; Bakr, 2025).

Various tourism jobs ranging from operational staff to management imply different levels of involvement
and exposure to the process of shaping the gastronomic offer (Pauni¢ et al., 2024; Kovalenko et al., 2023). Ac-
cording to research, chefs and culinary staff, who are directly involved in the creation of dishes, more often rec-
ognize the importance of local geographical resources, while marketing or administrative workers tend to ob-
serve gastronomy through the lens of market trends (Mora et al., 2021; Pérez-Priego et al., 2023). These disparities
suggest the presence of a “vertical distance” in the perception of local identity through gastronomy within the
sector, because the involvement of all levels of employees in educational and promotional activities can contrib-
ute to a more uniform recognition of the importance of geographical characteristics (Basle, 2023).

The position of employees within different sectors of tourism (hospitality industry, tour operators, guides,
hotel industry) significantly influences the way in which the importance of geographical specificities is assessed
(Paunic et al., 2024). For example, research shows that tour guides and educators more often use the narrative of
local geography to create an authentic experience, while hoteliers and restaurant managers mostly view geogra-
phy through a logistics or marketing framework (Yilmaz et al., 2020; Kovalenko et al., 2023). These differences
reveal a fragmented approach to the development of the gastronomic offer, which can reduce the coherence of
the destination identity. In this context, it is essential to understand sectoral perceptions to integrate the plan-
ning of a gastronomic-tourism strategy (Basle, 2023; Mora et al., 2021).
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B METHODOLOGY

Research site

The research was conducted on the territory of Montenegro, a destination characterized by extremely rich
and diverse geographical features, which makes it a suitable area for analyzing the relationship between geogra-
phy and gastronomy. Montenegro is known for the evident contrasts between the coastal, mountainous, and
continental areas (Djurovi¢, Djurovié, 2016; Cimbaljevi¢ et al., 2019), whereby each of these entities contributes
to the specific shaping of the local cuisine and the creation of an authentic gastronomic offer (Vujaci¢ et al.,
2024). Employees in the tourism sector were included as respondents in the research, including various activi-
ties such as hospitality, hotel management, travel agencies, and educational institutions related to tourism. This
approach made it possible to see a wide range of attitudes and experiences, both those employed in operational
positions and those in management and education.

Creating a survey questionnaire

For the purposes of research, a questionnaire was specially designed, which is structured into several the-
matic units related to the importance and functions of gastronomy in the tourism of Montenegro, examined
from the point of view of employees in tourism. The questionnaire was previously validated through a process of
testing and expert verification, which ensured its reliability and relevance for the subject of the research. This
paper presents the results of the segment that focuses on the employees’ perception of the influence of geo-
graphical characteristics on the design of the gastronomic offer.

In addition to sociodemographic characteristics and the characteristics of the respondents’ education and
work environment, the part of the questionnaire dedicated to this topic contained five statements, which the
respondents evaluated using a Likert scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). The claims in-
cluded views on the role of geographical location, climatic conditions, natural resources, and traditional meth-
ods of food preparation in shaping the authentic cuisine of Montenegro, as well as on their importance for the
development of the tourism offer. The statements were based on the findings of previous relevant studies in the
field of gastronomy and geographic determinism (Anton et al., 2019; Pavlidis and Markantonatou, 2020; Kalen-
juk Pivarski et al., 2023; Cordova-Buiza et al., 2024; Paunic¢ et al., 2024), which enabled the instrument to be
based on theoretical foundations and adapted to the specific research context.

Research implementation and sample size

The research was conducted in the period from the beginning of June to the middle of September 2025, dur-
ing the summer tourist season, when the largest number of employees in the tourism and hospitality industry
are engaged. A total of 344 valid questionnaires were processed, which represents a reliable basis for analyzing
the perception of tourism employees about the connection between geographic specificities and gastronomy.

Statistical analysis

The data collected in the research were first processed using descriptive statistics to obtain an overview of the
socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents and the characteristics of the facilities where they are em-
ployed. Before applying further statistical procedures, assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variance
were checked by the Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Levene’s tests. The results indicated that the data distribution
deviates from the normal distribution and that the variances are not homogeneous. Therefore, non-parametric
tests were used to compare differences between groups. The Kruskal-Wallis test (Kruskal & Wallis, 1952) was
used to analyze differences in respondents’ perception of geographic characteristics. When statistically signifi-
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cant differences (p<0.05) were found, post-hoc Dunn’s analysis with Bonferroni correction was performed to
identify pairs of groups with significant differences. The internal consistency of the Likert scale was assessed
using the Cronbach o coefficient (a = 0.858), which indicates high measurement reliability. All analyses were
performed in R 4.3.2 software.

B RESEARCH RESULTS

Analysis of socio-demographic and employment characteristics of respondents

The first part of the analysis includes descriptive statistics of socio-demographic characteristics of the re-
spondents, among which data on education and work environment are important for this research. The struc-
ture of the sample and the main characteristics of the respondents are shown in tables 1, 2, and 3.

As already mentioned in the methodology, a total of 344 respondents participated in the sample. Women
made up 51.7% of respondents, while men represented 48.3%. Looking at the age structure, the group of respon-
dents under 29 years of age (32.3%) had the largest participation, followed by the group of 40 to 49 years (28.8%),
while the group of 50 and over was the least represented (18.6%) (Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of socio-demographic characteristics of respondents

Variable Category No. %

Male 166 483

Sex
Female 178 51.7
Upto29 111 32.3
3039 70 20.3

Age
40—49 99 28.8
50 and more 64 18.6

Source: Processed by the author

When it comes to the level of education, 36% of the respondents have completed college or university, 28.2%
master’s or doctoral studies, 20.9% high school, and 14.8% college. According to the field of education, the largest
percentage of respondents comes from the field of food technology, agriculture, and chemistry (43%), followed
by tourism and catering (20.6%), while the least number of respondents comes from economics, law, and man-
agement (8.1%) (Table 2).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics on the level and field of education of the respondents

Variable Category No. %
High school 72 20.9
Highest level of College 51 14.8
education University/Bachelor 124 36.0
Master’s / Doctoral studies 97 28.2
Tourism and hospitality 71 20.6
Education area Economics, law, management 28 8.1
Food technology, agriculture, chemistry 148 43.0
Other 97 28.2

Source: Processed by the author
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The majority of respondents are employed in hospitality establishments for providing accommodation ser-
vices (32.6%) and in hospitality establishments for providing food and beverage services (29.4%), while 12.8%
work in travel agencies and organizations and 25.3% in educational institutions in the field of tourism and hos-
pitality (secondary vocational schools, colleges, and universities). When looking at the job position, 30.8% of
participants perform operational tasks, 24.7% work in senior management, and 25.3% in education, while 19.2%
work in operational management positions (Table 3).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the place and position of the respondent’s work

Variable Category No. %
Travel agency / Tourism organization 44 12.8
L Accommodation facility 12 32.6
Job organization - —
Food and beverage service facility 101 29.4
Tourism and hospitality educational institution 87 25.3
Operational jobs (receptionist, tour guide, hostess,
. . 106 30.8
cook, waiter, sommelier, bartender, etc.)
. Middle management (front office manager, restau- 66 192
Job position rant manager, executive chef, etc.) ’
Senior management (director, owner, etc.) 85 24.7
Education (teacher, professor, practitioner, etc.) 87 25.3

Source: Processed by the author

Analysis of the perception of tourism employees on the relationship between geographical features and
gastronomy

The results of a descriptive statistical analysis of the perception of tourism employees on the relationship be-
tween geographic characteristics and gastronomy are presented in Table 4. It is evident from the results that the
respondents largely agree with the statement that the specifics of the geographical area play a key role in creat-
ing distinctive gastronomy (AS=4.03). Respondents showed the lowest degree of agreement with the statement
that traditional ways of preparing food in the region are adapted to specific natural conditions (AS=4.05).

Table 4. Descriptive statistics of the perception of employees in tourism a
bout the relationship between geographical characteristics and gastronomy

Arithmetic | Standard
Statement et
mean deviation
1. The geographical location of the area shapes the characteristic food products. 3.82 0.948
2. | The specificities of the geographical area play a key role in creating a 3.83 1.043
distinctive gastronomic offer.
3. | The climatic conditions of the region have a direct impact on the 4.03 0.924
availability and quality of local foods.
4. | Traditional ways of preparing food in the region are adapted to specific 3.53 1153
natural conditions.
5. | Thediversity of cultures in the region is reflected in the wide range of 3.84 1.032
gastronomic specialties.

Source: Processed by the author
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Analysis of differences in the level of education of tourism employees and their perception of the connection
between geographic characteristics and gastronomy

Using the Kruskal-Wallis test, an analysis was performed to determine whether there are differences be-
tween the respondents’ level of education in terms of their perception of the connection between geographic
characteristics and gastronomy (Table 5).

After the test, it was determined that there is a statistically significant difference in the level of education of
the respondents and their perception that the geographic location of the area shapes characteristic food prod-
ucts (p<0.05). The results of the post-hoc analysis determined that there are statistically significant differences
between respondents with completed secondary school and respondents with higher education (p=0.023), as
well as between respondents with completed master’s or doctoral studies and respondents with completed sec-
ondary school or higher education (p=0.000; p=0.000). Respondents with completed master’s or doctoral stud-
ies expressed the highest degree of agreement with this statement compared to all other groups of respondents.

Statistically significant differences (p<0.05) in the level of education of the respondents were also observed in
the claim that the specifics of the geographical area play a key role in creating a distinctive gastronomic offer.
The results of post-hoc tests revealed significant differences between respondents with a high school diploma
and respondents with higher education or master’s/doctoral studies (p=0.000; p=0.023). The results of post-hoc
tests also showed significant differences between respondents with a college degree and respondents with a
higher education (p=0.006), with the respondents with a higher education showing the highest degree of agree-
ment with this statement.

Based on the results shown in the table, it can be seen that there are statistically significant differences
(p<0.05) in the level of education of the respondents in the statement that the climatic conditions of the region
have a direct impact on the availability and quality of local foods, and the post-hoc analysis determined that
there are differences between respondents with a higher education and respondents with a secondary school or
higher education (p=0.001; p=0.004). Respondents with completed higher education expressed the highest de-
gree of agreement with the statement that the climatic conditions of the region have a direct impact on the avail-
ability and quality of local foods.

The results also revealed statistically significant differences in the level of education of respondents in the
claim that the traditional ways of preparing food in the region are adapted to specific natural conditions. Post-
hoc testing revealed that there are significant differences between respondents who completed high school and
respondents who have higher education or completed master’s/doctoral studies (p=0.002; p=0.000), respon-
dents who completed high school expressed the lowest degree of agreement with this statement.

Table 5. Kruskal-Wallis test of differences in the level of education of employees in tourism and their
perception of the connection between geographical characteristics and gastronomy

Arithmetic mean
s High o . N _\ I
tatement University | Master’s/ | p-value
school | College
Doctoral
The geographical location of the area shapes the characteristic
3.47 3.65 3.89 4.09 0.000
food products.
The specificities of the geographical area play a key role in
P fHes o7 the geograph playa K&y 3.40 3.71 4.03 3.95 0.000
creating a distinctive gastronomic offer.
The climatic conditions of the region have a direct impact on the
I . 3.76 4.39 4.02 4.04 0.008
availability and quality of local foods.
Traditional ways of preparing food in the region are adapted to
o ys of preparing & P 3.03 3.37 3.69 3.78 0.002
specific natural conditions.
The diversity of cultures in the region is reflected in the wide
. - 3.57 3.84 3.85 4.03 0.081
range of gastronomic specialties.

Source: Processed by the author
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Analysis of differences in the field of education of tourism employees and their perception of the connection
between geographical characteristics and gastronomy

In the following part of the research, using the Kruskal-Wallis test, an analysis was performed to see if there
are differences between the respondents’ fields of education regarding their perception of the connection be-
tween the geographic characteristics of gastronomy (Table 6).

Table 6. Kruskal-Wallis test of differences in the field of education of employees in tourism and their
perception of the connection between geographical characteristics and gastronomy

Arithmetic mean
. Food
Statement Tourism Economy, p-value
technology,
and law, .
. 1 agriculture, Other
hospitality | manage- .
chemistry
ment
The geographical location of the area shapes the
L. 3.58 3.57 3.93 3.92 0.179
characteristic food products.
The specificities of the geographical area play a ke
.p . . g . grap . p'ay Y 3.45 4.11 3.99 3.78 0.000
role in creating a distinctive gastronomic offer.
The climatic conditions of the region have a direct 375 4.29 2.09 2.05 0.190
impact on the availability and quality of local foods. ' ’ ' ' '
Traditional ways of preparing food in the region are
ys orpreparing foocti reg! f 3.08 3.1 3.82 3.55 0.000
adapted to specific natural conditions.
The diversity of cultures in the region is reflected in
versity ereglon Is 3.77 3.86 3.84 389 | 0.464
the wide range of gastronomic specialties.

Source: Processed by the author

The results of the test revealed that there is a statistically significant difference in the field of education of the
respondents in the claim that the specifics of the geographical area play a key role in creating a distinctive gas-
tronomic offer (p<0.05). Based on the results of the post-hoc test, it was determined that statistically significant
differences exist between respondents whose field of education is tourism or catering and respondents whose
field of education is economics, law, management, technology, agriculture or chemistry (p=0.000; p=0.000).
Post-hoc tests also indicated that there are significant differences between respondents who indicated some-
thing else as their field of education and respondents whose field of education is economics, law, management,
food technology, agriculture or chemistry (p=0.002; p=0.035), whereby respondents whose field of education is
economics, law or management expressed the highest degree of agreement with this statement.

Regarding the respondents field of education, statistically significant differences (p<0.05) were also found
regarding the claim that the traditional ways of food preparation in the region are adapted to specific natural
conditions, and a post-hoc test found that there are differences between the respondents whose field of educa-
tion is catering or tourism and those whose field of education is economics, law or management. In addition,
the differences were also found between the respondents whose field of education is food technology, agriculture
or chemistry and the respondents whose field of education is tourism and hospitality (p=0.001; p=0.011), as well
as between the respondents who have an education in economics, law or management and the respondents who
have an education in food technology, agriculture or chemistry (p=0.002). Respondents whose field of education
is food technology, agriculture or chemistry expressed the highest degree of agreement with this statement,
while respondents who have education in tourism or hospitality showed the lowest degree of agreement with
this statement.
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Analysis of differences in the place of work of tourism employees and their perception of the connection be-
tween geographical characteristics and gastronomy

Using the Kruskal-Wallis test, an analysis was performed to determine whether there are differences be-
tween the respondents’ workplaces regarding their peer perception of the relationship between geographic char-
acteristics and gastronomy (Table 7).

Table 7. Kruskal-Wallis test of differences in the place of work of tourism employees and their perception
of the connection between geographical characteristics and gastronomy

Arithmetic mean
Travel Tourism
rave A Food and our::

Statement agency / com™ | peverage and p-value
Tourism | modation service hospitality
organiza- facility . educational

i facility e . .
tion Institution
The geographical location of the area shapes the
o 4.02 3.70 3.64 4.09 0.001
characteristic food products.

The specificities of the geographical area play a ke

opectiicities of the §eograp apayakey 3.76 3.79 3.66 416 0.006
role in creating a distinctive gastronomic offer.

The climatic conditions of the region have a direct 3.08 4.00 s 394 0.864

impact on the availability and quality of local foods. ' ' ' ' '

Traditional ways of preparing food in the region are

radit ways of preparing fooc | regionar 3.66 3.38 3.25 3.99 0.001
adapted to specific natural conditions.

The diversity of cultures in the region is reflected in

. . o 3.57 3.96 3.60 4.10 0.001
the wide range of gastronomic specialties.

Source: Processed by the author

The results of the test revealed that there is a statistically significant difference in the place of work of the ex-
aminee in the claim that the geographic location of the area shapes characteristic food products (p<0.05). Based
on the results of the post-hoc test, it was determined that statistically significant differences exist between re-
spondents whose place of work is a hospitality establishment that provides food and beverage services and all
other groups of respondents (p=0.000; p=0.031; p=0.000). Respondents whose place of work is an educational
institution in the field of tourism and hospitality showed the highest, and respondents whose place of work is a
hospitality establishment that provides food and beverage services with the lowest degree of agreement with this
statement. Based on the results shown in the previous table, it can be seen that statistically significant differ-
ences (p<0.05) in the place of work of the respondents were also established for the claim that the specifics of the
geographical area play a key role in creating a distinctive gastronomic offer. The results of the post-hoc analysis
revealed that there are differences between respondents whose workplace is a hospitality establishment that
provides food and beverage services and respondents whose workplace is a hospitality facility primarily provid-
ing accommodation services and an educational institution in the field of tourism and hospitality (p=0.024;
p=0.000). Respondents whose workplace is an educational institution in the field of tourism and hospitality ex-
pressed the highest degree of agreement with this statement.

Statistically significant differences (p<0.05) in the place of work of the respondents were also found in the
claim that the traditional ways of preparing food in the region are adapted to specific natural conditions, and a
post-hoc test found that there are differences between respondents whose place of work is a hospitality estab-
lishment that provides food and beverage services and respondents whose place of work is a travel agency or
tourism organization or an educational institution in the field of tourism and hospitality (p=0.006; p=0.000), as
well as between respondents whose place of work is a hospitality establishment for providing primarily accom-
modation services and educational institutions in the field of tourism and hospitality (p=0.001). Respondents
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whose place of work is an educational institution in the field of tourism and hospitality expressed the highest
degree of agreement with this statement as well. Based on the results of the test, a statistically significant differ-
ence (p<0.05) was observed in the place of work of the respondents and in the statement that the diversity of
cultures in the region is reflected in a wide range of gastronomic specialties, and post-hoc analysis determined
that there are differences between respondents whose workplace is an educational institution in the field of
tourism and hospitality and respondents whose workplace is a travel agency or tourism organization, as well as
respondents whose workplace is a hospitality establishment that provides food and beverage services (p=0.019;
p=0.019), respondents whose place of work is an educational institution in the field of tourism and hospitality
expressed the highest degree of agreement with this statement as well.

Analysis of differences in the job position of employees in tourism and their perception of the connection
between geographic characteristics and gastronomy

In the last part of the research, using the Kruskal-Wallis test, an analysis was performed to see if there are
differences between the respondents’ work positions regarding their perception of the relationship between geo-
graphic characteristics and gastronomy (Table 8).

Table 8. Kruskal-Wallis test of differences in the job position of employees in tourism and their perception of the
connection between geographical characteristics and gastronomy

Statement Arithtmetic mean p-value
Operational Middle Senior Education
jobs manage- manage-
ment ment
The geographical location of the area shapes the
o 3.67 3.74 3.80 4.09 0.027
characteristic food products.
The specificities of the geographical area play a ke
P . “ne geograp apayakey 3.77 3.62 3.72 4.16 0.015
role in creating a distinctive gastronomic offer.
The climatic conditions of the region have a direct
impact on the availability and quality of local 3.93 4.23 4.07 3.94 0.195
foods.
Traditional ways of preparing food in the region
e o 3.35 3.56 3.27 3.99 0.000
are adapted to specific natural conditions.
The diversity of cultures in the region is reflected in
. Y eregion s 3.87 3.67 3.68 4.10 0.116
the wide range of gastronomic specialties.

Source: Processed by the author

The results of the test revealed that there is a statistically significant difference in the working position of the
respondents in the claim that the geographical position of the area shapes characteristic food products (p<0.05).
Based on the results of the post-hoc test, it was determined that statistically significant differences exist be-
tween respondents whose job position is education and respondents in the position of operational affairs or op-
erational management (p=0.011; p=0.008). Respondents in the position of operational management expressed
the lowest degree of agreement with this statement.

Statistically significant differences (p<0.05) in the job position of the respondents were also observed in the
claim that the specifics of the geographical area play a key role in creating a distinctive gastronomic offer. The
results of the post-hoc test indicated that there are differences between respondents engaged in education and
respondents in operational or senior management positions (p=0.002; p=0.019); respondents engaged in educa-
tion expressed the highest degree of agreement with this statement.
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Based on the results shown in the previous table, it can be observed that there are statistically significant dif-
ferences (p<0.05) in the work position of the respondents and in the statement that the traditional ways of food
preparation in the region are adapted to specific natural conditions, and post-hoc analysis found that there are
differences between respondents engaged in education and all other groups of respondents (p=0.001; p=0.014;
p=0.000), respondents engaged in education expressed the highest degree of agreement with this statement.

B DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

Based on the results, it was noted that employees in tourism recognize to a significant extent that geographi-
cal specificities play a key role in shaping gastronomy and its offer. Which is confirmed by other research, em-
phasizing that space shapes not only the available resources but also the culinary practices that develop on them
(Anton et al., 2019; Dixit, Prayag, 2022). Recognizing the importance of the geographic context for the creation of
an authentic offer contributes to the preservation of cultural heritage and strengthening the competitiveness of
destinations (Kalenjuk Pivarski et al., 2023; Smugovié et al., 2024). However, certain aspects, such as the connec-
tion between natural conditions and traditional ways of preparing food, are not equally strongly recognized
among all employees in tourism in Montenegro. We find similar observations in earlier works, which indicate
that employees in tourism and hospitality often use local geographical elements in the offer, but without a clear
articulation of their full significance (Vukasanovic et al., 2017; Bondzi-Simpson, Ayeh, 2019; Ivanovi¢ et al., 2022).

The results also indicate that the educational level of employees strongly influences the way in which the con-
nection between geographical features and gastronomy is perceived. Employees with higher levels of education
(master’s and doctoral studies) show a greater ability to perceive and critically evaluate the importance of local
geography for the development of authentic cuisine, while employees with lower education more often see this
connection through the prism of routine or tradition. Such findings confirm earlier research according to which
highly educated personnel more often develop a critical awareness of the importance of local identity and sus-
tainable development of destinations (Stone et al., 2021; Solano-Sanchez et al., 2024). On the other hand, less
educated employees may show a limited understanding of complex connections, which points to the need for
additional educational programs in the tourism sector (Bakr et al., 2025; Macédo et al., 2025).

It was observed that the field of education significantly affects the perception of geographical factors. Unex-
pectedly, respondents with an education in tourism and hospitality did not show the highest degree of agree-
ment, while employees from the fields of economics, law, and management expressed a stronger awareness of
the importance of geography for the gastronomic identity of the destination. On the other hand, respondents
from the fields of agriculture, chemistry, and food technology mostly emphasize the connection between natural
conditions and the way food is prepared. Such findings fit in with previous claims that the focus of certain disci-
plines (e.g., ecology, geography or agriculture) encourages a more developed understanding of spatial-cultural
characteristics in gastronomy (Yilmaz et al., 2020). This confirms the importance of interdisciplinary education
for the differentiation of the tourism offer and the creation of a comprehensive understanding of the impor-
tance of the geographical context (Stone et al., 2021; Bakr, 2025).

The results indicated that employees in educational institutions in the field of tourism and hospitality mostly
recognize the importance of geographical characteristics for the creation of a gastronomic offer. In contrast,
employees in hospitality establishments that provide food and beverage services express the lowest degree of
agreement with these statements. This finding confirms earlier research that emphasizes that operational per-
sonnel often observe gastronomy primarily through the prism of practical tasks and market trends, while educa-
tional institutions develop a broader theoretical understanding of the spatial-cultural aspects of gastronomy
(Mora et al., 2021; Pérez-Priego et al., 2023). Differences in the workplace thus become an important factor in the
formation of attitudes, because they shape the experience of employees and their attitude towards local gas-
tronomy.

The research showed that employees in positions in education have the most developed awareness of the role
of geographical factors in the creation of a gastronomic offer, while operational and managerial personnel ex-
press a weaker degree of agreement. Similarly, chefs and culinary staff more often recognize the importance of
local resources because they are directly involved in the food preparation process, while managers more often
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view gastronomy through a logistics and marketing framework (Paunic et al., 2024). Such differences confirm
the existence of “vertical distance” in the perception of geographic identity within the sector, which is already
recognized in the literature (Yilmaz et al., 2020; Basle, 2023). In this sense, the inclusion of all levels of employees
in the education and promotion processes can contribute to a more even understanding of the importance of
geographical specificities and the creation of a more coherent gastronomic-tourism strategy (Paunic et al., 2024;
Kovalenko et al., 2023).

B CONCLUSION

Based on the conducted research, it can be concluded that employees in Montenegro's tourism sector largely
recognize the importance of geographical characteristics in shaping gastronomy and its role in tourism, and
that space and culture play a deeply rooted role in creating a destination’s identity. The authenticity and com-
petitiveness of Montenegro's gastronomic offer are primarily determined by its geographic specificities, which
include climate, relief, local resources, and traditions.

Significance and Implications of the Results

The research showed that the level of education and professional position significantly influence the depth of
understanding of the connection between geographical features and gastronomy. Higher levels of education and
interdisciplinary knowledge enable a clearer and more in-depth understanding of geographical impacts, while
employees with lower education levels and primarily operational experience demonstrated a more limited per-
ception of the broader cultural-spatial context.

These differences indicate the need for strategic investment in the education of tourism and hospitality em-
ployees, with the aim of achieving a unified understanding and coordinated action in the promotion of local
gastronomy. It is especially important to include all sectoral and hierarchical levels—from operational staff to
management and educators—in the development of a sustainable and authentic gastronomic offer.

Only through the integration of geographical specificities into gastronomic-tourism strategies can Montene-
gro fully recognize and utilize its authentic potential, transforming gastronomy from a functional hospitality
segment into a key symbol of cultural identity and international recognition.

Research Limitations and Recommendations for Future Studies

The research was exclusively focused on employees in the tourism and hospitality sectors, without including
the broader public (local population) and tourists, who also play a significant role in shaping perceptions of gas-
tronomy and the influence of geographical factors on the destination’s tourist identity. This limits the under-
standing of the broader social and cultural context in which gastronomy is perceived and valued as part of cul-
tural heritage.

Additionally, the research primarily relied on quantitative data. Combining it with qualitative methods could
have provided a deeper and more nuanced insight into the experiences and perceptions of both employees and
consumers. Therefore, the following is critical for future research:

- Expanding the sample to include the local population and tourists;

- Applying mixed methods—both quantitative and qualitative—to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how the tourism identity is shaped by geographical and gastronomic character-
istics.

Improvements to the practice:

— Strategic investment in education—development of training programs and professional courses
that integrate geography, cultural studies, and gastronomy, accessible to all hierarchical levels of
employees. Special emphasis should be placed on strengthening competencies among employees
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in operational positions, who, according to the findings, demonstrated a narrower perception of
spatial and cultural dimensions.

— Interdisciplinary approach—encouraging collaboration between professionals in tourism, geog-
raphy, gastronomy, and hospitality to develop a coordinated strategy for the authentic gastronom-
ic offer of Montenegro as a competitive element in the international tourism market.
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