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Abstract: The safeguarding and promotion of food heritage are often considered as a possible way
for achieving social and cultural sustainability objectives. This literature review investigates some
of the dynamics underlying the heritagisation of food and explores the risks of this process. It fo-
cuses mainly on anthropological, geographical, and sociological publications. Overall, it aims to
shed light on the strengths and limitations of food heritagisation regarding the improvement of the
socio-cultural sustainability of the food system. The analysis highlights cross-cutting risks, namely
the omission of tangible and intangible elements of the local food system, and the exclusion of key
stakeholders from the recognition and institutionalisation of food heritage. The review highlights
the strict interdependence between intangible and tangible elements during food heritagisation,
and assesses how local and global interactions can activate and shape this process. It sheds light on
the need to pay more attention to the factors, actors, and relationships underpinning the emergence
and recognition of food and food-related elements as part of the local heritage.
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1. Introduction

Food heritagisation “refers to the transformation of [food], places and practices into
cultural heritage as values are attached to them, essentially describing heritage as a pro-
cess” [1] (p. 26). In the recent decades, it has been at the centre of a growing attention.
This attention is linked to the emergence of several initiatives aimed at recognising,
safeguarding, and promoting tangible and intangible elements of the foodscape. In 2010,
the inclusion of the Mediterranean diet, Mexican cuisine, and the gastronomic meal of
the French in UNESCQO'’s “Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity” list recognised the
need to protect food and culinary cultures given their importance as identity markers, as
well as their role in fostering the economic, political, and social empowerment of local
communities [2,3]. This phenomenon has attracted the attention of social scientists, es-
pecially in the field of food studies. It is what Geyzen [4] called a “heritage turn”, that is,
the rise of a strand of research exploring the link between identity crises, attempts at
reidentification, and the development of heritage-based projects linked to food and the
gastronomic milieu. This has also been at the core of the debate in food and social sci-
ences, especially with regard to the link between the promotion of local agri-food re-
sources, rural development, and food tourism [5-7].

In the last few years, there has been a flourishing discourse on the relationship be-
tween food heritage and sustainability. The current discussion explores how the eleva-
tion of food to the status of heritage can enhance the sustainability of the food system
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while safeguarding traditional food resources through the active participation of local
communities [8-13]. More recently, there has been increasing attention to the relationship
between food heritage and socio-cultural sustainability [14-17].

In the institutional fields, the safeguarding and promotion of food and cultural re-
sources is considered a possible tool for achieving social and cultural sustainability ob-
jectives [18,19]. According to Thorsby [20], cultural sustainability involves the protection
and maintenance of cultural values, practices and knowledge, and their transmission to
future generations. Given the intrinsic link between this and the other pillars of sustain-
ability (i.e., economic, social, and environmental), the promotion of cultural resources can
contribute to the achievement of broader goals, such as improvements in the quality of
life and well-being of society in general [21,22]. In this context, the promotion of food
heritage can foster the development of inclusive processes to improve the socio-economic
and health conditions of rural communities, while enabling the conservation of tradi-
tional food and cultural elements embedded in specific places [10,15]. Kapelari et al. [16]
suggested that food heritage should play a central role in the design and implementation
of sustainable development policies aimed at ensuring food security and sovereignty for
the global population.

When considering the potential benefits of food heritagisation (e.g., strengthening of
cultural identity, preservation of local knowledge and traditions, and improvement of
the socio-economic conditions of local populations), several scholars have warned of
possible contradictions underlying this process, such as the exclusion and marginalisa-
tion of particular groups of actors, triggering of cultural expropriation, loss of biological
and cultural diversity, weakening and commodification of cultural identity,
over-exploitation of local resources, and decrease in their availability within traditional
networks of exchange and consumption [23-27].

To date, some studies have analysed the debate on “food as cultural heritage” in
order to frame this concept and explore the perspectives of its valorisation (i.e., the pro-
cess that aims at increasing the economic, social, and cultural value of a product) [28], as
well as to define the main dimensions of heritage foods and identify some of the risk
factors that may compromise their authenticity and food safety [29]. However, little at-
tention has been paid thus far to investigating when food heritagisation and the valori-
sation of food heritage may fail in achieving social and cultural sustainability goals.

To partially fill this gap, we conducted a literature review with the aims of identi-
fying some of the underlying dynamics of the heritagisation of food and investigating the
variables that can shape the outcomes of this process. Some of the risks and unintended
effects underlying this process were examined in order to answer the following research
question: under what circumstances does official food heritagisation generate outcomes
that reverberate negatively on the social and cultural sustainability of the food system?

The specific objectives of the review were to:

e  explore different conceptualisations of food heritage and associated terms;

e identify some of the main events and activities underpinning the process of recog-
nising, safeguarding, and promoting food heritage; and

e investigate the main risk factors and failures in the implementation of food herit-
age-based initiatives, focusing on the changes and alterations that shape social and
cultural elements related to food and gastronomy.

Overall, the article wants to shed light on some elements that researchers should
consider to reflect on the strengths and limitations of the official heritagisation of food
with regard to the improvement of the socio-cultural sustainability of the food system, its
associated actors, and resources.

The paper is organised as follows. Section 2 presents the methodology used to iden-
tify, screen, and review the literature. Section 3 outlines the conceptualisations of food
heritage and its main features. Section 4 explores the main dynamics connected to the
heritagisation of food that emerged during the review. Section 5 presents some relevant
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critical issues linked to heritagisation, paying particular attention to the recognition, le-
gitimisation, and valorisation of food heritage. The unintended and negative effects of
each issue are explored at a general level, as well as by presenting case studies that shed
light on the causes and dynamics from which they may arise. Section 6 summarises the
most relevant criticalities of the food heritagisation process and development of herit-
age-based projects, inferring how they might hinder the achievement of social and cul-
tural sustainable goals. Section 7 introduces potential research trajectories to further ex-
plore the connection between heritage and socio-cultural sustainability in the food and
gastronomic fields.

2. Materials and Methods

The article presents the results of a literature review aimed at investigating some
interconnecting elements in the scientific debate on food heritage and food heritagisation.

Review papers are critical evaluations of studies that have already been published
and whose main objective is “to provide a historical perspective of the respective re-
search area and an in-depth account of independent research endeavours” [30] (p. 233).
They can be carried out following different approaches. Common models used in the
social sciences and specifically for assessing food and gastronomic-related issues [31,32]
are systematic literary review and narrative review models. Both these models discuss a
specific topic by integrating extant literature, synthesizing prior studies, identifying
knowledge gaps, and developing new theoretical frameworks [33]. On the one hand,
systematic literature reviews rely on formal mechanisms for the organisation and analy-
sis of the literature. They are more suitable for exploring focused topics, often through
quantitative analysis with the statistical pooling of data [34]. On the other hand, narrative
reviews provide descriptive syntheses of previously published information [35] based on
a more unstructured approach. For this reason, they have greater communicative poten-
tial both in terms of readability and to create a comprehensive theoretical framework in
the face of a fragmented debate or an emergent topic [36].

Due to the nature of the research questions, the fragmentation of the debate, and the
heterogeneity of sources, the article follows the model of a narrative literary review.

The literature review entailed four stages.

Stage 1: The literature was searched to explore the concept of food heritage and
identify some of the main dynamics underlying the recognition food and gastronomic
resources as “heritage”, and concerning their safeguard and promotion. To this end, we
carried out a semi-structured literature search in the Scopus, Ebsco, and Science Direct
databases. A complementary search was done using bibliographic references found on
the Google Scholar website.

Literature searches were conducted using the terms “food heritage”, “heritage
food”, “gastronomic heritage”, “culinary heritage”, “food heritagisation”, and “food
patrimonialisation” in the article title, abstract, and keywords. The Boolean operators
“AND” and “OR” were used so that a single search of each database included all of the
search terms.

The results were filtered by focusing on scientific articles, books, and book chapters
related to the socio-cultural analysis of food heritage and the heritagisation of food, fo-
cusing mainly on anthropological, sociological, and geographical works.

Inclusion criteria for materials were: abstract written in English, published in
peer-reviewed journals (for articles), and issued from 1998 (publication of Bessiere’s in-
fluential article on food heritage and food heritagisation [5], which is currently the
most-cited article on this topic) to April 2021 (present).

A screening exercise was then used to eliminate documents that did not explicitly
relate to the heritagisation of food and its employment in the realm of the catering in-
dustry or the framework of rural development projects. After this process, we identified
81 documents as relevant for our research purposes. Table 1 summarises the general in-
formation of the materials considered for the analysis.
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Table 1. Summary of the analysed documents.

Item Number of Entries Notes
71 Peer-reviewed journal articles
Numbers of documents 10 Books and book chapters
8 1998-2006
Year of publication 21 2007-2013
52 2014-2020
Number of authors 138 -
Number of affiliations
. s 95 -
(universities and research centres)
Number of journals 41 -

Of the 81 documents, 71 were journal articles and ten were books or book chapters.
The articles were published in 41 different peer-reviewed journals, with 30% of them in
the journals of Anthropology of food, Sustainability, Journal of Rural Studies, and Food, Culture
and Society.

Stage 2: To conceptualise food heritage, the authors read and examined all the ma-
terials. Twenty-five documents were selected and analysed to explore the different defi-
nitions of food heritage and associated terms currently adopted in the debate and outline
its main features.

Stage 3: The authors analysed all 81 documents using the qualitative data analysis
software NVivo version 12.5.0 [37] to identify some of the events and activities under-
pinning the process of recognising, safeguarding, and promoting food heritage. This
process identified three main groups of dynamics underpinning food heritagisation,
namely “recognition”, “legitimisation”, and “valorisation”. The main characteristics of
each group are reported in Section 3.

Stage 4: To explore the risk factors and unintended effects of food heritagisation, the
full texts of the relevant materials were read and assessed on the basis of the inclusion
criteria, resulting in a final body of 45 documents. The selection focused on academic
studies exploring national or international projects that combine the safeguarding of food
and cultural elements with their valorisation. Specifically, documents exploring the topic
of food heritage in the framework of initiatives promoted by UNESCO as well as by in-
ternational and national bodies including the European Union, NGOs, and food move-
ments were prioritised.

Subsequently, the data was analysed through a quality content analysis to identify
the main critical issues related to the three processes [38]. To this end, the selected mate-
rials were classified and grouped into “heritage recognition”, “heritage legitimisation”,
and “heritage valorisation” using the NVivo case function [39]. Afterwards, the docu-
ments were systematically coded and grouped into themes and sub-themes for each case
study (the authors generated nodes and categories during the analysis) according to the
main unintended effects.

3. Exploring the Concept of Food Heritage

The analysis of the 25 documents shows the difficulties of clearly defining the
boundaries of food heritage. This circumstance is reflected in the heterogeneous and
fragmented conceptualisations of this term.

Overall, the term food heritage acts as an umbrella concept that includes different
definitions such as what can be defined as agri-food heritage, culinary heritage, and
gastronomic heritage.

Some authors [40-42] adopt a conceptualisation of food heritage in line with the one
proposed by Béssiere [5] (p. 27) that includes: “agricultural products, ingredients, dishes
and cooking artefacts. It also comprises the symbolic dimension of food (table manners,
rituals), techniques, recipes, eating practices and food-related behaviours and beliefs”.
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In other studies, agri-food heritage, culinary heritage, and gastronomic heritage are
used as synonyms or interchangeably with food heritage and heritage food (i.e., the
physical elements of food heritage such as local products and traditional equipment).
However, as shown in Table 2, there are some differences in their specific meanings and
conceptualisations.

Table 2. Definitions and related characteristics of food heritage, agri-food heritage, culinary heritage, and gastronomic

heritage.
Concept References Main Features
. Agricultural products, ingredients, dishes, and cooking implements
Food J Techniques and recipes
. [5,40-42] J Symbolic dimension of food (e.g., table manners and rituals)
Heritage . . . .
. Eating practices, food-related behaviours, and beliefs
J Shared legacy and common good
J Agricultural products
Agri-food [43-48] . Production practices and traditional knowledge
Heritage J Rootedness in rural and marginal areas (expressed by the category
terroir)
. Ingredients, cooking accoutrements, and recipes (corpus of culinary
. elements and strong emphasis on practices)
Culinary . .
. [11,49-56] . Tastes, smells, and eating traditions
Heritage . . o . .
. Ethnic, national, and political dimensions
. Sociability, legacy, identity, tradition, and sense of belonging
° Products, practices, and knowledge related to the cultivation, har-
vesting, and conservation of agricultural products
Gastronomic [3,6,8,28] . Ingredients, cooking utensils, and recipes (corpus of culinary ele-
Heritage Y ments and strong emphasis on practices)
° Ethnic, national, and political dimensions
o Sociability, legacy, identity, tradition, and sense of belonging

Agri-food heritage includes elements belonging to the upstream part of the food-
scape. It focuses mainly on the relationships between agricultural products, production
practices, and traditional knowledge linked to rural contexts. This link is often expressed
by the category terroir [43—46]. Agricultural products (primary or processed) character-
ised by a strong rootedness in rural, often marginal areas represent the material element
at the core of this concept [47,48].

The term culinary heritage mainly considers elements and practices related to the
preparation and consumption of food. Timothy and Ron [49] (p. 99) include in this defi-
nition “a mix of tangible (e.g., ingredients and cooking accoutrements) and intangible
(e.g., tastes, smells, recipes and eating traditions) elements that contribute to the cultural
values and characteristics of places”. A strong emphasis is given to socio-cultural ele-
ments attached to the culinary sphere [11,50], its ethnic or national dimension [51], and its
role as an identity marker [52]. Some definitions also denote the centrality of the conti-
nuity and evolution of practices and knowledge, as well as their intergenerational
transmission [53].

An analogy with the definition of intangible cultural heritage proposed by Unesco
[18] is evident in the focus on a corpus of culinary elements (more rarely individual
dishes or recipes), a strong emphasis on practices, regional or national boundaries of
heritage, and its marked political connotation [54-56].

The concept of gastronomic heritage takes on a similar meaning, especially with
regard to the role of elements such as sociability, legacy, identity, tradition, and sense of
belonging [3,28]. However, it has a more comprehensive dimension that can include
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products, practices, and knowledge related to the cultivation, harvesting, and conserva-
tion of agricultural products [6,8].

Despite the differences and variability, it is possible to identify some common ele-
ments that the different conceptualisations share. First, they pay attention to physical
objects embedded into well-defined geographical areas and cultural milieu. They are
products or dishes linked to the public sphere and very often exchanged in market net-
works. Another commonality entails the formal connotation of heritage. In other words,
material and immaterial elements of the foodscape become heritage elements following a
process of official attribution of this status. There is, therefore, a prevailing focus on the
process (i.e., heritagisation) and its dynamics rather than on the physical object (i.e.,
products and dishes).

4. Framing the Process of Food Heritagisation and Its Socio-Cultural Nature: From
Recognition to Valorisation

Drawing from the analysis, food heritagisation can be conceived as the so-
cio-cultural process through which different agents identify food and gastronomic re-
sources embedded in a given place, attach new values to them, and formally recognise
them as part of their collective heritage in an attempt to pursue their specific aims
[24,51,57].

Bessiere [5] underlines the ever-changing nature of food heritage and defines food
heritagisation as a process and social practice that is constructed more than fixed. She
frames it as the dynamic actualisation, adaptation, and reinterpretation of elements from
the past attached to a given group, its knowledge, skills, and values.

4.1. Heritage Recognition

In their work, Bessiere [5] (p. 28) and Bessiére and Tibére [6] (p. 282) argue that food
heritagisation underlies three different dynamics, namely “heritage realisation”, “herit-
age awareness”’, and “heritage identification”. Heritage realisation arises when a group
of actors acknowledge the existence of a shared vision and judgement on some elements
of the foodscape. Heritage awareness and identification occur when actors recognise
their importance, identify “collective heritage objects”, and eventually undertake a path
towards their protection.

According to several authors, the relationships that develop in the globalised
post-modern society are one of the main factors behind the recognition of food as cultural
heritage [4,49].

Some of the possible drivers of this phenomenon include the erosion of biological,
cultural, and culinary diversity, and a decrease in the presence and change in the role of
food and gastronomic resources [15,58]. These dynamics can stem from changes trig-
gered by the industrialisation of the food system and some underlying effects such as the
standardisation and homogenisation of foodscapes [40,59], as well as the introduction of
regulations that undermine the survival of traditional production systems [44,60].

A similar situation can occur in the face of rapid political, economic, and social
changes [51,61,62]; environmental crises [9,46]; or following health and safety issues re-
lated to the food sector [48,63].

The stress resulting from these events can foster a need to fill a sense of nostalgia for
bygone food and culinary worlds [54] to counteract the perceived loss of identity and
sense of alienation that stem from these dynamics [50,64,65].

Disruptive events may prompt the development of these feelings when cultural and
emotional connections, even though rarefied, between local communities and specific
elements of the foodscape are still vivid [11,44,66,67].

The triggering of these reactions requires certain preconditions, such as changes in
the social context including the development of urban middle classes; emergence of gas-
tronomic and cultural elites; as well as improvements in the political and economic situ-
ation, for instance, in post-conflict and post-crisis times [13,41,62].
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Moreover, increasing interactions between local and global networks can activate
the process of heritage realisation. In fact, heritage realisation often occurs via an en-
counter with a form of social diversity that forces actors to rethink their value system [5].
Phenomena such as migrations [42,49] and growing international interest in local food
and food-related experiences (e.g., food tourism in rural regions) [17,68] can mobilise
actors in the process towards the recognition of food as part of their collective heritage.

The transition from realisation to awareness and eventual identification entails the
participation of heterogeneous groups of actors in the selection of the heritage compo-
nents and a value system to define their attributes [5] (p. 26).

The process follows a top-down path when food heritagisation is embedded in state
campaigns aimed at affirming the national identity and creating a sense of belonging
among members of the society [51,69]. This strategy is also an endeavour to compete in a
global scenario by branding the nation through the deployment of distinctive traits of the
food culture [52,70,71].

Local, national, and international actors (e.g.,, NGOs and national and regional ad-
ministrations) undertake a similar path when they foresee the safeguarding and valori-
sation of food and cultural elements as a tool to foster the socio-economic development of
marginalised regions [8,10,66].

Heritage recognition follows a bottom-up approach when it stems from the reactions
of local actors against negative dynamics affecting local food systems. In these cases, the
intervention of food associations or movements (either local or international) can support
and activate the path towards the safeguarding and promotion of heritage [43,72,73].

In both circumstances, the heritagised object undergoes a process of reinvention and
resignification that changes its meaning both for the community and for a wider range of
local and extra-local actors. Internal or external experts (e.g., chefs, food entrepreneurs,
and food activists), by acting as social and cultural brokers [74], can play a crucial role in
drawing attention to this issue, expanding its visibility to a broad spectrum of society,
and conveying new values to elements of the foodscape [75-77].

4.2. Heritage Legitimisation

The identification of collective heritage objects can engender an institutional ac-
knowledgment of their “genuineness and authenticity” [5] (p. 28). Bessiere and Tibere [6]
call this stage “heritage legitimisation”, the process through which various actors offi-
cially recognise it as part of the collective heritage (i.e., internal legitimisation process).
Legitimisation also has the function of authenticating heritage objects externally (i.e.,
external legitimisation process).

The legitimisation and authentication of heritage require a strong interconnection
between endogenous and exogenous elements, and local and extra-local actors. Cohen
and Cohen [78] identify two modes of authentication, namely “cool” and “hot”. Hot au-
thentication involves local actors—bearers of the knowledge associated with the heritage
object—in the recognition and definition of its features. Cool authentication concerns the
official attribution of the status of heritage by experts and authorities or, as Smith [79]
defines, by authorised heritage discourse.

This authorised heritage discourse is more prominent in the recognition of food
heritage through the inscription of food-related elements to heritage inventories such as
the UNESCO ICH list [51,56]; its certification with food quality schemes including geo-
graphical indications (GI) [45,80,81] and local agro-food systems (LAFS) [9]; or its recog-
nition by food movements such as Slow Food [64,82-84].

Legitimisation involves the definition of the tangible and intangible boundaries of
the heritagised food, as well as the codification, certification, and institutionalisation of
its associated physical features.
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4.3. Heritage Valorisation

In some circumstances, legitimisation can lead to the creation of new economic op-
portunities for local communities (e.g., value chains and food tourism). This can happen
when the heritagised element is a food traditionally intended for subsistence or is mar-
keted through informal networks [47,50].

On other occasions, legitimisation occurs when the resource already has a commer-
cial value, at least at the local level. This circumstance may arise in the face of an expan-
sion and increasing formalisation of the market [81,85]. The shift from local to extra-local
markets prompts the need for heritage protection [40,52].

The valorisation of food heritage involves a process that intentionally alters the
value and meanings of a component of the foodscape to improve its position within a
given social context and, in so doing, increases its prestige and desirability [8].

The attention of scholars towards this topic (i.e., the utilisation of food heritage as a
socio-economic endeavour) stems from the multifunctional benefits linked to the recog-
nition of this status to food [3,54]. The promotion of local and traditional agri-food and
gastronomic resources has been highlighted as a strategy to promote improved so-
cio-economic conditions for indigenous and rural communities through the sustainable
use of local resources [86]. Recognising, safeguarding, and promoting traditional foods
can also contribute to the revitalisation of local food and gastronomic practices, as well as
the associated knowledge [72,87], the protection of local biodiversity [88], and the em-
powerment of communities through the localisation of control over resources [89].

5. Possible Side Effects and Critical Issues of Food Heritagisation

During the quality content analysis, the authors analysed 45 documents in order to
highlight specific variables that can trigger unintended effects whose impacts reverberate
negatively on social and cultural elements of the local foodscape. The selected materials
were coded and grouped into three themes and seven sub-themes.

Table 3 summarises the main findings of the analysis concerning risks and criticali-
ties during heritage recognition, legitimisation, and valorisation. The references to the
documents are reported in the table according to the main unintended effects and causes
that the authors identified during the analysis.

Table 3. Summary of the main criticalities identified during the analysis in the processes of heritage recognition, legiti-

misation, and valorisation.

Food
Heritagisation References Unintended Effects Main Causes
Processes
. Misinterpretation of the drivers behind heritage realisa-
. . tion
[40,64,84] Frictions and conflicts Irreconcilability of the meaning and role attributed to
food heritagisation
Homogenised representations . Frictions between the dynamism of food culture and the
[4,40,55,62,65,85, of food and gastronomic static notion of heritage
HERITAGE diversit Adoption of global heritage models that cannot grasp
RECOGNITION Y the specificities of the local place
. Top-down approaches and unbalanced power relations
between promoters and heritage bearers
[23,41,51,62,69,75 Marginalisation and . Limited control of local communities over the identifi-
,76,93-95] distortion cation of collective heritage objects

. Distorted, idealised, and stereotyped representations of
food and gastronomic diversity
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. Exogenous models, poor adaptability to the local food-
[25,40,45,47,64,85 Standardisation and scape, and scarce protection of heritage bearers
,96-99] homogenisation . Standardisation and loss of both diversity and variabil-
HERITAGE ity of food and cultural systems
LEGITIMISATION . Excessive influence of external players in the codifica-
[9,53,66, 80— Exclusion and tion of food heritage
83,90, 100-102] co-optation . Poor adaptability of production and legal standards to
the local production realities
. Commodification and alterations of the socio-cultural
[11,40,47,60,83,85 Loss of traditional values  values of food heritage
,103,104] and relationships . Market feedback and its impact on the traditional pro-
HERITAGE duction and social system
VALORISATION . Increase in the competition of powerful economic actors
[9,50,68,69,75,82, Loss of control over and risk of co-optation
85,93,95] and access to heritage resourcese Decrease in product availability within traditional ex-

change and consumption networks

5.1. Dynamics of Risk during Heritage Recognition

The main aspects explored in the debate on heritage recognition entail the analysis
of the drivers behind this process, the expected outcomes, and the understanding of the
discourses and representations that stems from the heritagisation process, as well as the
actors, the relationships between them, and the role they play in the heritage process.

According to the literature analysis, the main criticalities may occur during the
identification of collective heritage objects in the face of divergences in the perspective of
the agents involved in it. This situation can, in turn, lead to the oversight of the specifici-
ties of local food and gastronomic contexts; an a priori exclusion of material and imma-
terial elements from their recognition as heritage; and the physical and symbolic appro-
priation of products, practices, and knowledge by powerful local or extra-local actors.

5.1.1. Heterogeneity, Frictions and Failures

In their study of heritage-based food systems in France and Poland, Bowen and De
Master [40] showed that conflicts may emerge when extra-local actors value aspects of
food and culinary traditions differently from local actors and try to impose their view
regarding the motivations for, as well as the expected outcomes of, heritagisation.

In her analysis of the heritagisation of pinole (a traditional Mexican sweet), Littaye
[84] emphasised the influence of external actors in activating the process towards the
recognition and rediscovery of this heritage food. Specifically, she shows the key role of
the Slow Food movement in recreating and shaping the symbolic value of pinole. In doing
so, she warns of the limits of building a representation of food heritage that is not aligned
with the perspectives of local communities and does not grasp the local-global connec-
tions behind the revival of this product.

Badii [64] examined the heritagisation of the Zolfino bean in Tuscany and showed
how circumstances of this kind can generate representations of heritage that convey a
distorted image of the specificities of a product and its embeddedness in the local food
systems. In this case, the irreconcilability of the vision promoted by Slow Food and the
present socio-economic dynamics surrounding the production of this legume have trig-
gered frictions between local actors that eventually caused the failure of the project.

5.1.2. Homogenised and Partial Representations of Food and Gastronomic Diversity

Selecting and recognising elements of the foodscape as official heritage may gener-
ate partial and distorted representations of its complex nature. Two interrelated factors
may prompt this situation, involving the friction between the dynamism of food culture
and the static notion of heritage, and the embracement of viewpoints that cannot grasp
the local specificities.
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Some authors highlight the tendency to adopt “particular (fixed) markers of culture
over a more dynamic relationship between communities, environments, and local actors”
[40] (p- 79) and the inclination to immobilise food culture rather than confronting its hy-
brid and evolving nature [55]. Overly static conceptualisations of heritage risk freezing
tradition [65,90,91] and reduce food and cultural diversity to a stereotypical representa-
tion of local identity [4]. This circumstance may stem from the adoption of universal
models in the identification and selection of food heritage [85]. In his analysis of the her-
itagisation of Danish gastronomic culture, Gyimoéthy [92] warned that this approach can
risk falling into what he calls the “conformity trap”. By focusing on globally recognisable
and appreciable elements, heritage-based projects fail to capture the specific features of
the regional foodscape and transform diversity into a homologated product.

The tension between the dynamism of the food milieu and the stasis of heritage may
also result in partial representations of local gastronomic diversity. Sammels [62] (p. 345)
shed light on this situation by looking at two different parts of the foodscape: the culinary
field and the gastronomic field. Culinary fields are “the spaces of everyday cooking,
eating, and commensality —the place where cooks’ culinary talent and knowledge inter-
sects with their familiarity with those who will be eating by accommodating their pref-
erences, desires, and temporalities”. The gastronomic field is, instead, “grounded in the
authority of elite restaurants, written recipes, and food critics”. As discourses on food
heritage develop mainly in this latter field, there is a risk of excluding a priori the portion
of food culture linked to the domestic and informal spheres, and, in so doing, obscuring
the actors and the knowledge embedded in these systems.

5.1.3. Marginalisation and Exclusion

Food heritagisation implies a repositioning of products or practices and their asso-
ciated values, which can result in a reinvention and re-imagination of food and culinary
traditions [23].

Under specific circumstances, new representations can trigger marginalisation pro-
cesses, leading to the symbolic and physical appropriation of products and knowledge,
and, therefore, exacerbating socio-economic and cultural inequalities. The symbolic re-
invention and reimagination of food culture may trigger phenomena of cultural expro-
priation, increase the feeling of exclusion for some actors, and limit the protection of their
knowledge and identity.

Some authors have observed these situations in the revival of poverty foods and
heirloom foods (i.e., foods commonly grown in the past but marginalised by present in-
dustrialised agriculture) [93,94]. In his analysis of the reinvention of Carolina Lowcoun-
try cuisine, Jones [75] pointed out how the gastronomic elites followed a purified narra-
tive to revive local heritage grains. In order to increase their appeal to wealthy consum-
ers, they omitted the “unsavoury aspects” of these crops, including the slavery of the
people who traditionally ate them. Even McDonell [76] in her study on the Peruvian
gastronomic boom observed that the rediscovery of native foods entails a historical and
spatial recontextualisation, as well as their appropriation by influential members of the
national culinary scene (i.e., urban celebrity chefs).

Scholars have investigated the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion underlying food
heritagisation, looking at the extent to which politicised and elitist approaches can exac-
erbate social, economic, and cultural disparities [62,95].

When the recognition of food as heritage is based on the taste of a global audience
and urban elites, it risks blurring the identity and cultural values of the product and
marginalising the role of the communities that have traditionally safeguarded the prod-
uct.

In his analysis of the Peruvian gastronomic boom, Matta [41,51] explained that
marginalisation can arise from a process of “re-appropriation”. This is achieved by re-
moving the product from its context of origin, identifying some of its positive attributes,
and finally associating them with elements from new culinary cultures.
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Grey and Newman [69] identified similar issues in the incorporation of indigenous
cuisine into the cultural heritage of Peru and Canada. They highlighted how the process
of de-indigenisation and reinterpretation of culinary cultures carried out by
non-indigenous chefs and national governments dilutes the culinary identity of native
communities and leads to few tangible benefits for their livelihoods.

5.2. Dynamics of Risk during Heritage Legitimisation

The main risk stemming from heritage legitimisation develops around two factors:
the physical transformations of food and food-related elements and the dynamics of in-
clusion and exclusion underlying the official regulation of food heritage.

Situations of this kind are often a consequence of the limited adaptability and ap-
plicability of universal heritage models and associated categories.

5.2.1. Standardisation and Homogenisation

Some contributions explore the limits of adjusting local specificities to what Grasseni
[85] (p. 40) defined as “global standards of good practice”, noting the limited effective-
ness of this alignment [80].

The protection and enhancement of food heritage require a certain degree of stand-
ardisation of a product and the associated production system. According to Grasseni [25],
standardisation does not eliminate diversity but, through a process of “calibration”, it
selectively organises material aspects as well as social and cultural practices. However,
the rigidness of imposed norms and standards runs the risk of just ending up in the
“global showcase of differences” [64] (p. 143).

While diversity is the backbone of food and cultural systems, production systems
that present a high degree of variability are more difficult to codify [41]. This character-
istic can undermine their effective safeguarding and increase the risk of conflicts between
the actors involved in the process [96].

In their work on the Appellation d’origine controlée (AOC) label for Corsican
cheese, Bowen and De Master [40] observed the difficulties of standardising the produc-
tion process of a product that has historically been characterised by a high degree of
variability. If standardisation can prevent a product from being co-opted by extra-local
actors and guarantee its authenticity, it may threaten the diversity associated with the
traditional production systems.

Berard et al. [45] studied the implementation of a protected designation of origin
(PDO) for the Salers cheese in France and observed how the variability of dairy produc-
tion techniques and practices, as well as the coexistence of unrelated production and
knowledge systems (i.e., modern and traditional), clashed with the identification of a
univocal version of the production protocol. This impasse inhibits cohesion between local
producers and weakens the development and effectiveness of the enhancement project.

5.2.2. Between Innovation and Conservation: Static vs. Dynamic Approaches to the
Legitimisation and Promotion of Food Heritage

Analysis of the dynamics underpinning the official recognition and legitimisation of
food heritage sheds light on the frictions between conservation and innovation.

Demossier [97] (p. 125) noted the contradictory nature of the safeguarding and
promotion of food heritage, highlighting the contrast between the tendency to fix “tradi-
tional ways of doing things” and the marked inclination to foster modernisation.

An overly conservative approach may have unexpected outcomes on the diversity
of the production system [40]. It can also disrupt the processes of socialisation and in-
novation that mark the evolution of local knowledge and practices [90]. As a conse-
quence, there is a risk of triggering what Barham [98] (p. 132) called the phenomenon of
“Disneyfication”, turning food practices and products into a kind of “rurality under
glass”.
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An innovation-driven approach can lead to the erosion of traditional production
practices and the homogenisation of product qualities [82], as well as to the disruption of
social and spatial relationships of the production system [83].

Zocchi et al. [99] observed this latter dynamic in their study of the Ogiek Honey
Slow Food Presidium, a multi-actor project aimed at safeguarding and promoting tradi-
tional beekeeping heritage in the Ogiek of the Mau Forest in Kenya. In their study of the
impacts of technological innovation on the beekeeping-associated ethnobotanical
knowledge, they discovered how the introduction of innovative input (i.e., modern bee-
hives) aimed to increase the production of honey, run the risk of dissociating beekeeping
from the forest, and weaken the material and cultural links that tie Ogiek beekeepers to
the forest.

5.2.3. Institutionalisation, Exclusion and Co-Optation

As far as the delimitation of the material and intellectual property of food heritage is
concerned, problems may arise during the codification process (i.e., the first step towards
the formal recognition of the attributes of heritage foods and associated systems). When
there is imbalance in the power relations between the heritage bearers and the other
agents involved in this activity [40,64], this process can trigger exclusion or self-exclusion
phenomena.

As Vitrolles [66] pointed out in her analysis of the geographical indication for Bra-
zilian Serrano cheese, when the codification process does not adequately involve local
actors, there is a risk of defining product quality on principles that are easily measurable
and certifiable, but which do not capture the diversity and variability of the product it-
self. In other words, a lack of control by local communities in this process can lead to the
omission of local knowledge and the expropriation of the advantages of heritagisation by
players from the outside.

The inadequate engagement of local stakeholders may also hinder the sense of be-
longing to the project and trigger self-exclusion of the targeted beneficiaries. According
to Dabezies [90] (p. 10), this situation can generate a condition of “heritage saturation”
that fosters a negative feeling in local actors towards the promoters of the heritage pro-
cess, whose actions are perceived as a limit to their autonomy. In his study of the herit-
agisation of the products derived from the butia fruits in Uruguay, the codification of
local knowledge into standardised recipes, based on exogenous criteria, exacerbated this
feeling among the producers, pushing them to leave the project.

Legitimisation grants a specific group of people common but exclusive rights over
selected elements of the foodscape, turning them into limited common property [53] (pp.
68,69). The risk of increasing inequalities can stem from the legal regulation of heritage
that is transforming traditional practices into community law and converting them into
private or state property. This situation is more likely to happen when private or state
entities convert heritagisation into what Cox Hall [100] (p. 337) called an “extractivist
process” that generates income from heritage rather than strengthen collective identity
and social cohesion.

The formal certification of food heritage can also trigger the marginalisation of those
actors who are not able to comply with the rules and criteria guaranteeing its quality and
authenticity [80,101,102]. Barrionuevo et al. [9] documented this situation in their analysis
of the institutionalisation of Tandil cheese in Argentina. They observed how the lack of fit
between legal and hygiene standards and local production realities favoured powerful
extra-local actors who co-opted the advantages of heritagisation, pushing a progressive
standardisation of the production system.
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5.3. Dynamics of Risk during Heritage Valorisation

Scholars have explored heritagisation as a business strategy [42,70] and investigated
the consequences of the commodification of food products and cultural practices in the
framework of heritage-based projects. Specifically, valorisation is perceived as that pre-
cise moment when moral and cultural elements acquire a monetary value [53,57,64].

In this debate, much attention has been paid to the unintended effects of an increase
in commercial value and adaptations to the new market dynamics on the conservation of
socio-cultural values attached to the traditional food system. Scholars have also explored
the impacts on the physical and symbolic control of local communities over the herit-
agised resources, as well as on their availability within traditional networks of exchange
and consumption.

5.3.1. Eroding Traditional Values and Relationships

The entry of the products into new social and economic networks requires adapta-
tions to consumer tastes and regulations posed by the institutional actors therein [103].

Following these changes, tensions can emerge between the objectives of safeguard-
ing food heritage and fostering its valorisation. In fact, these modifications can trigger
transformations in the identity role of the product that, in turn, can lead to the loss of
traditional elements or the development of new representations of tradition that supplant
the tradition itself [11,75].

Macdonald [83] (p. 94) noted this situation in his study of the heritagisation of Bul-
garian green cheese by the Slow Food movement, highlighting how the attempt to safe-
guard the local relationships associated with “morally and aesthetically good” products
clashes with their introduction into trans-local networks of regulation and consumption.

Alignments with market requirements can increase the tension between the identity
and quality of heritage foods [47], alter the very nature of products [40,85], and restrict
the use of traditional production practices [60].

Zocchi et al. [104] highlighted that modernisation of traditional production systems
does not always translate into commercial advantages for local communities. In their
study on the valorisation of forest honey among the Ogiek beekeepers in Kenya, the au-
thors show how the attempt to align the product to alleged national and international
tastes may undermine the specificities of locally produced honey, running the risk of
losing its social and territorial embeddedness. This situation also exposes beekeepers to
the competition of other products already in the market. Moreover, the research high-
lights the poor emotional and cultural attachment of local beekeepers to honey harvested
with modern beehives compared to that produced from traditional log hives, whose
maintenance would be significant in the food culture of the Ogiek people and in the
conservation of the forest ecosystem.

5.3.2. Losing Control over and Access to Heritage Resources

If the revival of heritage and heirloom foods can increase their cultural and mone-
tary value, this transformation brings to the forefront social justice [74] and food sover-
eignty issues [9]. Indeed, price inflation can exclude people from enjoying these products
[95] and exacerbate the marginalisation of communities that have long been the custo-
dians of the ingredients and associated traditions.

In their analysis of the dynamics behind the revival of traditional cuisine in Nakuru
County, Kenya, Zocchi and Fontefrancesco [68] showed that the inclusion of heirloom
vegetables in the regional restaurant sector, prompted by a growing demand for natural
and healthy products by middle and high-income customers, implied a localisation of
food supply chains based on self-production of these crops. Although this practice has a
positive impact on a segment of the regional restaurant sector, it does not foster the crea-
tion of networks between the stakeholders of the local food system. This situation sheds
lights on the risk of concentrating the economic benefits of this revival in the hands of a
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small proportion of food actors that can adapt to the demand and needs of the new cus-
tomers.

West and Domingos [82] found a similar situation in the revival of SerpaVelho
cheese by Slow Food. The attempt to convince local producers to rescue this product by
increasing its market value clashed with the low spending capacity of local customers.
Slow Food therefore did not succeed in de-commodifying this product but risked turning
it into an expensive niche product, accessible only to a few consumers, often far from the
context of production.

The transformation of foods traditionally linked to subsistence and local diets into
rare and exotic goods for the global gourmet market often entails their disconnection
from the original socio-ecological and cultural context of belonging [44,69,93]. The shift
from local to extra-local markets may lead to a loss of control over the meanings and
benefits of traditional products, as well as a decrease in their local availability. When a
product enters new marketing circuits, it undergoes changes in its tangible and intangi-
ble features to improve its attractiveness to the new customers. In this process, neoliberal
market forces and actors can mutate the original meaning of heritagisation and erode the
values of precise symbols and cultural practices [73,85,95].

6. Discussion

This study focuses on food heritagisation and the valorisation of food heritage with
the aim of reflecting on their potential impacts on the social and cultural sustainability of
food systems. In this regard, several points can be inferred from the literature analysis.

The first element to emphasize entails the concept of food heritage. The analysis
highlights the absence of a shared definition of intangible heritage regarding food and
gastronomy. Although the review identifies some conceptualisations that frame heritage
in the food and gastronomic domains, it also shows the high degree of fragmentation of
the debate. The findings are in line with what has already been observed by
De-Miguel-Molina et al. [28] who highlighted how the concept of food heritage from a
theoretical point of view is still in progress.

As already stated by other scholars [4,41,70], a thorough understanding of food
heritage would benefit from a change and expansion of perspective from what makes up
food heritage to the dynamics and motivations behind the recognition of food heritage.

By assuming that heritage is a socially constructed concept [105,106] and perceiving
heritagisation as a multi-directional process that shapes the foodscape [107], the research
investigated the manner in which objects and practices acquire this status. It also ex-
plored what economic, political, and social factors drive this phenomenon.

The underlying assumption is that food heritagisation is a complex phenomenon
that can alter material and immaterial elements of a given food and cultural system in so
many ways that the range of possible outcomes becomes difficult to predict. In this re-
gard, the findings show that the variability in the results of food heritagisation is strictly
linked to the strong embeddedness of this process in contextualised socio-economic, po-
litical, and cultural dynamics, and in their evolution across time and space.

Bearing this in mind, the review explored specific actions underpinning food herit-
agisation and some cross-cutting factors that can undermine the positive outcomes of the
safeguarding and valorisation of food heritage. In this respect, it identified two over-
arching risks, namely the omission of tangible and intangible elements of the local food
system and culture, and the marginalisation or exclusion of key stakeholders from the
heritagisation process.

Focusing on the analysis of heritage recognition, legitimisation, and valorisation,
how the outcomes of these processes may hinder the improvement of the social and
cultural sustainability of a food system emerges.

Overall, the study warns that under specific circumstances, official heritagisation
and valorisation of food heritage run the risk of disrupting cultural values, practices and
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knowledge, and their transmission, undermining the achievement of inclusive and equal
improvement of the well-being of the society.

Although these issues are more common during the valorisation phase, they already
begin to appear during the identification and recognition of food heritage, especially
following interactions and confrontations between local communities and other actors
(often exogenous to the local context). These problems can increase during legitimisation
and eventually with valorisation. To understand the factors behind the side effects of
heritage valorisation, it is therefore crucial to analyse the dynamics underlying the
recognition and legitimisation of food heritage.

As far as heritage recognition is concerned, the majority of the critical issues seem to
arise during the shift from heritage awareness to identification, and as a result of scarce
consideration of the events triggering heritage realisation.

A key aspect to understanding these circumstances lay in the relations of power
underpinning the selection and representation of food as heritage. This is especially ev-
ident for heritage-based campaigns that utilise food to brand the country in a global
scenario. In these circumstances, the identification of collective heritage objects, by re-
flecting the intentions of supra-local political bodies, inhibits the active participation of
local communities and reduces the variety of food and cultural elements worthy of at-
tention. The analysis identifies similar issues in the framework of international herit-
age-based projects due to the rigidity of their criteria and their strong focus on globally
recognisable food resources.

These approaches to food heritagisation show the imbalance in power and roles
between local actors and external agents, as well as significant influences of a “global
hierarchy of value” [108] in the recognition of food as cultural heritage. Inequalities are
also evident in the position that specific agents have in reimagining and representing
food as collective heritage, and in the unfair redistribution of the benefits of these actions.
The review highlights this circumstance for the position that celebrity chefs and gov-
ernmental bodies play in the revival of traditional foods and native cuisine.

While heritagisation can hardly disregard the interaction with extra-local agents [3]
and the inclusion of the local foodscape in trans-local networks [42], limited involvement
of community members can increase the risk of essentialising and reifying food and
cultural identity [60,64,90]. It also exacerbates the feeling of discrimination and fails to
capture the diversity and variability of living heritage.

From this perspective, food heritagisation may fail in improving the social and cul-
tural sustainability of the food system when it is deployed as an endeavour to boost gas-
tronationalistic projects [109]. It can also happen when it follows global heritage models
applied according to a “band-aid approach” [80] (p.239). Indeed, it is more likely that
food heritagisation blurs the diversity and variability of local identity, alters the embed-
dedness of food in a given social and cultural space, and limits its social inclusivity and
empowerment capacity.

Looking at heritage legitimisation, the main issues that could limit the social and
cultural sustainability of food heritagisation emerge during the process of standardisa-
tion, codification, and institutionalisation. Under specific circumstances, these actions
may undermine the empowerment of heritage bearers and deny them adequate agency
in heritage-based projects. This can, in turn, limit the social equity and inclusiveness of
this process.

These dynamics are more likely to occur when top-down approaches drive food
heritagisation, largely due to the lack of fit and flexibility of the logics behind the for-
malisation of property and rights on local food-related resources. These circumstances
are more pronounced for exogenous heritage-related initiatives considering their adop-
tion implies a translation process that does not always allow for negotiation between
global and local perspectives. In doing so, they risk triggering symbolical and physical
appropriation of local resources. In this regard, the review warns against the risk of fall-
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ing into a “institutional monocropping” trap [110], in which the set of rules established in
a specific context is grafted onto different societies and expected to yield the same results.

The analysis also highlights the interdependence between physical adjustments in
production systems and their impacts on the conservation of cultural links and social
practices. Specifically, it sheds light on the ways in which formalisation and standardisa-
tion processes can disrupt socialisation and innovation dynamics embedded in local
practices and knowledge. This can, in turn, affect their transmission to future genera-
tions, sparking a debate on the cultural sustainability of food heritagisation.

As reported by some scholars [9,15,16,33], sustainable development assumes that all
stakeholders should benefit from intervention projects aimed at safeguarding and pro-
moting food and food-related resources. In this respect, the literature analysis shows that
the valorisation of food heritage may clash with social sustainability objectives, bringing
to the forefront issues of sovereignty, inclusion, and access and fair distribution of the
benefits of this activity. These circumstances are more likely to emerge in the process that
Grasseni [111], defined as “heritage commodification”, namely the modification and
adaptation of heritage foods to be sold on extra-local markets and please consumers.

According to the analysis, side effects can occur when promoters of valorisation ini-
tiatives prompt a priori transformations of the product by selecting only those material
and immaterial elements in line with the alleged tastes of new customers and leaving
aside the complex social and cultural values that link a product to a specific foodscape.
As already observed by Almansouri et al. [29], the triggering of these dynamics can erode
and distort distinguishing features of heritage foods and their authenticity.

The review also highlights that the entrance of a product into new commercial cir-
cuits can trigger physical and symbolical changes that feedback on the traditional con-
texts of production, exchange, and consumption. Changes in intangible elements can
reverberate on material ones and vice versa with the risk of altering the role of products
and disrupting key elements in the identity and resilience of local communities.

Starting from the assumption that every valorisation project triggers alterations and
modifications of the foodscape, a more participatory approach might reduce the unin-
tended effects of these changes. However, its effectiveness depends on the willingness
and capability of the community to find a balance between the economic expectations of
its members and the safeguarding of the common good for the current and future gen-
erations.

7. Conclusions

This critical literature review investigates the connection between food heritage and
socio-cultural sustainability by exploring the unintended effects that may arise in the
heritagisation of food and its valorisation. In doing so, it aims at reducing the fragmen-
tation of the debate and offering a critical interpretation of the limits and prospects of
food heritage safeguarding and valorisation in the improvement of social and cultural
sustainability of the food system.

The findings may be of relevance for various stakeholders and audiences (e.g.,
scholars, practitioners, and policymakers) in the field of food and gastronomy, acting as a
starting point for future reflections on the role of food heritagisation in fostering more
sustainable food practices and in tackling global challenges.

Focusing on the dynamics underpinning heritage recognition, legitimisation, and
valorisation, the review highlights cross-cutting risks, namely the oversight of tangible
and intangible elements of the local food system and the exclusion of key stakeholders
from the expected benefits of food heritagisation. These unintended effects may, in turn,
undermine the social and cultural sustainability of this process, running the risk of dis-
rupting cultural values, practices and knowledge, and their transmission, as well as
hindering the achievement of inclusive and equal improvement of the well-being of the
society.
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Moreover, the review shows strict interdependence between immaterial and mate-
rials elements during food heritagisation and how local and global interactions can shape
its outcomes. While these dynamics have already been discussed for situations when
heritage foods enter broader socio-economic circuits, the review demonstrates the need
to explore their impacts in the stages before the commercial valorisation of food heritage
in more detail.

In this respect, future studies could examine the impacts of a formal recognition and
legitimisation of food and food-related elements on its diversity and variability. Specifi-
cally, scholars and institutions should also pay more attention to the continuities and
changes in living traditions to keep regional food cultures alive [112].

In addition to this, a thorough understanding of the unintended effects of food her-
itagisation would benefit from multidisciplinary investigations that explore the perspec-
tives and expectations of specific actors (e.g., producers, promoters of heritage-based
projects, food entrepreneurs, and other actors in the food and culinary sectors), the ne-
gotiations between them during the heritagisation of food, and the drivers that activate
the engagement of local communities in the protection of heritage. To this end, the ethical
and moral values that mobilise stakeholders in the local food and gastronomic sector
(e.g., social and cultural entrepreneurs and innovators) towards the safeguarding and
valorisation of food heritage should be explored in more detail.

This study also has some limitations. It was not a systematic literature review and
therefore some important contributions may have been omitted. However, it was not
intended to be a thorough review but rather to offer an overview of the literature to crit-
ically gather different perspectives on this topic and provide possible directions for fu-
ture research. Furthermore, the literature search was undertaken using keywords in
English, thus excluding the literature in other languages from the analysis.

Future investigations could address this topic in a more systematic way, moving
beyond its linguistic range and examining the link between food heritage and so-
cio-cultural sustainability by:

e exploring how food heritage generates and evolves in different places and times;

e  investigating new approaches and innovations in the design and implementation of
heritage-based projects that seek to guarantee better participation of local commu-
nities and more interactions with other stakeholders; and

e identifying social and cultural entrepreneurs and brokers (either community mem-
bers or external agents) in the safeguarding and promotion of food heritage and
comparing their roles and behaviours in different geographical and cultural con-
texts.
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