
 
 

University of Birmingham

The Commercial Meal Experience in Context
Stierand, Marc; Saunders, Mark; Eves, Anita

DOI:
10.1016/j.ijgfs.2025.101242

License:
Creative Commons: Attribution (CC BY)

Document Version
Peer reviewed version

Citation for published version (Harvard):
Stierand, M, Saunders, M & Eves, A 2025, 'The Commercial Meal Experience in Context: An Exploration with
Frequent Travelers', International Journal of Gastronomy and Food Science, vol. 41, 101242.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijgfs.2025.101242

Link to publication on Research at Birmingham portal

General rights
Unless a licence is specified above, all rights (including copyright and moral rights) in this document are retained by the authors and/or the
copyright holders. The express permission of the copyright holder must be obtained for any use of this material other than for purposes
permitted by law.

•Users may freely distribute the URL that is used to identify this publication.
•Users may download and/or print one copy of the publication from the University of Birmingham research portal for the purpose of private
study or non-commercial research.
•User may use extracts from the document in line with the concept of ‘fair dealing’ under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 (?)
•Users may not further distribute the material nor use it for the purposes of commercial gain.

Where a licence is displayed above, please note the terms and conditions of the licence govern your use of this document.

When citing, please reference the published version.
Take down policy
While the University of Birmingham exercises care and attention in making items available there are rare occasions when an item has been
uploaded in error or has been deemed to be commercially or otherwise sensitive.

If you believe that this is the case for this document, please contact UBIRA@lists.bham.ac.uk providing details and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate.

Download date: 09. Sep. 2026

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijgfs.2025.101242
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijgfs.2025.101242
https://research.birmingham.ac.uk/en/publications/94f182ac-be8d-42ea-a711-abe0b2ab7e84


1 
 

The Commercial Meal Experience in Context: An Exploration with Frequent Travelers 

Marc Stierand (corresponding author; Full Professor of Service Management) 
EHL Hospitality Business School, HES-SO, University of Applied Sciences and Arts Western 

Switzerland 
Route de Berne 301 

1000 Lausanne, Switzerland 
T. +41 21 785 15 03 

E. marc.stierand@ehl.ch 
 

Mark Saunders (Full Professor of Business Research Methods) 
Birmingham Business School, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK 

Visiting Professor, Gordon Institute of Business Science, University of Pretoria, South Africa 
E. m.n.k.saunders@bham.ac.uk  

 
Anita Eves (Emeritus Professor of Hospitality Management) 

University of Surrey, UK 
E. a.eves@surrey.ac.uk  

 
 

This is a pre-publication copy of: Stierand M B, Saunders MNK and Eves A (accepted) ‘The 
Commercial Meal Experience in Context: An Exploration with Frequent Travelers’ 
International Journal of Gastronomy and Food Science 

 
ABSTRACT 

This qualitative-exploratory study is grounded in data obtained from in-depth interviews 
relating to commercial meal experiences that are essential when dining out near home, during 
work, and when traveling. Previous studies have examined meal experiences, but have not 
differentiated in-depth between the dining out contexts described here, particularly the 
requirements of a meal in the workplace. The interviewees (N=18) were frequent travelers and 
therefore had substantial experience of dining out when traveling and in the intercept between 
traveling and business. Our theorizing from the data suggests that the essence of the commercial 
meal when dining out near home is an experience of ‘Exotic Familiarity;’ during work, it is an 
experience of ‘Diversion from Work’ and ‘Ensuring Confidentiality;’ and when traveling, it is 
an experience of ‘Safe Convenience’ and ‘Clichéd Authenticity.’ We conclude by contributing 
a model of the commercial meal experience, discussing the implications of the findings for 
theory and practice, and by offering suggestions for future research.   
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1. BACKGROUND 

Meals are complex, situated at the intersection of social, cultural and health aspects of 
life (Sundqvist & Bengs, 2021). They are an essential component of travel experiences, with 
food now identified as an important tourism resource, and travel dining as a core, rather than 
supporting, experience (Antón, Camarero, Laguna, & Buhalis, 2019; Mhlanga, 2025). A strong 
relationship has been identified between tourist satisfaction with their trip and the perceived 
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quality of local foods (Brown, Buhalis, & Beer, 2020), with pleasurable sensory experiences 
leading to positive feelings and emotions (Antón et al., 2019). Food is key to the creation of 
memorable experiences, evoking cognitive, emotional, hedonic and physical memories 
(Mhlanga, 2025). 

Meals can be an energizing or relaxing experience (den Uijl, Jager, de Graaf, Waddell, 
& Kremer, 2014), and contexts, such as traveling, can influence our food choices (Kim & Eves, 
2012). They are seen as an opportunity to socialize and interact with others, both fellow diners 
and staff. These spontaneous hospitality transactions, described by Lugosi (2008) as 
‘communitesque moments’, create short-lived emotional bonds, which can be as important as 
the food in leading to satisfaction in a hospitality context (Sundqvist & Bengs, 2021). Eating 
with others is generally recognized as more enjoyable, with the meal facilitating social 
interaction.  In some cases, however, social interaction may be less welcome but be seen as 
necessary. Entertaining others can also be stressful when responsible for the experiences of 
others (Sundqvist & Bengs, 2021). 

When eating during business trips, it may be necessary to dine alone. This is often 
perceived as an uncomfortable experience, linked to perceptions that others are judging you as 
lonely or friendless (Brown et al., 2020). Feelings of isolation and loneliness are frequently 
reported by business travellers (Cohen, Hanna, & Gössling, 2018). In such circumstances, 
travellers may choose to remain in their rooms, ordering room service or a takeaway. When 
eating out, lone diners generally eat quickly, such that the meals become more of a functional 
than pleasurable experience (Brown et al., 2020).  

When traveling some will seek new food experiences, aiming to embrace local culture, 
whilst others will focus more on safety and security in the form of health and hygiene (Antón 
et al., 2019). In the context of business travel, the interest in food as a travel attraction has been 
found to differ in relation to, for instance, for how many years an individual has engaged in 
business travel. For frequent business travellers, the novelty of new places and new experiences 
can wear off (Ye & Xu, 2020). Although romanticized socially as glamourous (Cohen et al., 
2018), those who travel frequently for business can experience stress resulting from poor diet, 
increased alcohol consumption and guilt associated with neglect of family (Sundqvist & Bengs, 
2021). Work-related travel is an integral part of many employment contexts (Gustafson, 2012) 
and encompasses both positive (e.g., cosmopolitan identities, broadened understanding of 
cultural differences, increased open-mindedness, enhanced professional status) and negative 
experiences (such as disorientation, loneliness, and isolation; Cohen & Gössling, 2015). For 
example, work-related travel can result in disruptions to family life that can lead to work-family 
conflict (Gustafson, 2014; Jensen, 2014; Mäkelä, Bergbom, Tanskanen, & Kinnunen, 2014). 

Moreover, work-related travel can also lead to health issues related to job stress and 
long work hours that may result in the consumption of convenience foods, generally considered 
as less healthy than food prepared at home (Devine, Connors, Sobal, & Bisogni, 2003). Access 
to appropriate meal choices, therefore, has the potential to help regulate travel-related 
wellbeing. 

The distinction between functional and more emotional aspects of the dining out 
experience has, received limited research attention (Lugosi, 2008; Stierand & Wood, 2012), 
particularly in relation to eating out in the business context, although a nascent literature is 
emerging (e.g., Sundqvist & Bengs, 2021).  Recent studies have started to acknowledge the 
importance of food in the tourism product, although mainly for leisure travellers (e.g., Mhlanga, 
2025), with many studies oversimplifying or failing to account for the emotional and intangible 
benefits that characterize the experience (King & Meiselman, 2010; Ryu, Han, & Jang, 2010).  

Exploring and understanding the nature of the emotional aspects of the meal experience 
is of particular interest to further investigations of how we can create meal experiences that are 
relevant to different consumers in the experience economy (Davenport & Beck, 2013; Hanefors 
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& Mossberg, 2003; Jacobsen, 2008). We need to understand the consumer’s expectations of the 
commercial meal in different contexts and how the context may alter the consumer's 
experiences (Piqueras-Fiszman & Jaeger, 2015). As emotions are an essential aspect of 
experience in context (Hassin, Aviezer, & Bentin, 2013; Mesquita & Boiger, 2014), we need to 
understand better how the context can evoke emotions that may reveal more ‘hidden’ and 
experiential functions of the commercial meal (Edwards, 2013). For example, previous research 
on subjective understandings of meals and food (e.g., Bisogni et al., 2007; Blake, 2008; Blake, 
Bisogni, Sobal, Devine, & Jastran, 2007; Jaeger, Bava, Worch, Dawson, & Marshall, 2011; 
Jaeger, Marshall, & Dawson, 2009; Jaeger & Meiselman, 2004; Loose & Jaeger, 2012) has 
suggested that there are contextually sensitive associations that people assign to a specific meal 
(den Uijl et al., 2014).   

Building on prior studies (e.g., Bourdieu, 1979; de Morais Sato, Gittelsohn, Unsain, 
Roble, & Scagliusi, 2016; Mak, Lumbers, Eves, & Chang, 2012), we purposively focus on 
frequent travellers with comparatively higher-income jobs, because it is suggested that they will 
have recurring and varied experiences of dining out in both leisure and business contexts and 
therefore are better equipped to reflect on and express their meal experiences with higher 
contextual sensitivity. The purpose of the paper and the main contribution of our research is to 
inductively derive frequent travellers’ commercial meal experiences and provide a model (see 
Figure 2) of this as a dynamic theoretical illustration of the implications of our findings for 
theory and practice.  In particular, we present fresh insights that contribute to the literature on 
work-related travel, offering substantial implications for the tourism and hospitality industries 
at large.  

2. METHOD 

Inductive research on the meal experience needs to go beyond the typical satisfaction 
studies that traditionally use questionnaires and overemphasize the purely rational aspects of 
meal experience (Johns, Hartwell, & Morgan, 2010). Taking the subjectivist ontological stance 
that reality is primarily constructed through individuals’ (and groups’) perceptions, beliefs and 
interpretations, we adopted interpretive phenomenological analysis (Smith, Larkin, & Flowers, 
2022) in conjunction with thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022)  to both explore and look 
for patterns in the lived experiences of the commercial meal phenomenon.  Epistemologically 
we focussed on the narratives and stories of lived experiences that were meaningful to our 
participants through 18 in-depth interviews.  Within the associated interpretivist philosophy 
(Smith et al., 2022), the knowledge gained and associated richer understandings created are 
invariably the product of the participants and our subjective interpretations and understandings. 
Our research was conducted in full compliance of the European Union General Data Protection 
Regulation (EU 2016/679) obtaining consent for collecting, processing and storing suitably 
anonymized data securely for the purposes of this research from all interviewees. Potential 
participants were given an information sheet explaining the research fully, including their right 
to withdraw should they consent. We obtained consent from 18 participants and conducted 
semi-structured interviews over a three month period prior to the COVID pandemic to gain a 
thorough understanding of how the interviewees "actually think and feel," therefore letting them 
respond "relatively unconstrained" to be able to uncover "rich meanings and interpretations" 
from their individual accounts (Butterfield, Trevino, & Ball, 1996, pp. 1485-1486; Saunders, 
Lewis, & Thornhill, 2023). The interviews thuswere based on only a small number of pre-
planned questions to create an emergent dialogue (see Boje, 1991; Cunliffe, 2002, 2011; Ibarra, 
1999), using contextual pointers to elucidate experiences of meals in the most commonly lived 
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contexts: near home, during work, and when traveling for work. That is, we encouraged 
interviewees to describe and explain (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2014) how these meal contexts 
shape their private, working, and travel/tourism life. Our initial pre-planned question was: In 
your view, “what is the meaning, significance and future development of the commercial meal 
experience?” This question triggered the subsequent conversation with a purpose (Cannell & 
Kahn, 1968) using prompts such as  “that’s interesting, can you please explain why [context] 
plays a role for you?” and “can you please explain how and why health/diet/occasion play a 
role for you?” 

Following the suggestions made in prior studies focusing on understanding meal 
experiences through qualitative interviewing (e.g., Hoek, Pearson, James, Lawrence, & Friel, 
2017), we employed a non-probability purposive sampling strategy (Saunders & Townsend, 
2018). We selected our interviewees based on travel frequency for any work purpose and having 
comparatively higher-income jobs, such traveling implying people with higher incomes who 
can be assumed to more likely eat out both for leisure and business and thus offering an 
information-rich (Ma, Vatsa, Zhou, & Zhu, 2024), relatively homogenous (Smith et al., 2022) 
sample. Interviewees exhibiting the above criteria were identified from members of a four star 
business hotel guest list who had already consented to participate in surveys in general, the first 
author’s professional network, alongside snowball sampling through recommendations by 
interviewees (Patton, 2015).  Our 18 in-depth interviews were conducted online using Skype 
owing to the geographic spread of interviewees (Table 1). Full verbatim transcription 
commenced immediately after the first interview, each transcript offering a rich understanding 
of that participant’s lived experiences.  Thematic analysis using inductive coding (using the 
Gioia method; Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013) started after five interviews had been 
undertaken. At the 15th interview, no new codes emerged and, as no new codes were required 
for three subsequent interviews, we concluded data saturation had been reached (Saunders and 
Townsend, 2018). 

[insert Table 1 about here] 

During thematic analysis each interview transcript was systematically read and re-read 
applying constant comparison techniques to develop and refine our codes into first order 
concepts (Glaser, 1965). We used inductive coding as it respects and is sensitive to the 
contextual reference of the interviewees’ descriptions (Boyatzis, 1998) constructing a codebook 
and recording its application in NVivo. Accordingly, our analysis of the interview data was 
iterative (Miles & Huberman, 1994), first order concepts being induced from the data, rather 
than  based on prior research or a priori conceptualizations (Ibarra, 1999). Following Boyatzis 
(1998) we conceptualised reliability as consistency of judgement in our application of codes, 
occasional differences being debated until agreement was reached, and the codebook amended 
accordingly.  Within this process we practiced bracketing of any pre-understandings and pre-
evaluations (Dörfler & Stierand, 2021), treading a fine line between “knowing and not-
knowing” (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 21) allowing several iterations between the data and the 
reviewed literature take place, the 21 first order concepts to emerge naturally from the 
interviewees’ descriptions related to three dining contexts: “near home”, “during work near 
home” and “when travelling for work” (Figure 1). 

From this iterative process of analysis, ten second-order themes emerged, combining 
first order concepts from within each of our three contexts. For example, within the context of 
“Near Home” concept s such as “environment feels an extension of the living room”, “sit quietly 
at the table and enjoy”, “sit half an hour longer” and “enough room” were combined into the 
second order theme “Familiar & relaxing ambiance”. Continuing to follow Gioia et al. (2013) 
abstraction process we derived five aggregate dimensions which captured the interviewees’ 
commercial meal experiences in a theoretical but dynamic way (Gioia, 2014; Gioia et al., 
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2013)., For example the second order themes of “Familiar & Relaxing Ambiance” and 
“Escaping Daily routine”  were combined as the aggregate dimension “Exotic Familiarity” (see 
Figure 1).  

[insert Figure 1 about here] 

3. FINDINGS 

Interviewees (Table 1) were all over 30 years old, domiciled principally in European 
countries, all taking five or more business trips a year, the majority many more. They can 
therefore be considered business travellers whose lived experiences can inform our study. 
Inductive analysis of the transcripts resulted in a data structure revealing that, when dining out 
‘near home’, their experience is one represented by aggregate dimensions of ‘Exotic 
Familiarity;’ during work, it is one of ‘Diversion from Work’ and ‘Ensuring Confidentiality’. 
One aspect of ‘Ensuring Confidentiality’ includes the second order theme of ‘Bodily 
Awareness’ that encapsulates aspects of ‘health’ and ‘weight’ that the interviewees also 
reported as relevant when traveling, especially when traveling alone. In contrast, ‘When 
Traveling for Work’, the experience is represented by the aggregate dimensions of ‘Safe 
Convenience’ and ‘Clichéd Authenticity’. The analysis further revealed within all three 
contexts, usual requirements on food, environment, and service persist that are consistent with 
reported findings in the literature.  

At the beginning of the interviews, interviewees were asked to consider those attributes they 
perceive as being important, irrespective of context, revealing responses such as “food comes 
first…[W]ine is also very important” (I-9), and so is “the environment” (I-1), 
“cutlery…presentation of the food…[and] lighting” (I-14). These responses revealed the 
perceived genuineness of the delivered experience, wherever delivered, emphasizing 
consistency between setting, food, and service: 

 
“I like the interesting things, and I think that the most significant thing for me is… the 
harmony… if something is out of harmony, then I can really dislike that and especially 
pisses me off when it is, for example, a posh restaurant and everything is very nice, they 
just screw up one single detail, and that is the worst thing that you can do.” (I-6) 

This demand for consistency between setting, food, and service emphasizes the notion of 
appropriateness that seems to be important when evaluating novel food or meal experiences. 
That is, a commercial meal may be judge based on whether it is appropriate or not within a 
certain context or situation, thereby evaluating whether the meal experience is useful or fitting 
and serves the purpose it is intended for.  

3.1 Exotic Familiarity (Near Home Context) 

The analysis revealed that the experience of dining out near home is about perceiving an 
‘exotic familiarity’ resulting from the combination of a ‘familiar and relaxing ambiance’ and 
the need for ‘escaping daily routine.’  

“It varies; it really does vary. I don't think that one can say that there's a particular type 
in that sense…one of the things that I'm really concerned with is the amount of space…so 
there needs to be enough room and as long as there's enough room, as long as the 
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temperature is fine, as long as the waiting staff is sufficiently attentive…then I'm happy, 
really.” (I-9) 

Interviewees reported that dining out ‘near home’ means going to a place with “an 
atmosphere in which you would have wanted to sit half an hour longer," "visually pleasing," a 
kind of “extension of the living room” (I-3). One explained how eating was an intimate affair, 
not unlike inviting people at home. Our findings reveal interviewees often go to familiar eateries 
when dining out close to home, as they are likely to provide a certain level of security that the 
experience in terms of environment, food and hospitality will be pleasant. For example: 

 
“…you surround yourself with people that you wanna be with and with food it's kind of 
the same, whether you eat close to home…whether you eat out…you'd classically go to 
the places where you know you enjoy the food, right? So, I think previous experience 
matters a lot here. …… if you're just looking for a, you know, I've got the evening off…got 
an opportunity to take my family…I classically would go back to the places that I know, 
and where I know, I will enjoy." (I-5) 

Interviews also highlighted specifics of dining out with children when they select a restaurant 
that offers “a childcare service” and where, after the children have eaten, you “can sit quietly 
at the table and enjoy our food, …coffee or whatever” (I-18) because the children are taken 
care of.  

Interviewees revealed, their ‘near home’ meal experience also occasionally includes trying 
out something new:  

 
Obviously, every once in a while, you want to try something new…but I think…that…leads 
into the repeat sort of customer…routine, where you like it…becomes a place for you, 
sort of, you know, your top 10, top 20 list…. (I-5) 

This was also acknowledged by others who further referred to the ‘exciting' and ‘exotic,' the 
latter being the preferred cuisine “if the next holiday to Asia is still far away” (I-3), thus 
integrating travel experiences. A level of familiarity with the restaurant, or trust in the reliability 
of the offering was, however, still evident: 

 
“…we have a handful of restaurants that we go to all the time. Again, I think because it 
makes choices easier…… one is kind of a more experimental food, where we go because 
we find this really exciting rather than healthy.” (I-15) 

Key aspects when dining out ‘near home’ were therefore food and environment known to be 
good and conducive to a relaxing and hospitable event. This was the case whether the food offer 
was familiar or more adventurous. Health and well-being were of less importance.  

3.2 Diversion from Work and Ensuring Confidentiality (During Work Near Home 
Context) 

When it comes to the ‘near home’ meal during work, the interviewees articulated the need 
for experiencing a short ‘Diversion from Work’ for the sake of ‘Cognitive Restoration’ and 
‘Physical Relaxation.’ ‘Cognitive Restoration’ is sought through socializing with colleagues for 
conversations that were not necessarily, indeed, preferably, not work-related. For some, the 
lunch break during work is about “talking to colleagues about other things” and having 
“something that gives pleasure. Just a delicious meal…a moment of indulgence” (I-14). Others 
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noted that, where possible, they make an active effort to step out of the routine of work and 
deliberately into a more private sphere: 

“I would say seventy-five percent, eighty-five percent we do not talk about business at the 
table. We try, we actively try to avoid it…a very good custom...so, it's kind of 
socializing…the weekend, what are you doing, what I want, what is going on in the 
life…and of course refuelling.” (I-7) 

The interviewees valued the physical separation of the workplace and environment as a 
means of breaking the work cycle: 

 
‘’…and also, because we have to walk a little bit, we go outside the building and walk 
over the street on other sides. So, that also takes some time, and it's important to take the 
mind off…most of the time I try to also leave my…mobile phone, everything on my desk.” 
(I-7) 

Interviewees criticized employers that arrange ‘sandwich lunches’ during meetings because 
these do not provide the breaks that are necessary for ‘Physical Relaxation.’ It is the act of 
“getting up from behind your desk and just changing scenery…for half an hour to 45 minutes 
that you take…and it really does work” (I-5). Another commenting: 

 
“…I think it's pretty important, it's pretty important to get away from work, to get a break, 
to refuel…a corner where you can just sit down to something nice to eat and then just 
have that thirty-minute break, especially when you are in meetings all day long. I know 
most of the time you get the sandwich lunches during the meeting, and I find that not a 
very good way of spending a lunch break. You don't get the break from work that you 
need.” (I-1) 

A minority of interviewees revealed situations when meals acted as opportunities to broker 
deals, or to discuss confidential matters, for example, when “working on striking a deal of some 
sort or another” (I-4). In such situations, it is crucial to find a ‘Secluded Place’ where you can 
“talk more frankly” (I-4), where others would not overhear: 

 
“Then it is important…that we can talk with colleagues, chat with them, be able to discuss 
professional matters and in these situations, it is important that the ambiance is somewhat 
okay. That it is not too loud. That it does not feel intrusive when you discuss as it would 
be like in a silent room like in a church...all this is more important than being able to say 
there is incredibly good food…” (I-3)   

Thus, during work, the meal environment can be at least as necessary as the quality of the 
food provided, offering either a means of escaping the workplace or of facilitating business 
conversations. Where people did not take up the food provided, this tended to be because they 
perceived it as less healthy. Our interviewees revealed an apparent ‘Bodily Awareness’ related 
to ‘health’ and ‘weight’ that they also considered important ‘When Traveling for Work.’ Some 
interviewees deciding to bring home-made meals to the workplace either by choice or necessity: 

 
“I'm concerned about my weight and my health…as far as lunch is concerned. I tend to 
bring in a sandwich, a couple of pieces of fruit, and a healthy biscuit thing.” (I-9) 
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"We don't have a canteen in the company, and this means that we either take something 
with us or we go out to other canteens or the supermarket. And I have to be honest; I 
prefer to cook something for myself and take something with me. (I-13) 

The interviewees mentioned lunch strategies linked to healthy food when dining out and to 
the supporting of local markets and local farmers, reducing farm-to-table transportation because 
for them it means that “you get fresher and riper food…not treated with pesticides” (I-1) and 
with a low level of additives. For example: 

 
…when I am on the road, and it is really canteen food then I mostly choose some 
vegetables, potatoes… somehow leaving out the meat, choosing the vegetarian option 
primarily… because of… glutamate and other ‘friends’…” (I-13) 

Interviewees’ responses revealed a fluid transition between aspects related to ‘Bodily 
Awareness’ that emerged both in ‘During Work’ and ‘When Traveling for Work’ contexts, the 
workplace being extended geographically on business trips. When traveling for work, 
interviewees revealed a higher ‘Bodily Awareness’ regarding their ‘health’ and ‘weight,’ 
especially where trips were frequent or prolonged. One interviewee reported that when traveling 
over a few weeks and “…[you] keep your eating habits, but you don't sport…[you] grow quite 
fat” (I-10) and therefore eating healthy food and watching “the quality and the size of the 
portions” is important. Or, after several years of unconsciously observing the impact of food 
on the body, one interviewee had identified that, especially during and after long-haul flights, 
certain types of food help becoming energized while creating a less bloated bodily sensation 
compared to other types of food. 

 
“…when I’m flying, especially long-haul flights, then one thing…very useful for me is the 
Pot [Noodle] soup and…sushi. So, on those occasions, I always try to get that, but that 
was like years until I figured that out…if you look at the number of travels that I have…it 
is quite important to get back to a normal state as soon as possible.” (I-6)  

3.3 Safe Convenience and Clichéd Authenticity (When Travelling for Work Context) 

‘When traveling’ alone interviewees sought a ‘Safe Convenience’ that encompassed ‘Bodily 
Awareness’ around ‘health’ and ‘weight’ as well as ‘Safety and Hygiene’ issues and 
‘convenience.’  ‘Safety and Hygiene’ concerns included both physical location and food 
hygiene, for example, “…in the US, the areas around the airports are not safe areas” (I-4). In 
contrast other environments were considered safe: 

“Singapore is obviously a very safe environment…you almost discourage people from 
eating at the hotel, because you literally just walk out of the door and find yourself 
something…I'm not sure whether you would do the same when you're travelling in 
Africa…” (I-5) 

This was reinforced by other interviewees, who related this to safety or service quality, 
consequently rarely venturing away from the hotel: 

 
"I want to be in a restaurant where I'm the only foreigner because that for me always is 
a sign that you get to the authentic local food. However, I would never, you know, go 
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out…and say…look for myself…I would really defer back to, yeah, the hotel again, where 
I know I'm safe and I know I can expect a decent level of quality." (I-5) 

Cleanliness and food safety were, at least to some extent, socially and culturally constructed, 
as evident in a meal experience in an international chain hotel in Bangladesh:  

 
“I still remember it was in Bangladesh…the food was on the buffet… were a whole bunch 
of glass pieces in there, probably from a broken glass…So, I cut my mouth on something 
[…] then I started to look deeper in the salad and found that there is more of this and I 
claimed it to the waiter. He came…picked with his fingers in the salad and found some 
more… ‘Now it's gone! You can eat now! You can have it!’…he completely didn't 
understand what I wanted.”  (I-7) 

The same interviewee also reported an enjoyable experience during a business trip to 
Pakistan. In this recollection, the staff appeared aware of the socially and culturally constructed 
perception of cleanliness and explicitly built specific preventive steps into their service 
provision. 

 
“…very close to the main mosque in downtown Lahore… everything was 
clean…whenever he came…he had a special…towel…cleaned the cans, soda cans before 
he opened…opened it only in front of you…They make a big deal about…hygiene…” (I-
7) 

Attentive service was also valued: 
 
“The service was perfect; the food was excellent…there is a very attentive service. 
Always! Once you had, you ran out of drinks… he noticed immediately…” (I-7) 

‘Convenience’ was considered particularly relevant when there were time constraints or just 
after arrival, because, as one interviewee explained, “[i]f you are alone you go for 
convenience…with at least one other person…you become a bit more adventurous” (I-10). This 
seems to suggest that dining out becoming a social event when there is more than one person 
involved, opening opportunities for the development of social relationships, rather than merely 
meeting the human need for nourishment, moving the experience from one of utility to one of 
hedonic consumption. Yet, it can be difficult to identify places to eat in unfamiliar locations: 

 
“I have been to China for the job …there have been nice hosts who have looked after me 
and who have said: ‘We go now to this local restaurant…In China, I would have probably 
not even be able to find it, because the shops all look the same from outside and you are 
not always sure of it is a restaurant or a dog groomer." (I-14) 

Authenticity was also mentioned as an important factor when traveling, although there was 
recognition that this could be ‘clichéd’. Authenticity was expressed in terms of service as well 
as food, the impact of perceived authenticity on enhancing the dining out experience being 
emphasized. Yet, this often was deliberately clichéd by the interviewee, leading to a positive 
evaluation where the cliché was experienced and felt to be ‘genuine.’ One interviewee, recalling 
a holiday in Rome, shared that he fantasized about encountering a 'Fellini-style waiter'—an 
imagined figure that, in his view, would have made the Roman experience feel more authentic: 

 
"…when we were in Rome; we were looking for this Fellini style waiter, who is making 
the jokes…and we were incredibly disappointed because we could not find one…we were 
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doing some shopping on Via Veneto, and we sat down on the street…and there we have 
found that type of waiter…we stayed for dinner…for five hours enjoying that perfect 
ambiance. It was not posh or anything, but it was a fantastic harmony. It was so 
interesting to see that the boss of the waiter was trying to copy this guy…and he could 
not make it happen…we enjoyed this so much that I gave him something like 100 Euros 
tip.” (I-6) 

When traveling for work, this clichéd contextual association may still hold, as moments of 
leisure and work often become blurred and fluid during work-related trips. It shows that the 
creation and perception of authenticity are highly complex processes likely to span multiple 
lived contexts. For instance, when interviewees recognized waiters using rehearsed or formulaic 
phrases, regardless of whether they travelled for work or leisure, these were often perceived as 
undesirable clichés, which diminished the overall experience. The following interviewee 
explained this based on regular conversations she has with her husband, who is also a frequent 
traveller: 

  
“My husband has noticed some cliché phrases that waiters usually use… He thinks that 
it's ridiculous...that destroys the whole experience, having to go through this cliché 
phrasing…it can be stressful as well.” (I-12) 

In some locations, it was challenging for interviewees to identify what was authentic. One 
gave the example of New York City as it “…represents so many ethnic groups and so many 
different types of foods that it's very difficult to say what is authentic” (I-1). Other times, an 
experience could be authentic and offer insights into the culture of the hosts:  

 
“When I was in Oman, we were invited by Bedouins to eat with them in a tent…the food 
was presented in one huge…silver plate and everyone ate from the same plate…that was 
a completely different experience, and it showed us how they eat there…when the whole 
family comes together.” (I-1) 

However, without any preconceptions of this experience, authenticity was difficult for 
interviewees to evaluate. Interviewees commented that the experience could be staged to give 
a perception of authenticity in the absence of a cultural reference as evident by the popular term 
of ‘international cuisine,’ frequently used by international hotel chains. The phrases “your rump 
steak…your Caesar salad” (I-14), are terms that were perceived by some interviewees as an 
empty, working against the idea of creating an authentic local meal experience and leading to 
interviewees seeking meals outside the hotel despite the hotel’s recognized quality. 

4. DISCUSSION 
Our findings reveal that the commercial meal experience of frequent travellers is 

shaped by context-specific meanings: ‘Exotic Familiarity’ near home, ‘Diversion from Work’ 
and ‘Ensuring Confidentiality’ during work, and ‘Safe Convenience’ and ‘Clichéd 
Authenticity’ while traveling. These findings contribute to a more nuanced understanding of 
experiential consumption in foodservice and offer theoretical and practical implications that 
extend beyond the immediate empirical context.  

More precisely, this study offers a novel, context-sensitive framework that not only 
deepens theoretical understanding of experiential food consumption across everyday, 
professional, and travel settings, but also provides actionable insights for foodservice 
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providers seeking to design more adaptive, emotionally resonant, and situationally relevant 
dining experiences.  

 
4.1 Theoretical Contributions 

 
The aggregate dimension of ‘Exotic Familiarity’ aligns with and extends the literature 

on experiential consumption (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; Wang, Wang, Peng, & Wang, 
2020), where consumers seek a balance between comfort and stimulation. This supports the 
idea that consumption is not merely utilitarian but deeply embedded in symbolic and 
emotional experiences (Arnould & Thompson, 2005; Chaney, Lunardo, & Mencarelli, 2018). 
Our findings reinforce Pritchard and Morgan’s (2006) view of hospitality spaces as cultural 
constructions, challenging the dominant functionalist paradigm in service management 
(Kotler, 1973) by emphasizing the poetic and affective dimensions of dining. This also echoes 
the notion of affect-quality in hedonic consumption, where emotional responses shape 
perceived value (Darden & Babin, 1994). 

The aggregate dimensions of ‘Diversion from Work’ and ‘Ensuring Confidentiality’ 
contribute to the literature on identity work and embodied consumption (Giddens, 1991; 
Warde, 2016). These findings suggest that food choices during work are not only about 
nutrition or convenience but also about managing professional identity, bodily discipline, and 
emotional well-being. This extends O’Mahony and Hall’s (2007) work on compensatory 
eating strategies and aligns with e Cunha, Cabral-Cardoso, and Clegg (2008) in showing how 
food practices are embedded in broader narratives of self-presentation and control. The role of 
commensality as a facilitator of workplace cohesion and well-being (Kniffin, Wansink, 
Devine, & Sobal, 2015) further highlights the social-relational dimension of food 
consumption, which is often overlooked in managerial models. 

The aggregate dimensions of ‘Safe Convenience’ and ‘Clichéd Authenticity’ 
contribute to ongoing debates about authenticity in consumer culture. While traditional views 
of authenticity emphasize historical continuity or artisanal production (Jones & Smith, 2005; 
Peterson, 1997), our findings suggest that consumers often embrace “Clichéd Authenticity”—
a form of authenticity that feels genuine not because it is historically accurate, but because it 
is performed with conviction and embedded in local context. This resonates with Goffman’s 
(1959) dramaturgical theory and Cohen’s (1988) notion of staged authenticity, as well as 
MacCannell’s (1973) foundational work on frontstage/backstage dynamics. However, it also 
refines and extends these frameworks by showing how consumers knowingly and reflexively 
engage with familiar tropes, deriving meaning and pleasure from their very predictability. 

‘Clichéd Authenticity’ thus introduces a novel mechanism: it captures how consumers 
co-create authenticity by leaning into cultural clichés—not as passive recipients of staged 
performances, but as active, often playful participants who find comfort, recognition, and 
even irony in the expected. The example of the “Fellini-style waiter” illustrates how 
embodied performance can evoke a sense of place and meaning, even when it draws on 
stylized or stereotypical elements (Moeran, 2005). This perspective aligns with Wang’s 
(1999) distinction between objective and existential authenticity but adds nuance by showing 
how even overtly constructed experiences can be perceived as authentic when they resonate 
affectively and symbolically with consumers’ expectations. 

Moreover, this finding complements Quan and Wang’s (2004) structural model of the 
tourist experience by highlighting how the supporting consumer experience^’ (e.g., dining) 
can itself become a site of meaning-making, especially when it is infused with culturally 
recognizable cues. In this way, ‘Clichéd Authenticity’ contributes to a more layered 
understanding of how authenticity is constituted—not through fidelity to historical fact, but 
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through the affective and symbolic resonance of performance within a shared cultural 
imaginary. 

 
4.2 Theoretical Integration: A Contextual Model of Commercial Meal Experience 

[insert Figure 2 about here] 

Grounded in these insights, we propose the Commercial Meal Experience of Frequent 
Travellers Model (Figure 2), which integrates our findings with Service-Dominant Logic 
(SDL) (Vargon & Lusch, 2004) and the concept of value-in-use (Ng & Nudurupati, 2010; 
Woodruff, 1997). Rather than viewing value as embedded in the product (value-in-exchange), 
our model emphasizes how value is co-created through contextualized experiences that are 
shaped by emotional, social, and symbolic factors. This aligns with the SDL perspective that 
value emerges through interaction and is phenomenologically determined by the beneficiary 
(Vargo & Lusch, 2008). 

 

4.3 Practical Implications 
 

For practitioners, our findings suggest that foodservice providers should move beyond 
standardized offerings and instead design adaptive value propositions that are sensitive to the 
situational context of consumption. For example: 

• Near Home, emphasize comfort, familiarity, and subtle novelty. 
• During Work Near Home, prioritize privacy, health-conscious options, and emotional 

relief. 
• When Traveling for Work, offer reliable convenience alongside performative 

authenticity that resonates with local culture. 

This calls for a shift from product-centric to experience-centric service design, where 
the goal is to co-create meaning and value with consumers (Prahalad, 2004; Prahalad & 
Ramaswamy, 2004; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). 

 

4.4 Limitations and Future Research 
 

Invariably, our study has limitations and, due to its interpretive nature, the findings 
must be seen as provisional. Based on 18 qualitative interviews undertaken in a European 
context our model may well be bounded and needs further testing. We suggest that further 
research is undertaken in North American and non-Western contexts and, following this tested 
statistically using a larger scale survey.  Such comparisons with other findings that are based 
on alternative study designs and different and/or larger samples that consider, for instance, 
different contexts, or elucidate the meal experience in different social and cultural settings 
will allow the efficacy to be refined.   
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TABLE 1 
List of Interviewees 

     Interviewee Gender Age Nationality Occupation Travel Intensity* Interview Duration 

 I-1 f 30+ DE Marketing Manager Between 10 to 20 trips a year 43:18 min 

 I-2 f 40+ IT Operations Services Officer Between 10 to 20 trips a year  30:57 min 

 I-3 m 50+ DE HR Officer Around 90 nights a year 48:55 min 

 I-4 m 50+ US Financial Analyst Between 40 to 50 trips a year 38:00 min 

 I-5 m 30+ DE Network Optimization Director More than 10 trips a year 38:25 min 

 I-6 m 40+ HR Consultant Between 30 to 50 trips a year 45:31 min 

 I-7 m 30+ DE Manager Between 30 and 40 trips a year 48:50 min 

 I-8 m 60+ FR Consultant More than 20 trips a year 26:08 min 

 I-9 m 60+ UK Professor Around 50 nights a year 29:03 min 

 I-10 m 50+ NL Economist Around 70 nights a year 23:34 min 

 I-11 f 30+ GR Event Manager More than 10 trips a year 44:41 min 

 I-12 f 30+ DE Administrative Professional  More than 10 trips a year 28:37 min 

 I-13 m 50+ NL Professor Between 10 and 20 trips a year 30:37 min 

 I-14 m 30+ DE IT Project Manager More than 20 trips a year 38:38 min 

 I-15 f 30+ DE User Researcher Around 60 nights per year 25:31 min 

 I-16 f 50+ UK Professor Around 270 nights per year  44:45 min 

 I-17 f 50+ US Healthcare Professional  Between 5 to 10 trips a year 16:02 min 

 I-18 f 30+ DE Professional Model Around 50 nights a year 35:05 min 

*Some respondents chose to answer in terms of nights and others in terms of trips. 
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FIGURE 1 
Data Structure 

 
 

 
 
 
  



19 
 

FIGURE 2 
Contextual Model of the Commercial Meal Experience of Frequent Travellers 
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