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Abstract: Recent research has widely analysed the significance of food in tourism. 

destination, this paper aims to analyse cheese factory tours as a tourism service provided by 
food producers. A mystery shopping approach is used to study the 75 cheese producers 
under the Manchego quality cheese. Results show the response behaviour of Spanish 

pandemic times. As a segment of food tourism, cheese tourism is gathering a growing 
attention by academics and practitioners, and some cheeses became international tourist 
attractions. While the majority of cheese producers have not stopped their operations, the 
current health crisis has led to a suspension of cheese-based tourism experiences. The paper 
informs the development of cheese-based tourism in pandemic times. 
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Introduction

The health crisis has led to temporary 
closures of tourism services worldwide 
(Gössling, Scott and Hall, 2020). Spain is 
facing a complex situation with more than 
2 million cases confirmed (Spanish 
Government - Ministerio de Sanidad, 
2020). The country experienced a state of 
alarm between March 14 and June 21 
(Spanish Government - Presidencia del 
Gobierno, 2020) and, after that, a 
progressive reopening of tourism has 
resulted in a slow recovery of domestic 
tourism. The gradual lifting of travel 
restrictions resulted in a growing demand 
by international tourists, starting from early 
July, however international arrivals have 
been limited because of the second wave of 
cases that happened in Europe in autumn.  

The relationships between food and tourism 
have been vastly investigated during the 
last decade, and food tourism studies have 
approached the processes of planning, 
developing and marketing of food tourism 
experiences (see, for example, Ellis et al., 
2018; Hall, 2020; Rachão et al., 2019). 
Food and gastronomy heavily contribute to 
tourism (see Rousta and Jamshidi, 2020). 
As an example of food tourism, cheese 
tourism is described as the process of 
attributing tourism value to cheese. Cheese 
tourism is a type of tourism which includes 
the journey to regions where milk 
production and cheesemaking are a 
significant part of local heritage and 
traditions (Fusté-Forné, 2015; 2020). As a 
consequence, visits to cheesemaking 
facilities and dairy landscapes have 
emerged as a meaningful cheese-based 
tourism practice. 

Cheese is an identity marker of Spanish 
(food) culture (Fusté-Forné, 2018). There 
are up to 28 kinds of cheese in Spain that 
count on a quality label (26 Protected 

Designations of Origin, PDO, and 2 
Protected Geographical Indications, PGI). 
Among them, PDO Manchego cheese 
includes the largest production area 
(Spanish Government - Ministerio de 
Agricultura, Pesca y Alimentación, 2020) 
and represents the Spanish cheese with the 
highest economic impact (Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations, FAO, 2018). Manchego cheese, 
which is named after La Mancha s region 
where it is made, provides a relevant 
understanding of Spanish cheeses. 

This research, which is particularly framed 
on the relationships between farming and 
tourism, analyses how Spanish food 
producers are facing the Covid-19 crisis. 
While previous research has explored how 
cheese producers may find solace in 
tourism (see Fusté-Forné, 2016), this paper 
further investigates how cheese tourism is 
managed in a pandemic context. Drawing 
from a mystery shopping approach, it aims 
to explore the service quality of cheese 
producers and whether or not they organise 
visits to their facilities in pandemic times. 
Results are built on their response 
behaviour to an electronic message. 

Study method 

This research applies a mystery shopping 
and participant observation analysis 
(Miller, Hudson and Turner, 2005). A 
mystery shopping method aims to delve 
into service provision quality (Van der 
Wiele, Hesselink and Van Iwaarden, 2005). 
A mystery shopper refers to a person who 

processes and procedures used in the 

p.148). Visits to cheese factories and 
workshops are understood as activities 
provided in the context of cheese tourism, a 
niche food tourism (Fusté-Forné, 2015). In 
this case, the researcher as a mystery 
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shopper contacted by email all the 75 
cheese producers listed under the PDO 
Manchego cheese, in Spain. Each of the 
producers was contacted individually on 
Monday, August 3, 2020. The emails were 
previously programmed in order to assure 
they were sent at the same scheduled time.  

The email content -
August, we will be in La Mancha, and we 
would like to visit your facilities and learn 
about the cheese-making process. Is it 
possible to schedule a visit? I would 

crucial service quality indicators (Zehrer 
and Pechlaner, 2006). The recorded data 
included: if cheese producers replied or not; 
the exact time when they replied and the 
number of minutes it took them to respond 
to the email; if a visit to the facilities was 
possible or not; price of the visit; and any 
additional information provided by cheese 
producers. Data collection was finalised on 
Monday, August 10, 2020. The next section 
discusses the results of the study. 

Results  

The production of Spanish Manchego 
cheese is regulated by the quality label 
Protected Designation of Origin Queso 
Manchego (Manchego cheese), which was 
recognised at the European level in 1996 
(FAO, 2018). There are up to 75 cheese 
producers certified by the PDO Manchego 
cheese (Queso Manchego, 2020) which are 
divided into four provinces (15 in Albacete, 
28 in Ciudad Real, 13 in Cuenca, and 19 in 
Toledo) in the region of Castilla-La 
Mancha, south-east of Madrid. Among the 
75 producers listed on the official website 
of Manchego cheese, 39 are industrial 
cheese factories, 30 are artisanal cheese 
workshops, and 6 are cheese cellars. 

to 75 producers, only 32 have replied 
(42.67%). Among them, 17 are artisanal, 
and 15 are industrial cheese factories. The 
average response time was twenty hours. 25 
of the 32 cheese factories (almost 80%) 
responded in day one, in less than four 
hours (240 minutes) as observed in Figure 
1 below. Moreover, five cheese producers 
responded after day one (three on Tuesday, 
one on Wednesday and one on Thursday). 
Finally, two cheese producers replied the 
following Monday morning, after a week of 
sending the email. If these two cheese 
factories were not considered, the average 
response time would have only been eight 
hours and forty-five minutes. 

In relation to the 25 cheese businesses that 
responded quickly, six replied to the query 
in less than an hour, eight in less than two 
hours, eight in less than three hours and 
three in less than four hours. Figure 1 
showcases the timeline of the responses, 
where the fastest only took six minutes. In 
Figure 1, the two cheese factories that 
responded a week later do not appear to 
facilitate graph comprehension (a week 
means 10,080 minutes). 

Among the 32 cheese factories that 
responded, only 15 reported that it was 
possible to visit their facilities (46.88%). 
Eight are artisanal and seven industrial 
cheese factories. While 60% of them (nine 
cheese producers) reported that tours are 
provided for free, three cheese businesses 

three did not report the cost of the activity. 
They were contacted again, but no response 
was obtained. Most of the cheesemakers 
highlighted that their tours are 
complemented with cheese tasting, and, in 
some cases, with wine and olive oil tasting. 
Specifically, one of the producers indicated 
that tourists could experie
commented cheese tasting, see the 
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facilities, the livestock, the store and a short 
explanation about the work in the farm and 

tour, which lasts around 90 minutes and 
offers a range of opportunities to build, 
implement and promote cheese tourism in 
destinations. 

Figure 1. Speed of response of cheese producers 

If we analyse the service quality beyond the 
response time, almost a third of the cheese 
producers (nine of them) informed that they 
do not arrange visits because of the 
situation derived from Covid-19. Some of 
them have also indicated that they do not 
provide organised tours and visitors must 
only 
in the morning or in the afternoon because 
we need to organize ourselves and do not 

the difficulties of the integration between 
farming and tourism. Thus, some cheese 
businesses that do not offer tours have 
invited to visit the store and buy the 
product, and one of them informed that a 
small free tasting would be provided. 

Conclusion and implications 

This research has revealed preliminary 
insights into the service quality of cheese 
producers in Spain by analysing their 
response behaviour to an electronic visitor 
message. This analysis informs food 
tourism management in pandemics. 

Departing from a mystery shopping study 
and drawing on Manchego cheese 
producers, the research has showcased that 
almost half of them replied to the query. 
However, only 20% of cheese businesses 
who produce under the PDO Manchego 
cheese are open for tours in summer 2020. 
This demonstrates the difficult situation of 
cheesemakers in terms of recovering its 
relation with tourism and tourists, and how 
an experience focused on local production 
and consumption is framed during the 
coronavirus crisis. For example, promising 
results confirm that some producers offer a 
combined tour with other products 
representing Spanish food landscapes such 
as olive oil and wine. This cooperation may 
be critical to the recovery of food tourism 
experiences that contribute to the territory s 
economic well-being. 

This paper has approached cheese as part of 
food tourism, both from an industrial 
(Ermolaev, Yashalova and Ruban, 2019) 
and artisanal (Fusté-Forné, 2015) 
perspective. However, it should be 
considered that data collection was carried 
out in an uncertain period, thus its 
replication at another time (or another 
setting) could provide different results, for 
example, a higher response rate or a more 
significant number of tours. This study 
contributes to the emerging literature on the 
relationships between tourism and crisis 
(see Sigala, 2020). Specifically, it provides 
exploratory data on a tourism service at the 
first stage of Spain s tourism recovery. This 
research also offers an innovative analysis 

of the first studies that focus on food 
tourism in the context of Covid-19 with 
primary data (see Kim and Lee, 2020). 

The research analyses a food tourism 
activity (a cheese tour) during the crisis at a 
practical level. Results assess the service 
quality from a food tourist perspective to 



Fusté-Forné, Francesc Journal of Sustainability and Resilience Volume 1, Issue 1 

20 
 

critically describe cheese producers
response behaviour (the speed and the 
information provided). This investigation 
incorporates a timely understanding of 
cheese tourism in pandemic times. It may 
lead to further empirical research on food 
tourism that informs academics and 
practitioners about the configuration of 
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