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Abstract: Departing from the understanding of food tourism in urban environments, this research
analyses the brand engagement of bakeries during the COVID-19 lockdown period, and the first
stages of the de-escalation process. A mixed-methods study is designed to analyze the case of six
selected bakeries in Catalonia (Spain). Drawing on data obtained from semi-structured interviews
(N = 6) and a visual content analysis of the businesses’ social media promotion in Instagram (N = 638),
results show the performance of bakeries during pandemic times, where a change in production
and consumption behaviors is observed and takeaway and delivery helped them to survive. In
particular, their social media promotion in Instagram also revealed how bakeries have managed this
difficult situation and kept a close relationship with customers, standing up as a symbol of resilience
against the odds and contributing to preserve customers’ awareness on food and health, and the
city’s identity, through digital branding strategies that communicate messages around bread and
pastry foods (the product), the shop and the workshop (the place), and both the employees and the
customers (the people).

Keywords: branding strategies; crisis management; food experience; food marketing; food tourism;
health and food; Spain

1. Introduction

Food consumption is a critical element of tourism industry [1] and food is a motivation
factor for traveling [2]. According to previous reports, eight out of ten visitors are influenced
by food attractions when they select a destination [3]. Furthermore, food and gastronomy
account for 40% of the world’s tourism expenditure [3], where data from countries like
Spain reveal that budget of food tourists is 20% higher than of other tourists [4]. Food
tourism is a very important segment of the industry, and it is described as “the pursuit and
enjoyment of unique and memorable food and drink experiences, both near and far” [5]
(p. 12). Among the variety of activities and practices classified under the understanding of
food tourism, bread plays a significant role, the proof of this being the so-called Spanish
Route of Good Bread, a national-level competition organized every year with the purpose
of selecting the top eighty Spanish bakeries, among the bakeries that participate in the
regional routes of good bread competitions. In this setting, top bakeries are selected based
on the quality of the (traditional) bread elaborated, the presentation of the product in the
store and the customer service [6]. Bread routes have inspired many local and regional
tourism initiatives which use bread to show visitors the route followed by the wheat from
the fields to the table, promoting at the same time territories with a strong local identity,
rich gastronomic heritages and attractive landscapes. In this fashion, this paper analyses
bakeries as an example of food leisure and tourism attraction, which are a significant
element of city food landscapes [7] from a local perspective. In a context where only
limited domestic travel was occurring because of the pandemic situation, bakeries are
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understood as a crucial ingredient of food tourism systems [8], in this case applied to urban
environments.

Earlier in 2020 the rapid spread of the COVID-19 led to a quick closure of tourism
worldwide (see, for example, [9–12]). In particular, in Spain, where the tourism sector
plays a strategic role, representing 12.3% of the GDP and 12.7% of the employment [13],
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic translated into a 77.30% drop in the international
tourists’ arrivals (or more than 64 million tourists), in 2020 compared to 2019 [14]. Similarly,
according to the Spanish National Institute of Statistics (INE), hotel accommodation has
decreased by 80.4% and air transport by 80.1% [14]. Concerning the economic impact of
the pandemic, total expenditure by international tourists who visited Spain in 2020 reached
19,739 million euros, that is, 78.52% less than in 2019 ([15], see also [16]). Although the
start of the summer brought a relaxation of lockdown measures, ease of travel restrictions
and reopening of hospitality services, in 2020 the pandemic largely affected not only
tourism, but also other sectors such as food and beverages industries, where the impact
was nevertheless lower [17]. A good example of this trend is the agricultural and fishing
sector, whose overall contribution to GDP in 2020 has registered a rise of 5.3%, compared
to 2019, when it fell by 2.3% compared to 2018 [18].

While the overall impact of pandemics in gastronomic sector was large, it is important
to highlight the significant change observed in the Spaniards’ food consumption patterns
(and also most of the European and world citizens), who switched from consuming food
at restaurants and other food service establishments to food consumption at home [19],
and the subsequent increase of the e-commerce channel, especially during the periods of
lockdown. Thus, data collected during pandemic (see [19]) showed that food expenditure
in large supermarkets and food storages increased by 50% in 2020, compared to 2019, and e-
commerce reached a 2.4% market share in the period March–June 2020, compared to 1.6% in
2019. The same study observes a higher dependence of the food service sector on domestic
tourism, with data for 2019 unfolding as follows: Expenditure made with international
cards (21%); expenditure made with Spanish cards belonging to a location different than
the one of the food establishment (15%); and the remaining 64%, corresponding to cards
from the same location (see [19]). This illustrates a shift towards local consumption as a
symbol of sustainable consumption. According to the May Barometer of the Centre for
Sociological Research [20], the online purchases of food and food products during the
lockdown reached 20%, and 23.3% of the respondents indicated an increase of their usual
online purchases (see also [21]).

This research understands food (i.e., bread) as a manifestation of a local culture and the
local lifestyles (see, for example, [22]) and as a symbol of place [23]. Food is a key element
within the construction of food image [24], which communicates a unique identity (see
also [25]). Therefore food is also a critical attribute in destination marketing [26,27]. In this
sense, the objective of this paper is to analyze the marketing strategy of small businesses,
such as bakeries, in pandemic times. Both local stakeholders’ narratives (see [28]) and
online induced images (see [29]) are used to delineate the processes of brand engagement
of bakeries in Catalonia, north-eastern Spain. Previous data show that, in times of pan-
demic, social media platforms, such as Instagram, can be used as effective communication
tools between the bakeries and their customers not only to reach new publics and build
brand loyalty but also to communicate sustainable marketing practices and consumers’
responsible behaviors (see also [30]). Moreover, food “increases hedonistic experiences via
digital transformations” [31] (p. 2), and the study of the role of food in marketing as part of
crisis management is crucial to discuss how the promotion of food is shaped nowadays and
how local food businesses are gatekeepers of a sustainable food consumption. This paper
adds texture to this conversation and contributes to the understanding of the branding
identity of bakeries as an urban leisure and tourism attraction.
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2. Literature Review

This section is divided into four sub-sections. First, it reviews the concept of food
tourism and defines the role of bakeries in destination management and marketing. This is
expanded to understand their significance as a food experience in destination and place
branding. Later, the relationships between food consumption and digital marketing are
discussed to finally delineate the importance of Instagram as an example of social media
that contributes to the development of online food branding.

2.1. Bakeries as a Manifestation of a Food Tourism Attraction

Food is a powerful tourist attraction [23]. Moreover, according to the World Food
Travel Association (WFTA), basically all travelers (93%) are food travelers [32]. Food
tourism refers to the exploration of a culture through food [33]. This includes many
examples of practices as previous definitions of the concept have confirmed. For example,
Hall and Sharples [34] described food tourism as a journey to visit food producers or
markets, attend festivals and events, and eat at restaurants and any other food activity
and experience. In the last decade, a lot of research has analyzed and expanded the role
of food tourism as a specific tourism system [31,35] that contributes to the process of
awarding tourism value to food [36]. This provides the relationship between local food
and tourism with an added value where positive food experiences lead to satisfaction and
word-of-mouth [37]. These authors state that “food activities may impact satisfaction with
a trip and influence a traveler’s intention to return, along with recommendations and food
purchase behavior at home” [37] (p. 151). As a consequence, food must be placed at the
center of destination marketing, where both everyday food consumption and memorable
food experiences are included.

Du Rand, Heath and Alberts [38] highlight, for example, that “the traditional way that
food experiences are offered in a destination is reflected by the promotion of restaurants.
This form of food experience occurs more easily as food has to be provided to tourists, it
does not involve additional effort, organization and promotional activities as for example a
food festival would require” (p. 106). This is similarly applied to the case of bakeries. This
present study contributes to expand the literature of marketing food tourism through the
case of a specific type of food establishment.

Businesses which offer food and beverage experiences do not only deliver food and
dishes, but they also promote the processes attached both to production and consumption
of food (see, for example, [39]). This generates a diverse landscape of options to design
food-based practices and develop strategies to attract locals and visitors who seek the
discovery of a place through its food. Farmers’ markets, chef’s talks, culinary tours, all are
examples of the incorporation of food into tourism, which is a prerequisite towards the
development of food tourism systems. Kollenberg et al. [39] affirm that this happens in a
very competitive environment, where many regions rely on food as a source of competitive
advantage, which thus urges businesses and destinations to differentiate their services.
This paper aims to provide additional evidence to the existing debate focused on the case
of bakeries.

Food and gastronomy are also key identity markers [24,25,40]. In this sense, “food is
very important to city marketing, and vise-versa. Food is part of the culture of a city or a
nation, it’s part of its symbolic capital. Even so if the city doesn’t have a strong gastronomic
identity. It is important because food is not only about stomachs, but also about quality of
life, about meeting people, sharing experiences, sharing a taste” (Maynadier, 2014, cited
in [7], p. 108). According to Kowalczyk [7], the culinary identity of a city includes different
outstanding elements like bakeries.

2.2. Bake Your Food, Promote Your Place

Food consumption is a vital component of leisure and tourist experiences [41,42].
Food is critical in destination branding and marketing [1,23] and is useful to build a differ-
entiation strategy (see, for example, [43,44]), where a particular food aspect is highlighted.
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A brand experience includes the customers’ perceptions gathered within their interac-
tions with a firm [45]. Marketing strategies are required to focus on co-production and
co-creation of experiences [46].

In 2006, Du Rand and Heath [26] revealed that, while research about the contribution
of food to destination marketing was in its infancy, food tourism was already a critical
element of destination marketing. In this sense, the definition of food tourism provided by
Hall and Sharples [34] reveals that food tourism is put in practice drawing on a diverse
range of products and services. This is a prerequisite towards the development of marketing
strategies around products, events or venues. Food tourism emerges as a key element in
tourism promotion [26]. Given the growing significance of food for tourists, and the rise of
food tourism as a segment of cultural tourism [47] both companies and destinations need
to plan effective food tourism marketing strategies [48].

Destination branding is of crucial importance to stakeholders [49], which contributes
towards the promotion of a place [50]. As part of their branding strategy, a place aims
to enhance their identities and uniqueness [51,52]. In this sense, destination branding
is complex [53] since it depends on a wide range of factors. Food emerges as one of
them [54,55]. Previous research acknowledged that a destination branding strategy should
primarily rely on what locals understand as determinants of sense of place as a source of
effective destination marketing [56]. Attributes of local food are useful to communicate
local knowledge [57]. In this context, food is a strong manifestation of destination identity
and thus represents a powerful tool towards the construction of a destination brand [58].

Previous research has demonstrated the effectiveness of food festivals as identity
elements that play a prevalent role for destination branding [59,60]. As city branding
also reflects the identity of a place [61], in this case an urban environment, this paper
assumes that the way bakeries market themselves convey how they are as part of city food
landscapes. The formation of a destination brand is an instrument to gather competitive
advantage [62] and this research explores how bakeries as local stakeholders create a unique
experience drawing on their branding strategy and contribute to destination branding.
Previous studies acknowledged that the creation of a unique brand image also inform
memorable experiences and generate positive word-of-mouth (see, for example, [41,63]),
as mentioned above.

In the framework of destination branding (see, for example, [64]), recent research
also highlights the role of food tourism in place branding. In this sense, the value of food
experiences influences tourists’ perceptions of food tourism [65]. Value creation is critical
in tourism experiences [66] where experiential value is in turn an antecedent of branding
in food tourism [67]. This is especially relevant in brand experiences, where customer-firm
interactions generate behavioral responses [68]. As previously acknowledged, food tourism
offers a wide range of opportunities to discover a place through food consumption. In this
sense, food is a crucial element of sense of place [69] and thus food tourism represents an
avenue to authentic local-based sustainable experiences [23].

2.3. Food Consumption and Digital Marketing

The use of local food is critical to define a brand image [41,70]. According to Qu, Kim
and Im [71], the process of destination branding refers to the generation of a unique image,
which is also a source of differentiation, and a motivation factor for visitors [67]. This can
be applied to businesses (say bakeries), where a series of factors such as service quality
contribute to improve their brand image [72,73]. In a current context dominated by the
rapid transmission of COVID-19, health is also an important aspect for customers in regards
to their food experience and the gathering of consumption value [74]. This is pivotal in
food consumption, and even more relevant nowadays. Culinary-based experiences must
focus on protecting customers from health risks and secure hygiene and safety [27]. This
will influence tourists’ attitude towards local food and, in turn, impact on the creation of
food image. However, this approach is not explored in this paper which is focused on
analyzing the bakeries’ branding during pandemic times, from a supply perspective.
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At the same time, rapid evolution of social media and information and communica-
tion technologies, such as mobile technologies, have changed the traditional relationships
between businesses and customers [75]. They have revolutionized branding and marketing
strategies [76]. In the same line, Buhalis and Sinarta [77], affirm that “brands take advantage
of technology, social media and constant connectivity to foster organic consumer engage-
ment and interactions towards co-creating personalized customer service. Realtime service
offers dynamic engagement with connected consumers. Brands in tourism and hospitality
use technology to dynamically enhance consumer experience through cocreation” (p. 1).

The use of online marketing is a common avenue to reach customers. Social media
is a growing platform for tourists’ decision-making [78,79]. Digital content marketing
aims to increase interactions between customers and the brand, and add value to the
service experience and promote long-term relationships [80,81]. According to Jefferson
and Tanton [82], digital content marketing goes beyond sales to focus on communication
in order to build strong emotional connections [83]. Building on Westbrook’s [84] con-
cept of word-of-mouth transmission, here it is important to acknowledge the electronic
word-of-mouth (e-WOM), which is described as “all informal communications directed
at consumers through Internet-based technology related to the usage or characteristics of
particular goods or services, or their sellers” ([84], cited in [85], p. 459). Businesses influence
visitors on social media as an effective strategy to communicate brand identity [80].

Furthermore, social media boosts a direct interaction between brands and customers,
which results in a growing trend for co-creating “value and experiences in real time” [77]
(p. 565). These authors acknowledge the notion of real-time marketing “as marketing that
provides personalized, individualized and contextualized products and services, based on
real-time dynamic engagement with customers and co-creation of experiences, to optimize
value for all stakeholders involved. Real-time marketing is propelling “nowness” or present
moment service and experience” (p. 565). In this sense, “delivering the right content to
the right consumer at the right time, especially on unplanned circumstances, requires a lot
more than merely, observing, listening, designing, testing and creating expected service.
It is caused by consumers’ unique and dynamic personas, that are all influenced by their
present context and location” (p. 566). As Buhalis and Sinarta [77] (p. 575) continue, ‘the
service of now’ “emerges through the ability of engaging with consumers dynamically at
the present time both physically and digitally”. In a current crisis environment, which
is rapidly changing and uncertain, real-time communication is essential to food-based
experiences. Recent research highlighted the positive effects of adopting social media by
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in a crisis situation [86]. Among the com-
petitive advantages derived from the use of social media in crisis management (see [87]),
communication in social media platforms illustrate branding responses to the COVID-19
crisis [88] and provide evidence of the place brand personality [89].

2.4. Social Media and Online Food Branding: The Case of Instagram

According to IAB Spain [90], around 26 million Spaniards (representing 87% of the
internet users aged between 16–65 years) are social media users. Gender profile shows
a pretty balanced distribution (49% women) and the average age is around 40 years. In
this sense, WhatsApp (85%) is the most used social network, followed closely by Facebook
(81%), YouTube (70%) and Instagram (59%). In the ranking of users’ preferences, Instagram
goes third (preferred mostly by women and the 16–24 years age segment), after WhatsApp
and Facebook, while Twitter, for example, mostly preferred by men, occupies the fifth
position. The abovementioned report also highlights the top three most frequently used
social networks: WhatsApp (with 96% of the users operating on a daily basis), Instagram
(81%) and Facebook (78%), respectively. In the same fashion, one third of the social media
users indicated a higher degree of trust in brands with a social media profile, and 75%
of the users mentioned that customer service is the main motive for a private interaction
with a brand. Last but not least, the information collected from marketing professionals



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 6251 6 of 20

highlighted that investment in social media advertising followed an increasing trend, with
Instagram as first preference, followed by Facebook and Twitter [90].

Research evidence [91–94] shows that for SMEs—bakeries, among them—social me-
dia became a relevant and attractive means for pursuing, according to Castronovo and
Huang [95], at least one of the three business objectives: building awareness, increasing
sales, or building loyalty. In a similar fashion, Lovejoy and Saxton [96] identified three
key functions emerging from the use of Twitter by US not for profit organizations, that
is: information (one-way channeling of information about the organization), community,
focused on dialogue and community-building (e.g., thanks giving, recognition, supporting
community events, etc.), and action (e.g., followers’ engagement with initiatives meant
to help the organization such as fund raising, product selling, calls for volunteers, etc.)
(pp. 343–347). According to INE [97], in Spain there are more than 3.3 million active
firms. Most of them fall into the category of autonomous and professionals, with no
employees (56.3%), 39.6% are small firms (one to nine employees) and 4.1% are small and
medium-sized enterprises—SMEs—(10–99 employees) [97].

The Vodafone Enterprise Observatory [98], focused on the digitalization process
undertaken by the professional and small firms, reported, for example, that 58% of the
sample indicated that the adoption of new technologies is meant to help their business
to improve customer service. In addition, 43% use social networks to advertise and push
sales by attracting new customers, with Facebook (33%) as the most preferred platform,
followed by Instagram (19%), Twitter (10%), and Linkedin (8%).

De Vries et al. [91], who focused on bakeries and cafes in a major urban area in
New Zealand, distinguish, for example, among bakeries using the “one-way business
to customer” marketing strategy to build customer basis, in social media like Facebook,
while others were more engaged with their online followers through text and visual
posts. Interestingly, posts opened a gate to the human dimension of the business (e.g., by
disclosing “behind the scenes” actions) and had a greater impact on followers’ engagement
with the bakery. Another study by Lucas and Sines [92] also found evidence of social media
usage (e.g., Facebook and Instagram) for promoting sales of small businesses such as family
restaurants, with specially designed marketing strategies published on Instagram. All in all,
it is worthwhile to mention that an effective use of social media by SMEs is also conditioned
by a proper understanding of their role as a marketing strategy tool (see [92,99]). Thus,
according to the Influencer Marketing Benchmark Report 2020 [100], Instagram is the
preferred social channel for the marketers interested in the B2C sector and in running
influencer marketing campaigns, to increase brand awareness in the first place, followed
by increasing sales. Moreover, Instagram seems to be most popular among the smaller
firms, as 40% of the elicited respondents were from firms with less than ten employees and
twenty 2% of them from firms with ten to fifty employees, respectively [100]. Given the
growing popularity of Instagram among B2C marketers and its popularity among small
firms, we focus here our attention on the use of this social channel by bakeries.

3. Methodology

This paper aims to understand the pandemic marketing of food through the case of
bakeries. The study is based on a mixed-methods design which is focused on a series
of interviews and a visual content analysis of social media. Two medium-sized cities in
Catalonia, Girona, and Reus were selected to conduct the study. Both cities have around
100,000 inhabitants and they are commercial and tourist urban centers in Catalonia [101].
In order to identify and collect information from relevant sources [102,103], we used a
purposeful sampling technique to select bakeries that met the following three criteria: (1)
initially, a centric location, because, as according to Kowlaczyk [7] (p. 109), when it comes
to geographical research, location is an important pillar towards gastronomic marketing;
(2) the selected bakeries had to have more than one selling point in the city in order to
assure their representation as leisure and tourism attractions within the urban environment
where they are placed; (3) in addition, the bakeries had to have a social media presence,
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especially through Instagram, as described below. Since only three bakeries in each city
met these criteria, all of them were selected and included in the research sample. Based on
the data supplied by the Iberian Balance Sheet Analysis System (SABI) [104], 18% of the
total Spanish businesses registered in this database either as manufacturers of bread and
fresh bakery products or as retailers of bread, bakery and pastry products, are currently
operating in Catalonia, almost all of them (95%), as limited liability companies (SL is the
Spanish acronym) and the rest as anonymous societies (SA), except for one cooperative.
According to the same source, in 2019, 95% of them did not go beyond fifty employees of
which, 63% had less than ten employees and 19% between ten and twenty, respectively. The
bakeries selected for the analysis fully match this profile with five of them being limited
liability companies and only one, anonymous society.

First, six semi-structured interviews were conducted with a responsible manager of
each of the six bakeries analyzed. The bakeries were contacted directly by the researchers
and informed about the study, and therefore they were invited to participate. All of them
accepted to participate and the interviews were conducted personally at their facilities
during the month of November, 2020. The interviews pursued to analyze the bakeries’
performance during the lockdown and the initial phases of the recovery which started at
the beginning of summer. Table 1 shows the profile of the participants which happened to
be all female. As a consequence, the analysis will also provide relevant results in relation
to the role of women in the management of SMEs (i.e., bakeries) during the pandemic.

Table 1. Profile of the interviewees.

Participant Genre Age Experience Working at the Bakery Education

1 Female 60 7 Vocational studies
2 Female 53 10 Bachelor
3 Female 60 30 Secondary school
4 Female 42 1 Master
5 Female 25 7 Vocational studies
6 Female 33 7 Bachelor

In addition, in order to complement the qualitative view of the bakeries and to respond
to the study aims from a quantitative perspective, their social media presence was analyzed.
In particular, their Instagram accounts were selected. Instagram is an example of social
media used for marketing purposes (see, for example, [105]). While other social media
platforms could have been selected, the study was focused on Instagram because it is
especially relevant for the promotion of gastronomy [106]. In line with previous studies,
Instagram is also a prevalent source of information to conduct a content analysis based on
the branding of local experiences in destinations [107]. This study applies a visual research
analysis [108] based on the understanding of Albers and James, who stated that the content
of a photograph is “the sum total of its appearances” [109] (p. 139). Data collection and
analysis were conducted manually and included a visual codification of all the pictures
posted in the six Instagram accounts (N = 638).

Instagram posts were analyzed manually to determine what type of content is offered.
Each picture could include one or more objects. This allows building a more robust picture
of how bakeries communicate messages online, and identifying those contents which
generate a higher level of participation. The analyses included an eight-month period from
March 14 (when the Spanish Government declared the state of alarm) until November 14. A
pre-test analysis was performed with one of the bakeries in order to determine the category
development. Four categories were defined to reflect the main elements communicated
by the bakeries: product, place, people and information. Furthermore, nine subcategories
were included to encapsulate the appearances in each category:

• Product: Includes the presence of bread or other products (food and beverages).
• Place: Refers to the venue, both the workshop and the selling point.
• People: The analysis differentiates bakeries’ employees and customers.
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• Information: Three subcategories are developed to include congratulation days, house-
keeping information and other (e.g., events or training).

Both the interviews and the analysis of social media reflect how bakeries promote a
specific identity and thus a brand image, offline and online, in a pandemic environment.

4. Results

This section is divided into two parts. First it analyses the participants’ responses and
later it discusses the features of Instagram communication.

4.1. Exploring Performance during Pandemic Times: A Bakeries’ Perspective
4.1.1. Coping with Difficult Times: From Selling Bread to Managing People

Participants pointed out that selling bread means that they must open their facilities
every day, which also includes the hardest days of the COVID-19 impact and the entire
confinement period which in Spain lasted between 14 March and 21 June. However, as
one of the interviewees highlighted, beyond selling bread “the cafeteria is necessary to
survive”. One of the participants emphasized that “we are always open because we also
sell newspapers”. But her cafeteria was obviously closed. She said that “we did not do any
promotion because most customers were still coming”. While she affirms that the situation
has been difficult to manage, she reported that “we increased the selling of newspapers
and magazines a lot because people were at home”. However, sales did not offset the cafe.
“The truth is that I would not highlight anything positive . . . it was a terrible three-month
period and we started to breathe a little when we were able to reopen the cafeteria”. The
analyzed bakeries are always open, and some of them from Monday to Sunday and from
7 a.m. to 3 p.m. A participant stated that the situation made it “difficult for people to
come but it worked. We did not stop. We had to close the cafeteria but the bakery was not
affected” (see, for example, Figure 1). However, since all the bakeries count on more than
one store, some of them affirmed that they temporarily closed specific venues during the
first months of lockdown.

Figure 1. An empty cafeteria (own source).

Respondents obviously agreed that bread is a basic food and this forces them to be
always ready to serve people. However, some of the bakeries were also urged to reduce
opening schedules, and staff. “We did an ERTE (a legal mechanism that allows firms
to suspend employment contracts or reduce working hours) . . . we kept young people
but people with risk, such as older people or those living abroad, we put them in ERTE
until they could rejoin . . . ”. After the relaxation of the measures, the entire staff has been
reinstated, and this was highlighted by most of the interviewees. Another participant
pointed out that “we were 90 people working but after the lockdown only 75 remained
because people working at the offices were the ones who went to ERTE and of course we
had to close . . . at bakery level, sales were stable fortunately . . . because the cafe has had
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to pick up the pace again”. One interviewee mentioned that “we did not suspend contracts,
some of them ended and were not renewed, but now people have rejoined if both, they
and us, were happy”. In most of the cases, the whole staff has rejoined. “Everyone who
wanted to come back, did it”, concluded one of the participants.

4.1.2. Takeaway and Delivery to Survive

Although all the participants prepared takeaway food on a regular basis in their cafes,
the intensification of delivery services was a key element for the survival of their firms. In
some cases, they have used global platforms like Glovo or Uber. Instead, others did so by
using local services. One of the interviewees underlined that she “mostly implemented
takeaway and online selling in Easter, only with km0 distributors from the ‘restaurant at
home’ platform”. She specifically mentioned that they would not like to use global brands,
and they aim to keep their performance close to the territory and people who live in the
city. Another interviewee stated that “we made home deliveries with our own delivery
person who went to customers’ homes and to other stores to deliver orders”. In the second
wave, started by early October, the situation was different and people were going to the
selling point, which means the delivery services were reduced. The distribution included
both bread products (Figure 2) and other sweets such as cakes and pastries (Figure 3).

Figure 2. Bread products sold at bakeries (own source).

Figure 3. Non-bread products sold at bakeries (own source).

Direct communication with customers is crucial towards the success of bakeries. One
participant underlined that “especially we use the phone to take orders and delivery, not
only in the city but also to small towns in the area”. Others have only maintained direct
sales and have had to adapt to the new context. For example, since bars were closed this
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has resulted in new opportunities. One interviewee pointed out that “we were selling a
lot of sandwiches. Bars were closed so we serviced a part of these customers who were
looking for sandwiches” before going to work or during their breaks. It is obvious that
“now when the bars reopen, sandwiches’ sales will go down and we have to make a daily
forecast because it is changing a lot. Some will continue coming but others will go to
the bar. But I can say there is a loyal clientele that is maintained on a daily basis”. The
challenging and changing situation resulted in a lot of work that was something new for
everyone and “workers had to do everything, adapt to the situation and we experienced an
impressive number of orders . . . we had to make packages to take away at home and the
employees adapted and did a very good job. We had a lot of orders and, very importantly,
the customers understood the situation and respected the queues, and the rules”. This shift
is further explained below.

4.1.3. A Change in Production and Consumption Behaviors

The interviewees confirmed an adaptation of production derived from the situation
and the changing demand. Regarding the product strategy, one participant pointed out
that “we reduced the range of products and optimized what was first needed. Above all,
we made large pieces, such as bread, the most essential, and we left the delicacies aside,
as well as the special products”. Thus, she emphasized that they tried to meet customers’
needs and prioritized the need to the sale. While this is very important, it is not easy to
understand. “The most affected people were the elderly because they did not understand
that they could not buy a baguette every day. We made bigger baguettes and stopped
making the smaller pieces so that they lasted for two days or more . . . and the older people
did not understand that they could not go there to shop every day as usual . . . ”.

All the bakeries faced huge queues. One of the participants specifically mentioned that
“when people do see queues, they think we are not affected by the virus. But we are . . .
there are people working at the bakery, our workers, likewise customers, are affected too”.
In addition, all safety measures were carried out, where a maximum of two people were
allowed inside the venues, and the use of mask and hand sanitizer was compulsory (see,
for example, Figure 4). Some bakeries pointed out that they already had many measures
implemented before the new regulation. As mentioned above, all participants noted that
consumers responded very, very well. They respected the measures and social distances
and “came less but bought more. For example, they took four instead of two”. In this sense,
the quality of the production is also very important for the subsequent consumption of the
product. “The whole process is slow and artisanal”. One participant pointed out that “we
use quality ingredients and even doctors, dietitians . . . have recommended our artisanal
products”, which is a common feature observed in bakeries with decades of experience
and even, in some cases, with more than one hundred years of history.
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Figure 4. Health and service information at a bakery’s entrance (own source).

4.1.4. Not Always Online Strategy Is the Best

In relation to the online presence of the bakeries, in some cases the interviewees stated
that they have not paid much attention to online communication given the local and loyal
nature of their customers. “In our case is mainly word-of-mouth but we did put few
options to choose online . . . specially when we accepted orders for the Mona [a chocolate
cake which is prepared during Easter], and customers choose whether they want it to be
delivered or picked here”. Another of the participants stated that “we did not use social
media”. Specially, one of the participants underlined that “we are an organic bakery with
special products and a smaller assortment. We do not have a variety of offer like other
bakeries but with more quality”.

In some cases; therefore, their products are sold only in the physical store because “our
products are unique products that have to be explained like buckwheat bread, kamut . . .
these are not only products, I mean you need to communicate beyond the product, and we
prefer to explain directly to the buyer”. In a similar way, another participant emphasized
that “we will only do it online in the long run because it is a handicap that the products
cannot be made in half an hour as people ask; there are doughs that need 24, 48, 72 h,
because it is a very slow product, natural, 100% organic”. This interviewee emphasized that
“our strong point is the product, but our weak point is that the product is not immediate”.
She continued saying “we do not have this immediacy that others can have to be able to
do it online”. On the other hand, other interviewees pointed out that they did largely use
“social networks to promote products and provide advice”. Additionally, a participant
said “we ask for patience”, which is crucial in this complex environment. The analysis of
Instagram accounts complements these reflections.

4.2. Profile of Social Media Promotion of Bakeries: The Role of Instagram

A visual content analysis was performed to analyze the pictures posted by the bakeries
on Instagram. First of all, the number of posts they have made in the period studied is
observed in Table 2. There are three bakeries that have maintained a regular activity on
Instagram during the months studied, while three other bakeries have participated in social
media only superficially. Additionally, most of the contributions are images.
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Table 2. Number of posts and images (and videos) of bakeries on Instagram.

Bakery Posts Pictures Videos

Antiga Casa Bellsolà 131 127 8
Casa Moner 4 5 0
Fleca Flaqué 30 35 0
Forn Sistaré 121 151 19

PdePa 268 282 1
Roslena 35 38 1

Total 589 638 29

When analyzing the number of likes and comments in Table 3, it is possible to observe
the leadership of Forn Sistaré and PdePa, with an average of more than 200 likes for each
post. Although in absolute terms these are low numbers, data show that bakeries are
considering Instagram as a platform of communication with their current and potential
customers. If the analysis focuses on the comments, here we can see a much lower par-
ticipation of users, and only Antiga Casa Bellsolà and, again, Forn Sistaré stand out. In
this sense, some bakeries use to publish the information along with the posts in Catalan
and Spanish, and sometimes also in English, which provides evidence of the relationships
between the bakeries and their customers, who are not only locals but also visitors.

Table 3. Likes and comments of bakeries’ posts on Instagram.

Bakery Likes Likes/Picture Comments Comments/Picture

Antiga Casa Bellsolà 16,301 132,53 546 4,44
Casa Moner 425 106,25 7 1,75
Fleca Flaqué 218 7,27 6 0,2
Forn Sistaré 23,449 229,89 358 3,51

PdePa 58,887 220,55 313 1,17
Roslena 2095 61,62 34 1

In relation to the pictures with more likes and comments, we would like to highlight
the three most popular posts, in particular those with more likes. There are three posts that
illustrate the most liked posts from PdePa (12 May 2020, 820 likes), Antiga Casa Bellsolà (7
April 2020, 727 likes) and Forn Sistaré (26 October 2020, 518 likes). The ranking of posts
based only on comments is not presented because the post with the greatest number of
comments includes only 15, which represents a very low online interaction between the
bakeries and their customers.

The first post (PdePA Coffee Bakery (@pdepabakery), posted in 12 May 2020) is
published with a text where the bakery says “after a morning of work, it’s time to take
a break. What if you give yourself a PdePa pizza?” In addition, the post shows all the
alternatives for orders and delivery so that customers can buy the product and eat it either
at work or at home. At the beginning of May, in Spain there was still a state of alarm, but the
strictest confinement was beginning to relax. While this bakery has continuously reminded
takeaway and delivery options (by phone call or e-commerce), it was also important to
provide a safe environment when cafeterias were reopened. In this sense, they published a
post to inform that: “At PdePA we care about both your safety and that of our team. That’s
why we test our workers on Covid19 before coming to work” (@pdepabakery, 15 May 2020).

The second post (Antiga Casa Bellsolà (@antigacasabellsola), posted in 7 April 2020),
on the other hand, was published during the most restrictive weeks, and the bakery
reported on home delivery and highlighted its contribution to local food systems. The post
says “we bring you artisan bread and our freshly made products to your home. These
days, more than ever, eat well, enjoy quality and support local trade”. In this sense, there
are a lot of posts that announce the availability of takeaway and delivery services, or
the implementation of new measures such as the use of QR codes. In particular, this
publication encourages customers to make collaborative orders: “And we remind you that
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you can arrange a joint order with neighbors and reach the minimum purchase of € 20 for
home delivery. So, all of you will enjoy, without leaving home, quality products, artisanal,
freshly made and of proximity trade. Call for orders. We serve about 10km around Girona”
(@antigacasabellsola, 23 April 2020).

The uncertainty of the second wave had implied a series of restrictive measures in
some regions (Catalonia had closed cafeterias and restaurants during one month between
mid-October and mid-November). Some posts published by different bakeries inform
again about the new situation: “Dear customers, due to the new restrictions to deal with
Covid19, from tomorrow Friday we can only serve you to take away. You will find the
same assortment every day for breakfast, lunch and snack but you will not be able to enjoy
it in our facilities. We hope that in 15 days we can return to the normality we had but,
above all, we hope that you all take great care and stay very healthy. These are not easy
times and our entire industry is making big efforts in order to be able to stay afloat while
trying to control the virus. We do not know what more will be required to us and we do
not know how long this coming and going of measures will last, so we ask you to support
the sector while you intensify precautionary measures to contain Covid19. What we do
know is that if we all aim to, we will get out of it soon. Good health to everyone and thank
you for being there” (@roslenamoments, 15 October 2020).

Finally, the third post (Forn Sistaré (@fornsistare), posted on 26 October 2020) refers to
a post published in the month of October. In particular, the post showcases the participation
of Forn Sistaré, in a set of four photographs, in a Spanish television program about artisan
bread. In this sense, this bakery has also thanked on different occasions their customers for
their understanding. This post illustrates it: “Thanks! Thank you for your public spirit,
patience and trust. This time, in the face of what we have to live, each one has a role to
play. We, as bakers, continue to work to supply one of the most basic foods that has ever
existed, but now, more than ever, it is clear that origin attributable to PA [bread in Catalan
language], that of comPArtir [share]. To minimize risks and avoid complications we have
had to close some stores, and we understand that for some of you it can be an added
inconvenience. Now you must stay home even if it’s not strictly necessary. Only by sharing
these values and the confinement we will succeed” (@fornsistare, 28 March 2020).

This said, one of the most important elements that contribute to the construction of the
identity that bakeries create in the digital environment is the content included in the posts.
In Table 4 we can observe that most of the content refers to the product, with more than half
of the representations. The other half is divided between the shop and production spaces,
people (both bakeries’ employees and customers) and the information they communicate
through Instagram. A total of 638 images with 738 representations were analyzed.

Table 4. Totals of categories represented on bakeries’ Instagram.

Product Place People Information Total

N 413 118 113 94 738
% 56% 16% 15% 13% 100%

After the data analysis, Table 5 reveals the results according to the different sub-
categories, and with regards to each bakery. Although bread has a prominent presence (for
example, the description and promotion of special breads as published by @antigacasabell-
sola in July 22 or September 17), the category of other products far exceeds the presence of
own bread. In this sense, other products include cakes and pastries (as displayed above),
but also pizzas and other savory products, as well as drinks, such as coffee or slushes in
summer. Visual representations of foods appear in both the shop and the counters, but also
as takeaway options.
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Table 5. The categories and sub-categories represented on the bakeries’ Instagram.

Product Place People Information
Total

Bread Other
Food Shop Workshop Employees Other

People Congratulations Housekeeping
Information Other

Antiga Casa Bellsolà 37 42 24 10 5 5 3 17 2 145
Casa Moner 3 1 4
Fleca Flaqué 6 17 10 2 35
Forn Sistaré 19 47 5 9 13 8 10 14 12 137

PdePa 16 203 56 41 37 4 15 4 376
Roslena 5 18 3 1 1 3 1 9 41

Total 83 330 98 20 62 51 20 47 27 738

On the other hand, the place is mainly promoted through the shop itself, showing
the decorated doors and windows, the machinery like the coffee makers, the inner tables,
and the outer terraces. All the space where the shopping experience takes place is widely
represented. At the same time, in some cases, such as Antiga Casa Bellsolà and Forn Sistaré,
the workshop is also shown, where a significant marketing role is given to the artisanal
processes, such as the preparation of the dough.

In relation to people, in this category the posts include mainly bakery workers, which
include bakers and front-line staff as well as employees and waiters. With a more limited
presence, some pictures also represent distributors. Customers are also included under
the category other people, as they buy and consume. Additionally, especially during
confinement, people are photographed eating the products outdoors. Once the terraces
were reopened, the clientele was spotted eating in the bakeries’ terraces.

Finally, in relation to the theme of information, this category serves as an avenue to
communicate further with customers. In this sense, bakeries take the opportunity to pro-
vide information on opening times or products. Also, there are some posts to congratulate
special days such as Sant Joan or local festivities. As explained in the methodology section,
the other subcategory includes various elements with a low representation. With regards
to the special days, Forn Sistaré published a post on the World Bread Day (October 16)
where they acknowledge the value of making bread and also wish health, prudence and
optimism to people: “For us it is a day to highlight and make known a little more this
profession that we love so much. Making artisan bread for us is a way of life, a way of
understanding the territory, food and relationships... and pedagogy and communication.
We have a commitment to our customers, our neighbors and society, and it is our job to
explain and teach how to make artisan bread, how we relate to farmers, suppliers, other
bakers, and how it affects food and health..., also a great world to explore the whole issue
of intolerance. We celebrate every day that we can enjoy good artisan and healthy bread!
Health, prudence and optimism!” (@fornsistare, 16 October 2020).

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The role of food in leisure and tourism has experienced a growing interest in recent
decades. A wide range of culinary attractions and practices have been progressively placed
at the center of leisure and tourist experiences and destination promotion. According to
Freire and Gertner [54], food is a key destination brand dimension. In particular, this paper
analyzed the performance of a specific branch of city food services and a specific attraction
of food tourism systems: the bakeries. After a first analysis carried out via interviews
made with representatives of the six bakeries, results confirm a series of implications. All
the participants have explained to the authors that the situation derived from the spread
of the COVID-19 has challenged them both as individuals and workers. The measures
implemented by the Spanish government have also challenged the bakeries they work
at. In general, the intensification of takeaway and delivery options and the temporarily
reduction of staff have been the main strategies that bakeries have followed to cope with
the pandemic context. From a marketing perspective, the online presence, although it is
still not widespread, has been in some cases key to maintaining a constant and immediate
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dialogue with customers. This has been observed in three of the six bakeries. Therefore, the
digital environment still offers many opportunities because all the participants highlighted
that daily relationships between bakeries and customers are developed via a direct commu-
nication, which is facilitated because they sell a staple product such as bread. Thus, given
the heavy territorial roots of the bakeries, the interviewees emphasized the importance
of personal communication with both employees and customers in order to maintain the
identity of the bakeries in uncertain and complex times.

Bakeries were forced to reduce or suspend the contracts of some of their employees,
especially those working in the cafeteria service. Cafeteria tends to be the main source
of income for bakeries, and this was completely stopped during the lockdown period.
However, bakeries kept a fluent communication with their customers directly at selling
points. The bakeries have also faced a change in consumption patterns which led to a shift
in production, for example, a focus on larger pieces of bread or an intensive elaboration of
sandwiches to replace the lack of service provided by closed bars. In a rapid process of
change, the bakeries started or expanded their takeaway and delivery services. Different
strategies were observed, but most of the participants showed resilience and adjusted
their offers to meet the demand and supply their products to their clientele. To achieve
this, a direct communication is mandatory. While all the participants acknowledged the
added value of personal communication with customers (at the own shop or by phone),
social media was also mentioned as a pathway to keep current and potential clients up to
date. However, this was not a general trend. While previous research reveals the role of
social media as strategy to interact between firms and customers, and build loyalty (see,
for example, [91]), results of this study confirm that bakeries (as SMEs in a Catalan context)
primarily use social media to increase sales due to economic and time constraints and they
generate very little conversation. This means that there is still much room to improve the
implementation of social media to co-create experiences and engage with customers in a
more active way to enhance mutual communication and feedback.

In this sense, for those using Instagram as a regular marketing strategy, the visual
analysis showcases that posts included a virtual narrative focused on the product. This
does not only promote bread, but also other products they elaborate. Specially, the variety
of products account for more than half of total objects studied. In addition, both the place
and the people represent significant objects that construct the digital identity of the bakeries.
Their social media profiles show that they are attached to the city and the territory where
they are located. The territory influences them (for example, using basic ingredients to
make bread) but they also influence the territory and its people. As explained above, the
way the bakeries promote themselves (offline and online) shows how they are. What is
the experience the bakeries create? A passion for service in pandemic times, and a passion
for the elaboration of products, and the subsequent tasting by customers—giving sense to
the production processes. This is the identity experience offered by the bakeries, and one
of the main theoretical implications of this research. Branding is an instrument to obtain
competitive advantage [62] and the brand image contributes to provide unique experiences,
and consequently generate positive word-of-mouth (see, for example, [110]) and electronic
word-of-mouth (see, for example, [111]).

Since this study relies on a limited sample focused only on two cities in the Catalan
context, north-eastern Spain, results of this research cannot be generalized to the overall
situation of the sector. Thus, the paper can be a starting point for further research that
also examines the nature of the users’ comments and consider the social media marketing
strategies in other platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and Tik Tok which would reveal
more robust insights into the use of social media in destination branding [112] and allow
comparison between different platforms [113]. Previous research shows that social media is
an effective strategy to communicate brand identity and influence customers [80], and even
change customers’ behaviors [114]. However, it is important to consider that marketing
local food products also refer to different types of visitors [65], an aspect which requires
further analysis. In this sense, some authors stated that food and beverage tasting is an
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aesthetic experience [115,116], where induced images play a vital role in co-marketing [117].
This is a main practical implication of this research. The integration of food heavily
contributes to the development of a place image [118], and this research confirms that
bakeries play a meaningful part in destination branding because of the relevance of food
for destination management and marketing.

Further research also needs to delve into the placement of bakeries within the entire
gastronomy landscapes of a destination, and specially within the promotion of food by
local and regional DMO’s and how stakeholders’ efforts may lead to the attraction of food
visitors [78]. Branding and marketing strategies must focus on the potential of food tourism
drawing on: Proudness of local food, empowerment of local SMEs, and development of
synergies among local food products and services [38], which also inform a sustainable
food consumption strategy (see [119,120]).

Furthermore, according to Buhalis and Sinarta [77], “social media can be used as a
real-time interactive channel to co-create value with consumers” (p. 564), a trend that
bakeries, as examples of SMEs, should also follow. This would not only improve customer
support but also personalized experiences. Instant services are critical in the new service
experiences, and to survive in a changing environment. Real-time marketing adds value to
brands and here bakeries need to place “mechanisms to establish dynamic engagement with
consumers and offer agile and context-based services” [77] (p. 579). Further research will
provide a more robust understanding of branding of food leisure and tourism stakeholders
by expanding the type of venues and the geographical regions studied. In addition, since
the study sample is formed only by women, future studies could also approach the analysis
of food and tourism experiences from a gender perspective. Further research opportunities
also emerge from the analysis of the potential negative impact of the social media (e.g.,
ratings) on brands’ image, as well as, of the relationships between food tourism, crisis
management and service experiences where online and offline branding and marketing are
crucial to the communication of food identity, business identity, and destination identity.
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