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Highlights  

 

.  

We examined the antecedents of perceived authenticity by focusing on three attributes of 

traditional restaurants.  

.  

Authentication by local people and chain ownership increase perceived authenticity.  

.  

We developed an authenticity model by utilizing cognitive appraisal theory.  

.  

Consumer perceived authenticity has positive direct and indirect effects on purchase intention.  
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The Chain of Effects from Authenticity Cues to Purchase Intention: The Role of Emotions and  

Restaurant Image  

 

Abstract  

 

The current study aimed to address the lack of studies on consumers’ perceived authenticity of 

traditional restaurants. Specifically, this study examined the antecedents of perceived authenticity 

by focusing on three restaurant attributes (i.e., authenticator, ownership type, and history). 

Additionally, by utilizing cognitive appraisal theory, the current study developed an authenticity 

model to enhance our understanding of the effect of perceived authenticity on consumer behavior. 

The results show that authentication by local people and chain ownership significantly enhance 

consumers’ perceived authenticity. Moreover, consumers’ perceived authenticity influences their 

purchase intention both directly and indirectly through restaurant image and positive emotion. This 

study’s findings provide traditional restaurateurs with insights into how to enhance perceived 

authenticity and purchase intention.  

 

Keywords: perceived authenticity, traditional foods, traditional restaurants, emotions  
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1. Introduction  

Traditional restaurants, which are defined as restaurants offering local dishes that have a  

relatively long history and represent gastronomic characteristics of the region (e.g., Uggioni et al.,  

2010), are an important and appealing attraction in a destination because tourists search for new  

and authentic experiences and would like to engage in alternative forms of tourism (du Rand and  

Heath, 2006). These enterprises specifically emphasize the cultural characteristics of food and/or  

traditional cooking methods in an effort to attract customers (Skuras and Vakrou, 2002),  

signifying that authenticity is crucial to the success of a traditional restaurant.  

 

A thorough literature review revealed several significant research gaps. First, the majority  

of studies on local/traditional food consumption focused on foreign visitors (Kim and Choe,  

2019; Kim and Eves, 2012; Nam & Lee, 2011). Thus, much less is known about domestic  

tourists’ perceptions of traditional food consumptions. This is a significant problem as domestic  

visitors represents bigger portion of food tourism than their foreign counterparts (du Rand and  

Heath, 2006). Another gap found in the hospitality literature is the lack of studies on authenticity  

that target traditional restaurants. Consistent with Gilmore and Pine’s (2007) notion that  

managing customers’ perceptions of authenticity (i.e., individuals’ beliefs about the genuineness  

or originality of an object, Meng and Choi, 2017) is a primary new source of competitive  

advantage for businesses, previous hospitality researchers have extensively studied authenticity  

in the ethnic restaurant setting. For example, scholars have identified a list of determinants of  

customers’ perceived authenticity, including food (Kim and Jang, 2016; Kim et al., 2017),  

dinnerware (Muñoz and Wood, 2009), menu (Kim and Baker, 2017; Liu and Mattila, 2015),  

physical environment of the restaurant (Ebster and Guist, 2005; Muñoz and Wood, 2009), and  

social factors in the restaurant (Kim and Baker, 2017; Wang and Mattila, 2015). Both ethnic  
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restaurants and traditional restaurants play a role as cultural ambassadors, but the difference lies  

in a contextual factor. For example, ethnic restaurants provide food from countries other than the  

home market, contributing to a different food culture than the traditional cuisine of the host  

country (Kim and Jang, 2016). Considering that traditional restaurants serve as a cultural  

disseminator to promote the uniqueness of local culture and heritage (Uggioni et al., 2010),  

perceived authenticity is a significant determinant of consumer behavior in these enterprises.  

Therefore, to address these neglected areas in the hospitality literature, this study examined the  

influence of three attributes of a traditional restaurant (i.e., authenticator, ownership type, and  

history) on perceived authenticity. We specifically chose these three attributes because there are  

knowledge gaps in the current literature. For example, Cohen and Cohen (2012) urged  

researchers to examine authenticators (i.e., which types of authentication contribute to customers’  

authenticity perception and who has the power to authenticate). Lehman et al. (2018) supported  

this call for research by indicating that how individuals respond to authentication claims remains  

a theoretical puzzle. Furthermore, previous researchers widely discussed that independent  

restaurants are perceived more authentic than these chain restaurants. However, Zeng et al. (2012)  

found that chain restaurants may also maintain a higher level of authenticity in China. Therefore,  

such conflicting results need to be confirmed by more empirical evidence, particularly in China.  

Finally, there is lack of empirical evidence to support the widely discussed relationship between  

a long history of traditional cuisine and a high level of authenticity (Scarpato & Daniele, 2004).  

 

The other research gap in the hospitality literature is that extant authenticity studies have  

mainly focused on examining the effect of consumers’ cognitive reaction (i.e., perceived  

authenticity) on consumer behavior, while neglecting that of affective one (e.g., Kim and Baker,  

2017; Wang and Mattila, 2015, Youn and Kim, 2017). The importance of both cognitive and  

 

  



6 
 

affective evaluations has been well reported in the consumer behavior literature (Song and Qu,  

2017). For example, Song and Qu (2017) noted that the hedonic nature of the dining experience  

could be more than or at least as important as its utilitarian features for restaurant patrons.  

Consistent with this notion, previous researchers have argued that mediating variables, such as  

emotions, may strengthen the relationship between perceived authenticity and consumer  

behaviors (Kim et al., 2017). Therefore, by employing cognitive appraisal theory, the current  

study extends the extant authenticity model examining both the direct and indirect effect of  

customers’ perceived authenticity through restaurant image and positive emotions.  

 

In summary, the current study addresses the above unexplored issues by focusing on  

Chinese domestic visitors’ behavioral intentions toward traditional restaurants. The main  

purposes of this study are 1) to identify the attributes of a traditional restaurant that affect  

consumers’ perceived authenticity and 2) to present and test an authenticity model that expands  

our understanding of perceived authenticity in a traditional restaurant setting. Specifically, by  

utilizing the cognitive appraisal theory, the extended authenticity model captures the underling  

cognitive and emotional mechanisms of consumers’ perceived authenticity.  

 

2. Literature review  

2.1 Authenticity  

Authenticity is “that which is believed or accepted to be genuine or real” (Taylor, 1991:  

17). This definition has been widely embraced by tourism and hospitality researchers, and the  

concept of authenticity is commonly described as a form of reality (MacCannell, 1989).  

According to Wang (1999), customers may seek three types of authenticity, namely, objective,  
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constructive, and existential authenticity. Objective authenticity is based on an object that can be  

proven true or not based on scientific methods (Kovács et al., 2017). The second type of  

authenticity is from the constructive angle, stating that authenticity is socially constructed  

(Peterson, 2005). Different customers may have different interpretations of the authenticity of an  

object based on their social beliefs, expectations or perceptions (Kovács et al., 2017). The third  

stream, existential authenticity, is not related to the authenticity perception of an object but rather  

is customers’ authentic self during consumption (Wang, 1999). Traditional restaurants create an  

atmosphere that is linked with a traditional character or image, and what their customers want to  

experience is subjective authenticity, which is based on images formed by previous experience or  

knowledge of history. Therefore, in line with a constructed concept of authenticity, restaurant  

authenticity is operationally defined as customers’ subjective belief that they are having an  

authentic dining experience in a restaurant. This definition indicates that the successful delivery  

of restaurant authenticity is dependent on efforts to manage restaurant businesses. Given this  

conjecture, the following sections discuss the projected antecedents of customers’ perceived  

authenticity.  

 

2.2 Restaurant attributes that affect authenticity  

Over the past decade, the study of authenticity and/or authentic experiences has become  

increasingly important because customers consider authenticity a buying criterion when  

evaluating a business’s product or services and how the business sells those products or services  

(Gilmore and Pine, 2007). With this rise in the prominence of authenticity, previous hospitality  

researchers have investigated which restaurant attributes influence customers’ perceived  

authenticity and how to manage these perceptions. For example, extending Gilmore and Pine’s  
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authenticity model, Kim and Jang (2016) identified the significant influences of authentic sauce  

in a dish, the presence of service staff from the native culture of the ethnic food, and authenticity  

claims in advertisements on perceived authenticity. Furthermore, Youn and Kim (2017) found  

that food-related attributes, such as ingredients and food names that are unfamiliar to mainstream  

customers, and a story about the origins of a dish increase customers’ perceived authenticity.  

Regarding the influence of service environment on customers’ perceived authenticity, Wang and  

Mattila (2015) noted that the ethnic theme of the service environment and the cultural  

background of service staff and other customers determine customers’ level of perceived  

authenticity. These previous studies have advanced our understanding of the antecedents of  

perceived authenticity. However, to the best of our knowledge, no previous studies have  

examined the factors that influence customers’ perceived authenticity in a traditional restaurant  

setting. Therefore, the current study focuses on traditional restaurants to identify the impact of  

three attributes on perceived authenticity and explain the mechanism through which customers’  

perceived authenticity affects purchase intention.  

 

2.2.1 The effect of authenticator on perceived authenticity  

A new area for researching authenticity is the authentication process (Cohen and Cohen,  

2012; Lugosi, 2016), particularly how customers respond to different authenticators (Kovács et  

al., 2017). Authentication is a “process by which something– a role, product, site, object or  

event– is confirmed as original, genuine, real, or trustworthy” (Cohen and Cohen, 2012: 1295).  

This definition indicates that in the authentication process, the person or organization who has  

the power plays a significant role (Lugosi, 2016). Multiple stakeholders can make authentication  

claims, including governments (Cohen and Cohen, 2012), local people (Ryan, 1997), and  
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businesses (Xie and Lane, 2006). Governments often endorse certain attractions or heritage sites  

based on scientific or historical approval and fact. For example, the Thai government designated  

a certification system, called Thai Select, in order to support restaurants that provide authentic  

Thai cuisines (Liu et al., 2014). Furthermore, local people are generally experts about the places  

where they live (Ryan, 1997), and they may endorse the quality of attractions, hotels, or  

restaurants offline or online. Due to the widespread usage of online review platforms, local  

people are now frequently authenticating local objects, such as traditional and local restaurants.  

The significance of local people in the authentication process was also emphasized by Lugosi  

(2016). Social psychologists suggest that individuals evaluate the credibility of information  

based on the characteristics of the person who delivers it (Pornpitakpan, 2004). Therefore,  

individuals are likely to be persuaded by sources with more expertise (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986).  

In this study, as local people have expertise regarding their traditional local food, their word-

ofmouth  

could be considered trustworthy.  

 

For the last source of authentication, a business itself often makes self-claims, which are  

different from “verified or commonly agreed” claims (Kovács et al., 2017). Interestingly,  

customers generally consider self-claims a self-promotional activity, which is often perceived as  

evidence of inauthenticity (Beverland and Farrelly, 2010), and customers are therefore skeptical  

of this type of self-claim (Lehman et al., 2018). Accordingly, Gilmore and Pine (2007) suggested  

that businesses should avoid making self-claims regarding authenticity. However, Beverland  

(2006) argued that self-claims can still convey a certain amount of information about the  

business, so customers may perceive authenticity in particular attributes of the business.  

Although the extant literature has documented the significant influence of all three types of  

authenticators, this study posits that government authentication significantly affects perceived  
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authenticity, as previous researchers have suggested that “respect for authority” is one of the  

dimensions of the Chinese value system (Pan et al., 2014). Wang (2005) further argued that  

Chinese citizens are more respectful of government authority, and Ortega et al. (2011) found that  

Chinese food consumers have greater confidence in government certification programs for food  

safety and quality than nongovernment programs. Thus, the following hypothesis is suggested:  

 

H1. Government authentication positively influences perceived authenticity.  

 

2.2.2 The effect of ownership type of a restaurant on perceived authenticity  

There are two types of ownership for restaurants: chain and independent. A chain is  

defined as a multiunit enterprise with different locations that are operated under the same name  

(Canziani et al., 2016; Carroll and Torfason, 2011), whereas an independent unit is an enterprise  

that is not part of a chain (Canziani et al., 2016). Compared to chain restaurants, independent  

restaurants still dominate the market. For example, in China, 91.3% of restaurants are  

independent (OC&C Strategy Consultants, 2016).  

 

Management researchers view chains as a strategic model to quickly expand a business  

due to the economies of scale in standardized operations, such as central purchasing, product  

development, marketing, and finance (Jones, 1999). Thus, emphasizing the benefits of  

standardizing working methods, Ritzer (1993) argued that McDonald’s principles of  

standardized operation methods would become a paradigm for many industries. However,  

sociologists consider this type of standardized lifestyle and culture to erode the local character of  

the community, social attachment, and solidarity (Zukin, 1998). Carroll and Torfason (2011)  

identified a relationship between the demography of a community and the number of chain  
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restaurants in the community. Specifically, communities with a large share of immigrants  

typically have more chain restaurants. Lehman et al. (2018) found that customers in the US  

normally rate chain restaurants lower than independent and family-owned restaurants.  

 

Small businesses often adopt simple and natural production methods in their business  

(Robinson and Clifford, 2012), which are viewed as offering a sense of genuineness and  

uniqueness. On the other hand, large businesses frequently utilize standardization and mass- 

production strategies, which are often related to less original and not unique elements, resulting  

in a reduced sense of authenticity (Sweeney and Lynch, 2009). Consistent with the above  

discussion, Kovács et al. (2013) found that consumers perceive independent and family-owned  

restaurants to be more authentic than chain and non-family-owned restaurants. Accordingly, the  

following hypothesis is proposed:  

 

H2. Being an independent unit of a traditional restaurant positively influences  

 

perceived authenticity.  

 

2.2.3 The effect of the history of a restaurant on perceived authenticity  

Traditional food is generally defined as a type of local food that has a relatively long  

history among the local food products of an area (Fernández-Ferrín et al., 2018). Furthermore,  

the European Commission (EC) describes the time requirement for being “traditional” as one  

human generation—at least 25 years (EU, 2006). The above definitions imply that the practices  

and skills associated with traditional food production are related to the long history of a food  

(Cheung, 2013). Thus, the authenticity of a cuisine is often portrayed by the stereotypical image  

of a traditional cuisine that originated in the “good old days” (Scarpato and Daniele, 2003).  
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Consistent with this notion, businesses utilize words and phrases such as old, made for a long  

time, and aged when advertising traditional foods (Guerrero et al., 2010). Previous researchers  

have provided support for these practices by identifying that heritage and history are direct  

driving factors contributing to customers’ perceived authenticity (Sinha et al., 2018). In line with  

this discussion, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

 

H3. The long history of a traditional restaurant positively influences perceived  

 

authenticity.  

 

2.3 Direct effect of perceived authenticity on purchase intention  

Researchers generally agree that there is a positive relationship between consumers’  

perceived authenticity and their purchase intention. For example, Wang and Mattila (2015) found  

that customers’ perceived authenticity of the service environment significantly increases  

customers’ purchase intentions. Furthermore, focusing on food authenticity, Kim et al. (2017)  

and Youn and Kim (2017) identified a significant influence of perceived authenticity on  

purchase intention for ethnic Chinese food. Accordingly, some researchers have suggested that  

loyalty behaviors are largely determined by perceived authenticity rather than by satisfaction  

(Chi and Qu, 2008; Gallarza and Saura, 2006). Based on the previous findings, the following  

hypothesis is offered:  

 

H4. Perceived authenticity positively influences purchase intention.  
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2.4. Cognitive appraisal theory  

Cognitive appraisal theory was originally developed by psychologists to determine how an  

interpretation of an event elicits emotions by appraising a stimulus, which then induces positive  

or negative emotions (Lazarus, 2001; Roseman & Smith, 2001). Then, behaviors occur in  

response to the induced emotions. Considering that emotions play a critical role in directing  

consumer behavior, marketing researchers noted that this theoretical framework provides the best  

evidence for examining the influence of emotions in the consumer behavior context (Bagozzi et  

al., 1999). More specifically, the cognitive appraisal approach has been widely accepted to  

examine emotional antecedents and consumer responses in various consumption contexts  

(Johnson and Stewart, 2005).  

 

In the hospitality literature, researchers have emphasized the importance of emotions, as  

the hospitality industry is one of the representative service industries in which consumers engage  

in consumption for hedonic purposes (Song and Qu, 2017). However, previous authenticity  

studies have largely ignored individuals’ emotional responses and mainly focused on the  

influence of consumers’ perceived authenticity on consumer behaviors (Kim and Baker, 2017;  

Wang and Mattila, 2015, Youn and Kim, 2017). Cognitive appraisal theory explains the  

elicitation of an emotion as a result of an individual’s evaluation of the dining experience. For  

example, when a consumer dines in a traditional restaurant, he or she will evaluate the restaurant  

attributes and formulate a belief (e.g., whether this restaurant is authentic), thereby prompting  

positive or negative emotions. Therefore, by utilizing cognitive appraisal theory, this study  

develops an authenticity model that includes both direct and indirect effects of perceived  

authenticity on purchase intention.  
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2.5. Indirect effect of perceived authenticity on purchase intention  

In addition to the described effect of perceived authenticity on purchase intention, some  

researchers have identified an indirect effect of perceived authenticity through satisfaction (Jang  

et al., 2012; Youn and Kim, 2018). For example, customers’ perceptions of food authenticity and  

environmental authenticity increase satisfaction levels and consequently affect repurchase  

intentions (Jang et al., 2012). In this vein, Youn and Kim (2018) found that customers’  

authenticity, when aroused by unfamiliar food-related elements (i.e., ingredients and food  

names), significantly affects purchase intention through customer satisfaction. Cognitive  

appraisal theory suggests that individuals develop cognitive responses, such as images, about an  

incident, and these cognitive responses guide emotional responses. Considering that future  

behaviors occur in response to induced emotions, a cognitive appraisal approach to emotions has  

emerged and has been widely accepted as a theoretical standpoint from which to understand  

emotional responses in consumer behavior studies (e.g., Ma et al., 2013). However, the extant  

authenticity model does not consider the influence of individuals’ cognitive appraisal of  

authentic cues on consumer behavior. Thus, the current study further extends the authenticity  

model by adding possible mediating variables (i.e., restaurant image and positive emotions). The  

following sections discuss the causal relationships among the study variables, as depicted in Fig.  

1.  

 

[Insert Fig. 1. about here]  

 

2.5.1 The effect of perceived authenticity on restaurant image  

Image is generally defined as the sum of consumers’ beliefs, impressions, and ideas about  
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a company, product, service, or destination (Kotler et al., 1993). Similarly, traditional restaurant  

image is operationally defined as the sum of the emotional perceptions, ideas, or symbolic  

attitudes that customers associate with traditional restaurants (Ryu et al., 2012). Cognitive  

appraisal theory suggests that individuals’ appraisal of an event forms their beliefs about the  

projected object (Lazarus, 2001). Accordingly, previous hospitality researchers have discussed  

that consumers’ appraisals of restaurant attributes are antecedents of positive restaurant image  

(Tse et al., 2002). In the authenticity context, cognitive appraisal is individuals’ beliefs about  

their experiences aroused by the authentic attributes projected by a product/or service.  

Accordingly, Lu et al. (2015) found that consumers’ perceived authenticity of food and the  

environment contribute to the formation of positive image. The authors reasoned that the  

authentic elements in an ethnic restaurant satisfied customers’ need for authenticity and that  

these attributes deliver authentic value to customers and become part of the unique image in the  

customers’ minds. Thus, customers develop a brand image of a unique and pleasant place to dine.  

In line with the above discussion, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

 

H5. Perceived authenticity positively influences restaurant image.  

 

2.5.2 The effect of perceived authenticity on positive emotion  

In the ethnic dining literature, previous researchers have suggested that authentic food- 

related cues arouse customers’ positive emotions (Jang and Ha, 2015; Jang et al., 2011; Kim et  

al., 2017). For example, Jang et al. (2011) found that consumers who perceive an authentic  

atmospheric are likely to develop positive emotions about their dining experience. Furthermore,  

Jang and Ha (2015) discussed that authentic dining experiences in an ethnic restaurant  
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significantly influence customers’ positive emotions. In a recent study examining the influence  

of unfamiliar characteristics of ethnic food on purchase intention, Kim et al. (2017) identified  

that unfamiliar food names and ingredients that provide authentic experiences to ethnic diners  

aroused positive emotions. Consistent with these previous findings, the following hypothesis is  

suggested:  

 

H6. Perceived authenticity positively influences positive emotion.  

 

2.5.3 The effect of restaurant image on purchase intention  

Brunner et al. (2008) noted that image has a powerful influence on consumer behavior. In  

support of this notion, the extant literature has extensively documented the significant influence  

of image on future behavioral intentions (Brunner et al., 2008; Han and Hyun, 2017). For  

example, Kim (2018a) found that a destination’s positive image increases behavioral intentions  

to revisit and spread positive word-of-mouth. In the hospitality literature, previous researchers  

have also provided empirical evidence to support the positive relationship between restaurant  

image and future behavior. For example, in a quick-service restaurant setting, Prendergast and  

Man (2002) and Ryu et al. (2008) found that restaurant image is a significant predictor of loyal  

behaviors (i.e., revisit and willingness to recommend). In support of these findings, Liu and  

Mattila (2015) confirmed the significant influence of brand image on brand loyalty in an ethnic  

dining setting. Based on the previous findings, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

 

H7. Restaurant image positively influences purchase intention.  
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2.5.4 The effect of restaurant image on positive emotion  

A restaurant image is regarded as an important aspect of cognition (Han and Hyun, 2017;  

Ryu et al., 2008). According to cognitive appraisal theory, cognitive responses are antecedents of  

consumption emotions (Ma et al., 2013). Grounded in cognitive appraisal theory, previous  

researchers have examined the mediating role of emotions in the relationship between cognitive  

judgement and behavioral intentions in various consumer behavior contexts (Kim, 2018b; Ma et  

al., 2013). For example, focusing on a theme park experience, Ma et al. (2013) suggested that  

individuals’ emotions are elicited by a combination of cognitive appraisal outcomes, such as goal  

congruence, agency, certainty, and novelty. Furthermore, in an animosity context, Kim (2018b)  

found that animosity belief influences negative emotions toward an ethnic restaurant that shares  

the cultural theme of the offending country. Consistent with these findings, previous researchers  

have confirmed that restaurant image is a significant determinant of customer satisfaction (Han  

and Hyun, 2017; Ryu et al., 2008). Therefore, a restaurant image formulated by authentic  

experiences in a traditional restaurant setting would increase customers’ positive emotions. In  

support of this proposition, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

 

H8. Restaurant image positively influences positive emotion.  

 

2.5.5 The effect of positive emotion on purchase intention  

Cognitive appraisal theory also provides explanations for the consequences of emotion.  

For example, this theory posits that emotions elicited by cognitive appraisal guide behavioral  

responses, such as purchase intention (Lazarus, 2001). Accordingly, in the marketing literature,  

previous researchers have suggested that positive emotions affect customers’ loyalty intentions.  
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For example, Kim and Moon (2009) indicated that customers’ positive emotion influences revisit  

intention. Furthermore, in an examination of the influence of both positive and negative  

emotions on behavioral intentions, Jang and Namkung (2009) found that positive emotions are a  

better indicator for predicting consumer behavior than negative emotions. Corroborating these  

previous findings, Kim et al. (2017) found that positive emotions elicited by exposure to  

authentic food-related attributes significantly increases consumers’ purchase intention.  

Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

 

H9. Positive emotion positively influences purchase intention  

 

3 Method  

 

3.1 Design and stimulus selection  

A 3 x 2 x 2 between-subjects design was used, with authenticator (government, local  

people, or the business itself), ownership type (independent unit or chain), and history (short or  

long) as the independent variables. To control for history, the researchers first searched for  

information about existing traditional Chinese restaurants. A list of time-honored Chinese  

restaurants shows that the history of some old traditional restaurants can be traced back to more  

than 200 years ago, whereas some new traditional restaurants were founded in the 1990s.  

Crossing the experimental factors resulted in 12 conditions, each of which included 34-35  

subjects. The participants were asked to imagine, at the time of considering a restaurant, that they  

read the description of a traditional restaurant, and they were then asked to evaluate the  

 

  



19 
 

restaurant (see the Appendix). The participants’ perceived authenticity, restaurant image,  

positive emotion, and purchase intention were measured for all the experimental groups.  

 

3.2 Preliminary studies  

Before conducting the main study, a preliminary study on the initially developed  

experimental stimuli was conducted. The main purposes of this study were 1) to ensure that the  

experimental stimuli were realistic, 2) to ensure that the experimental stimuli were effective in  

manipulating the study variables and 3) to determine the appropriate number of years for  

controlling the history of a traditional restaurant (long vs. short). A total of 101 participants were  

recruited from a large university in southern China to participate in the preliminary study. The  

respondents were asked to read the hypothetical scenario describing a traditional restaurant and  

answer questions on the subjects of authenticators, ownership type and the history of the  

restaurant.  

 

The results show that the respondents perceived the scenarios as highly realistic (M=5.39,  

SD=1.46). Additionally, the manipulations induced by the experimental stimuli were successful,  

with the exception of the history of the restaurant. For example, respondents in the 200-year  

group and the 25-year group exhibited similar levels of agreement in terms of perception of a  

long history (M200years=5.02 vs. M25years=4.46, t[99]=1.893, n.s.). Therefore, the long history  

condition was modified from 200 years to 250 years, and another pilot study was conducted to  

check the manipulation. A total of 143 respondents were recruited from a Chinese panel data  

company’s database. The results of the second pilot study indicated that the realism of the  

scenarios was satisfied (M=5.43, SD=1.17). Furthermore, all the manipulations induced by the  

experimental stimuli were successful. For example, participants who were exposed to the  

 

  



20 
 

government authentication scenario exhibited a significantly higher level of agreement with  

government authentication than participants in the other authenticator conditions  

(Mgovernment=5.21 vs. Mlocal people=3.79 vs. Mbusiness=3.50, F[2, 140]=14.326, p<.001). 

Similarly,  

participants who were exposed to an authenticity claim by local people exhibited a significantly  

higher level of agreement with authentication by local people than participants in the other  

authenticator conditions (Mlocal people=5.57 vs. Mgovernment=4.25 vs. Mbusiness=3.96, F[2,  

140]=35.126, p<.001). Likewise, participants who were exposed to an authenticity claim by the  

business itself reported a significantly higher level of agreement with business authentication  

than participants in the other authenticator conditions (Mbusiness=5.33 vs. Mgovernment=4.02 vs.  

Mlocal people=3.66, F[2, 140]=37.005, p<.001). Furthermore, participants who were exposed to a  

chain restaurant reported a significantly higher mean rating for chain ownership type than  

participants exposed to an independent unit (Mchain=4.56 vs. Monly one=3.31, t[141]=-4.132,  

p<.001. Finally, participants who were exposed to a history of 250 years exhibited a significantly  

higher mean rating for long history than participants exposed to a history of 25 years (M250  

years=5.28 vs. M25 years=4.61, t[141]=-2.835, p<.01).  

 

3.3 Main study  

3.3.1 Procedures  

The data were collected through a panel data collection service in China (i.e., Baidu  

Mobile Testing Center). Baidu is similar to other existing firms for panel data collection, such as  

Qualtrics and Survey Monkey. Baidu has a positive reputation and dominant position in China,  

and there are 17 million active users in the panel data database, which serves as the source for  

random sampling data collection. Accordingly, some researchers (Zhou & Sun, 2018) have  
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recently started to use this valid platform to collect panel data. The experimental stimuli and the  

developed survey questionnaire were sent to Chinese consumers in Guangdong province (who  

had previously dined in a time-honored restaurant) randomly chosen from the company’s  

database. Prior to answering the survey questions, eligible respondents were asked to read the  

scenario provided at the beginning of the questionnaire. The total number of targeted responses  

was 480 (40 subjects per experimental condition).  

 

3.3.2 Measures  

The current study adapted scales from previous studies to measure the constructs of  

authenticity perception, restaurant image, positive emotion, and purchase intention. All of the  

scales were measured on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly  

agree). To test and ensure the scale validity of the items, we referenced previous studies that  

describe a rigorous procedure for developing a measurement and followed their guidance (Kim  

et al., 2012; Meng & Choi, 2017). First, based on the study’s purpose and setting, we generated  

scale items from previous studies that were closely related to the definitions of each construct.  

We then invited a jury of three experts to review this initial set of items to ensure content validity.  

As suggested by the expert group, we eliminated several items that were deemed unsuitable for  

the current study setting. Before finalizing the scale instrument, we pre-tested the instrument  

with 100 undergraduate students to purify the measurement scale and identify any problems  

related to comprehension. Descriptive statistics of the scale items were examined to eliminate  

those that demonstrated inadequate psychometric properties. One item measuring positive  

emotions had the opposite sign of the other items in the same construct. Accordingly, we deleted  

this item (i.e., daring). Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and a reliability test were conducted to  

 

  



22 
 

determine the underlying dimensionality of positive emotions and the internal consistency of  

each construct. Two factors were initially identified. However, the EFA results showed that three  

out of four items measuring positive arousal were double-loaded on two factors (i.e., active,  

affectionate, and energetic). EFA was conducted again on the retained items and confirmed 

unidimensionality  

for positive emotions. Another item (i.e., adventurous) was deleted since it was  

poorly correlated (r <.4) with the total scores (i.e., item-to-total correlations).  

 

Expectations for perceived authenticity were measured using five items adapted from  

(Meng and Choi, 2017; Wang and Mattila, 2015): if I were to eat at this restaurant…“I would  

consider this an authentic time-honored restaurant,” “this restaurant would make me feel  

connected to the old days of China,” “I would expect that I could experience and/or learn about  

the lifestyle of the old days at this restaurant,” “I think that this restaurant would take me back in  

time,” and “I would likely be served traditional authentic food”. Restaurant image was assessed  

by using three items adapted from Baker et al. (1994) and Lu et al. (2015): “This restaurant  

would be a pleasant place to dine,” “this restaurant seems attractive,” and “this restaurant seems  

different from other traditional restaurants”. Anticipated positive emotion was assessed using 5  

positive items adopted from (Kim et al., 2017): if I dined at this restaurant, I would feel...  

“happy,” “joyful,” “loving,” “pleasant,” and “satisfied”. Finally, customers’ purchase intention  

was assessed by using 3 items adapted from (Lu et al., 2015; Wang and Mattila, 2015): if the  

prices and menus were the same, “I would like to dine in this restaurant,” “I would choose to go  

to this restaurant over other traditional restaurants,” and “this restaurant would be my first choice  

compared to other traditional restaurants”. The questionnaire also included manipulation checks  

for three independent variables as well as realism checks. Thus, the participants were asked to  

evaluate their level of agreement with items related to the authenticators; for example, “To what  
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extent do you think that this restaurant is authenticated by the government?”, “To what extent do  

you think that this restaurant is authenticated by the local people?” and “To what extent do you  

think that this restaurant is authenticated by the restaurant itself?”. Regarding the ownership type  

of the restaurant, the participants were asked to rate their agreement with the item “This  

restaurant is a chain restaurant”. In terms of the history of the restaurant, the respondents were  

asked to rate their agreement on the manipulation check item “This restaurant has a long history”.  

Additionally, the participants were asked to evaluate the reality of the scenario description by  

answering the following item: “The description of a traditional restaurant is realistic in real life”.  

 

3.4 Data analyses  

A three-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted with perceived  

authenticity as the dependent variable and authenticator (government vs. local people vs. the  

business itself), ownership type (independent vs. chain), and history (short vs. long) as the  

independent variables. The subjects’ age was controlled, as Kong et al. (2009) found a  

correlation between participants’ age and their preferences for time-honored brands in China.  

The proposed structural model was tested by following Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988)  

recommendation. Accordingly, a confirmatory factor analysis was conducted prior to testing the  

structural model.  

 

4 Results  

 

4.1 Respondents  

A total of 411 valid responses were obtained. Two gender groups and two age groups  
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were almost equally distributed. There were more males (51.6%) than the females (48.4%) and  

more older participants (50.6%, aged above 55 years) than younger participants (49.4%, aged  

between 18 and 30 years). University graduates (35.8%) and high school graduates and below  

(36.0%) were two frequently reported education levels among the participants. Some frequently  

reported occupation categories included retired (16.8%), white collar (13.1%), professional  

(10.7%), student (10.5%), and private business owner (10.2%). The most frequently reported  

category for personal monthly income was below 3000 RMB (36.7%).  

 

4.2 Manipulation checks  

In accordance with the results from the preliminary study, all the manipulations were  

successful. Respondents in the government authentication group exhibited a higher level of  

agreement with government authentication (Mgovernment=5.45) than those in the local people and  

business groups (Mlocal people=4.01; Mbusiness=3.56, F[2, 408]=52.619, p<.001). Additionally, the  

participants in the local authentication group reported higher mean scores on “this restaurant is  

authenticated by local people” than those in the other groups (Mlocal people=5.36; 

Mgovernment=4.28;  

Mbusiness=3.96, F[2, 408]=32.426, p<.001). Furthermore, the participants in the business group  

exhibited higher mean scores on “this restaurant is authenticated by the business itself” than  

those in the other groups (Mbusiness=5.21; Mgovernment=3.96; Mlocal people=4.04; F[2, 

408]=25.460,  

p<.001). Regarding ownership type, the participants in the chain group exhibited higher mean  

scores on “this restaurant is a chain restaurant in China” (Mchain=4.80) than those in the  

independent group (Monly one=3.51, t[409]=-7.418, p<.001). In terms of the history of the  

restaurant, the respondents in the 250-year group exhibited higher mean scores on “this  

restaurant has a long history” (M250years=5.30) than those in the 25-year group (M25years=4.50,  
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SD=1.539, t[409]=-5.786, p<.001). Finally, the mean value for the realism stimuli was 5.52  

(SD=1.13), indicating that the respondents in this study viewed the scenarios to be realistic in  

real life.  

 

4.3 Effects of authenticator, ownership type and history on perceived authenticity  

As reported in Table 1, the covariate was found to be significant (age: F[1,398]=30.186,  

p<.001). The results indicated that participants in the local people authentication condition  

perceived the highest level of authenticity (Mlocal people=5.33), whereas those in the government  

authentication condition perceived a medium level of authenticity (Mgovernment=5.19); 

participants  

in the business self-claim authentication condition had the lowest level of authenticity  

(Mbusiness=5.06, F[2, 398]=3.817, p<.05). Therefore, H1 was not supported.  

 

Independent ownership of a traditional restaurant was expected to enhance individuals’  

perceived authenticity (H2). However, the results revealed that participants in the chain  

restaurant condition (Mchain=5.28) perceived a higher level of authenticity than those in the  

independent restaurant condition (Monly one=5.11. F[1, 398]=4.138, p<.05). Thus, H2 was not  

supported. Then, the main effect of history was examined to test H3. The results indicated that a  

long history did not significantly enhance individuals’ perceived authenticity (M25years=5.17;  

M250years=5.22, F[1, 398]=.452, n.s.).  

 

In addition to the main effects described above, an interaction effect between ownership  

type and history of the traditional restaurant on customers’ perceived authenticity was identified  

(F[1, 398]=5.233, p<.05). As depicted in Fig. 2, this study found that under the 250-year  

condition, there was no statistically significant difference between independent and chain  

restaurants in terms of perceived authenticity (Mchain=5.25; Mindependent=5.21, t[203]=-.34, n.s.).  
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However, when the history of a traditional restaurant was 25 years, individuals’ perceived  

authenticity was significantly higher when the ownership type of the restaurant was a chain  

(Mchain=5.33; Mindependent=4.98, t[204]=-2.929, p<.01). This finding suggests that the chain  

ownership type is particularly effective in enhancing customers’ perceived authenticity for  

traditional restaurants that have a relatively short history.  

 

[Insert Table 1 about here]  

[Insert Fig. 2. about here]  

 

4.4 Direct and indirect effects of perceived authenticity on purchase intention  

Prior to performing the formal data analysis, the data set was examined using a normality  

test. The Shapiro-Wilk test was conducted by using SPSS (version 25). The results showed that  

the data distribution was nonnormal (p<.001). Therefore, a nonparametric bootstrap estimation  

technique employing 3,000 replications (Preacher and Hayes, 2008) was used to analyze the data.  

 

4.4.1 Measurement model  

Following Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988) recommended procedure, the reliability,  

convergent validity, and discriminant validity of the constructs were assessed before testing the  

structural model. The reliability of the scale was analyzed by examining Cronbach’s a. As  

reported in Table 2, the Cronbach’s alphas for all four constructs ranged from .81 to .90,  

indicating adequate internal consistency (i.e., > .7). The confirmatory factor analysis results  

showed that the measurement model fit the data very well: (.2/df =1.67 (.2=164.0, df=98),  

CFI=.98, NFI=.96, TLI=.98, IFI=.98, and RMSEA=.04). All the scale items had statistically  
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significant standardized factor loadings on their underlying constructs (ranging from .70 to .83),  

thereby ensuring construct validity. Furthermore, the average variance extracted (AVE) of each  

construct (ranging from .53 to .64) was above the recommended .50 threshold, and the composite  

reliability (CR) of each construct surpassed the suggested cutoff value of .70 (ranging from .81  

to .90). Discriminant validity was also supported because the squared correlations of the paired  

constructs were less than the respective variance extracted estimates for all the pairs of constructs  

(Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Descriptive statistics for each construct and construct correlations  

are presented in Table 3.  

 

[Insert Table 2 about here]  

[Insert Table 3 about here]  

 

4.4.2 Structural model  

In the next step, the proposed structural model was analyzed by utilizing PROCESS, as  

described by Hayes (2013). Based on the bootstrapping results, the significant effects (i.e., the 95%  

confidence interval does not contain zero) found in the causal paths support the research  

hypotheses. Fig. 3 and Table 4 provide a summary of the proposed equation model and the  

results used to test the research hypotheses. The R2 values reported in Fig. 3 refer to the  

explanatory power of the predictor variable on each construct. Perceived authenticity explained  

51% of the variance in restaurant image (R2=.511). Perceived authenticity and restaurant image  

predicted 59% of positive emotion (R2=.585). Perceived authenticity, restaurant image, and  

positive emotion together predicted 52% of purchase intention (R2=.516).  
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[Insert Fig. 3. about here]  

[Insert Table 4 about here]  

 

The bootstrapping results indicated significant effects of the covariate (i.e., age).  

Individuals who were 55 years old or above exhibited stronger restaurant image (ß=.153, 95%  

CI=.019 to .286, p<.05) and purchase intention (ß=.171, 95% CI=.028 to .315, p<.05) than those  

aged between 18 and 30 years. Consistent with H4, H5, and H6, perceived authenticity was  

positively related to restaurant image (ß=.764, 95% CI=.686 to .842, p<.001), positive emotion  

(ß=.412, 95% CI=.301 to .523, p<.001) and purchase intention (ß=.459, 95% CI=.336 to .582,  

p<.001). Furthermore, in support of H7 and H8, the results revealed positive effects of restaurant  

image on positive emotion (ß=.545, 95% CI=.445 to .644, p<.001) and purchase intention  

(ß=.143, 95% CI=.025 to .261, p<.05). H9 predicted that positive emotion would influence  

purchase intention. Support was found for this hypothesis, with a significant path from positive  

emotion to purchase intention (ß=.238, 95% CI=.136 to .340, p<.001). Both restaurant image  

(indirect effect: ß=.109, 95% CI=.011 to .221) and positive emotion (indirect effect: ß=.098, 95%  

CI=.043 to .167) mediated the effect of perceived authenticity on purchase intention. To provide  

a standardized effect size, Kappa-squared (.2) for the indirect effect, which “represents the  

proportion of the value of a quantity to the maximum value it could have been” (Preacher and  

Kelley, 2011: 106), was calculated. The standardized effect size of the indirect effect on  

purchase intention through restaurant image (.2=.143, 95% CI=.009 to .184) was greater than  

that through positive emotion (.2=.128, 95% CI=.036 to .141). Finally, perceived authenticity  

influenced individuals’ purchase intention through multiple paths: perceived  

authenticity.restaurant image.positive emotion.purchase intention (indirect effect: ß=.099,  

 

  



29 
 

95% CI=.047 to .155). The standardized effect size of this indirect effect was .2=.129 (95%  

CI=.040 to .133).  

 

5. Discussion and conclusion  

5.1 Theoretical contribution  

This study contributes to the existing literature from several perspectives. First, utilizing  

cognitive appraisal theory, the current study extended an existing authenticity model and  

examined the psychological process of domestic Chinese visitors’ responses to traditional  

restaurant attributes. This study positions perceived authenticity as a cognitive response derived  

from appraisal of the exposed traditional restaurant attributes. Adopting the cognitive appraisal  

theory, this study proposed that the cognitive judgement of restaurant attributes (i.e., perceived  

authenticity) influence consumer behavior through positive emotion. The findings contribute to  

the understanding of perceived authenticity by demonstrating the indirect effect of perceived  

authenticity in addition to its direct effect (Youn and Kim, 2017). Furthermore, a favorable and  

unique image of a traditional restaurant was revealed as another mediating factor concerning  

purchase intention. This finding was consistent with previous research (Lu et al., 2015; Ryu et al.,  

2008) that identified perceived authenticity as an antecedent of positive restaurant image and  

consequently a determinant of behavioral intentions.  

 

Furthermore, previous researchers who studied authenticity called for studies regarding  

the authentication process, such as who makes claims and customers’ responses to authentication  

claims (Cohen and Cohen, 2012; Lugosi, 2016). Accordingly, this study empirically tested the  

influence of authenticator on consumers’ perceived authenticity. The results revealed that  
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participants in the local people claim condition perceived the highest authenticity, followed by  

government claims and business self-claims. Traditional theories of source credibility could  

support this finding that expertise is an important element of credibility of information (Petty and  

Cacioppo, 1986). In the eyes of customers, local people are knowledgeable about local eateries;  

therefore, local people’s viewpoints are normally a reliable and organic information source.  

Government claims, a type of objective authenticity, had a medium level of impact on customers’  

perceived authenticity. Similar to previous studies (Beverland and Farrelly, 2010), self-claims  

produced the lowest level of authenticity. Due to the nature of self-promotional claims,  

consumers often view this type of claim with skepticism and therefore have doubts about them  

and perceive them as less authentic.  

 

Another research gap found in the literature is that previous researchers have reached  

incongruent conclusions about the influence of ownership type on perceived authenticity  

(Sweeney and Lynch, 2009; Zeng et al., 2012). In support of Zeng et al. (2012), the results of this  

study revealed that chain restaurants generated a higher level of perceived authenticity than did  

independent restaurants. A plausible explanation for this result is that chain restaurants account 

for only 8.7% of the total market in China, and Chinese citizens generally perceive chain  

restaurants to have better quality than independent restaurants (OC&C Strategy Consultants,  

2016). Accordingly, the participants in the current study believed that chain restaurants offer  

more authentic dining experiences.  

 

The other finding that contradicts the previous literature is that participants exhibited an  

equal level of perceived authenticity for restaurants with histories of 25 and 250 years. Some  

previous researchers have noted that long history is a key determinant for authenticity perception  

(Sinha et al., 2018). However, given that many traditional methods of cooking have been  
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modified due to technological developments, regardless of how long a traditional restaurant has  

operated, its current practices are likely to be completely different from old practices (Bessière,  

1998; Hobsbawm, 1983). Thus, the specific number of years that a restaurant has been in  

operation is not very important once it reaches a certain threshold (i.e., 25 years, EU, 2006).  

Accordingly, Chen (2016) argued that customers perceive authentic dining experiences in  

traditional restaurants that were founded in the 1990s.  

 

Furthermore, this study identified an interaction effect between ownership type and  

history on consumers’ perceived authenticity. Specifically, the positive influence of being a  

chain restaurant on perceived authenticity is stronger than the influence of being an independent  

restaurant when the restaurant is 25 years old. Plausible reasons could be that 250 years seems to  

extend back very far in history, and consumers may have a vague image of the period 250 years  

ago. However, customers may be familiar with events that happened 25 years ago from their  

personal experience or even from the media. From this perspective, customers may be able to  

more accurately evaluate restaurants that are 25 years old than those that are 250 years old. Since  

the open-door policy was introduced in 1979, the Chinese hospitality industry has developed  

dramatically, and the chain industry has expanded greatly. As discussed earlier, Chinese  

consumers perceive chain restaurants as offering more value and better food quality than  

independent restaurants.  

 

5.2 Practical implications  

This study has several practical implications for the restaurant industry. First, as authentication  

claims by local people generated the highest level of authenticity, any businesses that want to  

promote a sense of authenticity in their marketing must pay attention to the local community.  
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Therefore, traditional restaurants must proactively work with local communities and local media.  

For example, participating in local food and drink festivals would provide a chance to local  

residents to try and experience some traditional food offerings from these restaurants. A high  

exposure rate in local media may also promote these traditional restaurants in the local customer  

segment. Currently, with the popularity of social media and user-generated content platforms, it  

is vital to capitalize on the power of local communities. These businesses may offer a free gift  

(or a free sample) to encourage customers to share information about the traditional restaurant  

online. To create a strong link to the local community or local region, these traditional eateries  

could incorporate some local elements, such as local ingredients, seasonal produce or signature  

local dishes, in their menu. All of these actions may help these traditional restaurants to generate  

a high sense of authenticity among local residents. Furthermore, businesses may not need a claim  

of authenticity from the government, and explicit self-claims should be avoided.  

 

The results also showed that chain restaurants deliver a higher level of perceived  

authenticity than independent restaurants. In addition, the chain ownership type is particularly  

effective for restaurants with a relatively short history. Therefore, independent traditional  

restaurants that want to maintain authenticity and expand their business may consider joining a  

chain or developing some branches. This suggestion is offered because chain restaurants benefit  

from two aspects, standardization and authenticity, according to the current study.  

 

Finally, the findings of this study suggest that there are significant influences of  

restaurant image and positive emotions on purchase intention. Thus, traditional restaurateurs  

must invest effort in creating a positive restaurant image and developing customers’ positive  

emotions. Restaurant managers are encouraged to conduct surveys regularly with potential and  

existing customers to monitor and enhance the restaurant image. Customers’ positive emotion  
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can be created through the physical and social environment of the restaurant (e.g., comfortable  

outlook and interior design of the restaurant, relaxing music, and friendly servers) and through  

food-related attributes, such as the presentation of the food and even how food is served to  

customers.  

 

5.3 Limitations and future research  

Although this study provides valuable insights into consumers’ perceived authenticity in  

traditional restaurants, several limitations should be noted and considered for future studies. First,  

there are different levels of government claims in China, such as national, provincial, city-level  

and county-level. Consumers may trust different levels of government claims to different degrees;  

therefore, government authentication may have diverse impacts on perceived authenticity.  

Relatedly, local community claims may be authenticated through different channels or  

informational sources, either physically or virtually, which may generate different impacts.  

However, in the current study, we did not examine such moderating effects. Therefore, future  

research could identify the moderating effects of different levels of government authentication  

and different word-of-mouth channels on the structural relationship observed in this study.  

 

This study was also limited to three attributes of a restaurant when discussing the  

antecedents of perceived authenticity of traditional restaurants. Previous researchers have noted  

that sensory appeal (Wang et al., 2015), health and safety (Almli et al., 2011) and price (Almli et  

al., 2011) can influence consumers’ evaluations of traditional food. Accordingly, future research  

on traditional restaurants could investigate the effects of these factors on purchase intention.  

Furthermore, this study was conducted in China and targeted Guangdong citizens; therefore, the  

results may not be generalizable to other populations in different regions of China or in different  
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countries. Thus, to ensure external validity, future research should consider diverse contexts to  

examine domestic tourists’ perception and/or consumer behaviors toward local traditional  

restaurants. Finally, tourists and local residents may exhibit different consumer behaviors as  

traditional restaurant patrons (Lu and Chi, 2018). Thus, future research is required to explore the  

different perceptions toward traditional restaurants of tourists and local residents.  

 

Appendix  

 

Please imagine that you are visiting a city in China and want to try traditional local food. You  

find a restaurant named XYZ on your journey. There is a plaque outside the restaurant showing  

that (the government issued a certificate of “traditional restaurant” to this restaurant / this  

restaurant has been voted a “traditional restaurant” by local people through an online  

review website / this restaurant itself claims that it is a “traditional restaurant”). Based on  

another plaque outside the restaurant, this restaurant is (the only one / a chain restaurant) in  

China, and this restaurant has a history of (25 years / 250 years).  
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework 
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Figure 2: Interaction effect between ownership type and history on perceived authenticity  
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Figure 3: Results of the structural model 
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Table 1: summary of significant ANCOVA results for perceived authenticity 
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Table 2: CFA results  
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Table 3: construct inter-correlations 
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Table 4: Mediation effect  

 

 

 
 

 

 


