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Knowledge transfer in haute cuisine: the relationship between chefs as an enabler 
factor 

 

Abstract  

The aim of this article is to analyze the relationships between haute cuisine chefs and to 
identify which elements of these relationships enhance the generation of ideas and the 
exchange of knowledge. A qualitative methodology is applied based on the analysis of 
in-depth interviews with almost the entire population of Michelin-starred chefs of 
Catalonia, Spain, an outstanding case in this sector. The findings show the most important 
elements of the relationships that drive the creation and transfer of knowledge. These 
elements can be differentiated between professional and personal aspects and classified 
as face-to-face or non-face-to-face. Admiration, recognition and collaboration are some 
of the examples of the effects derived from these relationships. The identified elements 
are important not only as sources of inspiration in creativity and innovation processes but 
also to create a professional and personal environment to collaborate and achieve 
common objectives of the sector.  
 
Keywords Haute cuisine; chef; Michelin-starred restaurants; knowledge transfer; 
collaboration; relationship 
 
 
Introduction and literature review 
 
Over the past decades, the restaurant industry has become an important sector for 
developed economies. As an example, prior to the coronavirus outbreak (COVID-19), 
more than one million restaurants were operating in the United States (US) providing jobs 
for 15.6 million people, 10% of the overall US workforce (National Restaurant 
Association, 2020). In Spain, the restaurant business generated a turnover of 98,060 
million euros, which represents 4.7% of its Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and employed 
1.3 million people (Hostelería de España, 2020).  
 
These figures are prior to the COVID-19 crisis, which has had a severe impact on the 
global economy. The measures taken by governments to curb the pandemic and the 
reduction of travel, tourism and restaurant services worldwide have significantly affected 
the restaurant sector. As Kartari et al. (2021) points out, the pandemic has altered 
individual routines and their quality of life. As an example, the lockdown restrictions 
have significantly increased home cooking and online food delivery (Rodríguez-Pérez et 
al., 2020; Gavilan et al., 2021), reducing social contact among consumers (Ahmed et al., 
2020) and altering restaurants business models (Gavilan et al., 2021).  
 
Fortunately, this situation is being left behind and meeting people around a table to eat is 
returning to normal. In fact, eating is an experience that transcends food (Gavilan et al., 
2021). It is an action that acquires a social dimension since it allows sharing moments 
and generates feelings and experiences in people (Hurtado Justiniano et al., 2017). In this 
context, the gastronomic or haute cuisine sector stands out as a sector that offers a 



different gastronomy experience in order to attract increasingly discerning customers 
(Johnson et al., 2005). The so-called fine-dining restaurants stand out for the high quality 
of their food, decor and customer service, and, as Surlemont and Johnson (2005) pointed 
out, they play a key role in trend setting, image building and in setting standard for the 
industry as a whole. In fact, haute cuisine restaurants are considered pioneers in 
innovation and benchmarks for the rest of the sector (Presenza and Messeni Petruzzelli, 
2020). 
 
As haute cuisine is an industry that requires creativity and innovation to achieve 
sustainable competitive advantage (Feuls, 2018; Stierand et al., 2014; Svejenova et al., 
2010), some studies have focused on the creativity and the innovation that take place in 
these restaurants. For example, Petruzelli and Savino (2014) investigate the impact of 
recombining old component to develop successful innovations and Albors-Garrigós et al. 
(2018) analyze the innovation process and patterns to identify the drivers of Haute Cuisine 
innovation.  
 
Regarding this point, Ottenbacher and Harrington (2007a, 2007b, 2008) compared the 
innovation process of haute cuisine restaurants with exiting theoretical innovation process 
models and, as Svejenova et al. (2007) and Stierand et al. (2014) acknowledge, innovation 
do not occur in isolation, rather it is needed a network or social system that allows the 
transfer of knowledge and information and enable the transformation of creations into 
innovations. In fact, according to Albors-Garrigós et al. (2013), some of the most relevant 
sources for innovation are the restaurant personnel and the cooperation with other chefs. 
This fact was also pointed out by Bouty and Gomez (2013) which show that creativity in 
gourmet restaurants is multifaceted and includes a creative teamwork besides chef’s idea 
work and naming.  
 
Transfer of knowledge 
 
Transfer of knowledge is considered fundamental for the development of societies (Di 
Stefano et al., 2017). Among the positive effects, some studies highlight an increase of 
turnover, higher profit rates and expansion of the product range (Batterink et al., 2010; 
De Jong & Vermeulen, 2006; van Gils & Zwart, 2004). However, when knowledge 
becomes a public good, many agents may reduce their incentives to share their findings 
with potential competitors (Anton & Yao, 1994). To solve this problem, authorities create 
legal tools to protect the creation and transfer of knowledge, such as patents or copyrights.  
 
Nevertheless, these mechanisms are not available in all sectors and the haute cuisine field 
is a clear example. The literature indicates that, in these situations, different strategies can 
be applied. For example, Presenza et al. (2017) proposes the creation of barriers against 
imitation by competitors. According to this study, the most important barrier is the 
capacity of a chef to develop a systematic approach to creativity and to accumulate 
professional skills. Other authors concluded that the protection of knowledge is resolved 
through social networks and social norms (Di Stefano et al., 2017; Vargas-Sánchez & 
López-Guzmán, 2018). A social network is a durable network in which its members have 
relationships of mutual recognition (Bourdieu, 1986) and adopt informal rules – social 
norms – to regulate themselves (Feldman, 1984). For example, in haute cuisine it is not 



allowed to make exact copies of techniques or creations and if a chef makes a derivative 
creation, the source is usually publicly acknowledged (Di Stefano et al., 2017). 
 
Social networks tend to occur when there is geographical proximity. Proximity and 
geographic concentration create a safe environment that enhance frequency of exchange, 
that is, improve the transfer of information and the development of trust and reciprocity 
(Uzzi, 1997). Hence, it can be considered that social networks and physical proximity are 
also mechanisms that promote knowledge transfer (Di Stefano et al., 2017).  
 
Collaborative networks 
 
Literature have related social networks and geographic concentration with the concepts 
of clusters and “coopetition”. As Porter (1998) defines, cluster is a “geographic 
concentration of interconnected companies, specialized suppliers, services providers, 
firms in related industries, training institutions and support organizations that compete 
but also cooperate within a local area or region”. Specifically, when collaboration occurs 
between competitors, it is called “coopetition” and as Romero et al. (2019) pointed out it 
can stimulate innovation, improve the efficiency of resources use and in the restaurant 
industry, create a more attractive destination marketplace for clients.  
 
One of the most important aspects of coopetition is the transfer and exchange of 
knowledge that may occur between companies. Normally, companies do not have all the 
necessary resources to carry out all their innovation process and therefore it is necessary 
to create collaboration networks to access the knowledge of other organizations (see for 
example, Phelps et al. (2012), for a review). Among the factors that boost the exchange 
of knowledge, some authors have highlighted face-to-face relationships and frequent 
communications. Following the pioneering work of Marshall (1890), which studied the 
impact of geographical concentration of companies, it emphasized the importance of 
“face-to-face relations” between managers embedded in localized systems (Chiffoleau & 
Touzard, 2014). Years later, Epstein (2000) found that individuals who were friends and 
maintain face-to-face communications were more likely to share personal and complex 
knowledge (Roy et al., 2017). Regarding frequent communications, relationships are 
usually established through repeated contacts, which favors long-term commitment, trust 
and cooperation between agents (Gulati & Sytch, 2008; Becerra & Gupta, 2003). In the 
restaurant industry for example, the communication and exchange of ideas between chefs 
can stimulate the innovation process (Romero et al., 2019; Stierand et al., 2014; 
Svejenova et al., 2007). 
 
According to that and focusing on the haute cuisine, some authors have analyzed the 
interaction and collaboration of chefs. Fooladi et al. (2019) studied the interaction and the 
collaboration between chefs and researchers. Their findings indicate that cooperation is 
beneficial for both chefs and researchers and exemplify collaboration through workshops, 
co-authoring, cooking competitions, networking, teaching and knowledge exchange 
(answering questions), among others. Likewise, Garcia-Segovia et al. (2014) analyzes the 
collaborative network INDAGA, an initiative with the aim of facing the challenges and 
needs in gastronomy. The interactions generated as a result of this network have allowed 



the international dissemination of knowledge and techniques between companies, 
cooking schools, chefs and research teams. 
 
Baldwin (2018) shows that chefs use a wide variety of elements to get inspiration and 
acquire new knowledge. In particular, traveling to other countries and having 
relationships with other chefs to learn, what can be defined as culinary tourism. Culinary 
creativity can also be achieved through the imitation of competitors’ creations and by 
analyzing customer reviews and comments (Vargas-Sánchez & López-Guzmán, 2020; 
Lee et al., 2019). 
 
Regarding social network analysis, Aubke (2014) studies the professional career of 262 
German Michelin-starred chefs in order to find their “hot spots of creativity”. The results 
show that the relationships between chefs with a number of similar stars occur less 
frequently than between chefs with a number of different stars. In this last case is when 
there is a greater transmission of knowledge. One of the conclusions of that article is that 
although creativity is understood as an individualized process, the social environment 
plays a role as an external validator, accepting and adapting the creative output. 
 
At the same time, Aldamiz-Echevarría et al. (2014) use a qualitative methodology to 
analyze the origins, factors and outcomes of the haute cuisine cluster in the Basque 
Country, a region in Spain famed for its gastronomy and one of the geographical places 
of the world with more Michelin stars per square kilometer. Through seven interviews 
with founder chefs of The Basque Culinary Center, the authors analyze the relationship 
between these chefs and their environment, identifying a cluster which has generated 
important benefits to the region, to the sector and to its members. 
 
As mentioned, the creativity and innovation processes that are carried out in haute cuisine 
restaurants require the participation and collaboration between chefs and other actors, 
especially with other chefs, in order to promote the generation and transfer of ideas. 
However, further research is needed to understand these relationships as an enabler for 
the creation and transfer of knowledge. 
 
Thus, to analyze the relationships, it is necessary to focus on their details and examine 
their elements and their implications. For this reason, a research question (RQ) is 
proposed:  

 
RQ: What elements of the relationship between chefs boost knowledge transfer 

and what effects do they have? 
 
Developing this question will lead to know to what extent these relationships are 
important, if they are positive or negative and their contribution. This analysis seeks to 
shed light to the geographical concentration of starred restaurants phenomenon in a 
determined territory.  
 
 
 
 



Methodology 

This study is a part of a larger project with the aim to analyze the main reasons for the 
geographical concentration of haute cuisine restaurants in Catalonia, the Spanish region 
with the highest number of Michelin-starred restaurants and one of the most 
internationally awarded (Bernardo et al., 2019). Specifically, in the current study, the 
authors focus and deeply analyze the relationships between chefs as an explanatory factor.  

The need to adopt an explanatory approach led the authors to opt for qualitative 
techniques as they would allow greater flexibility and adaptability (Carson et al., 2001) 
and in addition, facilitate in-depth understanding of the phenomenon (Patton, 2002). This 
methodology complements previous studies (Aldamiz-Echevarría et al., 2014, Aubke, 
2014).  

Sample 

In order to achieve the study objective, the participant’s selection was based on an existing 
and accepted sample of restaurants, which is the Michelin-starred restaurant list for Spain 
and Portugal, specifically the list for Catalonia, which, as mentioned, is historically the 
most awarded region in Spain. 

The final sample was built with 60 participants (Table 1). Initially, it was decided to use 
the Michelin starred restaurants list in 2013 and throughout 2013 and 2014, much of the 
fieldwork was carried out. Nevertheless, during the project there were some changes to 
the list of awarded restaurants, and it was decided to add the new awarded restaurants 
until 2017 and thus considering most of the population of Michelin starred chefs in 
Catalonia. The final sample was built up with 60 participants. In the sample, it was also 
considered to have an important role in the sector, one specific institution named Alicia 
Foundation (Alicia means Alimentation and Science in the Catalan and Spanish version). 
It was founded in 2003, which is a private, non-profit foundation, created with the aim of 
generating knowledge in all of the technological aspects of cuisine. It works to promote 
healthy eating by improving eating habits and tries to find culinary solutions to certain 
illness. In addition, they also study gastronomy from a historical point of view with the 
collaboration of the best chefs and leading scientists in order to add value to Catalonia 
and its cultural heritage. 

INSERT TABLE I ABOUT HERE 

Data collection  

Data was collected by in-depth and inductive interviews with the help of a semi-structured 
questionnaire (Yin, 2009). The main aspects analyzed in this questionnaire were:  

-Personal aspects of the relationships  

-Professional aspects of the relationships 

-Length of the relationships 

-Motives to initiate the relationships 



In addition, relationships with two and three Michelin-starred chefs were differentiated 
from relationships with one or without Michelin-starred chefs in order to analyze the role 
of this group in the sector. In some cases, where possible, it was also asked about the 
impact that the relationship with the members of this group had had on the interviewee's 
career. 

The same protocol was followed in the interviews whenever possible. A pilot test was 
conducted in July 2013 to verify the validity of the questions and to determine the 
approximate duration of the interview with the chef and the most efficient way of 
collecting the data. After this pilot test, the restaurants were first contacted by mail and a 
summary of the project and the questionnaire were sent to the interviewees. Then the 
authors contacted them by telephone to arrange the visit.  

Fifty-seven interviews were done face-to-face, two were self-reported due to scheduling 
problems and one was conducted by Skype. All the face-to-face and the Skype interviews 
were tape-recorded except one by explicit request of the interviewee The interview began 
by explaining the purpose of the project and asking for permission to record it. The mean 
duration of the interview was sixty minutes. In two and three starred restaurants, the team 
of interviewers was two people, while for most restaurants with one or none Michelin star 
was one person. The interviews were fully transcribed and their corresponding case was 
written. In order to verify and validate that the information was correct, a triangulation 
was carried out, sending the drafted cases to all participating chefs for their review and 
receiving their feedback (Satolo et al., 2013). Other sources were also used to write the 
cases, such as restaurant websites and press news.  

Data analysis and validity 

After the fieldwork, the verbatim transcriptions were examined using a Computer 
Assisted Qualitative Analysis Software (CAQDAS), the NVivo (version 10). The 
decision to use the CAQDAS NVivo to aid the analysis of the field material was because 
it facilitates a range of complex operations which would be very difficult to perform by 
hand (Bourdon, 2002).  

It was decided to carry out a “thematic analysis” in order to identify themes in the data 
through a process of coding (Cooper et al., 2017). To obtain exploratory results, the 
analysis was performed incrementally and iteratively (Feuls, 2018). First, in the open 
coding phase, the data was analyzed line-by-line (Strauss, 1987) in order to identify the 
emergent themes. In this first analytical step, a large number of open codes were created 
(158 codes). While doing this, the authors were able to describe the different types of 
relationships and how they started, and their implications. Then, the authors focused on 
the relations of the codes and organize them into 12 subcategories (see Figure 1). In the 
axial coding stage the relationships between the subcategories were explored and 
developed (Gibbs, 2002) and were grouped into 6 categories. The last stage of the iterative 
process was the selective coding which consisted on establishing the “core” category that 
represents the central phenomenon of the study (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). It should be 
noted that all categories were compared constantly with the interviews and the literature 
throughout the codification process (Glaser, 2001). 



Once the themes were generated, the authors managed to classify them into elements 
according to the literature: a) face-to-face and b) non-face-to-face. 

 

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 

The iterative approach of comparing the field material and interweaving empirical 
evidence with theory gave, from the authors’ point of view, excellent basis to the quality 
of the study (Feuls, 2018). Nevertheless, more measures of validity were taken through 
the research process in order to guarantee the highest levels of rigor (Ryan et al., 2015). 
An audit trail and a teamwork approach (Morse, 1994) were maintained throughout the 
research project. Moreover, adequacy (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Morse, 1994) was 
achieved by ensuring that sufficient data were collected on a sufficient number of chefs’ 
point of view. Fit (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was ensured by seeking the chefs’ perspective 
of the phenomenon, through the method of semi-structured interviews, with sufficient 
detail in order to allow the merging theory to “fit” the phenomenon. Finally, the language 
used by the respondents was maintained in the construction of the theory in order to 
ensure a high degree of understandability (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  

Results 
 
The findings of the analysis of the interview transcriptions are presented below. The 
presentation of the findings is based on the treatment and processing of the data made in 
the data analysis stage. 

The different elements of the relationships that boost knowledge transfer between the 
chefs of the sample have been classified into professional or personal aspects. In addition, 
these elements have been grouped into factors that, according to the literature, enhance 
the exchange of knowledge and the generation of ideas: Face-to-face subdivided into 
events, collaborations, travels and visits and special complicities; and Non-face-to-face, 
subdivided into Communications and Additional aspects (see Figure 2). The effects of 
the relationships are presented at the end of this section.  

It should be mentioned that the elements of the relationships are not exclusive and can 
occur at the same time, even in some cases one type of relationship leads to another. 
However, the authors have decided to discern them to better identify their characteristics. 
Furthermore, it is important to note that not all relationships include all the elements 
shown in Figure 2, nor does a type of relationship necessarily have to occur between the 
participants, there are cases that the chefs simply know each other but do not maintain a 
relationship. 

INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 

 

 



Face-to-face 

Regarding the section “face-to-face”, the analysis of the interviews with the chefs of the 
sample has allowed the elements of relationships to be classified into four subgroups.  

The first is Events and it includes the elements related to meetings at professional events 
where chefs share space, time and knowledge with other chefs and with agents of the 
sector. As some chefs pointed out, this type is the most common way for them to start 
their relationships and some of them have even organized events together. The main and 
best known are the conferences and congresses but it also includes fairs, competitions, 
solidarity events or award ceremonies. In these events chefs share knowledge by 
participating in workshops, creating menus or attending talks:   

“At congresses you meet great chefs and maybe their concept fits a lot with yours. 
They show you things that may not have come to your mind before or you have never 
considered. They lead the way and you can follow them, taking their ideas and 
adapting them to your kitchen.” 

Collaborations is the next subgroup in this section and it mainly includes collaborations 
not encompassed in the previous subgroup, as for example the co-authorship of books 
and the joint creation of recipes. The first is very common among this type of 
professionals since publishers and entities invite them to collaborate to publish cookbooks 
for example. However, as far as recipe creation for the restaurant is concerned, it is the 
only point where all the participants agree on saying that they do not collaborate. The 
creation of recipes is unique to each restaurant and only takes place at special events but 
not for their restaurants:  

“It is very personal. Usually, when cooks create recipes together it is because there 
is an order, because an association asks for it and we do it gladly but is done for 
something that we will not do in the restaurant. We are all very suspicious of our own 
identity and personality, although we have a good relationship.”  

The creation of recipes is what defines them as restaurants, that is why they do it 
internally, nevertheless, afterwards they do not have problems to share them. This is an 
example of the importance of knowledge transfer, sharing this knowledge enriches the 
development and growth of the sector. Transparency is important but also is ethics, 
aspects that all participants have highlighted:  

“All chefs use techniques from other chefs, they are international and heritage of the 
whole sector. However, what you cannot do, if you are a chef with a certain prestige, 
is to present a technique as if it were yours. I mean, you have to comment that you 
found out this technique when you went to that restaurant, you analyzed it, it gave you 
an idea, you worked on it and something else came out ... this process is very 
beautiful!” 

The following subgroup is Travels / Visits. Visits as mutual clients is also a common 
reason why the relationship between chefs has been encouraged. In these visits they not 
only eat, but also share opinions and advices: 



“I always meet them because they are clients. Maybe in my restaurant we make a 
different cuisine and for them is very interesting to visit.” 
 
“I have something special with him, I don't know what exactly it is. His restaurant is 
a restaurant that I have always revered. He is a highly educated and polite person, 
whenever we have met, he has come to greet me, we have always respected each other 
a lot. Whenever I have gone to his restaurant or he has come to mine we have taken 
good care of each other. It is not a personal relationship but I have a special affection 
for him.” 
 

The exercise of visiting other restaurants to learn about other chefs' cuisine is considered 
a common professional practice in haute cuisine. However, when these visits become 
more regular, trust facilitates a closer and personal relationship:  

“When they come as customers, we talk about many issues. They ask for techniques, 
where they can get products, etc. They come as clients and ask me questions. I teach 
them secrets and they teach me too, we talk about suppliers, etc.”  

Special complicity is the last subgroup in this section and it includes elements that go 
beyond the professional relationship. For example, when the personal relationship is 
closer, they state that they meet more frequently and have dinner:  

“We meet often and have dinner together. When they come, we usually share a couple 
of meals and took advantage of them a lot. We do not only share ideas, but sometimes 
generational events, what is happening in the hospitality industry…It allows us to stay 
a bit up-to-date with everything.” 

Considering that it is a large group of individuals, there are different examples of 
relationships. For instance, in some cases, chefs have a special complicity because they 
initiated the gastronomic restaurant approximately at the same time or studied together: 

“I think the relationship is to share projects, illusions, to feel accompanied in a 
project that 20 years ago was not so easy. The most common thing was to open a 
Catalan typical restaurant and it sure worked. We were brave, we took risks and now 
it is evident to see it because we have done well.” 
 
“We are four or five cooks of the same age that we studied together and we meet each 
year.” 

Chefs with more years of experience have a closer and longer relationship: 

“In my case, the profession has taken me to meet them. The profession or that 
curiosity as a gourmet to visit that house and not having established a personal 
relationship yet.” 
 

As well as chefs who are geographically close: 
 



“We are both from the inland of Catalonia. We work with more or less similar 
parameters and, although the two restaurants are absolutely different, there is a very 
good and close relationship.”  
 
 “There is more contact with the cooks who are from the province of Girona, because 
for any event or act that is done, you have more contact.”  

Non-face-to-face  

In reference to “non-face-to-face” section, it includes all those elements that do not 
necessarily involve face-to-face contact between the chefs. These elements can be 
classified into two groups, Communications and Additional aspects.  

As mentioned, the chefs of the sample comment that they do not create recipes together 
but if any chef requires their creations, they have no problem sharing them. The fact of 
sharing recipes or solving doubts of cooks who want to apply techniques of other 
professionals are frequent exercises that all chefs of the sample do, for instance, by 
telephone, by mail or visiting other restaurants:  

"One of the important things is the transparency of great chefs. Explain all the recipe 
and answer all doubts. Ferran Adrià is one of the main examples, he explained 
everything he did.” 

In many cases, frequent communications by telephone or email are linked with sporadic 
dinners. The relationship began for professional reasons and over the years the 
relationship became more personal, even friendship: 

“We all know each other; we meet many times for professional issues that then end 
with leisure time. We do not just do professional work; if there is a time afterwards, 
we share it. There is a friendship that goes beyond the profession but the profession 
has led us to it. It seems very positive that within the same profession, we admire, 
respect and relate to each other.” 

Finally, the rest of the elements detected in the relationships that could not be classified 
as Communications, have been grouped under Additional aspects.  

Regarding the professional aspects, it is worth mentioning that the gastronomic sector 
brings together a lot of agents such as clients, suppliers, promoters and others chefs, thus 
in some cases a relationship is established in which joint projects are started as partners 
in a company or other types of collaboration: 

“I remember how we met. I was organizing a cooking school in Terrassa with a friend 
of mine who had studied in Girona and one day we went to visit his former school. 
We were received by one of his teachers who was also a chef and who had recently 
opened his restaurant. We went to lunch together and we talked about our future 
projects. 

In addition, they exchange kitchen personnel or staigers, since there are cooks who want 
to go through different haute cuisine kitchens to improve their training and experience:  



“Every restaurant is different. If we have a person and we want him or her to develop 
more, we send him or her to another restaurant to see how it works. And the same 
with us, we also receive people from other restaurants.” 

With regard to personal aspects, some chefs mention that they read the books of specific 
chefs not only because they are good cookbooks but also because they are books of their 
friends.  

Effects of the relationships 

The analysis of the interviews also shows that among the participating chefs there is a 
relationship based on admiration, respect, recognition for the work done, the interest of 
all for all, the follow-up they make of their careers and the maximum collaboration among 
them whenever they can:  

“I am very impressed by his work, I admire how he has done it, as he combines two 
very different cooks in the same place, he is capable of being very avant-garde and 
very traditional at the same time.” 
 
“It was curious that the year that they were awarded the third star, we were also 
recognized and that has twinned us a little. That year was very important for us, with 
many interviews, we coincided in some of them and there is a good relationship.” 

Hence it can be considered that the relationship between them is good and what changes 
is the intensity of the relationship. There are members of the sample who have more 
contact than others, but, as they say, there is no competence, but a mutual learning:  

“I do not think they are rivals, on the contrary, most of them serve me as examples.”  

Regarding the relationship between generations, the most experienced chefs are the 
reference of the younger generations, they are the examples to follow. In addition, some 
of the younger chefs base their relationships, initially, on the relationships of their bosses, 
and then develop networks through participating in events. This kind of relationship also 
makes possible to enforce the connection between generations and to guarantee it, since 
it acts as a bridge between the different professionals. The transfer of knowledge between 
generations is very important for the sustainability of the sector and is a practice that is 
maintained and encouraged:  

“I met him because he was my teacher at the hospitality school when I was 17-18 
years old. For me he was very important because he gave me a good base and taught 
me very well about the basis of traditional cuisine.”  
 
“He gave me the focus towards the cuisine I make, the way to see the profession, the 
restaurant business”.  
 
“At that time, I thought it was interesting and different from all the other restaurants. 
I have always thought that he had a unique way of cooking. I do not know why but 



when he explained the dish to you, when he explained what he was doing, you saw 
that it was very different.” 

Related to proximity, there are chefs who are part of groups and associations of chefs, 
such as La Cuina de l'Empordanet, La Cuina del Vallès, Euro-Toques and Slow Food 
Km0, among others. These associations have not only allowed them to know in depth the 
local products and gastronomy in their area, but also to know and establish relationships 
with different chefs of the collective: 

“In the association we are cooks friends that we have our own restaurant and we like 
to eat a lot. We have dinner together and we talk for hours, we exchange opinions, 
ideas, etc., we complement each other.” 

Hence, the different ways of relating and interacting have an important impact on their 
career but also have implications for the sector. 

One of the keys of the good relationship between them is because everyone knows what 
their role is and what is their contribution to the good functioning and growth of the sector. 
Somehow all the chefs contribute to the success of the haute cuisine sector and are 
important to explain this phenomenon. As some chefs pointed out, they all collaborate 
and help in favor of the common good: 

“Among the cooks, there is a personal relationship based on proximity. At the 
gastronomic level, particularly in Catalonia and Girona, all have assumed their role 
very well, everyone has assumed, with respect and consideration, everything that has 
happened in their environment and has recognized the progress. There is no rivalry. 
Here there has always been respect for everyone, professional and personal, and it is 
what makes personal relationships stronger”. 
 
“We do not understand the proximity between us as competition, it is enrichment”. 

An example of the benefits of good relationships is the promotion that some chefs make 
of other restaurants in front of gastronomic experts or by visiting them in order to make 
their work known. 

 
 “Everyone has helped me in some way. They all come to my restaurant and promote 
it. They started telling the press that it was a very interesting restaurant. The chefs 
with three stars also come and if people see that they are here, they give me a good 
image. 

 
“This is also an important reason to explain why Catalonia has the level it has, 
because we make others discover places with potential, because we understand that 
the better we are here, the better for everyone. We do not understand it as competition, 
but as a way to strengthen the gastronomic fabric that provides an idea of power and 
increase the magnetism of the high-level public and gastronomic tourism that 
nourishes all these restaurants. That is why we try to channel it, and when we see that 



there are restaurants that have ambition, and work, we try to help as much as we 
can.” 

Regarding to what extent are the relationships important in their careers, some of the 
youngest chefs commented that the influence has been crucial. Even some of them 
declared that they would have not reached their recognition without their help.  

 
“What has influenced me from them is mainly the care, the affection, how they take 
care of the product, how they work, how they value the product, how they take care 
of the details of the table, that is, the esteem and passion for this trade.”  
 

The role of great chefs and their contribution to the evolution of the sector are also 
important elements to understand the phenomenon. Ferran Adrià, Santi Santamaria, 
Carme Ruscalleda or Joan Roca are some examples of chefs that have contributed 
positively to the sector during their careers. On the one hand, they had opened the Catalan 
cuisine to the world using different products and techniques, and on the other hand they 
had acted as knowledge transfer catalyzers through their openness, transparency and 
collaboration with all the chefs.  

 
“I consult Joan [Roca]’s books a lot in order to know how he does certain things, 
what cooking time he uses, etc. In the same way, I have gone to Carme [Ruscalleda]’s 
restaurant and I have paid attention to the combination of product that she uses to 
get the taste. You write down these things because you always get ideas from others, 
always. For example, when I visit El Celler de Can Roca, I always try to enjoy but I 
also try to see what they are doing and how they are doing it.” 

As an example, El Bulli has been more than a restaurant, it has acted as a research and 
development center where many cooks attended workshops: 

 
“It can be said that all the cooks who were able to go, we met at El Bulli on Sunday 
nights and Mondays, and we shared table and experiences.”  

Discussion 

After identifying and classifying the different elements of the relationships between chefs 
and their effects, the contributions to the creation and transfer of knowledge are discussed 
below.  

According to the results of this study, chefs are relatively reserved about their recipes, 
that means, they have no problem sharing their culinary creations and answering 
questions and doubts to their colleagues but they prefer to carry out the process of creating 
a recipe internally, for their restaurant. In fact, culinary creations cannot be patented and 
one way to register them is to present them in front of an audience (Vargas-Sánchez & 
López-Guzmán, 2018).  



Nevertheless, this does not contradict what is stated in the literature, which means that 
culinary creativity and innovation processes do not take place in isolation (Stierand et al., 
2014; Svejenova et al., 2007) and also needs an external validator to accept and adopt the 
creative outputs (Aubke, 2014). As Ottenbacher and Harrington (2007a, 2007b, 2008) 
and Feuls (2018) pointed out, the community plays an active role in the development and 
spread of innovations not only at congresses and at the professional meetings but also in 
the visits that the chefs make to other restaurants to see what is cooking. The 
concentration of Michelin-starred restaurants in a territory such as Catalonia provides a 
safe environment where chefs can interact more and better, establishing networks of trust 
that facilitate the exchange of information and knowledge (Di Stefano et al., 2017).  

As pointed in the literature, Face-to-face relationships (Marshall, 1890; Chiffoleau & 
Touzard, 2014) and frequent communications and repeated contacts (Gulati & Sytch, 
2008; Becerra & Gupta, 2003) enhance long-term commitment, trust and cooperation. It 
has been proven that also apply in the haute cuisine sector. In the specific case of Catalan 
cuisine, repeated encounters for many years have led some chefs to establish close 
relationships, even friendships. The elements detected in the relationships indicate that 
knowledge fluctuates between members of the sector through meetings, personnel 
exchanges and consultations, and this in turn allows knowledge to adapt and develop new 
creations. 

As Aldamiz-Echevarría et al. (2014) all the networks have been analyzed but, in this case, 
it has focused on the chefs’ relationships, instead of analyzing all collaborative networks 
(see Figure 3). The existing relationships between them in a network of collaborations 
with other agents, favor the development of ideas by itself and also the transfer of 
knowledge between individuals, which in turn can also enhance the generation of ideas. 
This fact is part of the sources of inspiration for chefs and restaurants to carry out culinary 
creativity and innovation processes.  

 

INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE 

 

Conclusions 
 

This research aimed to analyze the relationships between chefs as contributors in the 
creation and transfer of knowledge in the haute cuisine sector. In order to achieve this 
objective 60 interviews were carried out over three years providing a wealth of detailed 
information. 

Based on the data obtained from the interviews, the authors manage to characterize the 
elements and identify the effects of the relationships among the population of haute 
cuisine chefs in Catalonia. The findings indicate that the elements that favor the creation 
and exchange of knowledge in this sector can be classified into professional and personal 
aspects and grouped into: Face-to-face or Non-face-to-face elements. All the identified 



elements collaborate to a greater of lesser extent in the generation and exchange of ideas. 
Hence, it can be stated that the relationships between chefs enable the creation and 
transfer of knowledge.  

This study contributes to the literature about haute cuisine chefs and restaurants, 
benchmarks for the entire sector. As previously commented, the analysis of clusters, 
networks and other organized ways of collaborating as enabler for the creation and 
transfer of knowledge in the haute cuisine sector has not yet been deeply analyzed. Hence, 
to the best of the author’s knowledge, this is one of the few studies that analyses the 
creation of an environment of professional and personals relationships as an enabler for 
collaboration and achievement of common objectives in this sector. 

In addition, this study has practical implications. These findings would justify the 
development of policies that promote collaboration within this sector and motivate chefs 
to continue collaborating and maintaining their relationships. Furthermore, if these 
collaborations include chefs from other countries, it will allow the establishment of 
international collaboration networks while globalizing the exchange of knowledge and 
incorporating techniques from other cultures. In this regard, this paper encourages 
governments to support the creation and development of cooking schools, staff training, 
and the organization of professional events to boost the creation and transfer of 
knowledge.  

To summarize, relationships can become a fundamental element to maintain the 
international recognition of Catalan gastronomy, which besides being beneficial for 
restaurants and for agents of the sector, is also an element that boost tourism and young 
talents attraction, both necessary to reverse the situation of COVID-19. 
 
This paper is not without limitations. The study is based on a sample from one 
geographical location, Catalonia, with its specific characteristics. Also, it focuses in only 
one segment of the industry, the haute cuisine sector. From all of this, the expansion of 
the research to other professionals of the sector or other locations is a line of work to 
explore. In addition, it is necessary to analyze how relationships and networks have been 
affected by the pandemic. Chefs have had to find other ways to share knowledge and 
develop their culinary processes because of the difficulty of meeting face-to-face derived 
from lockdowns and local restrictions. 
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Table 1: Sample  

Periods of time 1. First period: July 2013 - December 2014 

2. Second period: February - April 2017 

Interviewees 5 chefs of restaurants with 2 and 3 Michelin stars 

51 chefs of restaurants with 1 Michelin star 

3 chefs with no star in 2013 but whose restaurants 
had         

Director of the Alícia Foundation  

Interviewees 
information 

Type Number  % 

Gender Male  57 95% 

  Female  3 5% 

Age 20-30 years 3 5% 

  31-40 years 24 40% 

  41-50 years 18 30% 

  >51 years 15 25% 

Experience in the 
restaurant industry 

10-20 years 21 35% 

21-30 years 24 40% 

  31-40 years 9 15% 

  >40 years 6 10% 

Nationality Spanish (Catalan) 51 85% 

  Spanish (No Catalan) 4 7% 

  French 2 3% 

  Italian 1 2% 

  Argentinian 1 2% 

  Japanese 1 2% 

Source: Own elaboration 

 

  



Figure 1: Codes and categories 

 

Source: Own elaboration 

Figure 2: Elements of the relationships that boost knowledge transfer  

 

Source: Own elaboration 



Figure 3: The role of collaborative relationships between chefs 

 

Source: Own elaboration 

 

 


