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Connections

LINKING NUTRITION RESEARCH TO PRACTICE

Rules Food Choices

Nutritional scientists agree, taste is the number one reason why people choose the foods
they do (Glanz, et al. 1998). Taste overrules nutritional value, cost, food safety and even
convenience in making food choices. Can any aspect of the chronic disease epidemic in the
U. S., called by some “diseases of lifestyle,” be accounted for by the palatability of foods
and beverages on the market shelves? What do we know about taste and how it shapes our
food choices and the amount we consume? How can we as health professionals harness
what we know to improve people’s eating habits, thus decreasing chronic disease risk

without compromising taste and enjoyment?

Taste and Food Choices: the result of genetic, physiological, and metabolic factors

WHAT DETERMINES FOOD PALATABILITY?

We are attracted or repelled by visual and olfactory
signals of food but once in the mouth only taste
tells whether to swallow. The chief role of the
taste system is to promote and maintain eating
behavior - a survival benefit. Tastes of bitter and
sour induce adverse reactions and caution toxicity
or harm, while sweet and savory tastes usually keep
their promise of calorie and nutrient-rich foods.
Since food choice determines the quality of the
diet, taste and health are uniquely linked together.
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WHAT IS TASTE BASED ON?

Although we have talked about the tastes of
bitter, sour, sweet, and salty for many years,
scientists are just beginning to understand the
biochemistry underlying this “tasting” action (le
Coutre, 2003). Five taste modalities have been
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Vitamin D Deficiency Considered an
Unrecognized Epidemic

Millions of adolescents in the U.S. are at risk for vitamin D deficiency, a
problem often undetected and untreated for years. It is estimated that as
many as 30 percent of adolescents nationwide may be affected, putting them
at risk for fractures, stunted growth and debilitating osteoporosis later in life.
The activity and dietary habits of our children are largely to blame for this
re-emerging problem. Indoor activities such as watching television and playing
computer games are often preferred over outdoor activities; sodas are
commonly chosen over vitamin D-fortified milk.

Vitamin D is essential to the optimal absorption of calcium, needed for bone
deposition. Although adults are also susceptible to vitamin D deficiency,
youngsters are particularly at risk because of their rapid growth. The American
Academy of Pediatrics recommends multivitamin supplements containing 200
international units of vitamin D for babies who are breastfed only and for
at-risk children and adolescents. Youngsters at risk include those who don‘t get
regular sunlight exposure or who don't drink at least two cups of milk per day.
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identified - bitter, sour, sweet, salty and savory.
Taste receptors have also been identified in the
gastrointestinal tract. The role of gastrointestinal
taste receptors has yet to be explained. However,
we can speculate that whereas the oral, sensory-
linked receptor system is the gatekeeper for food
uptake into the digestive system, the intestinal
receptor system might be involved with molecular
uptake into the body (le Coutre, 2003).

WHAT ROLE DOES GENETICS PLAY?
Individual preferences and tolerances, which likely
have genetic roots, must be recognized in
nutrition therapy (Coulston, et al. 2003). Like
other aspects of nutrient requirements, taste is
rooted in individual genetic differences which we
are just beginning to fully understand and
appreciate. Taste preferences represent yet another
opportunity for us to customize or individualize
nutrition advice.

Taste Preferences Favor Fats and Sugars
The concept of food palatability includes taste,
aroma, and texture. Foods that are described as
good tasting are often concentrated sources of fat,
sugar or both. We are innately attracted to sweet
tastes, while fat provides a favorable mouth feel of
creaminess and tenderness (Drewnowski, et al.
2001). Many of the volatile flavor molecules are
fat soluble, thus the characteristic aroma of many
foods are linked to the fat content. It is thought
that sensory preferences for fat, like sugar, are
either innate or acquired very early in life.

Children prefer familiar energy-dense foods and
these foods are often mixtures of sugar and fat.
Some studies link food preferences for sweetness
and fat to body size. Heavier men and women
prefer more energy-dense, fat-rich foods
(Drewnowski, et al. 2001).

WHAT IS ENERGY DENSITY?

Taste initiates the beginning of eating a food and
energy density is thought to be a key regulator of
the amount of food eaten. Well-controlled studies
(Rolls, et al. 1999) have shown that people tend
to consume a constant weight of food rather than
a constant amount of energy. Foods with high-
energy density, that is more calories per unit
weight, deliver more calories per eating occasion
than do energy-dilute foods.

In an interview with Adam Drewnowski, Ph.D.,
Director of the Center for Public Health and
Nutrition; Professor of Epidemiology and Medicine
at the University of Washington; and renowned
investigator on the influence of taste on food
choices, we examined in more depth the role of
energy density in obesity as well as other factors
involved in taste and food choices.

Q. Does overeating of energy-dense foods
cause obesity?

A. That is the position of the World Health
Organization. They specifically linked energy-
dense foods to the global obesity epidemic.
However, there are many reasons why we are
drawn to energy-dense foods and why they
became so popular and so inexpensive.
Energy-dense foods are a very efficient way to
consume calories. It would take a lot of
spinach to equal the energy (calories) of one
blueberry muffin or a bar of chocolate! Yet we
cannot blame the obesity problem on one
single food. There are many reasons for
obesity, including low incomes.

Q. Many of the fruits and vegetables have a
bitter or strong taste to some people. What
can we do to improve the palatability of
these healthy foods?

A. There has been a lot of scientific research on
de-bittering agents. Cooks have been using
some of them for years. Butter, lemon, and
salt are natural ways to reduce the bitterness
of antioxidants present in vegetables and
fruit. Salt reduces the bitterness of grapefruit
and the taste of broccoli can be improved
with some cheese sauce. If you look around
the marketplace you will notice that the food
industry has already done this for some frozen
and pre-prepared entrees and meals.

Q. What about added sugars? Should they be
listed on food labels?

A. The food industry has argued, correctly, that
the body does not distinguish between
natural and added sugars. To me, the key
distinction between natural and added sugars
is not nutritional - but largely economic.
Added sugars and added fats are far less
expensive than natural fats in meats or fish or
natural sugars in vegetables and fruit. We can
indulge our innate tendency to consume
sugars and fats, but when you switch from
added to natural, your daily calorie ration will
cost more.






