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Figure A2. Experimental sheet for each participant of the trial (English translation).
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Appendix B
Table A1l. Raw results of pilot study (1 = 87).
Gender Age Temperature Perceived Preferred Drinking Coffee Consumption
as “Too Hot” (°C) Temperature (°C) Behaviour (Cups per Day)
male 55 58.0 55.0 2-3
female 45 60.2 <60.0 2-3
male 56 60.2 57.4 >4
female 28 61.5 59.7 2-3
male 35 61.9 58.4 >4
male 24 62.0 60.0 2-3
male 49 62.0 60.0 2-3
female 22 62.4 59.0 1
female 21 63.0 59.6 2-3
male 28 63.0 60.5 2-3
female 22 63.2 61.2 >4
female 19 63.3 61.7 seldom
female 27 63.5 60.8 2-3
female 23 63.8 61.0 2-3
female 34 64.0 61.0 2-3
female 21 64.1 62.2 2-3
female 39 64.1 60.4 2-3
female 23 64.2 624 1
male 25 64.2 62.0 2-3
male 63 64.3 62.3 2-3
female 21 64.5 61.7 seldom
male 55 64.5 60.0 >4
female 34 64.8 62.6 2-3
female 38 64.9 58.0 >4
female 24 65.0 63.0 2-3
male 21 65.0 62.5 2-3
female 20 65.2 63.6 seldom
male 72 65.2 61.7 >4
male 22 65.3 63.3 2-3
female 21 65.4 62.5 2-3
female 22 65.4 619 >4
female 22 65.6 61.0 2-3
female 23 65.7 62.0 2-3
female 52 65.7 60.2 >4
female 26 65.8 63.0 >4
female 53 65.9 59.3 seldom
female 59 66.0 60.0 >4
male 22 66.0 61.5 2-3
female 26 66.1 60.0 seldom
female 36 66.2 64.0 2-3
female 22 66.3 63.5 2-3
male 53 66.3 60.0 >4
female 22 66.4 61.0 >4
female 23 66.4 64.5 1
female 24 66.5 63.0 2-3
female 41 66.7 60.5 2-3
female 25 66.9 63.0 >4
female 23 67.0 62.0 1
female 19 67.1 65.0 2-3
female 20 67.1 63.4 2-3
female 51 67.1 64.0 2-3
male 52 67.1 61.0 >4
female 21 67.3 65.0 >4
female 23 67.3 66.0 2-3
female 25 67.3 64.5 >4
female 51 67.3 66.0 >4
male 35 67.3 65.0 >4
male 42 67.3 65.0 2-3
female 25 67.4 66.0 1
male 42 67.4 60.0 >4

57



Foods 2018, 7, 83

Table A1. Cont.

Gend A Temperature Perceived Preferred Drinking Coffee Consumption
ender &e as “Too Hot” (°C) Temperature (°C) Behaviour (Cups per Day)
female 24 67.5 67.3 >4
female 19 67.6 65.0 seldom
female 24 67.6 66.0 2-3
female 48 67.7 63.3 2-3
female 55 67.8 63.7 >4
male 22 67.8 63.4 2-3
female 54 67.9 67.4 >4
female 62 67.9 63.8 2-3
female 58 68.0 63.3 2-3
female 22 68.2 64.6 2-3
female 21 68.3 64.5 2-3
male 64 68.4 62.8 >4
male 20 68.5 66.0 2-3
female 51 68.6 67.5 2-3
female 22 68.8 68.2 >4
female 56 68.9 67.0 2-3
female 21 69.0 66.0 2-3
female 24 69.0 63.2 2-3
female 24 69.0 64.0 seldom
female 48 69.3 67.0 >4
female 19 69.5 66.1 2-3
female 23 69.5 66.0 2-3
female 29 69.6 67.7 >4
female 22 69.8 67.6 2-3
female 55 70.2 69.3 2-3
male 30 70.5 65.6 >4
female 23 71.2 70.0 >4
Data sorted according to temperature perceived as “too hot”.
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Abstract: As globalization progresses, consumers are readily exposed to many foods from various
cultures. The need for studying specialty and unique food products, sometimes known as traditional,
authentic, ethnic, exotic, or artisanal foods, is increasing to accommodate consumers’ growing
demands. However, the number of studies conducted on these types of products with good
quality sensory testing is limited. In this review, we analyzed and reviewed sensory and consumer
research on specialty and unique food products. Various factors such as manufacturing, processing,
or preparation methods of the samples influence the characteristics of food products and their
acceptability. Sensory descriptive analysis can be used to distinguish characteristics that highlight
these differences, and consumer research is used to identify factors that affect acceptability. Familiarity
with product attributes contributes to consumer acceptance. When cross-cultural consumer research
is conducted to support product market placement and expansion, sensory descriptive analysis
should be conducted in parallel to define product characteristics. This allows better prediction of
descriptors that influence consumer acceptability, leading to appropriate product modification and
successful introduction.

Keywords: sensory evaluation; specialty food; unique food products; ethnic food; descriptive
analysis; consumer test

1. Introduction

In the field of food science, sensory science constitutes a discipline dealing with human sensory
perceptions and affective responses to various kinds of foods, beverages, and their components that
evolved from the need for scientifically sound and systematic sensory evaluation [1]. The conception of
sensory science has been attributed to the development of consumer or hedonic food acceptance
methodologies that were established in the 1940s by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers [2].
More recently, sensory science has been defined as “a scientific method used to evoke, measure,
analyze, and interpret those responses to products as perceived through the senses of sight, smell,
touch, taste and hearing” [3]. Depending on the subject of the sensory science research, various
methods may be used; among the sensory evaluation methods, sensory descriptive analysis and
consumer acceptability testing are the most frequently used.

Sensory descriptive analysis involves the discrimination and description of both qualitative and
quantitative sensory factors of products by trained panels [4,5]. For example, the Flavor Profile [6],
Texture Profile [7], Spectrum™ method [4], and Quantitative Descriptive Analysis (QDA®) [8] can
be applied as sensory descriptive analysis methods. By using these kinds of methods, it is possible
to pinpoint differences among product variants, conditions, identify drivers of consumer hedonic
responses, and examine relationships between sensory and chemical characteristics [1,9].
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Numerous studies related to the sensory descriptive analysis of food products or sensory
methodologies have been published and the use of sensory methods related to product research
and development has been described [10]. However, the number of papers reporting the results of
good quality sensory descriptive analysis of ethnic, specialty, and exotic food products reflecting
traditional and authentic food cultures is limited. The concept of “traditional” food is that of foods
that represent a group of people, knowledge, and even local resources [11]. This uniqueness often is
referred to as “authenticity”, which may be more often used for cultural products, rather than those
that are part of our daily routines [12]. Food from different regions or countries can provide “unique”
and “exotic” characteristics to individuals from other cultural backgrounds [13]. This often is regarded
as “ethnic” foods outside the place of origin and when it is unfamiliar to specific individuals [11,14].
Because of the various possible definitions, in this review we have used the words “traditional”,
“authentic”, “ethnic”, “exotic”, “unique”, and “specialty” interchangeably.

Ethnic food can be defined narrowly as foods originating from a heritage and culture of an ethnic
group who use their knowledge of local ingredients. More broadly, ethnic or traditional foods are
representative of a cuisine of an ethnic group or country that is culturally and socially distinct and
whose foods may be accepted by consumers outside of the respective ethnic group [15]. Ethnic foods
provide consumers from other culinary traditions with opportunities to experience new cultures and
cuisines [16]. For example, green tea [17,18], rooibos tea [19], fermented soybean [20,21], kimchi [22,23],
Portuguese cooked blood sausage [24], and turrén [25] are kinds of ethnic foods that have been
analyzed by researchers using sensory descriptive analysis for understanding their attributes.

Consumer acceptability represents one of the most important tests for sensory analysis and
often involves a scaling method to measure the degree of liking or disliking of products using
naive consumers [3]. However, the degree of acceptability does not constitute the only aspect of
consumer studies [26]; consumer emotions, perception, and the relationship between consumers’
feelings about a product and descriptive sensory characteristics and instrumental information can
also be determined [27]. Among those, food acceptance constitutes an essential outcome of the
interaction between humans and foods [28]. Food acceptance may be affected by food habits, attitude,
and beliefs [29,30], with culture (i.e., tradition) serving as one primary factor that underlies food
choices [31,32]. Differences in the food environment and dietary experience across cultures may
influence the preference for sensory characteristics of food products [33]. Similarly, familiarity with
food products also may affect food choice [34] and food beliefs and potential acceptability [35].
Numerous consumer studies have been conducted on the acceptability of commercial food products
as well as categories of food and various consumer methods, perceptions, emotions, and cross-cultural
studies [36—40]. Although less prevalent, some consumer studies have also investigated traditional
or unique food products such as traditional cheese [41-45], Doenjang (Korean traditional fermented
soybean paste) [46,47], acai juice [48], polenta sticks [49], Argentinean fermented sausages [50],
olive oil [51,52], and Korean traditional soup [53].

As globalization progresses, it has become easier to participate in and appreciate other cultures
and many cultural traditions are being shared. This has led to an increasing number of food-savvy
consumers and the trend for once-unfamiliar cuisines and flavors to become basic and standard
elements in day-to-day diets of other cultures [54]. In particular, younger consumers are already
accustomed to certain food products that may have been regarded previously as unique or novel.
For example, concomitant with the increased exposure to ethnic or traditional foods, consumers
enthusiastically use various kinds of spices to enhance the flavor of their dishes. In particular, in the
U.S. market, spice consumption has grown almost three times as fast as the population over the last
few decades [54,55]. The importance of not only spices however also other unique or special food
products is growing in accordance with globalization and consumer needs. However, many more such
foods exist than those that have already attained general awareness.

It is necessary to characterize these unique international food products to better understand and
accommodate consumer demands for unfamiliar food products. In particular, no reviews have been
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published on sensory studies regarding such food products. The aim of the present review is, therefore,
to describe and summarize the high-quality descriptive studies and consumer research that is currently
available for special and unique food products such as traditional or ethnic foods. Accordingly, we will
compare the conducted research that is based on the following perspectives: sample type and number
and methods or procedure of descriptive and consumer studies. Data analysis and results will also be
briefly compared between studies.

2. Literature Review

Articles were searched from the web-library of Pusan National University (https:/ /lib.pusan.ac.kr)
using keywords. In the case of sensory descriptive analysis, “descriptive sensory lexicon”, “descriptive
sensory terminology”, and “descriptive sensory characteristics” were searched from 2000 to 15 August
2018. Consumer studies were searched using “consumer liking” for the same time period. Hundreds
of papers were searched because of the wide range of keywords, although only a limited number of
these evaluated traditional or ethnic foods as samples. All selected studies comprised research papers
written in English and did not include any textbooks or papers written in different languages.

3. Sensory Descriptive Analysis

A total of 34 studies were reviewed for sensory descriptive analysis research using special food
products. Table 1 shows the categories of the samples that were used and the corresponding reference
articles. Food samples could be categorized into three broad groups of (a) beverages, (b) sauces, pastes,
and dressings, and (c) a group of miscellaneous 20 other specific traditional food items that were
difficult to categorize. Each category is discussed in detail in the following sections.

3.1. Beverages

In the beverage category, descriptive analyses of rooibos and green tea were included. Although
the tea market is growing, we considered that rooibos and green tea are still classified as ethnic foods
compared to black tea. A sensory wheel for rooibos was developed by Koch et al. [19]. Those authors
used a total of 69 samples evaluated by nine panelists with extensive experience on descriptive analysis.
They first developed 121 descriptors during the training sessions and then 27 terms were selected for
inclusion in the sensory wheel based on their relevance. After testing, 17 attributes were eventually
selected for efficient sensory profiling by grouping and eliminating descriptors. The suggested
application of the sensory wheel was for use for the quality control of rooibos tea. For full profiling of
rooibos tea, more descriptors might be needed [18]. Jolley et al. [56] also evaluated rooibos tea; samples
were compared to determine differences based on production area and harvest year. Approximately
nine to 10 trained female panelists, most of whom had previous experience on rooibos evaluation,
participated and a total of 208 tea samples were assessed using the 17 characteristics developed by Koch
et al. [19]. Understanding the results of the study was suggested as helping to understand product
segments, opening up the opportunity for marketing niche products especially at the global level.

In the case of green tea, a greater number of studies have been conducted, likely reflecting
increased awareness and consumption by global consumers worldwide. Lee and Chambers [17]
examined differences among green teas from different countries and the correlation with consumer
data using six panelists performing a sensory descriptive analysis on six samples using 18 attributes.
These findings have the potential to explain the differences among samples from different production
areas, processing methods, or with different flavor characteristics. Lee and Chambers [18] developed
the lexicon of green tea from nine countries (China, India, Japan, Kenya, Korea, Sri Lanka, Taiwan,
Tanzania, and Vietnam) and established definitions and references. They used a total of 138 green
tea samples to generate descriptors that could distinguish all kinds of green tea samples. Specifically,
31 attributes were generated by six highly trained panelists who had more than 120 h of general
descriptive training and averaged more than 1200 h of sensory descriptive testing. They used the
flavor profile method, which usually involves a smaller number of panelists compared to other
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sensory descriptive methods. The consensus procedure was used however the original flavor profile
method was modified by using a 0-15 scale. Subsequently, those authors further analyzed the data to
cluster green teas based on their flavor profiles and found that the origin influenced flavors through a
combination of varietal differences, growing conditions, and processing variations [57]. They noted that
their study could be used as a marketing tool for consumer segments for green tea so that consumers
would be able to select teas that met their specific sensory preferences. Those authors also identified
flavor change during storage using two green tea samples with five different storage durations [58],
suggesting that the tea retailer must consider the type of packaging of green tea in order to maintain
its quality during the distribution period. In addition, other research groups also worked on green tea.
Lee et al. [59] developed a method to establish sample preparation and presentation procedures using
six green tea samples (three green teas x two grades) and evaluating 16 characteristics. They were
attempting to create a method that would minimize possible bias caused by the changes in brewing
temperature that could result in differences in volatile compounds of the tea. Those authors then
analyzed differences in sensory attributes such as “turbidity” or “bitter taste” between green teas that
were processed under different methods and the correlation of those sensory attributes with consumer
acceptability [60]. They further evaluated decaffeinated green teas as samples to ascertain the product
market of decaffeinated beverages potential [61].

3.2. Sauce, Paste and Dressing

In this category, soy sauce, Eshabwe (Ghee sauce), Gochujang (Korean chili paste), soybean paste,
and Danish honey were included for review. In the case of sauce or paste, different characteristics were
evaluated in different countries depending on the characteristics of the product. It is likely that the
foods within this category may reflect specific food cultures of each country.

Soy sauce has become a widely used sauce originating from Asian countries. Jeong et al. [62]
developed a lexicon with 22 attributes for understanding and establishing a standardized descriptive
analysis procedure and descriptors for fermented soy sauce in various conditions. However, that study
had limited samples. Thus, the developed lexicon only had eight descriptors that were similar to
those found in a later study by Cherdchu et al. [63], which was based on a larger number of samples.
Those attributes were alcohol, caramel, chemical, fermented, metallic, pungent, salty, and sour. Cultural
differences, sample composition, or a difference in the range of samples chosen may be the reason
for the difference in the lexicon. The article by Cherdchu et al. [63] developed 58 attributes using
a wide range of 20 kinds of soy sauce (selected after screening an initial set of over 120 samples).
The study included the participation of panelists from Thailand and the U.S. in this cross-cultural
research project. In particular, they mentioned that language and culture constituted factors that
limited the ability to describe certain characteristics, although they found ways to adapt to language
issues by emphasizing the importance of using standard references to conduct well-communicated
evaluations in cross-cultural studies. Imamura [64] later conducted a study of 149 mostly Japanese
soy sauce samples that established 88 sensory descriptors, of which many were the same descriptors
as those provided by Cherdchu et al. [63]. Imamura’s descriptors were divided into nine subgroups
and were evaluated by 13-17 female descriptive panelists in each subgroup. A flavor wheel of soy
sauce was developed to facilitate sensory evaluation and communication regarding sample qualities.
In a follow-up study by Pujchakarn et al. [65], 9 female panelists, aged 38 to 56 years, developed 34
descriptors for seasoning soy sauce, a specific category of soy sauce, with the intent to provide new
terms/references to add to prior soy sauce research. Soy sauce also was used as a sample for the
investigation of the effects of different types of carriers [66]. That study showed changes in the flavor
of soy sauce when used with differences in carriers such as rice, soup broth, and meat.

Eshabwe (Ghee sauce) comprises a traditional salty pudding-like condiment prepared from ghee
or butter in western Uganda, eastern Congo, Rwanda, and Burundi [67]. Mukisa and Kiwanuka [67]
established 15 characteristics with 10 panelists and evaluated the quality of samples. The developed
descriptors consisted of not only flavor however also quality attributes such as soggy, musty, and stale.
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They considered that standardization of the food made following traditional processes crucial.
Their results may be helpful for manufacturers to standardize Eshabwe processing methods to ensure
product consistency.

Gochujang (Korean chili paste) was evaluated by Kim et al. [68], who reported the development
of 34 attributes by 10 panelists for 31 different samples. Their aim was to investigate the characteristics
of different Gochujang made by various producers and to determine any correlation with consumer
age segments differing. Gochujang dressing, a similar product, was studied by Hong et al. [69],
where eight panelists developed 10 sensory terms; in addition, cross-cultural consumer tests also were
conducted in Korea, China, and the U.S. The terminology of their study was used to find drivers of
consumer preference and it was mentioned that an understanding of the flavors of traditional foods
was important for this purpose.

Soybean paste is a well-known food in Eastern Asia. Jung et al. [20] described 18 characteristics of
14 samples for comparing data from a panel performing a sensory descriptive analysis and electronic
devices such as e-nose and e-tongue. From their findings, they emphasized the importance of sensory
testing for describing a complex food matrix. Kim et al. [70] examined 30 sensory attributes of various
soybean paste products available in Korean markets made with different manufacturing processes and
then compared these with consumer acceptability data. They indicated that consumer acceptability
was significantly influenced by sweet and monosodium glutamate (MSG) flavor characteristics of
products. Chung and Chung [21] previously performed cross-cultural descriptive studies from which
they developed 48 terms. Notably, they mentioned that the usage pattern of the same attribute differed
cross-culturally; thus, further research was suggested to overcome the linguistic differences.

In total, 27 sensory descriptors of 21 Danish honeys were created using sensory descriptive
analysis [71] with the aim to describe and differentiate the uniqueness of locally produced honeys in
Denmark. Ten sensory panelists, six women and four men aged 20 to 62 participated in the evaluation.
Their results might be used to help communicate the specific sensory quality of honeys; however,
it would be difficult to promote local uniqueness, as they did not compare the Danish honey with
honeys from other countries.

3.3. Miscellaneous Products

We also identified reports on 20 food products that could not be readily categorized together
(Table 1). Tofu is a typical soybean product that constitutes one of the most favored ingredients
of many East Asian style cuisines [72]. Chung et al. [72] developed 27 terms for various types of
tofu, concluding that the sensory characteristics of tofu varied depending on numerous factors such
as brand, processing method, and ingredients. Descriptors included ones related to appearance,
odor/aroma, flavor/taste, texture/mouthfeel, and aftertaste categories. Moreover, Kamizake et al. [73]
showed the effect of aging of soybean under different conditions on tofu quality. The tofu samples
were made using two cultivars at three different conditions of soybean aging: control, accelerated
aging, and natural aging. Those authors developed 16 sensory descriptors and found that the aging
of soybean affected the sensory quality of tofu such as color, flavor, and texture attributes. However,
all descriptors were highly expressed in principal component 1, meaning that most terms were
correlated with each other in that study. In this study, 13 panelists participated, however information
regarding their age, gender, and extent of training was not included. The high correlation among
attributes may suggest that the panelists were not as well trained as those in the study by Chung
(72). Between the two tofu studies [72,73], odor and flavor descriptors were mostly different probably
because of differences in their purpose and samples and perhaps the training and experience of
panelists. However, texture attributes were comparable although different descriptors were used such
as springiness, hardness, easy to cut, and stickiness [72] compared to elasticity, firmness, fracturability,
and residual adherence [73], respectively.

A lexicon for baechu kimchi was developed by Chambers et al. [22]. Prior to their research, little
had been published regarding this side dish/condiment despite the wide variety of available kimchi
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preparations and processing methods that could affect kimchi quality. Because kimchi represents
a highly variable food, those authors mentioned that future research should include studies of the
sensory properties of kimchi made from various ingredients. Dongchimi, another type of kimchi that
is made from radish with water, was examined by Cho et al. [23]. They analyzed the relationships
between sensory data from descriptive analysis and chemical properties from instrumental analysis
by partial least squares regression analysis (PLSR). Further research was suggested to facilitate
Dongchimi product development. Although the main ingredients differed as baechu and radish
were used, respectively [22,23], the nature of kimchi utilizing similar ingredients resulted in common
descriptors such as sweet, salty, sour, garlic, red pepper (chili), fermented (yeast), green, heat burn
(hot), and carbonation.

Certain meat products specific to certain regions have also been evaluated using sensory
descriptive analysis. Pereira et al. [24] established 14 attributes for Portuguese cooked blood sausage
using 12 products. Their results may help describe the sensory qualities of the blood sausages from
different producers. Blood sausage variants are found worldwide [74-76], however sensory descriptive
research on blood sausage from different cultures or countries were not conducted similarly enough
to compare studies. Slovenian Krvavica was evaluated to initiate protected geographical indication;
however, they used a 7-point scale that was somewhat similar to a just-about-right (JAR) scale for
various attributes with 4 being an optimal intensity [74]. The sensory profile of commercial Spanish
dry-cured sausage was evaluated by Ruiz Pérez-Cacho et al. [77], who commented that the developed
terms might define and reveal differences among samples. Marangoni and Moura [78] developed
12 sensory terms for four different treatments of Italian salami to establish their sensory profile.
Jo et al. [79] determined the sensory characteristics of Bulgogi, a Korean cooked meat dish. They also
conducted cross-cultural consumer acceptability testing and compared these findings to the descriptive
profile to understand the preference tendencies of different cultural consumers in order to investigate
the market potential abroad.

A wide range of traditional grain-based foods have been tested. Italian polenta produced with
12 different corn cultivars during 2 years of testing was studied by Zeppa et al. [80], who defined 13
descriptors for the sensory profile of traditional polenta. Nine cultivars were examined in the first
year and seven in the second year. Four cultivars were examined in both years. The 13 descriptors
they selected were determined to have the maximum potential to identify attributes of each sample.
They indicated that the defined lexicon might be broadly applied to describe the sensory qualities of
polenta, in selecting cultivars of the base ingredients, and for use in product development. Doda burfi,
an Indian milk cake, from different cities was characterized in order to standardize the product for
globalization and widespread marketing of traditional items by Chawla et al. [81]. In that study,
a panel established 19 characteristics that could explain differences among samples. Kim et al. [82]
characterized Gangjung (a traditional Korean fried puffed snack) made via different treatments using
21 attributes. They suggested that the developed descriptors might be used for both characterizing
samples and explaining the effect of sample preparation.

A lexicon of turrén, a nougat product that has European protected designation of origin (PDO)
status, was defined by Vazquez-Aradjo et al. [25] for various brands and commercial categories.
A total of 41 sensory terms were evaluated by a trained panel in the U.S. and then the terms and
definitions were translated and applied for use by native Spanish turrén quality panels. Those authors
indicated that generally, the lexicon was successfully implemented, however that more studies
should be conducted to overcome language and cultural/scientific differences (e.g., trained panels vs.
quality panelists). They noted that reference product availability could be a potential barrier for such
international work because they are not always available internationally. The sensory characteristics of
dates were examined by Al-Farsi et al. [83]. They developed nine sensory attributes that were compared
to compositional or nutritional components to help in the promotion of dates as a healthy food.
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4. Consumer Studies

A total of 24 journal articles were reviewed for the consumer testing of special and unique food
products. Table 2 shows the food samples that were used in each study, which were broadly categorized
for the descriptive analysis as follows: beverages, sauce/paste/dressing, and miscellaneous other
specific food products.

4.1. Beverages

Two different kinds of drinks accounted for products in the beverage category: green tea and
acai juice. For green tea, Lee and Chambers [17] conducted consumer testing with U.S. consumers
to examine how consumers liked green tea samples from three different countries and which
characteristics were related to consumer preference. They analyzed their sensory descriptive and
consumer data by correlation analysis and concluded that the relationship between flavor and liking
was, as expected, complicated. Lee et al. [84] determined the relationship between acceptability ratings
by consumers from three different countries (Korea, Thailand, and the U.S.) and flavor characteristics of
green tea samples. They found that consumers who were familiar with green tea liked green vegetable
attributes, however that the other group of consumers preferred green tea which did not have strong
green tea flavor and bitterness. Because the acceptance of certain flavors was found to differ from
one country to another (and within countries), the authors suggested that their findings implied that
different food consumption experiences likely affect food selection and acceptability. Some other
researchers mentioned that food consumption frequency affected acceptability [85] and familiarity
influenced consumers’ discrimination ability of products [86]. To investigate consumer acceptance of
unfamiliar food samples, Sabbe et al. [48] used acai juices with different concentrations of fruit juice.
They found that familiarity was highly associated with consumer acceptability and that further studies
were required to analyze the effect of repeated exposures.

4.2. Sauce, Paste and Dressing

As with the descriptive analysis, Doenjang, Gochujang products, soy sauce, Bulgogi (sauce),
and olive oils were included in this category. Doenjang is widely used in Korea to make soup, sauce,
or as a condiment. To determine consumer acceptance of the product and the underlying sensory
drivers, Roh et al. [46] ascertained consumer preferences and associated factors such as product form.
They showed that familiar food forms usually were consumed in practice. Another study determined
consumer perception of Doenjang made by different manufacturing methods [47]. Also, Kim et al. [70]
classified consumers into selected groups with similar preference patterns, finding that acceptability
differed according to consumer segment. To understand consumer preference and the perception of
Doenjang products, they recruited over 150 consumers to participate in each study. The larger number
of consumer participants was used to expand the resulting understanding of consumer preferences.
Similarly, some researchers [70,87] recruited more than 200 consumers to analyze the differences of
liking between different age groups. The necessary number of consumers in sensory acceptability
studies was calculated as approximately 100 or more for each segment that was compared [88].

Gochujang products have also been evaluated for consumer acceptability and to better understand
their acceptance. The sensory drivers of positive response in different age groups were investigated
by Kim et al. [68]. Hong et al. [69] conducted cross-cultural consumer testing between Korea, China,
and the U.S. to provide information on country-specific factors affecting consumer acceptance of
Gochujang dressing with different ratios of each ingredient. Because the aims of both studies were to
investigate consumer acceptance factors for those products, descriptive analyses were conducted first
to identify sensory characteristics of the food samples. Although the samples differed in these two
studies, the sweet characteristic tended to influence Korean consumers positively in both studies.

Studies also have used soy sauce and Bulgogi together as samples to evaluate consumer acceptance
because soy sauce is considered a basic ingredient for Bulgogi marinade sauce. Park et al. [89]
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conducted a cross-cultural study between Korean and Japanese consumer sensory perception and
hedonic responses, from which they suggested that cultural background affected sensory perception.
They mentioned, as other authors suggested, that cultural background affected food experiences
and familiarity which could moderate consumers’ sensory response to ethnic foods [53,79,90,91].
Heo and Lee [92] determined the acceptability of different brands of soy sauce and Bulgogi by U.S.
consumers who were unfamiliar with the specific samples that were tested. They suggested a possible
relationship between familiarity and liking because the soy sauce with familiar flavor had higher
acceptability when tasted both in its original form and when used in cooking by consumers. Another
study used both soy sauce and Bulgogi samples for comparing hedonic information between Korean
and Chinese consumers [79]. Overall, familiarity or cultural differences appeared to influence the
results of these cross-cultural studies. Korean consumers were positively influenced by the sweet taste
of Bulgogi, however the opposite was true for Chinese consumers. The authors explained this finding
by explaining that Chinese meat dishes usually do not have much sweet flavor. The authors implied
that it was important to understand the cultural context of consumers when evaluating or promoting
ethnic foods and flavors.

Olive oil has been used widely as an ingredient or sauce in Western countries. Delgado et al. [52]
studied consumer liking and perceptions of extra olive virgin oils by Northern California consumers
based on product packaging and labeling. That study identified some discrepancies between the
overall liking evaluations based on packaging versus flavor. In their study, the “packaging group”
considered the region of origin as a key point and the “blind group” evaluated the olive oil based
on sensory characteristics such as bitterness or pungency. They mentioned that local or national
product reputation or expectations could be an important motivation for purchasing. Pagliuca and
Scarpato [51] analyzed and compared preferences of Italian olive oils between generic consumers
and experts. They indicated that experts emphasized the recognition of intrinsic attributes more
than novices because only the experts recognized the differences between oils from PDO compared
to non-PDO oils. The degree of awareness regarding the EU certification system and geographical
indications may explain this differential. Another study [93] of six olive oils compared U.S. and
Spanish consumers and found that Spanish consumers liked the more bitter and green flavors of extra
virgin olive oils while U.S. consumers liked the more bland, fruity, or floral flavors of the other two
oils. They concluded that Spanish consumers may be more familiar with various olive oils and, thus,
appreciated different characteristics. Thus, unlike most other ethnic foods, studies of olive oil have
been conducted to understand consumer perceptions of various aspects in addition to their acceptance
of its flavor characteristics.
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4.3. Miscellaneous Products

The category of other foods included some cheese products, tofu, meat products, and additional
foods as shown in Table 2. Although cheese comprises a well-known food product worldwide,
some traditional types, which are authentic to specific regions, still constitute special and unfamiliar
foods to many consumers. Ojeda et al. [42] used Idiazabal cheese with three different quality levels
to compare the liking of local consumers in Spain with the sensory quality as assessed by trained
panelists. In that study, the preferences of a large group of consumers was mainly driven by certain
characteristics such as “sweet” and “toasty” attributes described by the trained panel. Scamorza
cheese with different milk and starter type was studied by Braghieri et al. [43] in Italy who identified
the driver of liking in terms of specific sensory input. They mentioned that the liking of specific
sensory attributes such as appearance, taste/flavor, and texture were highly related to overall liking.
They concluded that further studies were needed to promote product differentiation and to meet the
sensory requirements of particular consumer segments. Swiss cheeses including different kinds of
retail products were evaluated in the U.S. by Liggett et al. [45], who investigated the relationship
between consumer liking and the specific flavor characteristics. For establishing the characteristics of
unique food products and understanding consumer acceptance, descriptive analysis may be combined
with consumer testing to better understand specific foods.

The acceptance of tofu prepared using different soybean conditions was studied by Kamizake
et al. [73]. It was found that the condition of soybeans could significantly impair tofu quality.

As with descriptive analysis, certain meat products of specific regions were used for consumer
studies. Lucanian dry cured sausages were examined by Braghieri et al. [94] who found that both
intrinsic and extrinsic aspects such as taste, animal health, and preservation affected consumer choice.
Lépez et al. [50] explained that consumer acceptance of Argentinean fermented sausages from different
regions represented a quality factor that was as important as instrumental analysis to understand
differences. These results suggested that consumer acceptability constitutes an important component
of quality control.

The sensory characteristics of Thai dried chili prepared with different treatments were determined
by Toontom et al. [95] along with consumer testing. Familiarity and positive experiences were
suggested to be associated with consumer acceptance. However, to understand international consumer
responses and target the global market, cross-cultural consumer studies are needed. To this end,
Jang et al. [53] compared the consumer acceptance of different kinds of Korean traditional soup
between U.S. and Japanese consumers. They suggested that strategic modification of food flavor might
help decrease neophobic responses from target consumers. In turn, the dynamic overall preference of
polenta sticks was studied by Di Monaco et al. [49], which indicated that both food properties and
food consumption duration affected the preference for a product. Finally, Saleh et al. [96] examined
the effect of filling on the acceptability of a Jordanian traditional dessert, which determined that the
ratio of ingredients could affect product acceptability for consumers. In their study, the filling with a
high date ratio mostly affected hardness of the sample and its acceptability.

5. Discussion

Numerous kinds of unique and special food products exist, however only a small number of those
have been studied using good sensory methods. We summarized the sensory studies of traditional and
authentic food products. There were research projects conducted for both sensory descriptive analysis
and consumer study to develop attributes, analyze consumer preference/perception, and identify the
factors affecting consumer acceptance. Both methods were important to understand food products
and their consumer perception. Where only sensory descriptive analysis was conducted, researchers
could understand the attributes and intensities of the sample and potentially differentiate among
samples with different ingredients, processing, storage conditions, etc. However, researchers could not
determine which attributes would be related to consumer acceptance. Similarly, studies that used only
consumers could understand consumer preference, however they could not prove which attributes
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affected consumer acceptance and perception. For the deepest understanding of consumer products,
both methods should be used.

Some limitations were observed in the studies. For descriptive analysis in this review, there were
large variations in the numbers of panelists that were used. The minimum panelist number was 5 [22]
and the maximum number of panelists was 18-19 [24,81]. It is not certain whether the difference in
the number of panelists affects the reliability of the sensory results, however it is clear that there are
differences between methods for each descriptive study. Actually, the recommended ideal number of
judges was not clear. Although the number of panelists varies by method, researchers should provide a
clear basis if their participant number was sufficient. Chambers et al. [97] pointed out that the number
of panelists necessary for descriptive panels was dependent on the training of the assessors and the
types of attributes that were evaluated, with fewer being needed when the training/experience level
was higher or when the attributes were more easily evaluated.

There was also variation among the number of participants in consumer tests. Consumers who
participated in consumer tests should be representative of potential consumers of the product [97].
Thus, generally 100 or more consumers need to be recruited per segment for quantitative consumer
tests to be reliable. Because some of the consumer tests in this review were conducted with small
numbers of consumers, it is important to understand that the reliability of those studies may be less
than others. For example, Hong et al. [69] conducted a cross-cultural study of Gochujang dressing with
Korean (1 = 50), Chinese (1 = 34), and U.S. (n = 26) citizens. Although the total number of consumers
was more than 100, participants from each country were not enough to be representative of populations
in each country. Other research [49,96] also had small numbers of consumers. Consumer tests should
be conducted with sufficient numbers of consumers because otherwise they may present unreliable
results that are not representative of the population. If conducting consumer studies with a smaller
number of participants, researchers must justify their reasoning for deviating from recommendations.

6. Conclusions

In this review, we reviewed sensory analysis (i.e., evaluation) studies regarding traditional and
authentic food products, which sometimes are called specialty, exotic, or unique foods. The purpose
of our review was to provide a broad summary of the descriptive analyses and consumer research
that is currently available for various traditional and authentic food products. As globalization
progresses, the need for understanding flavors of traditional, unique, regional, or artisanal foods is
clearly increasing in order to better comprehend and accommodate consumer demands for unfamiliar
food products. Additional sensory science research using unusual and ethnic food products should be
carried out to better understand product characteristics.

Numerous studies highlighted the effect of familiarity on consumer perception. In particular,
a positive correlation between familiarity and consumer acceptance was reported frequently [91,97—
100]. The consumers who were familiar with the sample showed higher liking than non-familiar
consumers [91]. In addition, descriptive analysis could also be affected by familiarity. Drake et al. [101]
noted that lexicon development could not be freed from the influence of the culture from which
the panel originated, although other authors [25,63] have reported that cross-cultural studies using
lexicons certainly are possible with planning and coordination.

To obtain deeper insights regarding specialty and unique food products, large numbers of studies
using different kinds of traditional, unique, or ethnic food items and categories from a range of
countries or regions or made from various ingredients or processing methods should be carried out.
In addition, it is necessary to conduct cross-cultural descriptive and consumer studies to establish
universal lexicons and to understand the attributes that influence consumers’ liking.
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Abstract: Soup manufacturers are removing monosodium glutamate (MSG) to meet consumer
demand for natural ingredients. This research investigated the influence of MSG and its substitutes
(yeast extract: YE; mushroom concentrate: MC; tomato concentrate: TC) on clear chicken soup with
0.4% sodium chloride (salt) by comparing sensory attributes and consumer acceptability among
each other, and to a chicken soup sample containing 0.5% salt (Salt 0.5%). The soup with 0.4%
salt without enhancers was designated as the control. Corresponding list of ingredients was also
presented to consumers to study the effects on consumer expectations about chicken soup products.
Our results showed that MSG and its substitutes significantly (P < 0.05) enhanced the sensory
properties of chicken soup. These flavor enhancers also achieved statistically same or stronger
improvement in overall flavor, meaty flavor, chicken flavor and umami taste when compared to Salt
0.5% sample. Consumers significantly preferred MSG 0.1%, YE 0.025%, and Salt 0.5% samples than
others. Compared to MC and TC samples, less consumers perceived MSG and YE samples as “free of
artificial” and “natural” with lower consumption interest. Claims about artificial/natural ingredients
were attractive selling points for chicken soups, but good sensory appealing was the most important
attribute linearly affecting consumer satisfactions.

Keywords: monosodium glutamate (MSG); MSG substitutes; food label; chicken soup

1. Introduction

Soup is an important food product category in the market. According to Grand View Research,
Inc., the US soup market size is expected to reach ~7.7 billion US dollars by 2025 [1]. Chicken soup has
been known for centuries as home remedy for cold and flu, possibly due to its hot temperature and
anti-inflammatory effects [2,3]. In addition, chicken soup can help with weight control and reduction
because of its high water content. There are several trends that drive the growth of soup industry,
including demands for natural and fresh ingredients and rising awareness of healthy food choice.
To further fit the natural and healthy portfolio, several major soup manufacturers have announced to
move away from using artificial ingredients and flavors in their products. Monosodium glutamate
(MSG) is one such ingredient that has been controversial for decades. It is one of the ingredients that
some companies have committed to remove from products.

MSG is a flavor enhancer commonly added to processed food products like chicken soup to boost
the palatability. Its remarkable effects on the sensory appeal have been proven in various studies [4-6].
Removal of this ingredient is very likely to cause a reduced consumer acceptability. Using MSG
substitute is a promising approach to compensate for the sensory satisfaction loss caused by MSG
elimination. The flavor enhancement effect of MSG is mainly from glutamate which contributes
to umami or savory taste sensation. Besides glutamate, there are several other umami eliciting
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components such as aspartate and 5-ribonicleotides. Among nucleotides, inosinate (IMP) and
guanylate (GMP) significantly contribute to flavor and taste enhancement. Theoretically, substances
that are naturally rich in umami components have the potential to replace MSG in food products.
Wang and Adhikari found that consumers preferred natural extracts such as yeast extract, mushroom
extract, and tomato extract as MSG substitute in chicken soup products [7]. Yeast typically has around
7-12% of RNA content which makes it a good source to produce nucleotide-rich ingredients [8].
Previous studies found that compared to MSG, yeast extract (YE) had stronger salty and umami taste
at the same usage level and better improved the tastes of meat samples [5,9]. Mushroom is another
nucleotide-rich material. For instance, GMP is originally isolated from shiitake mushroom. Ground
mushroom can substitute 80% beef in taco blend with enhanced overall flavor and umami taste [10].
Tomato is very rich in glutamate. In contrast to MSG, tomato puree can better enhance the sweet, salty,
and sour taste of minced beef but suppress the beefy flavor [5]. In addition, processing like drying
can remarkably boost the glutamate content in tomato and mushroom and generate more GMP in
mushroom [11]. Currently, there is limited research comparing the enhancement effects of MSG with
these natural extracts in food products.

Excessive sodium intake is major health concern in the US, which makes sodium reduction
almost a necessity in soup manufacturing. Unfortunately, reducing table salt usage always results in
consumer complaints of bland taste and flavor. Application of MSG is a common approach to improve
palatability of low sodium soups. Given the capability of salty taste enhancement, MSG substitute may
also be able to increase the sensory appeal of soup with reduced salt content. Previous study indicated
that 1% and 2% yeast extract successfully enhanced the taste of fermented sausage that had 25% NaCl
replaced by KCI [12]. Ground mushroom has also been reported to improve the flavor of taco blend
with 25% sodium reduction but failed to mitigate the reduced salty taste [10]. To replace MSG, it is
necessary to conduct more research to compare the performance between MSG and its alternatives in
salt-reduced food matrix.

Consumer’s food choice is a tradeoff among sensory and non-sensory factors [13]. As the rising
health awareness, consumers use food labels to obtain the information they require. Information on
food packaging plays a crucial role in consumer purchasing decisions. Consumers are likely to imagine
the tastes and expect the health benefits of the product based on the important cues from packaging,
which might further influence their hedonic and sensory perceptions [14]. Bandara et al. reported that
MSG content affected the purchase intent of 21% of the respondents to a large extent [15]. However,
Prescott and Young noted that information about MSG usage did not influence consumer liking and
natural taste perception about chicken soups [16]. Thus, it would be interesting to investigate how the
information about MSG and its substitute usage affects consumer expectations and perceptions about
chicken soup products. Besides ingredient choice, there are several other claims that commonly appear
on packaging of chicken soup products. However, it is unclear how these features influence consumer
satisfactions. Kano analysis is a useful consumer research tool that is widely practiced in industries to
classify and prioritize product features based on their influences on customer satisfaction.

This work applied MSG and its substitutes in chicken soup added with 0.4% NaCl to (1) compare
their influences on sensory attributes and consumer acceptability of chicken soup and (2) investigate
whether samples added with these flavor enhancers could achieve the sensory appeal of the chicken
soup added with 0.5% salt. This study also aimed to analyze how information about MSG and
its replacement usage affects consumer expectations about chicken soup products. In addition,
Kano analysis was applied to identify how different features of chicken soup products influence
consumer satisfactions about chicken soups.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Soup Preparation

The chicken soup stock was prepared weekly by boiling 1 kg drumsticks (separated into skins,
flesh, and bones) in 3.5 L water in Crock-Pot with locking lid (Sunbeam Products, Inc., Boca Raton,
FL, USA). Vegetables and spice (0.1 kg carrot, 0.1 kg yellow onion, 0.05 kg celery stalk, and 0.1 g bay
leaf) were put on a four-layer cheese clothes in a tightly closed Crock-Pot. The stock was cooked at
high heat for five hours and at low heat for three hours. Then the cheese clothes were immediately
pulled from Crock-Pot and the stock was filtered through a four-layer cheese clothes again to generate
a clear appearance. To balance the possible variations among the Crock-Pots, a completely randomized
process was utilized to transfer the stock from Crock-Pot to glass jars: about 100-110 mL of stock was
taken from individual Crock-Pot to fill up one 1.89 L glass jar. The jars were tightly sealed, cooled to
room temperature, and stored at 4 °C for ~12 hours to remove top fat. The maximum storage of stock
was four days at 4 °C. The chicken soup samples were prepared two hours before each sensory test.
Table 1 presents the levels of NaCl and flavor enhancer in 1.5 L stock to make the soup. The usage
level was selected based on the Equivalent Umami Concentration (EUC) of umami substances of
each ingredient and their sensory enhancement effects on the chicken soup sample (data submitted
elsewhere). The ingredients were added to 1.5 L of the stock at the beginning of the soup preparation
and completely dissolved in the stock by string. Chicken soup was then heated at high heat in tightly
closed Crock-Pot for one hour and 10 min and then kept at warm until the end of tests.

Table 1. Percentage (w/v) of salt (NaCl) and flavor enhancer in 1.5 L chicken soup.

Flavor Enhancer

Sample Salt (%
P Name Level (%) alt (%)
Control - - 0.4%
MC 0.1% Mushroom concentrate 0.1% 0.4%
MSG 0.1% Monosodium 0.1% 0.4%
glutamate
Salt 0.5% - - 0.5%
TC 0.2% Tomato concentrate 0.2% 0.4%
YE 0.025% Yeast extract 0.025% 0.4%

MC, mushroom concentrate; MSG, monosodium glutamate; TC, tomato concentrate; YE, yeast extract.

2.2. Degree of Difference from Control Testing

Approval from UGA’s IRB (Project ID: STUDY00004396) was obtained before collecting the
sensory data.

A degree of difference from control (DODC) test was carried out to find flavor differences in
the test chicken soup samples in comparison to the control sample. A DODC test is a combination
of discrimination and descriptive tests. Two samples are served together as in discrimination test
(one control and one test sample) to examine if the samples are different. But it has another layer
similar to descriptive analysis, where the source of differences is identified and the intensity of each
difference is measured. References are not needed for a DODC test since control or reference sample
is always served with the test sample. A total of six panelists who have more than 10 years of
experience in descriptive analysis and one year experience in DODC tests were recruited for this
study. Eight two-hour training sessions were conducted on the test samples to familiarize the panel
with the major flavor attributes and to calibrate the panel’s performance. Eight impact attributes
were identified through panel consensus, which were overall flavor, meaty flavor, chicken flavor,
salty taste, umami taste, yeast flavor, mushroom flavor, and tomato flavor. A pair of samples were
served together: one was the test sample labeled with 3-digit code and the other was marked as
“Control”, which was the chicken soup with 0.4% salt. Panelists were required to compare the test
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sample against the “Control” for each attribute to evaluate the differences, if any. Each attribute was
first rated on a comparison scale anchored at —1, 0 and 1, which represented “less than the Control”,
“same as the Control”, and “greater than the Control” respectively. A 0 to 10-point intensity scale with
0.5 increments was then used to scale the degree of difference between the test sample and “Control”.
The values of 2.5, 5, and 7.5 were labeled as “slight difference”, “moderate difference”, and “large
difference”, respectively, on the intensity scale. About 60 mL of soup was served at 50 & 2 °Cin a
118-mL Styrofoam cups (Dart Container, Mason, MI, USA) wrapped with aluminum foil to avoid
temperature loss during serving. The samples were tested in a random order and replicated twice.
Six samples were evaluated against “Control” in each testing session. There was a two-minute break
between two sets of samples to avoid panel fatigue. Unsalted Saltine crackers (Nabisco, East Hanover,
NJ, USA) and deionized water were used as palate cleansers.

2.3. Consumer Testing of Chicken Soup

All the 6 samples were evaluated by 93 consumers who were recruited from an existing consumer
database maintained at Sensory Evaluation and Consumer Lab, Department of Food Science and
Technology, University of Georgia (Griffin Campus). All the consumers were recruited based on the
following criteria: (1) 18 years of age and above, (2) 30% male, (3) no food allergies or intolerances,
(4) shared at least equal responsibility of grocery shopping with other family members in the household,
and (5) purchased and ate chicken soup products at least four times in the past year. Compusense®
Cloud (Compusense, Inc., Guelph, ON, Canada) was used for data collection.

2.3.1. Taste Test

The consumer tests were carried out in partitioned booths under incandescent light at ~21 °C.
About 60 mL of each chicken soup sample was served at ~50 + 2 °C in a 118-mL Styrofoam cup.
The samples were coded with three-digit random numbers and served in a sequential monadic order
based on a completely randomized design. Unsalted Saltine crackers and distilled water were served
as palate cleansers in-between samples. A nine-point hedonic scale (1—dislike extremely; 5—neither
like nor dislike; 9—like extremely) was used for liking questions and a seven-point Just-about-right
(JAR) scale (1—too weak; 4—JAR; 7—too strong) was used for color, overall flavor, salty, and savory
(umami) tastes intensity questions.

2.3.2. Expectation Test on Ingredient List

Five lists of ingredients for chicken soup samples were presented to consumers in a fixed
sequential monadic order from Panel A to E (Table 2). According to the information on the ingredient
list, consumers were firstly required to rate their opinions of “free of artificial ingredients” for the
chicken soup product on a “yes/no/maybe” categorical scale. If consumers selected “yes”, they would
rate their perceptions about “natural” on the same categorical scale; otherwise, they were required to
indicate which ingredient(s) made them consider that the soup product was or might be “artificial”.
In addition, consumers’ interest in consuming the chicken soup was evaluated on a five-point scale
(1—definitely would not consume; 3—might or might not consume; 5—definitely would consume).

Table 2. Ingredient lists of chicken soup samples used in consumer testing.

Panel Abbreviation Ingredient Panel
A MSG Water, chicken, carrot, onion, celery, salt, monosodium glutamate, bay leaf
B MC Water, chicken, carrot, onion, celery, salt, mushroom concentrate, bay leaf
C TC Water, chicken, carrot, onion, celery, salt, tomato concentrate, bay leaf
D YE Water, chicken, carrot, onion, celery, salt, yeast extract, bay leaf
E Salt Water, chicken, carrot, onion, celery, salt, bay leaf
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2.3.3. Kano Analysis

There were 14 features about chicken soup products that were tested (Appendix A). Majority
of them were from claims of commercial products and from the results of our previous study [7].
Consumers were asked to answer three questions for each feature. The first question was a
functional form, which captured the consumer’s response to the presence of the attribute. The second
question was a dysfunctional form that captured the consumer’s response if that attribute was absent.
A five-point scale was applied with labels in the order of “I will like it”, “I must have it”, “I don’t
care”, “I can live with it” and “I will dislike it” from left to right. The third question was a nine-point
self-stated importance scale (1—not at all important; 3—somewhat important; 5—important; 7—very
important; 9—extremely important).

2.3.4. Demographic and Behavior Questionnaire

In the last part of the questionnaire, demographic data were collected. Consumer’s concern level
about MSG was evaluated on a seven-point scale [7]. In addition, some consumption and purchase
questions about chicken soup products were asked.

2.4. Statistical analysis

The data from DODC and consumer tasting test were analyzed by two-way and one-way analysis
of variance (ANOVA) respectively in SAS (version 9.4, SAS Institute, Cary, NC, USA) using the
GLIMMIX procedure (General Linear Mixed Models). Panelist was considered as a random factor.
Least square means were calculated. Post-hoc mean separation was done using Fisher’s least significant
difference (P < 0.05). JAR data were grouped to three categories that were “too little” (<4), JAR (4),
and “too much” (>4). Their percentage distributions were reported. One-sample t-test was then
conducted in SAS to compare individual product’s mean JAR intensity versus the ideal JAR intensity
which was 4 on the scale.

For Kano analysis, this study used the continuous analysis method proposed by Bill DuMouchel,
which solved the challenges in traditional discrete analysis method like misclassification caused by
similar counts for several categories and incapability to distinguish the features under the same
category [17]. The options of Kano scale were translated to a numeric value as follows:

Functional (Y): —2 (Dislike), —1 (Live with), 0 (Don’t care), 2 (Must-have), 4 (Like);

Dysfunctional (X): —2 (Like), —1 (Must-have), 0 (Don’t care), 2 (Live with), 4 (Dislike).

For each question, the averages of X (dysfunctional), Y (functional), and importance score were
computed across the respondents. Only the averages that fall in the range of 0 to 4 were displayed
on a scatter plot. The plot was divided into quadrants corresponding to one-dimensional, must-have,
attractive, and indifferent (Figure 1). Then, the average of the importance score for each question was
visualized by converting its scatter plot dot to bubble with size proportional to its importance.
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Figure 1. Mean consumer liking scores for chicken soups. MC, mushroom concentrate; MSG,
monosodium glutamate; TC, tomato concentrate; YE, yeast extract.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Degree of Difference from Control (DODC) Testing

Eight attributes were measured in this test and significant differences (P < 0.05) were detected
for seven of them (Table 3). Only yeast flavor, the identity (ID) flavor of YE, was statistically same
(P > 0.05) among six chicken soup samples. The mean degree-of-difference-from-control (DODC)
intensities of the eight attributes for all the samples are presented in Table 3. The “Control” sample was
compared against the “Control” reference and its DODC intensities were “zero” for all the attributes,
which implied the accuracy of the descriptive panel. Addition of individual flavor enhancer (MC 0.1%,
MSG 0.1%, TC 0.2%, YE 0.025%) significantly enhanced the overall flavor, meaty flavor, saltiness,
and umami taste of the chicken soup added with 0.4% salt. YE 0.025% showed statistically same
enhancement effect as MSG 0.1% in all the attributes. MC 0.1% sample exhibited a significantly weaker
improvement in the chicken flavor and umami taste than MSG 0.1% but had a stronger mushroom
ID flavor. This meant that higher concentrations of MC would contribute more mushroom flavor to
the soup instead of enhancing the chicken flavor. This phenomenon was also observed with TC. TC
was used at the highest level among flavor enhancers which successfully boosted the overall flavor,
meaty flavor, salty taste, and umami taste of chicken soup to the level achieved by MSG 0.1%. However,
it also significantly increased the tomato ID flavor. In addition, TC 0.2% sample had a significantly
lower chicken flavor than MSG 0.1% and YE 0.025% and lower salty taste than YE 0.025%. In addition
to glutamate, YE’s higher nucleotide content might be the reason for its high umami perceptions and
enhancement effects (data submitted elsewhere). Jo and Lee came to similar conclusions as ours while
comparing commercial yeast extracts and their combinations with MSG in water solutions [9].

Salt is crucial to the palatability of a wide variety of foods. Besides increasing the saltiness,
salt also contributes to the overall flavor and suppression of bitter taste [18]. In this study, Salt 0.5%
sample had a significantly higher (P < 0.05) DODC value of most attributes than Control (0.4% salt
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sample), suggesting that usage of extra 0.1% of salt improved the flavors and tastes of chicken soup.
On the other hand, 20% salt reduction was already able to significantly impact the sensory profile
of chicken soup. It is well known that umami taste enhances saltiness and other flavor attributes.
Previous research studies have reported that addition of yeast extract could reduce sodium usage
without sacrificing sensory pleasantness [12,19]. Our results indicated that YE 0.025% and MSG 0.1%
had similar effects as Salt 0.5% on overall flavor and salty taste. Compared to Salt 0.5% sample,
our panelists perceived significantly stronger meaty flavor, chicken flavor, and umami taste in YE
sample. Although MC 0.1% and TC 0.2% samples had significantly lower (P < 0.05) salty taste than Salt
0.5% sample, they still showed a similar or even higher intensity in majority of the attributes. Overall,
our findings proved that all the four flavor enhancers at current level could compensate for the flavor
and taste loss caused by 20% salt reduction.

Table 3. The degree-of-difference-from-control (DODC) mean intensity scores (standard deviation in
parentheses) of chicken soup samples on a 10-point intensity scale.

s Overall Meaty Chicken Salty Tast Umami Yeast Mushroom Tomato
oup Flavor Flavor Flavor alty faste Taste Flavor Flavor Flavor
Control ! 0(0) b2 0(0)¢ 0(0)¢ 0(0) ¢ 0(0)4 0(0) 0(0)P 0(0)¢

MCO01%! 31(04)2 30(04)° 08(13)> 2506P 2606 01(03) 12132 01(03)¢
MSGO0.1% '  3.2(04)2 26(07)% 22072 29042 31042 0307 04(07)° 0507)°
Salt0.5%  33(02)2 22(1.1)P 08P 33(03)2 2409 02(05) 04(06)° 01(03)¢
TC02%'!  31(04)2 26(07)® 12(14)° 25(0.8)P  28(0.3)2 0(0) 03(05° 25(05)*
YE0.025% 1 33(04)2 3.0(04)2 2.1(0.8)2 31052 30042 06(14) 01(03)°  0.3(0.6)be

! Contained 0.4% salt; 2 Different letters in the same column indicates significant difference (P < 0.05).

3.2. Consumer Taste Test

A total of 93 consumers participated in the test. The mean intensity of three hedonic responses
were significantly different among six chicken soup samples (Figure 1). Same liking pattern was
observed for overall liking and overall flavor liking. MSG 0.1% had highest score for these two
hedonic attributes, followed by YE 0.025%. In general, consumers slightly liked MSG 0.1%, YE 0.025%,
and Salt 0.5% sample with no statistical difference among them. They also obtained significantly higher
(P < 0.05) acceptability scores than Control, MC 0.1%, and TC 0.2%. The capability of MSG in sensory
enhancement has been widely proved in different food product. Ribonucleotides (mainly IMP and
GMP) also contribute to palatability elevation, which exhibit synergistic influences with MSG. Miyaki
et al. reported that the overall liking of chicken noodle soup was significantly increased (P < 0.05)
by using 0.1% MSG or 0.3% MSG + 0.1% IMP, and the sample enhanced by IMP and MSG together
was liked most among all the samples [6]. Barylko-Pikielna and Kostyra studied the effects of MSG
(0-0.5%) and IMP +GMP (0-0.015%) on the palatability of seven model food matrices [4]. Application
of MSG and/or IMP+GMP increased the hedonic response in all model products, but the degree of
elevation varied considerably among the products. In their work, MSG played a leading role in the
increased acceptability of chicken soup. Yeast extract is rich in both glutamate and ribonucleotides.
Therefore, it was not surprising to find that compared to MSG, YE increased the palatability of chicken
soup to a similar level at a much lower dose. Mushrooms and tomatoes are also very rich in umami
substances. However, their extracts failed to significantly increase the overall liking and overall flavor
liking of the chicken soup. When cross-compared to the DODC findings, although MC 0.1% and
TC 0.2% sample had significantly higher values for all the sensory attributes than Control, they still
showed a significantly lower chicken flavor than MSG 0.1% and YE 0.025%, and lower saltiness than
Salt 0.5% and YE 0.025%. Therefore, a relatively lower chicken flavor and salty taste might have caused
their failure in acceptability improvement. Previous studies have also reported a positive relationship
between chicken flavor and overall liking of chicken meat and stock products [20,21]. In addition,
TC 0.2% had a DODC intensity of 2.5 for tomato flavor which indicated a slight difference from Control.
This slightly higher tomato flavor could also adversely affect consumer acceptability of chicken soup.
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Top two boxes score (combined percentage for the responses of “like extremely” and “like very much”)
for overall liking represents the percentage of consumers that strongly liked the products. Its findings
were generally in an agreement with liking means (data not presented). More than 20% of participants
generally liked Salt 0.5% (25.8%), MSG 0.1% (23.7%), and YE 0.025% sample (23.7%). The top 2 box
percentage for Control and MC 0.1% was 14.0% and 16.1% respectively. Only 8.6% of consumers
liked TC 0.2% extremely or very much. In contrast to the Control, all the enhanced chicken soup
samples had a significantly higher appearance liking. Consumer did not perceive any difference in the
appearance liking among MC 0.1%, MSG 0.1%, Salt 0.5%, and YE 0.025%. All these four samples were
liked significantly more than TC 0.2% appearance-wise. The difference in appearance likings might
origin from the Halo effect of overall liking. Overall, palatability of chicken soup could be improved
by adding 0.1% MSG, 0.025% YE, or extra 0.1% salt. This increased acceptability might result from
increased chicken flavor and/or salty taste.

Consumers also evaluated the optimal intensity of color, overall flavor, salty, and savory (umami)
tastes using seven-point JAR scale (Figure 2a—d). Samples that were liked more by consumers also
got a larger percentage for JAR category (4 on the scale). Similar distribution pattern of JAR data was
observed among overall flavor, salty, and savory tastes of six chicken soups. YE 0.025%, MSG 0.1%,
and Salt 0.5% consistently had lesser “too low” and more JAR scores than other samples for these
three attributes. The pattern for color JAR was slightly different because the scores for MC 0.1% were
almost evenly distributed among three categories. Eighty percent of JAR scores is considered as a
common benchmark by some product developers [22]. In this study, most of the JAR scores were
less than 50%, which was far below the benchmark of 80%. One-sample t-test was also conducted to
compare individual product’s mean JAR intensity versus the center point’s value on the scale (4) for
each attribute. A significantly lower value was detected for all the tests, indicating the mean intensity
was very much skewed below the appropriate level.

100% 100%
75% I I I I 75% I I I I
50% 50%
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Figure 2. Distribution of consumer JAR scores for sensory attributes of chicken soups: (a) Color;
(b) Overall flavor; (c) Salty taste; (d) Savory taste.
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Despite all the samples not being close to the ideal, the enhancement effect was still noticeable.
Control sample had smallest percentage of JAR for color, salty and savory tastes. Using either flavor
enhancers or extra salt successfully increased the JAR scores of these three attributes but to different
extents. YE 0.025% showed the largest improvement especially in the overall flavor and savory taste.
Approximate two-fold increment in JAR percentage was achieved by addition of YE at 0.025% in
contrast to Control. Salt 0.5% and MSG 0.1% had nearly same proportion of JAR for color, salty,
and savory tastes respectively. TC 0.2% and MC 0.1% showed an extremely weak influence on the
JAR of savory taste when compared to Control. As for JAR of overall flavor, using TC at 0.2% slightly
reduced the percentage of appropriateness compared to Control. In DODC testing, TC 0.2% sample had
stronger overall flavor than Control and no difference in this attribute from other enhanced samples.
However, lowest proportion of consumers voted JAR for overall flavor of TC 0.2%, which was about
half of that for YE 0.025%. The inconsistent findings of overall flavor in consumer and DODC study
possibly result from different understandings of overall flavor among consumers and trained panelists.

3.3. Effect of Information on Consumer Perceptions

Food packaging and labelling are normally the first contact between consumer and a processed
food product [14]. Since consumer’s ingredient awareness for natural and healthy foods rise,
food label plays a significant role in consumer food choices. As an important component of food
label, an ingredient panel provides the information that might affect consumer perception about
“naturalness”. In this study, ingredient lists for the chicken soup samples used in the taste test were
investigated among 93 consumers. Since Control and Salt 0.5% had the same ingredient information,
only five lists were applied. Consumers firstly evaluated their perceptions about “free of artificial
ingredients” for individual ingredient panel. If they considered the panel had or might have artificial
ingredients, they were required to select all the ingredients that gave them the artificial perception.
Table 4 shows that only 31.2% of participants perceived that Panel A (MSG) did not contain artificial
ingredient, which was lowest. Another 47.3% considered MSG-contained chicken soup had artificial
ingredients and MSG was the only ingredient selected by them for artificial perception. The rest of
21.5% of consumers thought Panel A might have artificial ingredients and 85% of them voted for MSG
(data not presented). By changing MSG to its substitutes, more consumers considered the product as
free of artificial ingredients. The degree of elevation followed the ascending order of Panel D (YE) <
Panel B (MC) < Panel C (TC). The exact same order was observed in our previous study, which surveyed
consumer’s choice of MSG substitutes in chicken soup [7]. There were around 10-27% of consumers
still considered the chicken soup with MSG substitutes were or might be artificial, and majority of
them pointed to the corresponding alternative in the ingredient panel. Panel E (Salt) which did not
include any flavor enhancer obtained highest percentage (91.4%) for “free of artificial”. Previous
studies found that consumers perceived less naturalness from food additive with hard-to-pronounce
name, chemical name, or from less familiar source. Thus, the chemical name of MSG resulted in
the highest responses for “artificial”. In addition, consumers might be more familiar with tomato
and mushroom in food, leading to a higher percentage of “artificial-free” than YE. Rozin indicated
that using additives is associated with “chemical transformation”, which destroyed the naturalness
more compared to physical changes like grinding and freezing [23]. This likely explains why more
participants considered the enhancer-free ingredient panel as free of artificial ingredients.

The perception of naturalness was further explored for the consumers who considered the product
did not have any artificial ingredient. Similar to “free of artificial ingredient” perception, the chicken
soup products considered least and most natural was Panel A (MSG) and Panel E (salt) correspondingly
(Table 4). According to our previous study, the reasons for artificial image of MSG included “not
present naturally in food”, “its name and/or its abbreviation”, and “manufactured from inedible
materials/chemicals” [7]. This, on the other hand, explained why chicken soup contained MSG
substitute had higher natural perception. Other scientists also reported that only 2% respondents
considered MSG natural and concluded that consumers did not know what ingredient was and was not

85



Foods 2019, 8, 71

natural with various reasons to justify their natural perception, which introduced significant difficulties
for FDA to come up with an acceptable definition agreed by consumer, academia, and producer [24].
As shown in Table 4, the percentage for “natural” was consistently less than that for “free of artificial”
for individual ingredient panel. This implies that “free of artificial ingredients” might only be a
component of consumer “natural perception”.

Table 4. Consumer perception about the five ingredient panels for chicken soup products.

. Free of Artificial Natural 2 Interest Intensity for
Abbreviati .
Panel reviation Yes No Maybe Yes No Maybe Consumption ®
A MSG 31.2% 47.3%  21.5% 18.3%  9.7% 3.2% 3.7 ¢4
B MC 65.6% 204%  14.0%  50.6%  7.5% 7.5% 4b
C TC 76.3% 9.7% 14.0%  62.3%  6.5% 7.5% 39b
D YE 50.5% 22.6%  269%  365% 7.5% 6.5% 354
E Salt 91.4% 6.5% 22%  87.0% 22% 2.2% 452

! Refer to Table 3 for the detailed information about the ingredient panel; > Only consumer who selected “Yes” for
“Free of artificial ingredient” answered this question; > Consumer rated their level of interest to consumer on a
5-point Likert-like intensity scale; # Different letters in the same column indicates significant difference (P < 0.05).

Consumers also rated their interest in consuming the chicken soup for corresponding ingredient
panel. Consumers had the strongest interest in the flavor enhancer—free product, which was
significantly higher (P < 0.05) than the products containing enhancer (Table 4). Among the enhancers,
consumers possessed a significantly higher (P < 0.05) interest in TC and MC-enhanced product.
YE containing product had a value, which was significantly lower than the rest. A mismatch was
noticed when comparing the results of taste test to label perception test. YE- and MSG-added chicken
soup, which consumers liked most in taste test obtained the lowest interest in label perception test.
This discrepancy also existed in TC and MC sample. When consumers did not taste the chicken
soup, their interest in trying the product seemed to correlate to their perceptions of naturalness and
free-of-artificial-ingredient about the corresponding ingredient panel. The decision about everyday
food choice is a trade-off between various sensory and non-sensory factors [13]. The effects of
information on consumer perceptions about food products have been investigated by many researchers.
Bandara et al. reported that list of ingredients was ranked as the second most important mandatory
labeling information by consumers and only 3% respondents’ purchase intent was not influenced by
MSG content [15]. Besides ingredient, family influence, price, and taste also drive consumer attitudes
towards food products [25]. It is likely that consumers would imagine the taste of products by looking
at the information on the package [14]. We speculate that the unpleasant taste imagined by consumers
for yeast extract might result in the lowest interest in consuming the corresponding chicken soup
product. Prescott and Young found that the information about MSG usage did not influence consumer
liking, natural taste perception, and purchase intent of vegetable soup when the product and label
information were served together to consumers [16]. They claimed that when tasting the products,
consumers weighted sensory properties more important than information highly relevant to their
beliefs and attitudes. Due to the financial and time limitation, we did not test the effect of ingredient
information on hedonic responses. However, based on previous study, information about taste might
increase consumer willingness to try food products [26].

Considering that the habit of reading ingredient panel during shopping for chicken soup products
might affect consumer perceptions about the ingredient information, consumers were further separated
to two groups. The first group contained 56 consumers who read or sometimes read ingredient panel
of chicken soup products during shopping; the other 37 consumers did not have this shopping habit.
The percentages of selection for “free of artificial ingredients” and “natural” were calculated for
each ingredient panel, no difference was noted among two groups (data not presented). ANOVA
was also conducted to analyze the differences in the interest of consumption between the two
groups. No significant group effect or group by ingredient effect was detected (data not presented).

86



Foods 2019, 8, 71

These findings indicated that whether consumer read ingredient list or not they had no difference in
free-of-artificial and natural perception and consumption interest in in chicken soup products.

3.4. Kano Analysis

Kano questions are used to understand the attributes affecting consumer satisfaction or
dissatisfaction about a product. There are six categories for product features in the Kano model [17].
Must-have feature is the attribute expected by customers and sometimes taken for granted when
fulfilled. Its absence or poorly satisfaction results in large customer dissatisfaction. One-dimensional
feature has a positive linear relationship to customer’s satisfaction. Attractive feature provides great
satisfaction when fulfilled but are acceptable when not fulfilled. Indifferent attribute does not affect
consumer satisfaction. Reverse feature results in dissatisfaction when fulfilled and in satisfaction
when not fulfilled. When a consumer has conflicting responses, the attribute goes to the category of
questionable feature.

In this study, none of the 14 attributes belonged to questionable or reserve category. “Taste
good” was the only one-dimensional attribute for chicken soup product (Figure 3). Tasting good is
a must-have attribute for bacon but a one-dimensional attribute for cottage cheese [27,28]. “Free of
artificial ingredient”, “free of added MSG”, “all natural”, “free of preservative”, “ready to serve”,
and “lower price” were attractive attributes for chicken soup products. Most of these attractive
attributes were relevant to food additives. The rest of the seven attributes were all in the group of
indifferent attributes. Similar as our study, consumer also indicated “organic”, “low sodium” and
“fat-free” were indifferent features for cottage cheese [28]. As an important category of chicken soup
products, it was surprising to find that “low sodium” was indifferent to consumers. It seems that this
group of consumers cared more about artificial or natural ingredient usage than sodium reduction
in chicken soups. Both ready-to-serve and on-the-go packaging are convenience-related features.
Consumers considered “ready-to-serve” attractive but “on-the-go” packaging indifferent. Normally,
feature classification transitions in the direction of indifferent to attractive to one-dimensional and
finally to must-have due to market maturity [29]. Since “on-the-go” is a relatively new concept in
chicken soup products, it is likely that consumers might value it more as its growth in the market.

The self-stated importance rating was firstly compared among all attributes using ANOVA and
then projected on to the Kano plot with the size of individual attributes proportional to its importance.
“Taste good” was the most important attribute to consumers with a score of 8.1 on a 9-point scale, which
was significantly higher (P < 0.05) than all the other attributes (data not presented). “Free of added
MSG” was the second important attribute of chicken soup products. Consumer perceived no difference
in the importance of “free of added MSG”, “all natural”, “lower price”, “GMO free”, “free of artificial
ingredients” and “free of preservatives.” But only “free of added MSG” obtained a score of 5 which
was the benchmark for important attributes on a 9-point scale. Therefore, “Free of added MSG” was
the only attractive feature that consumers felt important. According to FDA, foods with any ingredient
that naturally contains MSG cannot claim “No MSG” or “No added MSG” on their packaging [30].
However, there are some manufacturers still claiming “No (added) MSG” on either packaging, website,
or other sources for soup products enhanced by MSG substitutes that naturally contain MSG. More clear
definition and stronger regulation may be required to clarify MSG-related claims. According to Figure 3,
the self-stated importance generally decreased in the order of one-dimensional > attractive > indifferent.
However, GMO-free, an indifferent feature, obtained an importance score that was statistically same to
most of attractive attributes. “Ready-to-serve” which was attractive to consumers grouped with other
indifferent attributes from viewpoint of self-stated importance.
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Figure 3. Kano classifications for 14 features about chicken soup products with averaged importance
for each attribute indicated by size and color of the bubble.

3.5. Influence of MSG Concern Level on Responses

Consumers also indicated their concern level about MSG usage in food products on a seven-point
Likert-like scale. Based on their responses, consumers were clustered into three groups: the first group
was the concerned group which consisted of 43 consumers who rated their concern level at 5 and
above; the second group was the unconcerned group which had 33 consumers whose concern level
was below 5; and the rest of 17 consumers did not hear about MSG before, so they were considered
as a separate group to avoid bias. The average concern level for the first group was 5.7, which was
significantly higher than that of the second group (3.2), and third group (4.1). Consumers in the third
group were also concerned more than consumers in the second group. These three groups were then
compared for any difference in the other responses. No difference among three groups was detected
for overall liking of the six chicken soup samples and perceptions about the individual ingredient
panel. As for Kano analyses, most of findings aligned with previous results. “Free of preservatives”
became one-dimensional feature to consumers in concern group. Consumers who did not hear about

MSG perceived “added nutrients”, “free range chicken” and “on-the-go packaging” significantly more
important than consumer in concern group did.

3.6. Soup Eating and Purchasing Behavior Questions

Behavior questions about chicken soup products were also investigated in this work. Consumers
were firstly required to select top three health benefits that they would like to see most in chicken
soup products. Higher protein, added vegetables, and low sodium were the top three choices with
69.9%, 62.4%, and 49.5% respectively. Other benefits included low calorie (41.9%), no trans-fat (38.7%),
added vitamins (24.7%), and added minerals (12.9%). It seems that using more vegetables in chicken
soup could be a good strategy to increase consumer intake of vitamins and minerals. Consumers who
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selected low sodium in previous question were further asked about the level of sodium reduction
they wanted most in chicken soup. Results showed that 43.5% liked 30-50% sodium reduction
and 26.1% voted for less than 30% sodium reduction. Thus, majority of participants preferred 50%
and less sodium reduction in chicken soup products. As for the reasons or motivations for chicken
soup consumption, 68.8% expressed that they ate chicken soups when they are sick. Around 63.4%
considered chicken soup easy and fast to prepare; another popular reason was the affordability (44.1%)
of chicken soups. Other motivations and reasons were “personal preference” (38.7%), “maintain a
healthy diet” (36.6%), and “family tradition” (24.7%). Ready-to-eat was the type of chicken soup
products that most consumers (80.6%) usually purchased. Condensed (67.7%) and wet broth/stock
(65.6%) also had more than 60% selection. Dry and frozen/refrigerated chicken soup products were
less popular among this group of consumers with a percentage of 29% and 10.8% respectively.

4. Conclusions

Overall, MSG and all of its alternatives enhanced the flavors and tastes of chicken soup with
0.4% salt. YE 0.025% had the same effects as MSG 0.1% in all tested sensory attributes. All the
flavor-enhanced samples had the same or even stronger overall flavor, meaty flavor, chicken flavor,
and umami taste when compared to chicken soup added with 0.5% salt. But addition of MC 0.1%
and TC 0.2% failed to increase the salty taste to the level achieved by using 0.5% salt. Consumers
significantly preferred MSG 0.1%, YE 0.025%, and Salt 0.5% samples to the others. Information
about ingredient usage largely affected consumer perceptions about the chicken soup. Our results
showed that familiarity bias toward ingredient name played a significant role in consumer “free of
artificial” and “natural” perception and interest to consume chicken soup products. MSG and yeast
enhanced sample which had higher consumer likings in taste test obtained a lower consumer interest
in ingredient panel testing. Kano analysis indicated that “good taste” was the most important feature
influencing consumer satisfaction about chicken soups. Claims related with artificial and natural
ingredient were attractive attributes to consumers. Our findings suggested that using natural extracts,
especially yeast extract, could successfully compensate for the palatability loss caused by removal of
MSG or 20% salt reduction. However, there was a mismatch between consumer sensory liking and
their expectations based on ingredient usage. More studies are required to investigate how information
about ingredient usage changes consumer hedonic responses towards chicken soup products.
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Appendix A. Kano Analysis Questionnaire

For each feature, the first two questions are on a 5-point scale where 1 = I will like it; 2 = I must
have it; 3 =1 don’t care; 4 = I can live with it; 5 = I will dislike it. The third question was on a 9-point
scale where 1 = Not at all important; 3 = somewhat important; 5 = Important; 7 = Very important;
9 = extremely important.

1. Artificial Ingredients Free

If the chicken soup product is free of artificial ingredients, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product is not free of artificial ingredients, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product is free of artificial ingredients?
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2. Added Monosodium Glutamate (Msg) Free

If the chicken soup product is free of added monosodium glutamate (MSG), how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product is not free of added monosodium glutamate (MSG), how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product is free of added MSG?

3. All Natural

If the chicken soup product is all-natural, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product is not all-natural, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product is all-natural?

4. Low Sodium

If the chicken soup product is low in sodium, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product is not low in sodium, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product is low in sodium?

5. Preservative Free

If the chicken soup product is free of preservatives, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product is not free of preservatives, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product is free of preservatives?

6. Taste Good

If the chicken soup product tastes good, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product does not taste good, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product tastes good?

7. Fat-Free

If the chicken soup product is fat-free, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product is not fat-free, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product is fat-free?

8. Added Nutrients

If the chicken soup product has added nutrients, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product does not have added nutrients, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product has added nutrients?

9. Genetically Modified Organism (Gmo) Free

If the chicken soup product is GMO-free, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product is not GMO-free, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product is GMO-free?

10. Organic

If the chicken soup product is organic, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product is not organic, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product is organic?

11. Ready to Serve

If the chicken soup product is ready to serve, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product is not ready to serve, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product is ready to serve?
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12. Free range Chicken

If the chicken soup product uses free range chicken, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product does not use free range chicken, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product uses free range chicken?

13. On-the-Go Packaging

If the chicken soup product is in on-the-go packaging, how do you feel?
If the chicken soup product is not in on-the-go packaging, how do you feel?
How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product is in on-the-go packaging?

14. Price

If the chicken soup product has price lower than other chicken soup products in the store you

always shop, how do you feel?

If the chicken soup product does not have price lower than other chicken soup products in the

store you always shop, how do you feel?

How important it is or would it be if the chicken soup product has price lower than other chicken

soup products in the store you always shop?
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Abstract: Varying processing conditions can strongly affect the microstructure of mayonnaise,
opening up new applications for the creation of products tailored to meet different consumer
preferences. The aim of the study was to evaluate the effect of emulsification intensity on sensory
and instrumental characteristics of full-fat mayonnaise. Mayonnaise, based on a standard recipe,
was processed at low and high emulsification intensities, with selected sensory and instrumental
properties then evaluated using an analytical panel and a back extrusion method. The evaluation also
included a commercial reference mayonnaise. The overall effects of a higher emulsification intensity
on the sensory and instrumental characteristics of full-fat mayonnaise were limited. However, texture
was affected, with a more intense emulsification resulting in a firmer mayonnaise according to both
back extrusion data and the analytical sensory panel. Appearance, taste and flavor attributes were
not affected by processing.

Keywords: mayonnaise; emulsification; sensory evaluation; texture; processing

1. Introduction

Mayonnaise is an oil-in-water emulsion stabilized by egg yolk and has been produced
commercially for more than one hundred years [1]. Traditional mayonnaise is produced in a batch
process by slowly adding the oil to the water phase under vigorous mixing, thereby creating
an emulsion [2]. Industrially, mixing is achieved using high-intensity rotor-stator mixers, also referred
to as high-shear mixers [3]. Although the taste and texture of mayonnaise is appreciated by many
consumers, local markets often value different sensory properties. Therefore, as it is known that
production techniques such as mixing/homogenization may have a considerable effect on the
final product structure [1,4], better knowledge of how processing conditions affect the sensory and
instrumental properties of the emulsion could help cater for such varying consumer preferences.

Due to a high oil content, mayonnaise exhibits a semisolid and viscoelastic behavior that influences
its particular rheological properties, which in turn contribute to the perceived texture and flavor of the
product [5]. In this context, texture is defined as the sensory perception of the structure of a food [6].
According to van Aken et al. [7], the rheological properties of a food product are very important for
the perception of a creamy mouthfeel, although other authors have stressed that a variety of aspects
may also play a role. For example, the oil droplet size is another parameter of interest due to its ability
to influence product appearance, texture, and flavor profile [8].

One way in which the texture of mayonnaise is perceived by the consumer is through its processing
and breakdown in the mouth (intra orally) before it is swallowed. In fact, most sensations associated
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with food texture occur only when the food is manipulated, deformed, or moved across the receptors
in the mouth [4]. Through texture analysis, it is possible to choose a compression technique similar
to that performed by the mouth, and then measure the behavior of the food using this technique.
Such tests are valuable since they can confirm various textural properties, including the creaminess
of mayonnaise.

Texture is also perceived outside the mouth (extra orally). Before the food item enters the mouth,
visual cues related to the item’s appearance provide information regarding its texture, while additional
information can also be obtained by handling the food, e.g., by stirring, spooning, and cutting [4].

The emulsification taking place when mayonnaise is formed in rotor-stator mixers is relatively
well understood, and proceeds via hydrodynamic interactions between the dispersed phase and
the fluid in the rotor-stator region. Experiments suggest that the dispersed phase is predominantly
broken up by turbulent viscous stresses [9]. The diameter of the emulsion drops, U, is produced in the
rotor-stator mixer scales with the rotor tip-speed, determined by

U= nND Q)

and decreases according to the power-law function [9,10]. In Equation (1), N is the rotor speed and
D is the rotor diameter. Drop size also decreases with processing time, and scales with the average
number of passages, p, through the rotor-stator region [9], which is written as

Q
=t= 2
p=ty @
where t is processing time, V is the fluid volume, and Q is the flow through the stator screen of the
mixer [11,12], expressed as follows:

Q = NoND? 3)

where N is a mixer-specific design constant. However, the dynamics of the process is very slow
and the droplet size continues to decrease after the emulsion has been processed for more than the
equivalent of an average of 100 passages through the rotor-stator region [9].

The effect of processing conditions on the sensory response of mayonnaise is not as well
understood as the effect on emulsion drop diameters. Furthermore, studies in which the rheological
properties of mayonnaise have been related to perceived texture have predominantly focused on
low-fat mayonnaises with oil concentrations ranging from 15-30% [13], thus creating a knowledge gap
with regard to how full-fat (~75-80%) mayonnaises are affected.

It has been shown that fat content has a significant effect on perceived thickness and fattiness,
with a higher fat content yielding a higher perception of both qualities. However, increased emulsification
intensity, which produces smaller droplets, has the opposite effect and has also been shown to affect
the perceived sweetness and whiteness of mayonnaise with added aromas [14]. Taste, flavor and
textural attributes are also of interest in mayonnaise without added aromas.

The aim of this study was to evaluate the effect of emulsification intensity on the sensory and
instrumental characteristics of full-fat mayonnaise.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Mayonnaise Ingredients and Processing

The ingredients in the experimental mayonnaise are presented in Table 1 and were assembled
according to the following protocol: All ingredients, with the exception of the rapeseed oil and vinegar,
were weighed into a 500 mL dispersing vessel (Kinematica, Luzern, Switzerland) and allowed to rest
for adjustment to room temperature. The dispersing aggregate PT-DA 20/2 EC-E192 (Kinematica,
Luzern, Switzerland) of the rotor-stator mixer (Kinematica Polytron, PT 2500 E, Luzern, Switzerland)
was adjusted in the vessel and the mixture processed for 30 s at 6000 rpm. The rapeseed oil was
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then added, initially dropwise, and the mixture processed at 6000 rpm until all oil was emulsified.
Following this stage, the vinegar was added and the mayonnaise mixed for an additional 30 s.
Thereafter, one batch (High emulsification intensity) was processed at 9000 rpm (corresponding
to a rotor tip-speed of 7.1 m/s) for 6 min, and a second batch (Low emulsification intensity) at
6000 rpm (rotor tip-speed 4.7 m/s) for 9.2 min. These processing times were chosen to achieve
the same number of average rotor-stator passages for each rotor speed, i.e., equal p for different N
(see Equations (1)—(3)). This procedure was repeated 3 times per processing condition for both batches
(High and Low) and pooled in order to obtain enough mayonnaise for sensory and instrumental
texture analysis. A commercial mayonnaise (Akta Majonnis, Findus), produced in Sweden, was also
included as reference; this mayonnaise contained 81% (w/v) rapeseed oil and 4.6% (w/v) egg yolk
(Table 2). The rationale for including a commercial reference was dual-fold; not only did it provide
an indication of the sensory characteristics of the experimental mayonnaise in comparison to those
of a commercial mayonnaise sold on the Swedish retail market, but it also served as a control when
comparing the results of the present panel with those of other analytical panels.

Table 1. List of ingredients in the experimental mayonnaise.

Ingredient Weight (g) wiv (%)
Rapeseed oil 321.6 81.2
Egg yolk 34.1 8.6
Water 23.3 5.9
Mustard 10 25
Vinegar (acetic acid 12%) 4.8 1.2
Salt 1.2 0.3
Sugar 1.2 0.3

Table 2. List of ingredients in the commercial reference sample.

Ingredient wlv (%)

Rapeseed oil 81
Vinegar

Egg yolk 4.6

Mustard seeds
Sugar

Salt 0.7

White pepper
Thickener (E401, E412, E417)
Cayenne pepper
Preservatives(E211)
Colorant, beta-carotene

2.2. Sensory Evaluation

Sensory evaluation and training were carried out over a period of three days by an external
panel (Kristianstad University, Kristianstad, Sweden) of ten assessors, who were selected and trained
according to the following guidelines: ISO 3972, ISO8586-1, and ISO8586-2. The sensory laboratory was
designed according to ISO 8589 and sensory analysis performed using sensory descriptive analysis [15].
Across two training sessions lasting approximately 2 h each, the panel developed descriptions of the
perceived sensory attributes of the products, generating a set of attributes and developing a consensus
regarding the evaluation of each attribute (Table 3). Reference materials were used in training for
selected attributes such as yellow color, acid taste, and egg flavor.
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Table 3. Sensory attributes and definitions established by the panel.

Category Attribute Definition
Appearance Shiny Degree of shininess
Yellow Gradation from a weak to a strong tone of (vanilla) yellow
Texture (extra-oral) Adt};ess}l)\(/;r;ess Amount of mayonnaise remaining on the spoon when held vertically
Firmness Degree of resistance when stirring with a spoon
Texture (intra-oral) Fatty mouthfeel Graded from a little to a high grade of perceived fattiness
Creaminess Degree of creaminess; yoghurt used as reference
Taste Acidity Taste of sourness; vinegar and lemon used as reference
The pure taste of sucrose; no reference used, evaluation relied on
Sweetness e .
individual recollection of sweet taste
. The pure taste of sodium chloride; no reference used, evaluation
Saltiness ) L .
relied on individual recollection of salty taste
Flavor Egg flavor Sulfur, boiled egg; boiled eggs used as reference
Total flavor The total intensity of taste and flavor

Product evaluations were performed individually, in isolated booths. Samples (20 g) of
mayonnaise were served on coded, disposable plastic dishes and handled using a plastic spoon.
The serving temperature was controlled by leaving the samples at room temperature for 10 min
prior to serving. Panelists were instructed to rinse their mouths with still or carbonated water after
each sample, and were also provided with fresh cucumber, apple, and soft white bread for further
palate cleansing. Samples were coded with three-digit codes and served in a randomized order.
The panelists then evaluated the perceived intensities by hand on a continuous 100 mm line-scale
labeled “low intensity” at 10 mm and “high intensity” at 90 mm. During one evaluation session, lasting
60 min, the panelists evaluated duplicates of each product, with the intensity ratings then translated
into numbers.

2.3. Instrumental Texture Analysis

Texture measurements were performed in duplicate, via a back extrusion method using a TVT-300XP
analyzer (Perten Instruments AB, Stockholm, Sweden) equipped with a 7 kg load cell and a back extrusion
set consisting of a sample container (50 mm diameter) and a compression plate (40 mm diameter).
The sampling distance was 20 mm, the test speed 1 mm/s, and the retraction speed 5 mm/s. Texture
properties (Table 4) were measured using the TexCalc software (version 4.0.4.67).

Table 4. Texture properties measured.

Texture Property Definition
Firmness (g) The maximum compression force
Work of compression (g-mm) The ability of the sample to flow around the probe (see Figure 1)
Stickiness (g) The maximum (negative) force recorded during the withdrawal phase.
Adhesiveness (g-mm) The work required to withdraw the probe through the sample (see Figure 1)
Gradient 1 (g/mm) The gradient of the first third of the compression distance
Gradient 2 (g/mm) The gradient of the second third of the compression distance

96



Foods 2018,7,9

gt Ry

~ 7

(a) (b)

N 7

Figure 1. Movement of sample: (a) work of compression; (b) adhesiveness.

2.4. Statistical Methods

From the obtained data, mean values and standard deviations were calculated both for sensory
and instrumental analysis. The sensory data were further subjected to a three-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA), with samples panelists and replicates as fixed effects. The instrumental data were subjected
to a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). Significant differences (p < 0.05) between samples were
calculated via the Bonferroni’s pairwise comparison test (Panel Check, v. 1.4.2, https:/ /sourceforge.
net/projects/sensorytool, Nofima, Norway).

Pearson correlations between instrumental and sensory data were calculated using Excel 2013
(Office for Windows), and Principal Component Analysis (PCA) performed using Panel Check (v. 1.4.2).

Panel performance was checked by calculating p- and MSE-values and then plotting these values
in p-MSE-diagrams (Panel Check, v. 1.4.2).

3. Results

3.1. Sensory Evaluation

Panelist performance was found to be reliable based on the calculation of p-MSE-values showing
low p- and MSE-values for all panelists. No significant effects were obtained due to replicates, with the
exception of the attribute saltiness for which there was no significant difference between products.

Mixing intensity affected extra-oral texture attributes, i.e., those obtained by handling the
mayonnaise through stirring and spooning (Table 5). The higher mixing intensity (rotor tip-speed
7.1 m/s) led to a significantly firmer, more viscous mayonnaise compared to the lower mixing
intensity (rotor tip-speed 4.7 m/s) when handled by spoon. The results also indicated that the
higher emulsification intensity produced a mayonnaise perceived as more creamy, although not to
a statistically significant level.

Neither appearance nor taste or flavor attributes were affected by emulsion intensity (Table 5).
The commercial, reference mayonnaise stood out in the sensory evaluation as having a more
pronounced yellow color and a firmer, more creamy texture when assessed both extra- and intra-orally.
The panel also perceived a more intense acidic flavor and a more intense total flavor in the commercial
reference mayonnaise as compared to those prepared for the study (Figure 2).
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Table 5. Sensory evaluation of the intensity of selected attributes, comparing the experimental
mayonnaises and the commercial reference. Different letters in the same row indicate significant
differences at p < 0.05.

Sensory Attribute High Emulsification Low Emulsification Commercial Reference
Ty Intensity Intensity Mayonnaise
Shiny 62+12% 65+9° 70£11%
Yellow 434112 41+£122 84+£gb

Adhesiveness to spoon 40+1772 58419 28+14°¢
Firmness 54+92 47 £11° 70 £12°¢

Fatty mouthfeel 58 £172 57 £14° 58 £14%
Creaminess 60+9° 56 +13° 70£11°
Acidity 34+£152 33+£112 55+ 14
Sweetness 29+10° 28+92 24+9°2
Saltiness 23+£7%2 23+72 28+11°

Egg flavor 32+£10° 32+£92 35+£72

Total flavor 45+10° 43+9°2 61 +13P

Different letters in the same row indicate significant differences at p < 0.05.
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Figure 2. Principal component analysis (PCA) illustrating the sensory and instrumental characteristics
of the experimental and commercial reference (Ref.) mayonnaises. The PCA plot shows 100% of the
explained variance, meaning that the total variance is explained by two dimensions. A: Shiny; B: Yellow;
C: Adhesiveness Spoon; D: Firmness; E: Fatty Mouthfeel; F: Creaminess; G: Acidity; H: Sweetness;
I: Egg flavor; J: Saltiness; K: Total Flavour; L: Inst Firmness; M: Inst Compression; N: Inst Stickiness;
O: Inst Adhesiveness: P: Inst Gradient 1; Q: Inst Gradient 2.

3.2. Instrumental Texture Analysis

All samples exhibited the same behavior during back extrusion measurements, but to different
extents, as shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Graphs of back extrusion measurements. The black line represents the commercial reference
mayonnaise, the gray line with circles the high emulsification intensity mayonnaise, and the gray line
with squares the low emulsification intensity mayonnaise.

The commercial reference sample was found to be the most firm, sticky and adhesive mayonnaise,
followed by the mayonnaise produced with a high emulsification intensity (Table 6).

Table 6. Instrumental texture analysis as performed via a back extrusion method. Different letters in
the same row indicate significant differences at p < 0.05.

High Emulsification Low Emulsification Commercial Reference
Intensity Intensity Mayonnaise
Firmness (g) 252+ 142 230 £152 292 +£11°
Stickiness (g) —301+£222 —269£192 —349 4+ 23"
Adhesiveness (]) 40+3% 35+52 48+ 3P
Gradient 1 (g/mm) 29+1P 27+12 37 +£112b
Gradient 2 (g/mm) 5422 5+12 10+32

Different letters in the same row indicate significant differences at p < 0.05.

Consequently, both the sensory and instrumental data imply that a higher emulsification intensity
results in a firmer full-fat mayonnaise. When correlating the instrumental data to the sensory data
the correlations were generally high (r > 0.9), primarily reflecting the pronounced difference between
(i) the experimental mayonnaises (high and low emulsification intensity) and (ii) the commercial
reference sample.

4. Discussion

A higher emulsification intensity affects the microstructure of mayonnaise by decreasing the
droplet size [9,10], thus potentially affecting sensory traits such as texture [13], color [14], and flavor [8].
However, our results revealed no significant difference between the experimental samples with
regard to color, taste, or flavor. As smaller particles increase light scattering, a reduced droplet size
leads to a whiter mayonnaise, a phenomenon that has been illustrated in cream cheese, in which
homogenization was found to lower the intensity of the yellow color [16]. In theory, flavor release
decreases with increasing droplet size, as it takes longer for flavor molecules to diffuse out of a larger
droplet. However, polar and non-polar flavor molecules behave differently in this respect, and the
influence of droplet size on the rate of flavor release depends on the nature of the system [8]. In the
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study conducted by Wendin, Langton, Caous and Hall [16], smaller droplet sizes in cream cheese
resulted in a shorter duration of the dynamic sensation of “fat-creamy”.

The samples showed significant textural differences linked to the intensity of emulsification,
with a more intense emulsification producing higher firmness and creaminess, as well as a decrease in
adhesiveness to the spoon when handled. The textural attributes of mayonnaise can be explained by
the elastic parameters of dynamic viscoelasticity (G’). This property is strongly related to particle size
at 10% cumulative volume, which is in turn negatively correlated with sensory attributes including
hardness, fracturability, and adhesiveness [13]. The perception of texture is a complex process involving
the senses of vision, hearing, somesthesis, and kinesthesis [17]. Neurologically, texture perception
results from the interaction of sensory and motor components of the peripheral nervous system with
the central nervous system. Initially, the sight and extra-oral manipulation of food, e.g., through
using a spoon, sets up sensory expectations regarding texture [18]. Then, once the food is put into
the mouth, texture perception is a dynamic process, as the physical properties of foods change
continuously when manipulated intra-orally. In this respect it would be interesting to further examine
the question of how well texture attributes that are perceived extra-orally correlate with perceived
oral-somatosensory attributes.

In the present study, the emulsion drop size distribution was not measured. However, previous
investigations have shown that the scaling of drop-diameter averages with rotor tip-speed is highly
predictable [9,10]. Using this previously established scaling, the higher emulsification intensity (rotor
tip-speed 7.1 m/s compared to 4.7 m/s) corresponds to an expected reduction in the average oil drop
diameter by a factor of two [9]. This is a rather substantial reduction that was expected to lead to
quality differences with regard to the appearance, texture and flavor of the product. However, only
extra-oral textural attributes were affected to a degree that could be perceived by the sensory panel.

Our findings, that a more intense emulsification and hence a decreased oil drop diameter produces
a firmer mayonnaise, compare well with earlier results regarding the effect of microstructure on food
emulsions [13,16]. The instrumental texture analysis data support the theory that a decreased droplet
size leads to textural alterations, resulting in a more firm and adhesive mayonnaise. These findings may
be helpful for the control and prediction of mayonnaise texture using processing conditions rather than
more common approaches such as adding texture modifiers, which in the age of growing consumer
preference for “clean labels” are unwanted in many products. Understanding the microstructural
changes that occur during processing and the role of different mayonnaise ingredients will allow
for better control of product structure and, ultimately, the manipulation and regulation of product
texture [17].

The study conducted by Maruyama, Sakashita, Hagura and Suzuki [13] is just one among many
to report that temperature during preparation may affect the physical properties of mayonnaise.
Thus, if the aim is to obtain reproducible results, a consistent temperature is essential. In the present
study, the ingredients were left to adjust to room temperature at approximately 20 °C, with the
mayonnaise thereafter prepared at the same temperature. Compared to industrial preconditions,
in which emulsification is commonly performed under cooling, the temperature in this study was high
and control was inadequate, which might have influenced the results. Since emulsion formation is
controlled by viscous drop breakup [9], a high temperature at the onset of emulsification will decrease
the viscosity of the emulsion, reducing the viscous shear forces and thus resulting in larger drop sizes.

5. Conclusions

The effects of a higher emulsification intensity, corresponding to an expected reduction in the
average oil droplet diameter by a factor of two, on the sensory and instrumental characteristics
of full-fat mayonnaise were limited. Perceived and instrumentally measured texture was affected,
with a more intense emulsification resulting in a firmer mayonnaise, as measured via back extrusion
and by an analytical sensory panel. However, appearance, taste and flavor attributes were not affected
by processing.
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Abstract: Fresh water availability is considered highly risky because it is a finite resource, and a
deficiency in water leads to numerous economic and environmental issues. Agriculture is one of
the main consumers of fresh water in practices such as irrigation and fertilization. In this context,
the main objectives of this study were (i) to determine the descriptive sensory profiles of four
almond types grown using different irrigation strategies and (ii) to study their acceptance in a
cross-cultural study (Romania and Spain). Consumers’ willingness to pay for hydroSOS almonds was
also evaluated. The four irrigation strategies evaluated were a control sample, two samples grown
under regulated deficit irrigation strategies (RDI), and a sample grown under a sustained deficit
irrigation strategy (SDI). The main conclusion was that neither descriptive nor affective sensory
results showed significant differences among treatments. These findings should encourage farmers
to reduce their water usage by demonstrating that sensory quality was not significantly affected by
any of the studied treatments, compared to the control. Regarding willingness to pay, both Spanish
and Romanian consumers were willing to pay a higher price for the hydroSOS almonds.

Keywords: cross-cultural affective test; descriptive sensory analysis; hydroSOStainable products;
Prunus dulcis; willingness to pay

1. Introduction

Fresh water is a finite resource, and uncertainty regarding the remaining level of water for
future generations has led the world to seek sustainability as a compulsory issue for future economic
development and healthy ecosystems [1,2]. The World Economic Forum (WEF) placed water scarcity
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as the main global risk of the economy regarding impact, because a shortage of water means a stoppage
of factories and food production, leading to the decline of the global economy [2]. The population
growth drives to an augmentation in intensive food production that alters the environment due to
greenhouse gas emissions, soil deterioration, and water stress [3].

Agriculture is one of the biggest consumers of fresh water, mainly due to the large volume
necessary for irrigation (70-80% of the total) [1,4]. Opinions about irrigation in agriculture are divided
about whether irrigation is necessary or not. Some believe water irrigation is required to produce
enough food in the future due to world population growth, while others find irrigation agriculture
wasteful because it creates “water-guzzling crops” [4]. For this reason, agriculture, particularly in the
Mediterranean (semi-arid) region, must evaluate water use sustainability by implementing plans and
irrigation strategies capable of reducing water irrigation but maintaining the quality of products [5].

Almonds are the major tree nut crop in the Mediterranean basin, which is defined by low
rainfall and elevated evaporated demand during the almond growing cycle [6]. Although it is
considered a drought-resistant crop, the almond tree (Prunus dulcis) needs irrigation to produce
yield and profitability [6,7]. Numerous studies in fruits, such as almonds, olives, pistachio, apples,
and grapes, have proven that fruit quality could be increased by controlling and reducing the amount of
water irrigation [8-14]. Therefore, the development of deficit irrigation strategies (DI), such as regulated
and sustained deficit irrigation, might be useful to increase the water productivity maintaining
fruit quality.

Deficit irrigation strategies refer to the application of water below the crop evapotranspiration (ET:
the combination between the evaporation losses from the soil and transpiration losses from the crop)
requirements [4]. Regulated deficit irrigation (RDI) was developed to supervise vegetative vigor and
consists of applying limited water during certain stages (in which plant is less sensitive to water stress)
of the growing season. In the almond crop, the most recommended and less sensitive phenological
period to apply water stress is the stage IV, which is contemporaneous with kernel filling and happens
during the summer months of highest evaporative demand [5,6]. On the other hand, sustained deficit
irrigation (SDI) is a strategy in which a uniform and reduced amount of water is applied to crops
during all growing cycles, creating a progressive stress in plants throughout the season [6]. In this
strategy, stress is produced by not entirely refilling the root zone when irrigated [7].

Sensory analysis techniques are essential to establish the quality of a product and to understand
consumer preferences. Descriptive sensory analysis consists of detection and description, not only
of quantitative but also qualitative sensory attributes of products. These attributes are of utmost
importance to define a product, including its appearance, aroma, flavor, and texture [15]. On the
other hand, affective tests are used to evaluate consumer preferences or acceptance responses to a
product [15].

Society now expects the incorporation of an environmental sustainability plan [16]. In this
context, consumers play an essential role because they demand and choose food products with
specific characteristics, and nowadays they are concerned, not only about healthy diets but about
environmental protection [3]. This has led to the development of the “environmentalism” phenomenon,
which mostly relies on government agencies and non-governmental organizations caring about
ecological issues [17]. These phenomena have made the consumer more conscious and interested in
healthy, safe, and environmentally friendly food; consequently, the consumer has a greater willingness
to pay for eco-friendly and hydroSOStainable (hydroSOS) products [17,18].

Under these circumstances, the aim of this study was (i) to determine the descriptive sensory
profiles of four different almond types grown using different irrigation strategies (including hydroSOS
samples) and (ii) to study their acceptance and consumers’ willingness to pay in a cross-cultural
study in Romania and Spain. Understanding consumers’ preferences and their willingness to pay for
hydroSOS almonds is vital for almond growers.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Irrigation Treatments

The almond cultivar used in the present study was “Vairo” and was grown on the commercial
farm “La Florida” located in Dos Hermanas (Seville, Spain). The following four irrigation treatments
were evaluated:

= T1 was full irrigation treatment using 433 & 26 mm of applied water throughout the season
with a stress integral of SI = 54.2. Trees were irrigated to assure the estimated crop ET, and thus
represented the control.

" T2 were trees under regulated deficit irrigation (RDI) at optimum level (148 + 24 mm; SI = 91.7).
For irrigation scheduling, midday stem water potential (SWP) and maximum daily shrinkage
(MDS) measurements were done. Then, in stage IV (kernel filling) of the almond growing cycle,
the trees were irrigated when SWP was lower than —1.5 MPa or when MDS signal was above
1.75. The rest of the stages were irrigated to the SWP proposed by McCutchan and Shackel (1992)
or MDS equal 1 [19].

s T3 trees were also irrigated under regulated deficit irrigation but in more severe conditions (103
+ 13 mm; SI = 94.9). Thus, the stage IV trees were irrigated when SWP was lower than —2 MPa
or MSD signal above 2.75, and similar conditions as previously described for T2 were applied for
the rest of the period.

" T4 trees were irrigated under sustained deficit irrigation (SDI) conditions (114 + 13 mm; SI =
74.7). Water was applied gradually throughout the growing season.

In order to determine the accumulative effect of water deficit, water stress integral was calculated
by using the following equation:

SI=| Z(min Ystem — (—0.2)) x n )

In this expression, SI was the stress integral, min ¥stem was the average of minimum SWP, and n
represented the day numbers interval.

The field study was conducted during 2017; in August, almonds were harvested, dried (below
5% moisture content), and delivered to University Miguel Herndndez of Elche (Spain) facilities,
where descriptive and affective studies were carried out. Almonds were also sent to University of
Agricultural Sciences and Veterinary Medicine of Cluj-Napoca (Romania) to perform affective studies
with Romanian consumers. Around 1.5 kg of almond kernels was needed for each treatment.

2.2. Descriptive Sensory Analysis

A trained panel with 10 highly trained panelists from the Food Quality and Safety Group (Miguel
Hernandez University of Elche, Orihuela, Alicante, Spain) conducted the descriptive analysis. Each
panelist had more than 600 hours of experience with different types of food products. Although the
panel had a vast experience in tasting almond and turrén (traditional Spanish dessert made basically
of toasted almonds and honey), they had four orientation sessions for the almond tasting, where the
panelists decided the final list of descriptors and reference products for each attribute. The reference
and modified lexicon were the ones developed by Vazquez-Aratjo et al. [20]. Table 1 shows the
reference products used by the panelists for flavor and texture characterization. The almond color scale
was developed using instrumental color measurements carried out with a Minolta Colorimeter CR-300
(Minolta, Osaka, Japan) in 400 almonds. The minimum, mean, and maximum values from instrumental
color intensities were later converted into pantones with an online program Nix Color Sensor [21] and
presented to the panelists as references. The AE shows the degree of total color change [22] and was
calculated as,
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AE=[(L — L*?* + (a — a*)* + (b — b*)*]>°

Table 1. Sensory attributes, reference materials, and their corresponding intensities, used for the
descriptive analysis of almonds.

Descriptor Definition Reference Intensity
Appearance
L*=51.3;a*=20.6; b* = 38.8 1.0
Color The intensity of color from light to dark L*=51.3;a*=20.6; b*=38.8 5.0
L*=51.3;a*=20.6; b* =38.8 10.0
8-9 mm 1.0
Size The visual width of the of the almond from side to side 13-14 mm 5.0
17-18 mm 9.0
The number of hills and valleys perceived by the human eye 0% Lo
Roughness thu I d ! face ( v i’ P 1vd) Y w Y€ 50% 5.0
on the almond surface (visual measure: 100% 10.0
Basic Taste and Flavor
. . . . . . . 0.15% NaCl 1.0
Saltiness The basic taste associated with a sodium chloride solution 0.25% NaCl 3.0
. . . . 1% sucrose 3.0
Sweetness The basic taste associated with a sucrose solution 29, sucrose 5.0
. . . . X . 0.01% caffeine 2.0
Bitterness The basic taste associated with a caffeine solution 0.02% caffeine 3.0
. . . . 0.03% alum 1.0
Astringency A drying and puckering sensation on the mouth surface Unripe dates 10.0
Overall nuts Aromatics related to nuts in general Mix of grinded Hacendado 5.5
Nutget:hazelnut, 1:1
Almond ID Aromatics reminiscent of almond Marcona almonds 6.5
E_venzaldehyde Artificial almond or cherry aromatics Aroma: almond extract Dr. 100
like Oetker
Flavor: bitter almond 10.0
Woody The sweet, musty, dark, and dry aromatics associated with ~ Hacendado walnuts 3.0
the tree bark
Longevity of key attributes intensity after swallow the 30 S 10
Aftertaste sample 1 min 3.0
P 1.5 min 6.0
Texture
Baby Bell light ch 3.0
The force required to bite completely through the sample Sa Y Jel ght checse
N A n . ugus chewy candy 6.0
Hardness with molar teeth. Evaluated on the first bite down with the
) Hacendado almond 7.5
motars Solano candy 10.0
. The degree to which the sample deforms prior to breaking Hochland chegsg slices 35
Cohesiveness Hacendado raisins 6.5
apart when compressed between molars
Sugus chewy candy 8.0
— . . . . X . Nestlé cheerios 5.5
Crispiness The intensity of audible noise at first chew with molars Nestlé fitness 70
s The force needed to break the almond. The evaluation was ~ Nestlé cheerios 2.5
Fracturabil e
racturability done with the molars after first chew Nestlé fitness 5.0
. The effort needed to completely remove the sample from the Kraft .erade whip light 45
Adhesiveness teeth; measured after 5 chews dressing
4 Marshmallow fluff 6.5
Jif creamy peanut butter 8.5

1 Intensities are based on a 10-point numerical scale with 0.5 increments, where 0 means “none” and 10 means
“extremely strong”.
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Almond roughness was visually measured and refers to the number of hills and valleys perceived
by the human eye on the almond surface [23]. Almond size scale was prepared from the one used
by Regulating Council of the Protected Geographical Indications of Jijona and Turron de Alicante
(RCPGIJTA) [24].

The texture attributes (Table 1) products were also analyzed using instrumental texture
measurements. A texture analyzer (Stable Micro Systems, model TA-XT2i, Godalming, UK) was
employed using a 30 kg load cell and a Volodkevich Bite Jaw HDP/VB probe (trigger was set at 15 g,
test speed was 1 mm s~! over a specified distance of 3 mm).

After the orientation session, each panelist received four samples corresponding to the different
irrigation treatments, and three evaluations per sample were done. The samples were served in
odor-free 30 mL covered plastic cup and randomly coded with three digits. Water and unsalted
crackers were also provided in order to clean the palates among samples. The descriptive test was
carried out in a special tasting room with individual booths (controlled temperature of 21 £+ 1 °C
and combined natural/artificial light), and ballot charts were used to collect panelists” evaluations.
The samples were presented according to a randomized block design to avoid biases. A 0 to 10
numerical scale was used by the panelists to quantify the intensity of the almond attributes, where 0
represents none/no intensity and 10 extremely strong with a 0.5 increment.

2.3. Affective Sensory Analysis

Affective sensory analysis was carried out with 100 recruited consumers from Spain (S) and
100 from Romania (R), with a gender ratio of 50:50 in Spain and 60:50 women:men in Romania.
The consumers’ age range was 18-25 (S = 33%; R = 45%), 26-35 (S = 29%; R = 30%), 3645 (S = 10%; R
=15%), and 45-60 (S = 29%; R = 10%). The recruitment process was conducted via e-mail and fliers.
Demographic questions regarding gender, age, nut consumption frequency, allergies, intolerances,
or diet restriction were also included in the questionnaire. Spanish to Romanian back-translation
procedure was conducted to avoid major misunderstandings during the evaluation. All samples were
served, and labeled with three digit codes, in the same manner as with the recipients as described
above. Consumers were asked for global satisfaction degree using a 9-point hedonic scale (1 = dislike
extremely and 9 = like extremely) for scoring and about attributes intensity using Just About Right
(JAR) questions. Consumers were also asked to rank samples according to their preference and to check
the reasons why they choose that sample as the best (due to the color, flavor sweetness, crunchiness,
etc.) by using a question type Check All That Apply (CATA). Consumer interest in the label information
(sustainable, bio, healthy, natural, product of Spain/Romania, etc.) using CATA question type was also
analyzed. As described in the descriptive section, the affective tests were also carried out in special
tasting rooms with individual booths and according to a randomized block design.

2.4. Consumer Willingness to Pay

The willingness to pay was carried out with 100 consumers form Spain and 100 consumers
from Romania. Both Spanish and Romanian consumers were first given information about what
the hydroSOStainable concept means, and later they were asked for their willingness to pay for
hydroSOS almonds compared to the conventional ones. It was decided to inform consumers about
hydrosustainability, because it was a relatively new concept and because previous studies have
demonstrated that consumers need enough knowledge and access to precise information to prevent
the receiving of fake feedback [3]. Without this previous basic information about the hydroSOStainable
concept, consumers’ responses and resulting conclusions with regard to hydroSOS almonds would be
deeply speculative [25]. Later, they were given a price for conventional almonds of 2.60 €/200 g (the
normal price for the Mercadona almonds; Mercadona is one of the most popular food supermarkets in
the Mediterranean area of Spain) and the options: <€2.60, €3.10, €3.60, and >€3.60.
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2.5. Statistical Analysis

Statistical analyses were performed by subjecting the data to two or three-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) and then to Tukey’s multiple range test. A three-way ANOVA (factor 1: irrigation treatment;
factor 2: session; and, factor 3: panelist) was carried out to demonstrate the panel consistency in the
descriptive sensory analysis data, while two-way ANOVA (factor 1: irrigation treatment, and factor
2: country) was used for the affective sensory data [26]. Statistically significant differences were
considered when p < 0.05, and were performed using XLSTAT Premium 2016 (Addinsoft, New York,
NY, USA) and Statgraphics Plus (Version 3.1, Statistical Graphics Corp., Rockville, MA, USA).

Penalty analysis was also carried out to supply information about the possible improvement of
samples, and for these analyses, JAR data were used [26]. Mean drops (penalties) versus the percentage
of the consumers (providing each response in the mean drop plot) were graphically represented.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Descriptive Sensory Analysis

The descriptive sensory analysis was performed to evaluate whether significant differences
among treatments were found. The descriptive results showed no statistically significant differences
for session and panelist, and their two-way interaction demonstrated proper performance of the panel
and the lack of effects of the parameters panelist and replication. Thus, only the effect of the parameter
“irrigation treatment” is presented and discussed in the manuscript.

Table 2 shows the effect of the studied irrigation treatments on the main sensory descriptors of
control and hydroSOS almonds. No significant differences were observed for 12 out of the 17 attributes
used to describe the quality of almonds, while statistically significant differences were found for color,
size, roughness, sweetness, and hardness.

Panelists found T2 samples having more intense color. This was supported by the instrumental
color data, which showed significantly higher values for the a* coordinate (T1 = 16.7 b; T2 =17.4 a;
T3 =17.1 ab; T4 =17.3 ab). Although the differences for AE color were below two units, and differences
are difficult to perceive with the human eye [27], the highest values in the a* (green-red coordinate)
indicated that T2 almonds were more reddish. However, other authors obtained no statistically
significant differences for this parameter in pistachio and olives [8,10,28]. However, other authors
showed that total color increased for apricots and peaches under RDI [29,30].

With respect to the size attribute (Table 2), no significant differences were observed in instrumental
size (mm) among treatments (T1 = 16.3; T2 = 16.2; T3 = 16.2; T4 = 16.2), but slightly significant
differences were observed in descriptive analysis for T1 and T2, compared to a second group, T3 and
T4. The results were partially similar to previous studies about hydroSOS pistachios, in which it was
observed that there were no significant differences either for sensory or for instrumental size [10]. It is
a general working hypothesis that deficit irrigation can lead to reduced yield, but the fruits produced
will be of higher size. The problem of working with fruits, such as almonds, is that the heterogeneity
of the fruits is so high that in some cases and parameters/attributes it can mask real differences due
to the applied treatments. This is one reason, among others, for this hypothesis not being confirmed
by real data. However, current field experiments are being repeated during three years to have more
realistic and reliable data, but preliminary data is needed to be able to implement improvements in the
experiment design and reach partial goals and objectives.

Although the roughness (Table 2) of T2 and T4 recorded the highest values, they were within the
optimal values, which meant that water stress was correctly applied. Applying water stress at the
wrong growing stages, for instance, stage III, will lead to very rough kernels, which are indicative that
the water stress also reached the fruit and its turgor and moisture content were drastically limited [31].

An important finding was that T2 and T3 were the sweetest samples. An increment in
sweetness was demonstrated in “Mollar de Elche” pomegranate cultivar growth under deficit irrigation
conditions [32]. Sweetness is a key attribute in the sensory quality of almonds, and it is expected that
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increased sweetness intensity will be favorable for consumer satisfaction [33]. Table 2 shows texture
results, and only significant differences were found for hardness; T1 almonds were slightly softer than
those from the rest of treatments. However, no differences were found for the instrumental hardness
(T1=73.8N; T=73.8N; T3 =72.8 N; T4 = 72.2 N). Other authors also showed higher values for both
sensory and instrumental texture for DI samples in studies about pistachios and olives samples [8,10].

3.2. Affective Sensory Analysis

Table 3 showed that the overall and attribute specific satisfaction degree of both Spanish and
Romanian consumers were not statistically affected by the irrigation strategies under evaluation,
with the exception of T4 almonds causing a slightly higher satisfaction. In general, Romanians tend
to score higher than Spanish consumers because of the fact that they are less used to consuming
this nut. Other authors, in studies about olives under deficit irrigation conditions, also reported no
significant differences among the treatments for affective sensory evaluation [9]. On the contrary,
there are also plenty of works on olives, pistachio, peaches, and grapes, in which higher consumer
acceptance for samples produced by deficit irrigation strategies, such as RDI (moderate level),
were observed [8,10,34,35].
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Figure 1 shows the sample preference order of Spanish (S) and Romanian consumers (R), and the
main attributes controlling their preference. Sample T2 was chosen by consumers from both countries
as the most liked sample, while T1 almonds were the least like ones (Figure 1a). Spanish consumers
scored T4 higher than T3, while the contrary was observed from the Romanian consumers. T2 almonds
were chosen as the best ones mainly due to their almond flavor, sweetness, and crispiness (Figure 1b),
showing that sweetness was important in consumers’ satisfaction, as hypothesized before in this study.

50 100
@ b
- i ® - pein
[ Romania [ Romania
40 <
]
- H
£ o
< 2
5 H
3 ]
g s0r M
H <
:
] g
- =
) o
o 0F H
h §
z ]
] H
@ 3
g
10 3
g
0
T1 T2 T3 T4 Color Size Sweetness Almond ID Aftertaste Crispiness

Irrigation treatments

Figure 1. Purchase intent of Spanish and Romanian consumers regarding the studied almonds (a), and
their reason to choose T2 almonds as the favorite ones (b).

Besides, sweetness (S = 29%; R = 64%), flavor (S = 77%; R = 65%), texture (S = 44%; R = 16%),
and price (S = 44%; R = 60%) were the most checked parameters in the CATA questionnaire used when
consumers were asked about their buying drivers. The most important word in a product label for 63%
of the Spanish consumers was “product of Spain”, followed by “healthy” (52%) and “natural” (48%),
while Romanian consumers were more interested in “natural” (70%), “healthy” (67%), and “ecological”
(831%). For both nationalities, the words “natural” and “healthy” seemed to play a key role in their
buy decisions. Noguera et al. [18] also found the word “product of Spain” as the most important
attribute for Spanish consumers concerning hydroSOS pistachio along with other expressions such as
“rich in antioxidants” and “crunchy”. The findings were associated with the consumer recognition
of national products, health concerns, and composition. Regarding the word “sustainable”, 44% of
Spanish consumers and 29% of Romanians were interested in this word when purchasing a product.
Although it is a relatively new concept [36], other authors also showed great interest of Spanish
consumers for this word and concept but when studying other products, pistachios [18].

Penalty analysis, a very popular method in the food industry sector to help one interpret data
from JAR questions, was conducted to understand the relationship between consumers’ overall liking
and the attribute intensity scores of the JAR questions [37,38]. The attributes with a large penalty
and a high percentage of consumers, which were placed in the upper right quadrant of the plots,
provided information about the most critical diagnostic issues of the product. On the other hand,
the preferred attributes were usually located at the lower left quadrant of the plots [26]. The proportion
of consumer’s opinion plots and the mean penalty is shown in Figure 2 for all four treatments under
study. All attributes having a negative impact on the sample liking, for at least 20% of the consumers
and producing a drop of at least 1 point for liking, are the ones that might need to be improved.
Bitterness was the only parameter susceptible to be improved, and consumers from both Spain and
Romania agreed that this was especially true for T1 and T4 almonds.
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3.3. Consumer Willingness to Pay

The Spanish and Romanian consumers were classified according to their willingness to pay for a
bag of hydroSOS almonds compared to a bag of conventional almonds: (i) S = 23% and R = 31% were
willing to pay less or the same price; (ii) S = 60% and R = 16% wanted to pay 0.50 € more; (iii) S = 13%
and R = 24% wanted to pay 1.00 € more; and, finally, (iv) S = 4% and R = 29% wanted to pay more than
1.00 €. These findings agreed with Noguera et al. [18], who reported that Spanish consumers were also
willing to pay an extra amount of money for hydroSOS pistachios [18].

Considering the almond Spanish production of ~ 190.000 t, the price received by the farmers for
conventional shelled almonds was ~ 4.85 € kg~! [39], and according to the previous data, an extra
value of ~2 € kg1 hydroSOS almonds can be expected. The possible economic increase by using
deficit irrigation strategies could be ~40% with respect to conventional almonds. These gains might
encourage farmers to invest in these novel sustainability tools, contributing to environmentally
friendly agriculture.

4. Conclusions

The present study was the first to analyze the sensory properties of hidroSOStaninable almonds
and consumers’ (Romania and Spain) acceptance and willingness to pay. Although the consumer
panels showed similar global and attribute-specific satisfaction degrees, the trained panelists were able
to establish slight but significant differences in some key attributes, with T2 almonds showing intense
red color, high size, and high intensity of both sweetness and hardness attributes. The penalty analysis
also showed that bitterness, which was susceptible to be improved in other treatments, was correct in
T2. Consumers are now aware of the importance of the environment and the need to optimize key
resources, such as water. This awareness may explain consumers’ willingness to pay a higher price for
hydroSOS almonds, which will lead to higher incomes and benefits for farmers. These results lead
us to conclude that controlling stress in almond trees with deficit irrigation strategies can increase
water productivity and farmers’ profits from producing of environmentally friendly products without
significantly changing the sensory profile and the consumers’ satisfaction.
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Abstract: Interest in “natural” food has grown enormously over the last decade. Because the United
States government has not set a legal definition for the term “natural”, customers have formed their
own sensory perceptions and opinions on what constitutes natural. In this study, we examined
20 ingredients to determine what consumers consider to be natural. Using a national database,
630 consumers were sampled (50% male and 50% female) online, and the results were analyzed
using percentages and chi-square tests. No ingredient was considered natural by more than 69% of
respondents. We found evidence that familiarity may play a major role in consumers’ determination
of naturalness. We also found evidence that chemical sounding names and the age of the consumer
have an effect on whether an ingredient and potentially a food is considered natural. Interestingly,
a preference towards selecting GMO (genetically modified organisms) foods had no significant impact
on perceptions of natural.
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1. Introduction

Humans have an instinctual desire for natural products and processes [1]. Consequently,
the natural food market has grown substantially in recent decades. The Nielsen Global Health and
Wellness Survey [2] found that in addition to eating fewer fats and sugary sweets, 60% of those dieting
in North America were eating more “natural” and “fresh” foods, while 56% of Europeans and 68%
of Latin Americans said the same. Customers said that the three “most desirable attributes are foods
that are fresh, natural and minimally processed.” Chambers and Phan [3] showed that sensory aspects
are the most important consideration in eating behavior, but health also is important in many food
selections, which suggests that customers who say that “fresh” and “natural” are key considerations
may be using those terms at least in part to refer to sensory and health properties. Other authors [4]
have shown that using the term “natural” has an impact on liking or the hedonic sensory experience
of products. Foods that are considered natural and not genetically modified had the most important
attributes. The Neilson data [2] also found that labels that referenced ideas that consumers already
had about the product were purchased more than other foods.

The appeal of naturalness is two-fold, with many people finding it healthier and more moral.
Natural food is considered to be a more moral choice over artificial foods [5]. Bratanova et al. [6] found
that moral food choices, through a sense of moral satisfaction, make food subjectively taste better,
which serves as a reward mechanism for buying the product. Natural food also is considered to be
healthier [5,7] with natural meat providing a mediational effect on the risk of colon cancer associated
with meat consumption. Lay person comments on redefining natural submitted to the United States
Food and Drug Adminisgtration (FDA) support the theory that natural is associated with healthful
food [8].
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The problem in reviewing naturalness is that what constitutes a natural food in scientific studies
may be different among studies and may not be the same as the definition that consumers use [1].
Many studies have used the same criteria as “organic” food as their criteria for naturalness, while others
have used the presence of some degree of natural ingredients to constitute naturalness. This variation in
definitions causes a massive variation in results and muddies the waters of what exactly natural means
for both data collection and marketing purposes for companies in the food business. The confusion
is corroborated by consumer comments sent to the FDA [8] during the comment collection process,
with the definitions given ranging from products that are “are healthy in some way” to anything
that is “not fresh should not be considered healthy”. Similarly, Dominick et al. [9] found that 80% of
respondents thought that “all natural” products would mean no antibiotics, no hormones, and no
preservatives added in processing, with 60% of respondents sayings that natural food would have
improved animal welfare practices, improved nutritional value, and improved food safety. A study in
the Netherlands [10] found that those people who scored high on the scale of “prefers natural products”
appeared to be most interested in “prevention-oriented motivations” (i.e., motivations for health and
not eating foods they thought were unhealthful).

Other problems are that studies focus only on a single aspect to determine naturalness
(for example, foods in packages [11]), or only on a single aspect of naturalness (e.g., health, environment,
additives, etc.). In addition, some authors [12] have shown that natural may not be as holistically
equivalent as others have suggested. For example, in a study in France, the respondents differentiated
that health was not equivalent to natural, instead it was divided into a “natural” component associated
with chemicals or GMOs (genetically modified organisms) and a component more related to disease
that was not associated with natural.

The present research aims to investigate what percentage of the population considers various
ingredients as natural, without giving participants a definition of natural. Such a procedure was used
to best reflect what consumers believed was “natural”, without biasing them toward a particular point
of view.

2. Materials and Methods

Qualtrics (Provo, UT, USA), an online survey company, was used to recruit 630 subjects
nationwide, with proportions divided to represent the four demographic regions of the United States
(U.S.) (Northeast, South, Midwest, and West), as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau. A gender quota
was set (50% male and 50% female) for all the different age groups. The participants were divided into
three age classes—(1) 18-34 years old; (2) 35-54 years old; and (3) more than 54 years old—and 100
respondents per demographic group (gender X age division). Additional information was obtained,
such as education level and number of adults and children under the age of 18 in the household.
The participants did not receive a financial incentive for completing the online survey, but the Qualtrics
database has a reward system in order to compensate the respondents for their time and collaboration.

The questionnaire (see the sample in the Supplementary Material) was developed to evaluate
consumer responses to whether a material was considered “natural” or not. A Check All That Apply
format was used for the questionnaire, which simply required that the respondents check each
ingredient they believed would qualify as “natural”. A total of 20 ingredients (Table 1) found in human
foods in the U.S. was selected to represent a range of ingredients that consumers might find as common
or unusual, common vs chemical names, and various sources and forms. Questions related to food
and health beliefs (e.g., caring about ingredients, selecting GMO products, trying to eat for enjoyment)
were also included to help determine the impacts of various health or food beliefs. The survey was
conducted in English using Qualtrics survey software and was approved by the Institutional Review
Board of Kansas State University.

The data were analyzed in Excel (Microsoft Office Pro ver. 2013) using descriptive statistics and
chi-square tests for significance, considering a p-value under 5% to be significant.
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Table 1. Demographics Percentages *.

Demographic Characteristics Variables Percentage
Men 50%
Gender Women 50%
18-34 33%
Age 35-54 33%
>55 33%
Primary School or Less 1%
Level of Education High School 45%
College or University 53%
1 27%
2 48%
Number of Adults Living at Residence 3 15%
4 7%
5 or More 3%
0 67%
1 16%
Number of Children Living at Residence 2 10%
3 4%
4 or More 2%

* Percentages were based on 630 consumers in total.

3. Results

The results of the study found that corn, wheat flour, black beans, and soybeans were all
considered natural by at least 60% of consumers (Table 2). Only those four foods, as well as sugar
and salt, were perceived as natural by more than half of consumers. Xanthan gum, insect powder,
maltodextrins, butylated hydroxyanisole (BHA), and sodium acid pyrophosphate (SAPP) were
considered natural by the fewest consumers, with less than 10% of consumers considering those
ingredients as natural.

Several inconsistencies were found in consumer opinions; most notable were the relationships
between gluten and wheat flour, baking soda and sodium bicarbonate, and the differences between
the various flours (pea, wheat, and sorghum). Wheat flour was considered natural by nearly three
times as many people as gluten (a major protein in wheat flour). Baking soda also was more likely
to be considered natural compared with sodium bicarbonate (the chemical name of baking soda).
Interestingly, fewer than half as many people considered sorghum and pea flours natural as did
wheat flour.

The data were cross tabulated between different demographic and belief factors asked during
the survey. Age group showed the most significant (p < 0.05) differences; sorghum flour, black beans,
lecithin, corn syrup, and molasses were all more likely to be considered natural by participants older
than 55. Only insect powder and gluten were significantly (p < 0.05) less likely to be considered natural
by those over 55 than other age groups. Gender was found to have a significant (p < 0.05) effect on
three items—lecithin, corn syrup, and maltodextrins—with more men being more likely to consider
each of those ingredients natural. Education was found to have no significant impact on perception
of naturalness.

A number of demographic/attitudinal subgroups influenced just one or two ingredients.
Those who responded that they agree with the statement “I care about the ingredients in my food” were
significantly (p < 0.05) more likely to consider black beans and baking soda natural. People agreeing
with the statement “I always follow a healthy diet” were more likely (p < 0.05) to consider both sorghum
flour and sodium bicarbonate not natural. Respondents who agreed with the statement “I don’t worry
about naturalness” were significantly (p < 0.05) less likely than expected to consider black beans and
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molasses natural. Those who stated “Ilook for non-GMO products” were not significantly different in
their responses for any ingredient from those who did not choose that statement.

Table 2. Percentage of people saying that an ingredient was natural.

Ingredients Percent Saying Ingredient Was Natural
Corn 69%
Wheat Flour 63%
Black Beans 63%
Soybeans 62%
Salt 54%
Sugar 54%
Molasses 45%
Canola Oil 42%
Pea Flour 38%
Baking Soda 33%
Sorghum Flour 24%
Gluten 23%
Corn Syrup 20%
Lecithin 14%
Sodium Bicarbonate 13%
Xantham Gum 8%
Insect Powder 7%
Maltodextrins 5%
Butylated Hydroxyanisole (BHA) 4%
Sodium Acid Phyrophosphate (SAPP) 3%

4. Discussion

The main results showed that no ingredient was determined to be natural by all people. In fact,
no ingredient listed in the survey was found to be natural by more than 70% of U.S. consumers.
This suggests that consumers have multiple reasons for not believing that certain ingredients are
natural and, clearly, differ in the importance they place on various characteristics. This concept
of complexity in consumer expectations is supported by the U.S. Federal Trade Commission who
decided not to define natural in 1983 because, in part, “consumer expectations were too complex to
address” [13].

We found it especially surprising that that corn and soybeans were considered to be natural by
over 60% of consumers even though 92% of corn and 94% of soybeans are genetically modified in the
United States [14]. There was also no statistical difference between those responding that they look for
non-GMO products versus those who do not usually look for non-GMO products. Both products are
highly marketed, familiar to consumers, and are considered healthy foods in general. The discrepancy
between the two products is likely caused by the perceived healthiness and familiarity bias. However,
some consumers definitely believe that products from corn, such as high fructose corn syrup, and the
use of soy in some “natural” products are not appropriate, as noted by lawsuits over such products [13].

We note that items with chemical names tend to be characterized by almost all consumers as
not natural. This is true even for ingredients that are manufactured, as well as those that are derived,
from natural sources (e.g., xanthan gum). In addition, some ingredients, such as insect powder,
which consumers may believe to be an adulterant or disgusting rather than a wholesome ingredient,
cannot be natural. Shim et al. [15] found safety perception and knowledge of naturalness increased by
60% with communication programs that help customers become more familiar with the product.

The discrepancies noted in the results for items such as wheat flour vs gluten also have likely
reasons. Those data suggest that particular portions of an ingredient or having to further process
an ingredient to extract fractions (wheat flour vs gluten) or the perceived dietary constraints of
an ingredient name (gluten) negatively impacts the perception of natural. Similarly, the use of a familiar
vs chemical name (baking soda vs sodium bicarbonate) impacts the perception of natural, with the
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chemical name greatly reducing the perception of naturalness. The difference in flour types suggests
that familiarity (wheat flour, which is a common ingredient, vs sorghum or pea flours, which are
less common) plays a role in defining “natural”. Evans et al. [16] proposed the hypothesis that lesser
known ingredients will be perceived to be less natural then well-known ingredients. Although these
reasons may seem obvious or valid on the surface to both researchers and consumers, they also clearly
show the difficulty in defining what is natural. If wheat flour is considered natural (63% of consumers
said it was), but sorghum flour, which is more likely to be GMO-free and perhaps more likely to be
organic, is not considered natural (only 23% of consumers thought so), what then constitutes reality?
A clear definition could help in labeling, but getting to that point may pose huge problems because of
the disconnect between science and the consumer’s perception or knowledge [13].

We believe that the familiarity bias explains why men were more likely than women (p <0.05) to
respond that maltodextrins and lecithin were natural. Both products are frequently used in protein
powders and protein snacks, which tend to be marketed and consumed more by men. The clearest
evidence of the familiarity bias is the difference in those saying that baking soda was natural compared
with those who said that sodium bicarbonate was natural. As shown in several studies, chemical
names or “e numbers” (used in Europe on ingredient labels) [7] tend to be considered less natural
by consumers.

Insect powder and pea flour appear to be good examples of food neophobia affecting the perceived
naturalness of ingredients. An individual’s expectations toward food products play a critical role in
consumer psychology [17], and flours and powders are not what U.S. consumers’ think of when they
think of insects and peas. There may be a neophobic response to their acceptance, which will influence
the perception of naturalness. It is likely that this effect is amplified by the fact that insect powder
and pea flour are “novelty” foods, to which most Americans have had little exposure. It also is likely
that the physical change (manufacturing) of turning the ingredient into a powder is driving down the
perception of naturalness. Rozin [18] found that grinding peanuts into peanut butter reduced overall
perceptions of naturalness by 8.3%.

The fact that those over 55 years of age were more likely to consider a product natural is interesting.
As Walker et al. [19] found in 1991, the biggest risk factors for dietary inadequacies were loneliness and
social isolation. However, in recent years, technology and culture changes in the United States have
mitigated these issues, because those over 55 now have more access to the internet, social programming
and healthcare services, and nutritional information. With increasing life expectancy, older adults are
taking a bigger role in their own health. The only ingredient for which the results were lower than
expected for that age group was gluten, and we expect that this was because of the gluten scare that
has occurred over the last few years. This, directly refutes claims made by Rozin et al. [18] that age
and other demographic factors do not contribute much to the perception of naturalness and suggests
that changes in the market in the last 5-6 years may be changing the perceptions of some consumers.

We believe that lack of familiarity explains the low percentages for ingredients such as molasses
and sorghum. The decline in the popularity of molasses in the U.S. after World War II and the fact that
few human foods contain grain sorghum (in the past, it was used primarily for animal feed in the U.S.)
means that both products are not widely known, and thus, people do not say that they are natural.

The results also indicate an ideological gap between “what people think constitutes a natural
product” and “what products are natural”. As discussed by Romén et al. [1] studies about naturalness
usually research what factors make a product natural and how product manipulation affects
naturalness. Instead, our study focuses on the consumers’ perception of a holistic ingredient.
Thus, rather than examining ingredients in the context of whether certain aspects of an ingredient
are natural, our study examined ingredients as a single concept. Thus, an ingredient may not be
considered natural when considered against a particular criterion but could be considered natural by
consumers simply have an image of a product (in this case an ingredient) in their minds outside of the
context of a specific set of values or motivations.
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One limitation of this study is that consumers were not asked to explain why they considered
a food natural or not. The survey provides only an understanding of the likelihood that an ingredient
is perceived as natural. Thus, we can speculate, but not cannot be sure of the reasoning of consumers
for their responses. Further research is needed for such information.

5. Conclusions

Our results show that consumers do not agree on which ingredients are natural and which
are not, with a few exceptions. Thus, it is likely that consumers have different definitions for what
constitutes natural. This allows for greater consumer confusion and frustration when trying to find
and purchase natural food products and ingredients. We believe that that further research is needed
to help determine what consumers believe constitutes natural. Moreover, we think that there is a
lack of research into what ingredients people consider natural, not just what makes a food natural.
Further research in this area, including in other countries and to determine the reasons people believe
various ingredients may not be natural, is necessary.

One key aspect that is lacking appears to be agreement in the scientific community and a coherent
educational campaign as to “what is natural”. Research already shows that disagreement exists at the
product (food or beverage) level. If further research shows that even at the ingredient level consumers
cannot agree on what constitutes natural in part because there is confusion over what the term means,
then educational efforts to explain the term are needed. In addition, better consumer information
about some ingredients (e.g., sorghum) or new products is needed in order to overcome what we
believe is a lack of familiarity that can breed unease with consumers.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2304-8158/7/4/65/s1.
Supplementary Material: Natural Portion of U.S. Survey.
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