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Before diving in at a din ner party, my friend Liz zie always makes a point of ask ing the host to describe each dish they’ve made. It’s a way of acknow ledging their e�orts
– but, accord ing to food psy cho logy, she could also be help ing her self and her fel low diners eat bet ter by mak ing them more mind ful of their meal.

Charles Spence is a pro fessor of exper i mental psy cho logy at Oxford Uni versity, who researches the factors that in�u ence what we choose to eat and what we think
about the exper i ence. His research high lights the extent to which those choices are shaped by the ways in which we engage with our food; in short, what our meals look
and smell like, whether we eat them with forks or �n gers – even the music we’re listen ing to while eat ing or food shop ping can all play a role in how health ily we eat.
The fol low ing tech niques will help you “trick” your brain into mak ing bet ter decisions for your body.
Use heav ier cut lery or – bet ter still – no cut lery at all
Many of us now know that serving meals on a smal ler plate can con trol how much we eat, because our brains believe there to be more food there than there actu ally is.
This has a pro found e�ect on sati ety (how full you feel), yet the brain can also be fooled by the tools we use: heav ier cut lery enhances our appre ci ation of it, as does
eat ing with our hands, which engages our senses and makes us more mind ful. “With a fork, you don’t have to think about it,” says Spence. He cites the example of chef
Andoni Aduriz of the world-fam ous Mugar itz res taur ant in Errenteria, north ern Spain, who has taken cut lery away for all courses in order to make people “think more
about how they inter act with their food”.
Make eat ing as sens ory an exper i ence as pos sible
“Any thing you can do to pay more atten tion and eat more slowly, to be more mind ful in the moment, will likely enhance the sen sa tions asso ci ated with eat ing and
mean that you are sat is �ed with less,” says Spence. Not only will this a�ect sati ety, it could also help you make health ier choices – and enjoy those choices more. “If
it’s true that 75%-95% of what we taste, we really smell, then the aroma is really import ant. Yet many of our food beha viours are not optim ised for that. If you’re
drink ing co� ee from a takeaway cup with a lid, you’re miss ing a key part of
the exper i ence,” he says – one which would be enhanced by smelling the aroma waft ing out of a beau ti ful mug while cup ping your hands around it. Enjoy your �rst
co� ee like that, and per haps you won’t feel so temp ted by a second. This example also high lights the role touch can play in sati ety and sat is fac tion. Spence believes one
of the reas ons behind the rising pop ular ity of bowl food in recent years is that you can pick it up and bring it closer to you: “Feel ing its weight and warmth, breath ing in
the scent – it helps to max im ise the multi s ens ory exper i ence.”
Cook – and eat – with your eyes
As Roman gour mand Api cius fam ously noted – and food psy cho lo gists have since proven – we eat �rst with our eyes, and that dic tates much of our exper i ence. Indeed,
by shap ing our expect a tions, the appear ance of foods has even been shown to in�u ence what we taste when we eat them; so a big, beau ti ful salad boast ing a vari ety of
leaves and col ours and tex tures won’t just look bet ter than a hand ful of spin ach; it will taste bet ter, too. We should also remem ber that we eat with our eyes when it
comes to premade food, Spence says – par tic u larly when it’s something asym met rical (or without a uni form appear ance). For all the heated dis cus sion about which
way round to eat a chocol ate digest ive – to �ip or not to �ip – it seems eat ing it chocol ate side up max im ises our sens ory exper i ence, because it is the energy-dense,
chocol atey top our brains �nd so appeal ing.
Front load your �rst mouth ful
There’s a reason the �rst bite of a chocol ate bar tastes bet ter than sub sequent bites; the �rst bite is novel, then our tastebuds become habitu ated. “Even when the �a -
vour of each bite or slurp is slightly di� er ent, if it looks the same our brain tends to assume that the taste also remains the same,” Spence says. The �ip side of that is
that we can use this reac tion to our advant age and reduce the quant ity of unhealthy food we con sume by pack ing as much of it as pos sible into that �rst mouth ful. This
is harder to do at home but it is com ing into play in the design of readymade foods. “Some com pan ies are now design ing foods with asym met ric ingredi ents,” says
Spence: for example, at Uni lever Research, readymade lasagnes are made with salt sprinkled on altern ate lay ers.
Choose your music care fully – and turn down the volume
“A lot of the lit er at ure in sens ory mar ket ing shows that you can change people’s food choices with music,” says Spence. For example, people will drink about 30%
more if the music is fast and loud. There is emer ging evid ence to sug gest loud noises trig ger less healthy food beha viours – “which might be because there’s so much
noise, you can’t really taste what you’re eat ing”. Genre mat ters too: listen ing to jazz and clas sical music increases people’s pref er ences for healthy savoury foods more
than Amer ican rock, for example, which leads us more towards bur ger and chips; something to bear in mind if you’re listen ing to music while shop ping. Spence is
increas ingly inter ested in whether the sounds of nature can in�u ence our decision to make health ier food choices; ina study by Por tuguese research ers, a super mar ket
played the sound of the sea near the �sh counter and �sh sales rose dra mat ic ally. “We know being exposed to nature is good for men tal well being, and I can’t help but
won der if play ing these sound scapes har nesses that.”
Make shared meals as enga ging and mem or able as pos sible
It is true that we tend to eat more in the com pany of oth ers – “but one doesn’t want to recom mend eat ing alone,” says Spence – at least, not habitu ally. There are ways
to enhance the sens ory exper i ence of a com munal meal and encour age diners to focus on the food as well as the con ver sa tion. One is to get people involved in the pro -
cess: serving up in dishes so they can help them selves or encour aging them to cus tom ise their plate with, say, herbs or season ings. “It eli cits the so-called Ikea e�ect.
They feel own er ship for what they’re eat ing.” Mul tiple courses, rather than one big spread, also cre ates “hooks for memory” – and, help fully, slows people down.
Finally, Spence agrees with my friend Liz zie. “It strikes me how often you go to people’s houses, and they’ve made food, and we don’t dis cuss it; and how nice it would
be if they were to describe, say, the car rots as zingy.” When it comes to eat ing more mind fully, there’s a lot to be said for simply talk ing about the food more.

How to trick your brain into bet ter eat ing habits
The Guardian Australia · 19 May 2022 · 41 · Clare Fin ney

- Eating customs

Public User
Highlight

Public User
Highlight


