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Purpose & Hypothesis

• The purpose of this literature review was to explore how sensory 
influences on taste and flavor may make healthier foods more 
appealing and support better eating habits.

• We hypothesized that positive sensory cues would improve how 
healthy foods and drinks are perceived, which may encourage 
healthier eating habits.

Background

• Obesity: Rising obesity rates highlight the need for strategies 
that encourage healthier eating.

• Taste: Taste plays an important role in food preferences and 
enjoyment.

• Smell: Smell combines with taste to shape flavor perception.

• Sensory influences: Environmental cues, such as music and 
visual context, may change how foods and drinks are perceived. 

Key Findings
• fMRI evidence revealed that restricted eaters (dieters) use high 

cognitive effort (self-control) when viewing food, whereas 
unrestricted eaters show activation in the brain's reward and taste 
centers.1,2,3

• Listening to pleasant or "sweet" music enhanced the perceived 
sweetness and pleasantness of a drink, especially when visual 
input is blocked.2

• Consuming beverages under pleasant visual environments made 
them taste better, while unpleasant imagery increased perceived 
bitterness and sourness.3

Limitations & Future Research

Limitations

• Most studies focused on short-term effects, so the long-term 
impact of sensory-based strategies on eating behavior is still 
unclear. 

• Some studies used beverages or highly controlled settings, which 
may not fully reflect real-world eating experiences with solid 
foods or broader populations. 

Future Research

• Future studies should examine whether these sensory effects 
influence long-term food preferences and actual healthy eating 
behavior. 

• Research should also test these strategies in more diverse 
populations and with a wider range of foods and real-world 
settings.
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Methods 

• Sources: Identified primarily through Husson University library 
databases, including EBSCO and ProQuest.

• Search terms: Sensory influences on food perception, taste and 
smell, cross-modal perception, and environmental influences on
eating behavior.

• Inclusion criteria: Studies were included if they examined 
sensory, environmental, or neurological influences on food 
perception and eating behavior. 

• Study types: Peer-reviewed empirical studies published between 
2009 and 2025, including fMRI and naturalistic studies.

Conclusions 

• Taste perception is influenced by expectations, emotions, moods, 
and visual surroundings.

• Sensory and environmental cues may shape how healthy foods 
and drinks are experienced.

• Reducing strict dietary restraints may lessen the cognitive effort 
involved in food-related decisions.

• These findings suggest that settings such as schools or dining 
halls may be able to use sensory cues to support healthier eating.


