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Evolution of the field of Sensory and 
Consumer Science 

Meiselman et al. (2022)



Proposed definition

• “Sensory and Consumer Science(s) is an interdisciplinary field that encompasses 
sensory-only research and consumer-centric studies, focusing both on responses to specific 
products and consumer behaviour more generally. While the field is primarily centred on 
food, it also extends to non-food items. Researchers employ both quantitative and 
qualitative methods to conduct their studies. Sensory and Consumer professionals engage 
in both basic academic research and applied commercial research, operating within an 
increasingly global and multicultural context.”

• Long Version: Expands on the short version, detailing the inclusion of product-focused 

consumer research, consumer behavior research, and the interdisciplinary nature of the field.



• Sensory and 
Consumer Science(S)

• Sensory Science
• Sensory + Consumer
• Not one field but 

multiple

The Name

• Is the field primarily 
about products or is 
also general consumer 
research part of it?

• Early career vs 
experinced researchers

• Industry vs academia

The Breadth

• Multidisciplinary 
(“additive”)

•  Interdisciplinary 
(“interactive”)

• Transdisciplinary 
(“holistic”).

The 
collaboratio
n

• «Ethical topics»
• Sustainability
• «socio-political 

agendas”
• Ever changing?

The societal 
issues

Some points of discussion



This presentation is based on «a novel» by… 

Any resemblance to actual events… 
is surely not coincidental

Disclaimer: I will talk only about Food



Overview

• Historical Background

• Importance of sensory experiences in 
shaping food behavior

• The individual, the food, the context, and 
their interactions

• Link to the definition of Sensory and 
Consumer science as a discipline

• Scope, boundaries, identity, community, 
methodologies, theories, frameworks, and 
educational programs



Definition of the Discipline

• Why are we worried about how to call and define our 
area of knowledge? 

• Importance of Naming: Provides structure, clarity, and 
academic legitimacy

•  “Scientific Discipline” foundation of science’s division, 
base for communication among scientists, 
interdisciplinary collaboration, standardized system for 
scientific publication, impacting higher education and 
professional roles (19th century)



Background - Historical Context

Jaeger et al (2024): from psychophysics  to the evolution of the definition in the 
last 100 years

BUT, the discussion dates to Greek philosophers.

• Plato: relation of the senses and our opinions (NOW: attitudes and values as drivers choices)
• Democritus: sensory qualities are relative to the observer (NOW: subjectivity and individuality of 

perception)
• Epicureus: the role of sensory experiences in the pursuit of pleasure (NOW: wellbeing, the sensory 

experience)

Scientific study of sensory perception in the Renaissance.

(Tuorila & Monteleone, 2009; Meiselman et al., 2022)



Food Sensory and Consumer Science
Scope and Boundaries

Scientific discipline: category of knowledge characterized by a set of own questions (a 
topic of enquiry) and a delineating theory to answer those, accepted and employed by a 
disciplinary community (Patton & Alzadi, 2021)

The Food
The 
Individual

The 
Context

Social sciences (person-society)

Natural sciences (biological foundations)

Applied sciences (technological 
aspects)

perceptio
n



Food Sensory and Consumer Science
Scope and Boundaries

Scientific discipline: category of knowledge characterized by a set of own questions (a 
topic of enquiry) and a delineating theory to answer those, accepted and employed by a 
disciplinary community (Patton & Alzadi, 2021)

The 
interaction

s

PsychologyBiology & Physiology

Nutrition and Health

Agricultural science

Environmental science

Economics and marketing

Sociology & Antropology

Political science
Processing and engineering

Arquitecture & design



What’s the food actually?

• More than the formulated product

• Ingredients, additives, food components, as well as extrinsic product characteristics



Are there boundaries? The Food System

Food System approach: 
central to understanding all 
stages from production to 
consumption



Our discipline can only be limited by 
the need of understanding of these 
interactions, and their implications

We apply our unique lens to answer questions 
shared by many disciplines, focusing on the 
implications of the sensory experience as a 
driver of food choices and behaviour, 
considering all aspects of the person, the food, 
the context, and their interaction



Identity and Community

Language and Communication: a scientific community needs to find its own 
language for creating identity and communication within and outside its area

− sensory communication, vocabulary development & standardization (e.g. 
sensory wheels)

− consumer understanding and communication (nutrition, sustainability)
− big data integration and creating specific ontologies
− language, perception, and culture are inherently interconnected
− language shapes our thoughts, and perception of the world

(Visalli et al., 2023; Koroušić, Seljak & Robbemond, 2023)



Identity and Community
Community Bonds
• Regional and national professional organizations, E3S, Asian Sensory Network, African 

Network for Sensory Evaluation Research (ANSWER), Latin-American sensory network 
(Red Latam) and Society of Sensory Professionals (SSP) in North America

• Different structures, challenges and missions, BUT common objective of promoting the area, 
setting standards, and providing forums for the exchange of ideas



Methodology, Theories, 
and Frameworks

Tuorila and Monteleone (2009)

• Methodological Strength: Well-documented, standardized 
methodologies

• Theoretical Foundations: Need for stronger theoretical 
foundations, opportunity for reflexion and development in 
our community

• Educational Programs: need for standardized programs 
and curricula

− no standard curriculum, educational contents vary 
across universities and countries

− accreditation of professional competences in Sensory 
Science by societies



Are there boundaries? The Food System
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Ares et al (2023 & 2024)

Food literacy & agency for the 
change

• The ability to understand and develop 
a positive relationship with food.

• Includes food skills and practices 
across the lifespan.

• Helps navigate, engage, and participate 
in a complex food system.

• Enables informed decision-making
• Considers environmental, social, 

economic, cultural, and political 
factors.

• Equips citizens with competencies to 
relate to and transform food systems.



•Relational Competencies:

• Pleasure from eating healthy and sustainable foods

• Familiarity with diverse foods and enjoyment of trying new foods

• Positive emotional and hedonic associations with healthy eating

• Enjoyment of shared meals and food preparation

• Appreciation of food culture and mindful eating practices

•Functional Competencies:

• Basic knowledge about food and nutrition

• Food planning, preparation, and disposal skills

• Understanding of food safety and hygiene

• Ability to interpret labels and skills for taking decisions

• Budgetary and financial skills for making food purchases

•Critical Competencies:

• Cognitive skills to critically analyze food-related information

• Recognition of social, economic, and environmental aspects of food systems

• Persuasion knowledge to understand and critique food marketing

• Media literacy to engage with food-related media messages
Ares et al (2023 & 2024)
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Change the way 
we eat

Change the way 
we process and 

supply

Change the way 
we govern

Change the way 
we connect

Food 
System 
Change

FOOD-SYSTEMS_RI_Needs_Gaps_Report_12-01-2023.pdf (scar-europe.org)

R&I needs at EU level

• Changes in consumers’ 
life-style, preferences, and 
behaviours

• Diversity in dietary habits
• AI/Digitalization for involving 

consumers
• Enhanced education and 

empowerment

• Discrepancy between citizens’ 
intent and consumer 
behaviour

• Young people’s commitment 
• AI and block-chain

• Urban networks, 
City-regional collaboration 
models, City Region Food 
Systems

https://scar-europe.org/images/FOOD/Deliverables/FOOD-SYSTEMS_RI_Needs_Gaps_Report_12-01-2023.pdf


Potential Impacts of Defining our Discipline

✅ Visibility – Establishes presence, enables interdisciplinary collaboration, 
supports innovation. 

✅ Positioning Within the Food System – Aligns with sustainability goals, 
integrates consumer interactions with food and society. 

✅ Expanding Impact Beyond Our Comfort Zone – Encourages 
cross-disciplinary contributions. 

✅ Inclusivity & Consumer Diversity – Acknowledges cultural, linguistic, and 
demographic variations in sensory perception and food choices. 

✅ Education & Curriculum Design – Strengthens academic & industry 
pathways, defines core competencies for future professionals.



Conclusion: 
is it the name, or is it the impact?

• Interests in our discipline are varied, and boundaries expand to several topics of study: 
products, industries, populations, geographies, applied or fundamental, mechanistic, generalist 
or specific. 

• But should we be more worried in defining what it is, or it is not, Sensory and Consumer 
Science? or rather in what we want to accomplish with our science?

• Knowledge and methods of a discipline should be applied to solve problems, advance our 
understanding, or create new practices.

• We, as Sensory and Consumer researchers, have a responsibility to support a changing 
society, and to be aligned with the most important societal issues of our times 

• We must remain open minded, dynamic and flexible to address contemporary challenges





Further reading
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