
36     THE WORLD OF FOOD INGREDIENTS      MARCH 2010

taste! – Flavour & Sensory

 

 

Stimulating Sensory
 

A look at the current challenges facing the sensory field, which highlights some new  
educational opportunities and professional organisations in sensory evaluation. 

by Rebecca N. Bleibaum and Howard Schutz, PhD

Sensory evaluation has 
grown rapidly in the past 
two decades, largely as 

a result of its contribution to 
the successes in the food and 
beverage industries. Companies 
are actively seeking a competi-
tive advantage in new product 
development and modification 
of existing products to better 
satisfy consumers. The need for 
and role of sensory information 
has grown exponentially, as evi-
denced by the growing number 
of international conferences, 
more citations in publications, 
and more job opportunities 
than can be filled with quali-
fied candidates. Sensory sci-
ence is the study of reactions 
of the five senses – sight, hear-
ing, smell, taste, and touch 
– to characteristics of physical 
matter, primarily for foods 
and beverages. The discipline 
does not merely address likes 
and dislikes but scientifically 
evokes, measures, analyses, and 
interprets psychological re-
sponses to physical stimuli. It 

is a multi-disciplinary field that 
includes aspects of psychology, 
physiology, statistics, and mar-
keting research. The science 
uses human subjects to test and 
record their own responses. By 
applying statistical techniques 
to the results, it is possible to 
make meaningful inferences 
and gain insights about the 
products under study. In the 
field’s early years, sensory eval-
uation resources were primarily 
used in laboratory testing. With 
the increased availability and 
decreased costs of technology, 
more efficient data-capture and 
analysis systems have made it 
easier to obtain product infor-
mation without laboratory limi-
tations. This helps researchers 
better understand the links 
between ingredients, product 
formulations, packaging, mar-
keting messages, and category 
and brand imagery. 

Academic Training 
In the United States, the 

Institute of Food Technolo-

gists has worked closely with 
academia and food science pro-
grammes to ensure that sensory 
evaluation is taught as a founda-
tion class. Currently, there are 
over 50 Approved Food Science 
programmes with 30 universi-
ties offering courses in sensory 
evaluation. We estimate that 
over 40 courses are taught an-
nually with around 600 students 
receiving some sensory training 
each year within food science or 
similar programmes. About 60% 
of the courses are taught at the 
undergraduate level, 30% at the 
graduate level, and 10% from 
distance learning programmes. 

Most sensory courses have 
‘food’ in the title and are gener-
ally listed as ‘Introduction to 
Sensory Evaluation’, ‘Sensory 
Methods’, ‘Descriptive Analy-
sis’, ‘Advanced Sensory Con-
cepts’, ‘Applications of Sensory 
Evaluation’, and ‘Sensory-In-
strumental Analysis’. There are 
also product-specific courses 
such as ‘Descriptive Analysis of 
Wine’, ‘Advanced Food Sensory 
Science’, and ‘Sensometrics’. 
Most academic programmes 
require at least one course in 
statistics, with many fewer re-
quiring courses in psychology 
and consumer behaviour.

Broader Approach
This educational approach 

is insufficient. Most sensory 
professionals discover sensory 
evaluation after they leave col-
lege. Sensory science, originally 
developed within food science 
programmes, is much broader 
than food science alone. Sen-
sory science has applications to 

a wide variety of consumer pack-
aged goods. Current courses and 
training at the university level 
vary widely in how they define 
sensory evaluation and there is 
inadequate experience in busi-
ness applications. 

Companies often have a 
very difficult time in finding 
adequately trained sensory pro-
fessionals who understand the 
science behind the methodolo-
gies. Short courses of three to 
five days each – of which there 
are now seemingly hundreds 
– are insufficient to instill the 
scientific knowledge and pro-
cedures necessary to provide a 
career capability. Many sensory 
professionals are entering the 
workforce with some academic 
training in sensory evaluation 
but few universities offer stu-
dents an in-depth programme 
to specialise in the field and 
provide internships and access to 
job opportunities in their chosen 
profession. To gain additional or 
specialised training, many pro-
fessionals attend short courses, 
workshops, and conferences, 
which are inadequate.

Virtual Classrooms
To help address the shortage 

of qualified professionals, the 
University of California Exten-
sion at Davis began working on 
the web-based programme in 
2000, titled ‘Applied Sensory 
Science and Consumer Testing 
Certificate Program for Distance 
Learners’. The overall objective 
was to develop a programme 
that addressed the inadequate 
training and lack of qualified 
professionals. 
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Specific aspects included: 
• University-level teaching
• Provide a scientific founda-
tion
• Beyond food and beverage
• Easy access for working pro-
fessionals
• Strategic business applica-
tions
• Available globally

Linking Sensory
There are a variety of organi-

sations and societies that bring 
together sensory professionals. 
These organisations provide 
networking opportunities, in-
troduce new methodologies, 
demonstrate new applications 
of existing methodologies, and 
provide a forum for discussion 
and scientific challenge.

The first sensory conference 
that gained notable international 
participation was the 1992 Pan-
gborn Memorial Symposium, 
held in Finland. At the time, 
this conference was a one-time 
event to honour Rose Marie 
Pangborn’s invaluable contribu-
tions to sensory science while 
at the University of Califor-
nia, Davis. It was attended by 
around 100 professionals. This 
event brought the international 
sensory community together in 
a way that had not been done 
before. After some changes, the 
conference is now held every 
two years in various locations 
around the world. In 2009 it was 
held in Italy, and in 2011 it will 
take place in Thailand – the first 
time the conference has been 
held in Asia. The conference 
now draws close to 1,000 inter-
national professionals – not only 
from food and beverage, but 
also personal care, household 
care, automotive, office supply, 
apparel, footwear, electronics, 
sporting goods, agriculture, and 
other manufacturing industries. 
Sensory science is growing and 
there is an equally growing 
demand and competition for 
well-trained professionals.

Understanding Behaviour
Through the Institute of Food 

Technologists (IFT), there is a 

well-established and active sensory 
division that recently changed its 
name from SED (Sensory Evalu-
ation Division) to SCSD (Sensory 
and Consumer Science Division), 
reflecting the need to better un-
derstand consumer behaviour. The 

Sensory Nexus is a virtual bulletin 
board and web based tool designed 
to foster communication among 
sensory professionals world-wide. 
It has been used extensively to post 
information and ask questions re-
garding any aspect of sensory and 
consumer sciences.

The Sensometric Society, an 
international organisation with 
regular conferences, focuses on 
measurement and analysis tools 
applied to sensory research. Its 
goal is to improve communica-
tion among sensory scientists 
and other professionals with ap-
propriate methods, applications, 
and visual aids to disseminate 
knowledge gained from sensory 
research. ASTM International, 
Committee E-18 on Sensory 
Evaluation continues to be ac-
tive and meets twice per year. 
One of its primary contribu-
tions in recent years was the 
development of the ‘Guide for 
Sensory Claims Substantiation’ 
for advertising (E1958-07). It 
was within this organisation that 
a new society was formed, the 
Society of Sensory Professionals 
(SSP). This is a non-profit group 
that is working to bridge the gap 
between academia and business, 
between research approaches, 
and between industries. Its 
inaugural conference in 2007 
attracted over 350 attendees; 
the October 2010 conference, 
‘Transforming Science to Strat-
egy’, will be held in Napa Val-
ley and is expected to attract as 
many or more participants. In 
addition, a Sensory Wikipedia 

is being developed in con-
junction with SSP that will be 
hosted on its website. The goal 
of this society and the wiki is to 
partner with global colleagues 
to establish a meaningful net-
work of information, resources, 

and contacts, along with some 
agreed upon definitions for the 
sensory science community.

Sensory Expansion
There are well-established 

societies in Europe, such as the 
European Sensory Network 
(ESN), comprised of member 
organisations of primarily Eu-
ropean countries. This network 
is designed to provide a forum 

for discussion and collaboration 
among research institutions in-
volved in sensory and consumer 
sciences. As the field continues 
to grow, additional countries 
will establish their own sen-
sory societies. The hope is that 
professionals around the world 
can work together to provide a 
scientific foundation and under-
standing for the mutual benefit 
of sensory professionals and 
users of sensory research. 

Clearly, there is a wide need 
for the education of sensory 
professionals. With the virtual 
communication tools readily 
available, there is real opportu-
nity to provide a global network. 
This network will undergo rapid 
development and expansion as 
we move further into this cen-
tury, since sensory information 
has tremendous strategic and 
business applications.t
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Companies often have 
a very difficult time in 
finding adequately trained 
sensory professionals who 
understand the science 
behind the methodologies. 
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