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ABSTRACT

Many of the mundane foods that we eat on an everyday basis are consumed in a 
manner that may be considered stereotypical, conventional, habitual or, on occa-
sion, even a playful ritual. There are a number of reasons for such behaviours, 
and the potential benefits for the consumer are discussed in the case of vertically 
asymmetrical foods where the upper and lower surfaces differ. Maximizing the eye 
appeal of the food product, maximizing the multisensory flavour experience and 
the ubiquitous benefits of ritual to the enjoyment of consumption experiences are 
all put forward as possible explanations for such behaviours in this opinion piece. 
Ultimately, however, the paucity of empirical evidence concerning the influence 
of the manner of eating such ubiquitous foods (right way-up or upside-down) on 
the multisensory tasting experience is highlighted. This is a seemingly important 
lacuna in the food science literature, given the multiple competing explanations 
concerning how such experiences might be affected, if at all, that suggest them-
selves. Looking to the future, it would clearly be of great interest, given the grow-
ing global obesity crisis, to understand whether it might be possible to increase 
sensory enjoyment and/or satiety by the better/optimized design of foods and/or 
food consumption behaviours.
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1. INTRODUCTION

At the level of individual food products, many consumers engage in stereo-
typical, habitual or conventional consumption behaviours that can sometimes 
take on the status of playful rituals (e.g. Marshall 2005). The question of which 
of our everyday foods are associated with such consumption (or preparation) 
habits is an intriguing one. That said, the conventional/ritualized action 
sequences that are involved in preparing (i.e. rather than consuming) certain 
foods, such as the highly stylized and richly symbolic Japanese tea ceremony 
(e.g. Anderson 1987), will not be touched upon here (see also Quintao et 
al. 2017 on the rituals associated with the preparation of another ubiquitous 
beverage – coffee). While it has been argued that certain of these behaviours 
that are associated with particular branded foods may have been primed in a 
top-down manner by wily marketers (Amati and Pestana 2015), there is a rich 
seam of marketing-led press stories that are premised on identifying and/or 
questioning the appropriateness of those consumer food behaviours, many 
of which would appear to have emerged spontaneously amongst consumers 
(e.g. Best 2021; Gould 2021). More often than not, marketing would seem 
to have built upon such pre-existing habits, rather than necessarily creating 
them spontaneously. Consider here, for instance, only how the 1994 market-
ing campaign for Oreos built on the pre-existing stereotypical consumer 
behaviour with their ‘Twist’ campaign (see Advertising Age: The Best Awards 
1994 as cited in Amati and Pestana 2015). That said, it has been reported that 
Kraft Foods struggled to introduce the ‘Twist, Lick, and Dunk’ action sequence 
when launching Oreos in China (Koellmann 2013). Meanwhile, the origins 
of other branded food habits or traditions, such as the ubiquitous slice of 
lime that is added to Corona beer in North America (and certain other coun-
tries), turn out to be of uncertain origin (e.g. Lindstrom 2008; Mikkelson 
2010; Wilson 2007). At the same time, however, press stories are occasionally 
also triggered by queries that have been posted online by curious consumers 
(Gayle 2021).

Consumers exhibit a wide variety of stereotypical behaviours when 
consuming various foods, including everything from eating their sausage 
rolls (or hot dogs in the States) from end to end, rather than starting in 
the middle (see Gayle 2020), through to licking the peanut butter off of 
an inverted spoon. Or, as one agency blogpost put it: ‘Have you ever eaten 
peanut butter from a spoon? You know, with the spoon upside down. How 
about folding your slice of pizza? Do you eat the red ones last? Do you Twist, 
Lick and Dunk?’ (Anon. 2017). In this review, though, I will focus primarily 
on the case of the stereotypical consumption behaviours that are associated 
with a number of everyday vertically asymmetrical foods. I will consider the 
conventional consumption behaviours that are exhibited by people and how 
they might be explained. Importantly, a number of factors contributing to such 
stereotypical eating behaviours (in the case of asymmetrical foods) that I will 
examine include maximizing the food’s eye appeal, helping to differentiate/
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identify products, ease of handling and maximizing the multisensory flavour 
experience. No empirical data will be offered in this opinion piece.

Perhaps the more fundamental question here is how the consumer should 
eat certain food products in order to maximize their enjoyment of the taste 
experience (see also Bordewijk and Schifferstein 2020; Schifferstein 2016; 
Zampollo 2016; Zampollo and Peacock 2016). Of course, it is important to 
stress at the outset that our enjoyment of food and drink may sometimes be 
derived as much from the anticipation/expectation, as from the actual taste 
experience (see Berčík et al. 2021; Spence et al. 2016 for a review). Indeed, 
as the Roman gourmand Apicius put it long ago: ‘[w]e eat first with our eyes’ 
(see Apicius 1936). What is more, there is also a sense in which the very fact 
that certain of our food consumption behaviours are ritualized may contrib-
ute to the enjoyment of the total experience (Vohs et al. 2013), as well as 
possibly providing some degree of comfort to the consumer (which, as it 
turns out, may be especially important in the era of COVID-19; see Randall 
2021; Wang et al. 2021).

At the same time, however, it should be noted that in order to qualify as a 
(food) ritual (Visser 1991), there needs to be a symbolic element to proceed-
ings (Ratcliffe et al. 2019), as perhaps present when one asks for one’s egg 
‘sunny-side up’ (cf. Meier and Robinson 2004), or when one bites the limbs off 
of Gummy Bears. Birthday cake is often mentioned as another highly symbolic 
and ritualized food experience (Rossano 2012; see also Fox 2003). Ritualized 
eating events are also often associated with religious ceremonies, be it the 
Passover Seder feast for Jews (Gray 2020) or the ritualized consuming of the 
body of blood of Christ for Christians in the form of sacramental (or commun-
ion) bread and holy wine as part of the Eucharist (Petric 2020). Thanksgiving 
has also become a ritualized feasting occasion in the United States (see 
Wallendorf and Arnould 1991). Kottak (1978) has even argued for the pleas-
ures of a ritual meal out at McDonalds. According to the above definition, 
however, it is by no means clear that many of the simplistic stereotypical 
food behaviours that have been studied as ‘food rituals’ in the past necessarily 
involve any symbolic element. So, for example, the breaking off of a piece of 
chocolate from the bar in one of Vohs et al.’s (2013) oft-cited studies seems to 
have little symbolic about it, yet is unquestioningly described as a food ritual 
by the study authors. As the authors describe it: 

[P]‌articipants in the ritual condition were instructed, ‘Without unwrap-
ping the chocolate bar, break it in half. Unwrap half of the bar and eat 
it. Then, unwrap the other half and eat it.’ In the no-ritual condition, 
participants relaxed for approximately the same duration and then ate 
the chocolate naturally.

(Vohs et al. 2013: 1715, original emphasis) 

Nevertheless, whether they meet the definition of ritualized behaviour or not, 
it is clear that stereotypical, habitual and/or conventional food consumption 
behaviours are a distinctive feature of our interaction with many mundane 
everyday food products, no matter whether we realize it or not. The questions 
that I would like to address here, specifically with reference to vertically asym-
metrical foods, such as chocolate-covered biscuits, nigiri sushi and Pringles, 
is what impact such behaviours might be having on the consumption experi-
ence, and what the ‘function’ of such food behaviours might be (Section 2). In 
Section 3 I highlight a number of factors that may act to negate the benefits of 
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	 1.	 One might also 
consider the 
correspondence or 
metaphorical mapping 
between elevation and 
positive affect (Meier 
and Robinson 2004), 
and/or the cross-modal 
correspondences 
that have been 
demonstrated between 
lightness and elevation 
(Sunaga et al. 2016), not 
to mention between 
sweetness and 
elevation (Velasco et al. 
2019).

such stereotyped eating behaviours in terms of maximizing the tasting experi-
ence. In Section 4 I briefly discuss the question of ease of handling as a factor 
guiding the design of various foods. In Section 5 I come back to the question 
of what, if anything, differentiates food rituals from food traditions and other 
habitual/stereotypical food behaviours.

2. VERTICALLY ASYMMETRIC FOODS THAT ARE CONSUMED IN A 
STEREOTYPICAL MANNER

2.1. Chocolate-covered biscuits

Periodically, articles appear in the press concerning the right way to eat choc-
olate-covered biscuits (such as Chocolate Hobnobs, Jaffa Cakes and Chocolate 
Digestives): chocolate side up, or chocolate side down? According to the 
biscuits’ manufacturer (McVitie’s), the chocolate side is most definitely the 
underside, as these biscuits are all dunked in a reservoir of liquid chocolate 
during production. However, most consumers apparently prefer to eat their 
biscuits chocolate side up. Drawing attention to this discrepancy, the sugges-
tion from the more excitable commentators is that many consumers have 
been eating their biscuits ‘all wrong’ (Pearson-Jones 2020b). But is there really 
a ‘right’ way to eat a biscuit?

Given that the brain or rather our eyes are drawn to energy-dense (or 
high-fat) foods, it certainly makes sense to have the chocolate side facing up, 
as that is simply going to be more visually appealing than staring at the biscu-
ity base (e.g. Motoki et al. 2021; Spence et al. 2016).1 Here, it is worth stress-
ing how much of the pleasure of eating and drinking actually comes from 
the visual expectations that are elicited simply by looking at and possibly also 
smelling desirable foods (see Wang et al. 2004 for neuroimaging support for 
such a suggestion). This, after all, is why ‘dine in the dark’ restaurants never 
lead to an especially enjoyable food experience (Spence and Piqueras-Fiszman 
2012, 2014). At the same time, the visible appearance properties of foods 
(primarily related to their colour) have been shown to influence people’s taste 
expectations and, by so doing, to bias their subsequent taste/flavour experi-
ence (see Spence 2015b for a review).

While what counts as the top and bottom may be rather ambiguous when 
chocolate biscuits come wrapped end-to-end in a tube as they so often do, 
one might well point to the fact that in presentation trays/boxes, the choco-
late is always visible (when not wrapped in foil, that is, as sometimes the 
case), again suggesting that the chocolate side should really be considered 
the upper one. At the same time, however, one might also wonder, from a 
flavour (or gastrophysics) perspective (Spence 2017), what the right thing to 
do is (if one wants to maximize the flavour experience). Given that the major-
ity, but by no means all, of the taste buds (at least those that appear to give 
rise to a conscious perception of taste under conditions of naturalistic food 
consumption) are located on the surface of the tongue (Breslin 2013; Spence 
forthcoming; see also Trivedi 2012), one might be tempted to think that is 
where the most flavourful ingredients should be concentrated. According to 
this logic, the chocolate side should therefore presumably face down. Here 
one might also want to consider the pleasure that is potentially associated 
with the feeling of the chocolate melting on the tongue when the chocolate 
side is placed face down (see Spence and Piqueras-Fiszman 2016 for a review 
of the oral-somatosensory aspects of tasting; Hyde and Witherly 1993 on the 
pleasure associated with dynamic contrast in food experiences; and Crolic 
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and Janiszewski 2016 on the theme of hedonic escalation). And yet all that 
delicious chocolatey flavour is really detected by the nose, both the orthona-
sal sniff, before/as we take a bite, and the retronasal pulses of volatile-rich air 
that are pushed out from the back of the nose as we masticate and swallow 
(e.g. Ni et al. 2015). The olfactory hit might well be maximized by ensur-
ing the chocolate is on upper surface when the biscuit enters your mouth 
(certainly for orthonasal olfaction and possibly also for retronasal olfaction as 
well; see also Biswas et al. 2021).

Saliva also interacts with what we are eating, sometimes helping to release 
volatile aromas from the food matrix during mastication, or else retaining 
them in ways that the food scientists are still only now beginning to under-
stand (e.g. Buettner et al. 2001; Canon and Neyraud 2017; Canon et al. 2018; 
Ge 2012; Spence 2011b; Taylor and Roozen 1996). Hence, while there are 
a number of reasons to believe that the multisensory flavour experience, 
narrowly defined (see Spence et al. 2015), might be impacted significantly by 
the orientation of an asymmetrical food (such as a semi-chocolate-covered 
biscuit) when consumed, it turns out (rather surprisingly) that there is virtu-
ally no peer-reviewed empirical evidence on this question. The closest one 
comes from those researchers investigating salt- and sugar-reduction strate-
gies involving asymmetrically distributing and/or layering salt and sugar as 
a strategy to try and reduce the unhealthy ingredients while not compromis-
ing on taste perception (e.g. Hutchings et al. 2019; Mosca et al. 2012; Noort 
et al. 2012, 2010). However, rating an entirely unfamiliar food matrix, as is 
done in much of the literature in this area, is clearly a situation that is very 
far removed from the consumer’s experience of, or expectations concerning, 
everyday asymmetrical food products such as biscuits.

Given the above, I would therefore question the suggestion from the 
press as to whether those consumers who choose to eat our biscuits with the 
chocolate on the upper side really are doing it all wrong. In the end, I doubt 
that McVitie’s really care how their customers eat their chocolate biscuits. 
Nevertheless, given the public fascination with the ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ way to 
eat popular foods, bringing the topic up seems to be a marketing hook that 
the food brands, and the agencies they employ, just cannot resist, regardless 
of the merits, logic or even the seriousness of the underlying suggestion (see 
Figure 1).

2.2. Nigiri sushi

Another asymmetrical food that most people apparently eat in the wrong way 
is nigiri sushi. This Japanese delicacy is always presented with the fish on top 
(thus highlighting the element – the fish – that varies, while the rice base stays 
the same). Diners, though, are supposed to turn the sushi over on its way from 
presentation plate to mouth, so that the fish (and not the rice base) initially 
contacts the tongue directly (Haslett 2017) (note that a dab of wasabi is some-
times placed between the fish and rice. However, given that this trigeminal 
stimulant is placed in the middle of the sushi, the orientation of the latter 
when entering the mouth is unlikely to matter). This inversion is made easier 
once it is realized that nigiri sushi should be eaten with the fingers rather 
than handled with chopsticks (see Pearson-Jones 2020a). And, given that raw 
fish delivers more of a textural than necessarily an olfactory experience, this 
inversion perhaps makes more sense than in the case of chocolate biscuits. 
However, once again, it turns out that there is a surprising paucity of literature 
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(at least in English) on the impact of orientation of nigiri sushi on people’s 
eating pleasure. Given the growing literature showing how visually attention-
capturing energy-dense high-fat foods are (Harrar et al. 2011; Motoki et al. 
2021; Toepel et al. 2009), there can be little doubting that the eye appeal of 
nigiri sushi is maximized with the fish visible on top (Spence et al. 2016 for a 
review).

2.3. Pringles

According to the manufacturers, the double horseshoe-shaped Pringle should 
be inserted into the mouth crosswise (that is, with the long side running 
from left to right) and with the front and back edges pointing upwards. This 
is supposed to help maximize the seasoning’s contact with the tongue/taste 
buds (see Medler 2018). The seasoning, so it turns out, is only added to the 
upper side of Pringles (Blake 2017b). It is somewhat ambiguous from the press 
coverage as to whether ‘seasoning’ refers to the salty taste and/or aromatic 
flavour volatiles, though presumably it incorporates both. As such it is unclear 
which orientation would actually maximize the tasting experience. In this 
case, however, the asymmetrical shape of the product itself means that any 
difference in the reported tasting experience (as a function of orientation) 
might be attributable to shape rather than (or as well as) to the asymmetri-
cally distributed seasoning (see also Lenfant et al. 2013). Given that Pringles 
are not appreciably more attractive visually on one side than the other, the 
recommendation about how to eat them would appear to be based squarely 
on maximizing flavour (i.e. rather than maximizing eye appeal) – one of the 
possible explanations for the orientation bias exhibited in the previous two 
examples that have just been discussed. At the same time, however, it should 

Figure 1:  Recent graphic illustration in the UK press concerning how best to eat one’s semi-chocolate-
covered biscuit. Reprinted from Best (2021) with permission.
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also be noted that much of the pleasure of snack foods such as Pringles is 
derived from the sound of the crunch (Weiss 2001; Zampini and Spence 2004; 
see Spence 2015 for a review). Hence, one might also want to consider what 
the noisiest way in which to eat this snack might be (see  Youssef et al. 2017 on 
the pros and cons of noisy eating).

Intriguingly, however, while the question would seem to be a very simple 
one, I am not aware of anyone having published research on the question 
of whether vertically asymmetrical foods such as semi-chocolate-covered 
biscuits, nigiri sushi or Pringles really do taste appreciably different, or whether 
the eating enjoyment or sensations/satiation are affected by the orientation 
with which these foods are placed in the mouth. One fundamental reason to 
explain why researchers may not have thought to undertake this research is 
due to a belief that flavour constancy would overcome any variations in the 
pattern and sequence (Spence et al. 2017) of proximal stimulation attribut-
able to the way in which an asymmetrical food is inserted into the mouth. 
It is to the topic of flavour constancy that we turn next. One other point to 
note in passing here is how both chocolate biscuits and Pringles fracture easily 
when a consumer bites into them. This means that whatever started out on 
top when these foods enter the mouth is soon likely to move to the bottom 
of any food bolus that forms (Buettner et al. 2001). In this regard, the physi-
cal behaviour of nigiri sushi in the mouth is likely to be quite different, as is 
the behaviour of popular North American asymmetric foods such as donuts 
covered on one side with icing, or pretzels that have been salted on one side 
(cf. Wilson 2019).

3. FLAVOUR CONSTANCY

What the brain is really trying to figure out on eating/drinking is presumably 
what the food is (this is known as the distal stimulus) and ignore any varia-
tions in the proximal stimulus that happens to impinge on the sensory recep-
tors that might be attributable to foibles/peculiarities in how we eat or how 
deeply we inhale, etc. (cf. Breslin 2013). As such, one might imagine that the 
brain engages in some sort of perceptual constancy for flavour designed to 
make up for variations in the way in which a given food or beverage product is 
experienced (Le Berre et al. 2013). There is, for example, some limited research 
out there to suggest that our brain discounts the size, or rather volume, of the 
sniff (see Teghtsoonian et al. 1978; see also Raudenbusch and Meyer 2001). 
Consider here only how presenting fine wines in different glasses (i.e. having 
different size and/or shape) changes the release of volatiles in the head space 
over the liquid without necessarily changing the tasting experience or ‘nose’ 
(see Spence 2011a for a review).

That said, Unilever, for one, would certainty seem to be convinced that 
they can trick the consumer’s brain by loading more of the tasty, but typically 
less healthy, ingredients in the first bite and hence lowering their concentra-
tion in subsequent bites/sips of their food products. Their research suggests 
that we are unlikely to spot that anything has changed in the formulation, 
since our brains appear to assume that things that look the same taste the 
same (Dijksterhuis et al. 2010; Woods et al. 2010). At the same time, we also 
expect things that look different, such as the white and yellow of the yolk in 
a Cadbury’s Creme Egg to taste different, which they do not (see Gallagher 
2020). Consumers would appear to put any temporal decline in the tasting 
experience while enjoying a food or drink product down to adaptation (cf. 
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Cometto-Muñiz and Cain 1995). Meanwhile, in some of the research from 
the Crossmodal Research Laboratory in Oxford, we have demonstrated that 
increasing the surface area of a dish (and thus increasing its eye appeal) leads 
people to estimate that there is more food and hence to rate dishes more 
highly, again suggesting that it may be possible to ‘trick’ the consumer (e.g. 
Rowley and Spence 2018; Woods et al. 2016), delivering a more enjoyable (or 
satiating) taste, in this case by optimizing the expectations set by eye.

Looking to the future, therefore, standardizing how we eat might help to 
provide solutions concerning healthier food formulations, or else opportuni-
ties to personalize the food experience to a certain degree (see Spence 2017). 
At the same time, however, it is also worth questioning whether maximizing 
the taste/flavour sensations from food is really what people want; as if that 
were so, they might, for instance, chew their food more (Guinard et al. 1997; 
Kristeller and Wolever 2010; Luckett and Seo 2017; Potter et al. 2020), eat 
more slowly (Andrade et al. 2008), not use straws (Lin et al. 2013; though see 
also Pramudya et al. 2021), etc. There is also some suggestion that consumers 
may, in fact, sometimes intuitively optimize their interactions with foods (as 
when dunking a biscuit in a beverage such as tea) to maximize the ensuing 
multisensory flavour experience (see Blake 2017a; see also Douglas and Nicod 
1974). Though questions about whether the milk should be added to the cup/
mug before or after, pouring the tea turns out to be a more complex issue than 
one might at first imagine (Chadwick and Dudley 1983). According to the 
latest press reports (Pinkstone 2021), food scientists suggest that the answer 
may depend on the hardness of the water, while authorities on etiquette have 
their own opinion on the matter (Greep 2021). Passions apparently also run 
high when it comes to the question of whether the jam, or clotted cream, 
should be spread on a scone first (see Nikolic 2021).

4. EASE OF HANDLING

It is important to stress here that maximizing the eye appeal, or multisen-
sory flavour experience, is not the only reason for eating foods in a particu-
lar manner (or orientation). There is also the question of ease of handling 
(and how the food fits/feels in the mouth – just think about how an inverted 
Pringle snuggles against the tongue, whereas otherwise the edges may poke 
uncomfortably against the upper palate). In this section, we will take a look at 
those hand-held foods that are organized (designed) so as to maximize ease 
of handling, rather than necessarily to maximize the flavour experience. For 
instance, the Earl of Sandwich was likely not thinking about the optimization 
of flavour perception when he invented the sandwich so that he would not 
have to leave the gambling table (see Bernstein 1998). Indeed, all of the foods 
that have been discussed so far are typically eaten with the hands. It has, for 
example, been suggested that there is a ‘right’ and a ‘wrong’ way to eat pizza. 
In this case, though, it is more about how to ensure that the toppings end up 
in your mouth and not your lap (Blake 2016). According to self-styled pizza 
expert Daniel Young, consumers are meant to fold over a slice of pizza into a 
wallet shape before trying to put any of it into their mouth. Following Young’s 
suggestion would mean that just as is the case for sandwiches, burgers and hot 
dogs, the outer slices of bread, bap or bun are really there primarily to provide 
a non-sticky handle for the tasty contents contained within. This is despite the 
fact that from a flavour perspective, the arrangement might actually give rise 
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	 2.	 Note that this 
example is closer to 
traditional definitions 
of ritual as containing 
a symbolic element. 
I am not that sort of 
psychologist, but it is 
hard not to imagine 
that such behaviour 
tells you something 
about the individual’s 
personality – that is, 
much like the varied 
answers people come 
up with when staring 
at Rorschach inkblots 
(see Meyer and Archer 
2001).

to a less flavourful experience overall (Lee 2015; Morgan 2015; though see also 
Sinnerton 2015).

At the same time here, it should also be noted that actions that we find 
easier to execute are liked a little more. Hence, by folding the pizza slice, 
the ensuing experience is likely to be little bit more enjoyable, as the wallet 
folding ‘affords’ grasping (e.g. see Cannon et al. 2010; cf. Elder and Krishna 
2012). That said, one might worry that foods like semi-chocolate-covered 
biscuits and nigiri sushi that should be inverted on the way to the mouth 
would be liked a little less due to the reduced affordance of the action 
required (Gibson 1977).

5. RITUALIZED EATING VERSUS STEREOTYPED FOOD BEHAVIOURS, 
HABITS AND TRADITIONS

It has been argued by many commentators that our preference for eating 
specific foods in a particular orientation (or way, e.g., as in the case of sausage 
rolls, Jaffa Cakes, Oreos and the like) can be seen as a very simple kind of 
personal, or playful, ritual (Hobson et al. 2018; Ratcliffe et al. 2019; Vohs et al. 
2013). The whole area of food rituals is a fascinating one: both why they exist 
in the first place, and why they seem to be attached to certain foods but not to 
others. Schivelbusch (1993) has written extensively about traditional/historic 
European drinking rituals (see also Wilson 1991 on medieval food rituals). At 
the same time, however, it is important to stress that in order for a stereotypical 
or conventional consumption behaviour to take on the status of a food ritual 
(strictly defined), there needs to be a symbolic element to proceedings (e.g. 
see Ratcliffe et al. 2019; Visser 1991). For example, many people exhibit stereo-
typical/habitual, but not necessarily ritualistic, behaviours whenever they eat 
everything from Cadbury’s Creme Eggs through to Oreo cookies (Amati and 
Pestana 2015; Gallagher 2020; Houck 2016). Notice here, for example, how 
amongst those who always detach one of the dark biscuity discs of Oreo first 
before licking the fondant centre, there is no obvious symbolic element to the 
action sequences in these cases.

Some individuals take pleasure in biting the head and/or limbs off Gummy 
Bears. Indeed, look online and you will soon find plenty of people wanting to 
share the particularly savage ways in which they delimb these tasty treats with 
their teeth.2 Such food behaviours would seem to be both symbolic and play-
ful (e.g. Altarriba et al. 2020; Murer et al. 2013; Sandercock 2019; Stummerer 
and Hablesreiter 2019). At the same time, however, such behaviours do not 
necessarily appear to be a playful ritual in the sense that there is not necessar-
ily a stereotypical sequence to the gelatinous dismembering that takes place. 
That is, sometimes the consumer might start with decapitation, while on other 
occasions it may be the legs that are detached first. One might say that rituals 
have meaning to the person who performs them, whereas a habit is merely a 
certain manner of doing things.

At other times, however, our food habits/stereotypical food behaviours 
may serve to help personalize/customize the food experience (Blake 2017b; 
Spence 2017). Consider here also only how fussy children sometimes deliber-
ately choose to eat the foods on their plate in a specific order, perhaps saving 
the best element till last (Kranowitz 1998). Or else they may insist that differ-
ent foods do not touch each other on the plate. As noted earlier, adopting a 
stereotypical action sequence or habit when interacting with food can some-
times give rise to increased pleasure from consumption (Vohs et al. 2013). 



Charles Spence

222  I  nternational Journal of Food Design

However, we may well want to stop short of calling any food-related action 
sequence a ritual, especially if there is no obvious symbolic element to the 
proceedings. In fact, looking back, many of the food behaviours discussed 
in this opinion piece would be better classed merely as stereotypical action 
sequences or habits than necessarily as playful rituals. For instance, should 
a consumer always eat their biscuits chocolate side up, or make a point of 
having the fish on top when eating nigiri sushi, this pattern of behaviour 
seems best described as a food habit. See Vohs et al. (2013) for one particularly 
egregious example of this misclassification of a stereotypical food behaviour 
(or rather merely a set of instructions) as a ‘ritual’.

Many of the widely accepted food rituals, such as those involved in reli-
gious ceremonies, or the South Korean ritual of eating dog meat to combat 
heat (Hsu 2012), tend to be part of age-old traditions. Hence it might well be 
argued that there is also a temporal element to the establishment of particular 
food rituals. Consider here only how one of the most often mentioned food 
rituals concerns tea, and here the notion of history, culture and tradition seems 
to play a large role in the establishment of such rituals, especially in the case 
of the age-old Japanese tea ceremony (Anderson 1987). Hence, while rituals, 
stereotyped food behaviours, food habits and traditions may sound very simi-
lar, and while the terms are often used interchangeably in the literature/press, 
their meaning is importantly different.

One obvious difference between stereotyped behaviours and habits relates 
to the fact that the former refers more to the sequence of steps or actions that 
are performed, whereas with habits, the focus is perhaps more on the goal of 
that action. For a stereotyped or habitual behaviour to take on the status of 
a ritual, it needs to take on symbolic meaning. As such, it could be imagined 
that habitual or stereotyped behaviours probably typically develop somewhat 
independently. The symbolic meaning attached to a given food behaviour 
presumably helps establish/formalize the ritual in the first place. Of course, it 
is at least theoretically possible that habitual/stereotyped patterns of behav-
iour are given a symbolic meaning after they have been established, though 
this seems less likely. Finally, it is noticeable how many genuine food rituals 
are intimately tied up with tradition/religion (Wallendorf and Arnould 1991).

In terms of those food marketers interested in trying to establish a new 
ritual around specific food and beverage products, simply explaining to the 
customer the stereotypical way of eating a food to maximize the latter’s enjoy-
ment of the tasting experience would not, in itself, seem sufficient to succeed, 
even should the consumer internalize those recommendations. At best, one 
might describe it as a stereotypical action sequence that, over time, might 
become habitual, but it would ultimately lack the symbolic element and fall 
short in terms of any element of tradition which is perhaps only established 
over a longer period of time than most food brands survive.

6. CONCLUSIONS

Ultimately, what counts as the top and what counts as the bottom of a biscuit, 
a potato chip – or any other food item for that matter – is likely determined 
by several factors, with the orientation of the product during the manufactur-
ing process coming way down the list in order of importance. Maximizing the 
eye appeal of a food, by presenting the most desirable (be it expensive, tasty) 
or differentiating elements on top (as in the case of nigiri sushi) so that they 
can be seen by the customer/consumer is clearly important, especially given 
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that, as Apicius (1936) noted long ago, ‘[w]‌e eat first with our eyes’. Being 
able to discriminate between different items visually is clearly important to the 
consumer. Thereafter, in the case of those foods that are designed to be eaten 
with the hands, practical constraints around how easy it is to handle the food 
play a key role in the design of the food experience. Finally, one might also 
want to think about the food orientation that helps to maximize the multisen-
sory flavour experience. Yet here it is worth reiterating the fact that the release 
of flavour volatiles as we masticate/eat is a phenomenally complex process, 
one that the food scientists are only just beginning to get a handle on. At a 
more macro level, though, the latest research suggests that looking at food 
(cookies, beverages and fruit snacks) prior to smelling it leads to enhanced 
taste experience when compared to those situations where smelling precedes 
seeing (Biswas et al. 2021).

Given that we really do eat first with our eyes, I believe that the tasti-
est (and/or certainly the most energy-dense) elements should always be 
visible (on top), thus helping to optimize the consumer’s flavour expecta-
tions (see also Biswas et al. 2021). Ultimately, therefore, foods should prob-
ably be presented in the way that appeals to the eye as much as to the mouth, 
especially given how visually dominant we all are (Hutmacher 2019). At the 
same time, however, one of the key aims of this review is simply to high-
light the lacuna in the food science literature to date concerning the means 
of consumption on the multisensory tasting experience. Given how many 
different factors would seem to be at play, it will likely only be as a result 
of carefully conducted experimentation that a clear empirical answer can be 
revealed.
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