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Engineering Taste Is this the future of our children’s food?

These research findings reveal we’re seeing 
significant changes to the way children eat. 
In fact, our research shows that little ones are 
failing to experience and to acquire a taste 
for ‘real’ foods, such as fruit, vegetables, fresh 
meat and fresh fish, as readily as happened a 
generation ago.

The type of foods we are focusing on are a new 
wave of products. Although highly engineered, 
many of these foods make ‘natural’ and ‘real’ 
claims as call outs on the front of their packs. 
And as our research reveals, parents are being 
conned into buying them because they believe 
the carefully crafted call out messages they 
are getting are the whole story – so are led to 
believe the foods are more ‘natural’ than they 
really are.

Our concerns
Organix had become increasingly concerned 
about the impact of engineered food, and 
the increasing use of unnecessary additives, 
colourings and flavourings on the development 
of taste within young children. We were 
worried that this could be changing children’s 
palates, their ability to enjoy the taste of ‘real’ 
food, and impacting their health – and could 
have significant ramifications for children, 
especially in the context of the obesity crisis.

This led Organix to contact Greg Tucker, Taste 
Psychologist, who works alongside Professor 
Andy Taylor team leader at the University of 
Nottingham Food Science department, to help 
us uncover the impact that artificial flavourings, 
colourings and disguised flavours are having 
on children.

The research
The team undertook qualitative research with 
a group of mothers and their children, between 
the ages of five and 10 – who were able to 
articulate experiences through a smiley scale, 
words and phrases – and with younger siblings 
of toddler age to allow for the viewpoint of a 
younger child. The researchers considered the 
responses from both mums and children. 

The aim of the research was to explore 
children’s experiences of taste and reactions 
to different tastes, and their preferences and 
understanding of engineered and ‘real’ food.

Engineered foods are distorting children’s 
ability to recognise and enjoy the taste of 
‘real’ foods

As foods move towards convenience they 
tend to become less ‘real’. In trying to meet 
the demands and time pressures of mums, 
the food industry is providing engineered 
food that is easy for children to eat but fails 
to deliver as positive a food experience.

Children’s ability to judge ‘real’ food and to 
put in the effort required to eat it is being 
eroded and ultimately lost. This is shifting 
children’s palates – they are learning to look 
for fast taste gratification and easy eats – 
and losing the ability and desire to invest 
the time and effort to enjoy and experience 
‘real’ food that is honestly delivered. 

We found children who believed that 
chickens do not have bones or skin, that 
apples don’t have cores and that the only 
type of tomato is a cherry one.

The zone of artifice is a new space and  
is changing the way children eat

We found the lines are blurring between 
‘real’ and artificial, creating a new space, 
the ‘zone of artifice’. These engineered 
foods deliver instant and dynamic tastes, 
an easy eat that requires little effort, but 
are disingenuously delivered. In some cases 
‘natural’ ingredients are being used, often 
inappropriately and when they have no 
‘natural’ role in the food. Whether natural 
or not, the food is being engineered to 
enhance the eating experience – the 
flavour, texture, colour and appeal of the 
food – and it’s at odds with the front of 
pack claims.

Many children have 
become so used to 
‘engineered food’ with 
unnatural tastes and 
flavours that they prefer 
them to ‘real’ foods.

Research findings
Misleading claims about ‘real’ and ‘natural’ 
mean parents are unable to make informed 
purchase decisions

Time-poor mums want meals to be 
convenient and ‘natural’ – the two objectives 
tend to be at odds with each other. The more 
convenient the food, the less ‘real’ it is likely 
to be.

The research suggests mums are keen  
to make good food choices so they seek  
out ‘real’ and ‘natural’ claims on the front  
of pack during their supermarket shop.

The food industry is responding by 
reassuring mums with claims of ‘natural’ 
and ‘real’ on packs and charging a premium 
for the privilege. On further investigation the 
engineering of the food does not always 
meet the expectations of mums and as 
they learnt more about the product and 
its ingredients (often very long lists of 
ingredients), many mums were surprised to 
discover it was not as ‘natural’ as it appeared, 
or as the manufacturers had claimed.

We found it is becoming increasingly hard  
for mums to make good food choices, and 
they are increasingly angry about what they 
see as the ‘deceit and lies’ perpetrated by 
the food industry.
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And it’s little wonder. As our new research 
shows, the boundary between what is ‘real’ 
and what is artificial has reached a new tipping 
point. We have entered ‘the zone of artifice’ 
where food is no longer a straightforward 
choice between ‘real’ and artificial. And 
this is leaving children – and their parents 
– confused about what’s on their plates.

Where do we go from here?
Children are growing up on a diet of convenience 
and engineered food, as their parents are being 
bamboozled by food claims, and hoodwinked 
by the food industry, while trying to do their 
best in an environment in which it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to decipher what ‘real’ 
food really is. There’s a real chance that children 
will lose the opportunity to love ‘real’ food 
if they continue to be fed quick, convenient 
engineered food.

What do you think?
Should we be concerned that children are 
growing up without a love of ‘real’ food?  
Do you feel conned by products that claim  
to be ‘natural’ and ‘real’?

Please let us know if you’d like Organix to 
campaign on your behalf to do something 
about the problem, and to make it easier for 
parents to feed their children healthy ‘real’ 
food. Get involved and share your views at: 
   /organixfood 
    @organixbrands 
    /organixfood 
www.organix.com

#OrganixTaste

Many children in the 
UK think chickens don’t 
have bones, apples 
don’t have cores and 
that the strawberry 
flavour in yoghurts is 
more delicious than 
the fruit itself.

A new age of food
Products are now engineered to appear closer 
to ‘real’ foods and packaging (with claims of 
‘natural’ ingredients) is designed to appeal 
to parents trying to do the right thing. 

However, as our research reveals, many parents 
are being misled, believing that the foods 
are more natural than they really are. And 
all of this is leading to a significant change to 
the way children experience food. We found 
little ones are now so familiar with and used to 
engineered products that they struggle when 
given ‘real’ foods.

Now is the time to question what’s happening, 
reflect on these findings and demand change.

Parent’s view: “But it says no artificial 
colours – what’s carrots got to do with 
strawberry yoghurt? That’s not right, is it?”
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“ We’re seeing a new take on artificial. The 
addition of a natural ingredient to a food, 
but one not expected or understood, and 
designed to shift or materially enhance 
the delivery is an artifice – carrot juice in 
a strawberry yoghurt is clearly not right. 
This zone of artifice is a deliberate mislead 
by the food industry, and it’s changing 
how children eat.”

  Greg Tucker, Taste Psychologist

“ A real apple is very different to a 
supposedly ‘healthy’ Nutrigrain cereal 
bar with a ‘fruit’ filling – the apple filling 
is sweet, melts easily in the mouth, yet 
the back of pack ingredients’ list shows 
it contains 36 ingredients including 
flavouring. Consequently, children are 
confused and disappointed by the actual 
genuine article and so they fail to acquire 
a taste for real apples as early or as 
readily as happened a generation ago.”

   Greg Tucker, Taste Psychologist



Natural vs artificial Unveiling the zone of artifice
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The first age was real, the second was food 
created with artificial additives, and we are now 
in the third age of food: the ‘zone of artifice’ or 
engineered food. And it’s this last one which is 
making it particularly tricky for parents to make 
good food choices.

What do we mean by ‘real’ food?
‘Real’ foods are those which nourish us and 
contribute to a healthy, balanced diet. Most 
people would consider basic foods, such as 
fruit, vegetables, fish, meat, dairy products, 
pulses and wholegrains to be ‘real’ foods.

Other products that people would typically 
put into the ‘real’ category are breads, soups, 
sauces, and baked goods so long as they have 
simple, easily recognisable ingredients.

And not too many of them. The longer the list 
of ingredients, the further away from ‘real’ food 
a product seems (and usually actually is). Cakes 
which contain over 40 different ingredients, 
for example, are widely available and popular 
products. But they’re considered less ‘real’ than 
homemade cakes with only five ingredients.

The same is true if a product contains 
ingredients which most people can’t identify. 
Long lists of complicated components 
are commonplace. However, the foods 
are considered less ‘real’ and wholesome 
as a result.

What about artificial foods?
In general, chemicals, artificial flavours and 
E numbers represent what’s considered to be 
artificial foods. Some of these artificial additives 
are considered to be nasties, others aren’t 
necessarily bad. E numbers, for example, were 
labelled as such to reassure consumers that any 
additive was safe, however, even vitamins were 
given an E number and seen as ‘bad’.

Many consumers do have real concerns about 
artificial additives and the food industry has 
responded to the demand for products with 
more recognisable ingredients. That’s led us 
to where we are today.

The third age of food
We are seeing significant reductions in artificial 
additives in food but ironically, the move away 
from ‘artificial’ is not a step back into ‘real’ 
food. We’re moving into a whole new space. 
In fact, our research shows the lines between 
‘real’ and artificial have blurred.

Generally speaking, 
we can divide the way 
food has developed 
into three phases.

Here, the products appear ‘natural’ and ‘real’. 
The labels on the packaging and the marketing 
around the product speak of ‘natural’ ingredients 
and make claims such as ‘no added sugar’ and 
‘real fruit’. However, the products are not all 
they seem.

What is natural anyway?
The food industry knows it can get away with 
describing many ingredients as ‘natural’. All 
colourings, flavourings, and other ingredients 
can in fact be from totally different products or 
species and still be ‘natural’. So anything goes, 
such as adding vegetable juice as a colouring  
in fruit yoghurt.

While an individual ingredient may itself be 
‘natural’, does it follow that the whole product 
is still ‘natural’ if you throw a bunch of other 
‘natural’ things – that have no relation to the 
food – into the mix?

The zone of artifice 
or engineered food is 
the new space where 
food manufacturers are 
placing their products.

Ta
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Time

Artifice
Transition zone 
between real 
and artificial

Real
100% Natural

Artificial
Artificial colours, 
sweeteners, 
flavours and 
preservatives
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Is a chicken nugget ‘real’ chicken? Many people 
think it is. It is breast meat with no artificial 
colourings or flavourings, that makes it ‘real’, 
doesn’t it? And yet it’s been engineered into a 
quick, bitesize, convenient format, which bears 
little resemblance to the experience of eating 
‘real’ chicken. 

Many of the children we worked with in this 
study had little appreciation of ‘real’ chicken, 
with bones and skin.

Parent’s view: “I only get the 100% 
breast meat nuggets for them – it’s all 
chicken then.” 

“ No, I don’t think a chicken has any 
bones,” said a child to our researchers.

“ My chicken doesn’t have bones,” said 
another. And their own parents were 
surprised by this.

“ Of course he knows chickens have 
bones!” said one of our mums but our 
study discovered that he didn’t and this 
mum is far from alone.

Greg Tucker, Taste Psychologist

Nutritionist’s view: On a packet of 
one leading brand of chicken nuggets 
it may be quite shocking for parents to 
see the statement “Made with 100% 
chicken breast guaranteed” when in 
fact the ingredients show there is only 
51% chicken breast – and a total of 14 
different ingredients. Whilst the meat 
component of the nuggets may well be 
100% chicken, these figures indicate that 
a huge 49% of the nugget is not meat 
but breadcrumbs – with flour, water, 
salt, oil, maize and natural flavourings 
all on the ingredients list. This is hugely 
misleading for parents who naturally 
want to give their children the purest 
product possible. And, a recommended 
serving of five nuggets provides 0.78g 
salt which is almost half of the daily salt 
recommendation for a toddler.

Nutritionist’s view: Parents are being 
lured by front-of-pack flashes of words 
such as “real” or “natural” which can 
actually mean very little when there is 
a list of complicated ingredients as long 
as your arm in the small-print on the back.

Engineering Taste Is this the future of our children’s food?

Natural + natural = still natural?

Say you were buying a strawberry yoghurt 
that claimed ‘no artificial colours and flavours’. 
It’s likely you would expect to find yoghurt, 
strawberries, perhaps some sugar (you might 
be shocked at how much!) and nothing else. 
In fact the strawberry yoghurt from Petits 
Filous tested in our study contained 14 different 
ingredients. That’s certainly what the majority 
of consumers expect – and our study shows 
that’s mums’ assumption – because it is wholly 
reasonable and logical. The manufacturers also 
know this fact...

Manufacturers know they can add any ingredient 
that is ‘natural’ and still claim that the product is 
‘natural’. So, they take the yoghurt and enhance 
its colour with carrot juice. It gives the yoghurt 
a warm, bright, appealing colour. And it’s 
still ‘natural’.

To take another example, 
let’s look at the sort of 
chicken that many 
children now eat, 
particularly for tea, 
during the week.

Would you add carrot juice to yoghurts at 
home? Probably not. So it’s additions like 
these that are breaking the definition of ‘real’ 
and misleading consumers, who believe 
they are buying food that is ‘real’, just in a 
convenient format. The product is manipulated 
and engineered to be more instantly appealing, 
approachable and yet not artificial.

The consumer is knowingly misled by the 
manufacturer through their ‘natural’ on pack 
call-out. And children are growing up to 
believe these are ‘natural’ foods, with their 
inherent colours, textures and tastes.

Serving children a sanitised version of everyday 
food like chicken means children grow up 
thinking of this version of the food as ‘real’. 
These foods confuse adults as well as children 
and they are leading to a change in the way we 
taste, experience, understand and appreciate 
our foods.

Here’s an example...



But did you know that aside from the health 
benefits (it’s better for digestion), taking time 
to appreciate what you’re eating makes food 
taste more delicious?

In fact, it’s only when we spend a few more 
seconds thoroughly munching our food that 
we are able to experience the full range of 
flavours and textures on our plates.

So, while we have to be realistic – there  
will always be times when we squeeze  
mid-week family dinners around work or  
we eat on-the-go in the car – it’s clear that 
slowing down our eating makes a difference.

Here’s how it works…

The arc of flavour and taste
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The arc of experience
When we eat ‘real’ food, the flavour release 
usually moves at the pace of the chew. The 
more we break our food down, the more the 
flavour intensifies. In fact, for each moment of 
effort we put in, we’re rewarded by an increase 
in the level of flavour intensity, which reminds 
us that we need to take our time.

As each mouthful of ‘real’ food comes together, 
we enjoy an expanding and engaging taste 
experience. This peaks, usually in the rear of the 
mouth and then starts to fade once we swallow. 
This is what’s known as ‘the Arc of Experience’.

However, when we eat more engineered food 
using flavourings the pattern changes.

We get a more instant hit of flavour: an 
immediate reward. But the flavour bursts 
quickly and dies away and leads us to feel we 
want more of it. Eating more engineered foods 
and fewer ‘real’ foods means that children miss 
the experience of the real flavour arc and the 
benefits that brings.

Little mouths (and wobbly teeth!) need even 
longer to break down food especially ‘real’ 
foods because they are more challenging. 
This is a genuine barrier for children who have 
become acclimatised to food being low effort. 
Our children are losing the skills to experience 
taste, flavour and texture.

We’ve all heard that 
we need to chew 
our food properly.

Ta
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Time
Front of mouth Mid of mouth Rear of mouth

Artificial flavour
Immediacy of impact – 
instant gratification 
delivered

Expands and changes – 
added engagement

Early finish can drive 
moreishness to repeat 
mouthfuls – accelerates 
consumption pace
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Time
Front of mouth Mid of mouth Rear of mouth

Real flavour

Paced and dynamic build 
but never ‘instant’

Evolves and develops through 
transformations – phase of 
complexity and building reward

Clears – fading 
slowly rather 
than instantly
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Dashboard dining

While we may want 
the luxury of an hour 
or so to cook, the truth 
is that most of us won’t 
routinely get it.
Sumptuous feasts don’t magically appear on 
the table at five o’clock when parents click their 
fingers (if only!). And when the toddler is having 
a meltdown, the baby is wailing, the dog needs 
a walk and your phone keeps pinging with work 
emails titled ‘urgent’, the last thing you’re going 
to do is start slowly caramelising onions…

We found that the true experience of fresh food 
is being planned, designed and engineered out 
of the lives of increasing numbers of families. 
There’s no doubt about it, the reality of our 
busy lifestyles means we’re cooking fewer 
meals from scratch and we’re eating them 
more rapidly too.

Fast food no longer simply means ordering 
burgers and fries to go. We’re eating in our 
cars (now so prevalent it even has a name – 
Dashboard Dining), we’re grabbing sandwiches 
at our desks and we’re producing meals in 
double-quick time, even in our own kitchens 
at home. This can make food and drink 
less enjoyable, each mouthful is less varied 
and social interactions around mealtimes 
are also reduced.

So, while dashboard dining has become 
a reality for all of us the food industry is 
capitalising on it.

And where is this leading us? Back to the 
fast food home service station…

“ The more convenient and modern 
execution, the chicken nugget vs 
the chicken breast, for example, is a 
compelling alternative that is perceived 
by parents as delivering a happier, 
well-fed child.”

  Greg Tucker, Taste Psychologist

Fast food, more food?

As we know, artificial or 
engineered foods deliver 
flavour sensations faster 
and we’re left feeling 
emptier sooner. This 
leads us to want to 
pop another mouthful 
in sharpish.

Stop the clock!
Midweek mealtimes now take around 10 to 
15 minutes to prepare and we spend around 
the same amount of time consuming what’s 
on our plates. This is not enough time for the 
stomach’s messages to reach back to the brain.

Rewind a few years and the time taken to 
prepare the main meal would have been at 
least half an hour and the mealtime itself would 
also have taken around the same length. This 
gave families the chance to literally let their 
food go down.

How does this work?
When we eat, our stomach sends a signal  
to our brain to let us know when we’re full.  
This works fine if we’re eating our food slowly, 
as it takes around 20 minutes for this to 
happen. However, foods that deliver sensations 
faster ignore our inbuilt taste receptors and 
override the stomach to brain signals, so 
we lose the ability to judge when we’ve had 
enough to eat making it easier to over-eat.

Many parents knew the 20 minute message 
fact yet they failed to connect the knowledge 
with the reality of their child’s mealtimes, 
thinking that this was a figure for ‘proper’ 
meals or for ‘adults’ rather than it being 
as relevant for everyone.

Eat up!
Eating ‘real’ food is seen as hard work for 
everyone involved. Not only does it take more 
time to prepare, it takes more time to eat. 
Children are becoming acclimatised to food 
being low effort and chewing food is hard work 
for many children. Our study shows that eating 
a chicken nugget is an easier experience than 
eating ‘real’ chicken breast, as the breadcrumb 
coating is engineered to dissolve and break 
down in the mouth with the minimum of effort. 
In fact, even when mums in our study did give 
their children ‘real’ foods, they found it hard 
to allow them the time to eat them properly.

“ Left alone children will tend to enjoy 
something in their own time and at their 
own pace – finding the bits and elements 
that work for them.”

  Greg Tucker, Taste Psychologist

Engineering Taste Is this the future of our children’s food?
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To encourage their child, they gave them 
what could be called ‘masking agents’ 
to accelerate mealtimes. Here’s a typical 
example. In our research, we found that 
tomato ketchup was regularly used to 
ensure vegetables are eaten quickly.

While this may help get little ones to munch 
on broccoli, long term it may lead children to 
believe that adding sauces to ‘real’ foods is the 
right way to eat them and they’ll fail to develop 
a taste for ordinary, unseasoned vegetables.

Masking ‘real’ food with engineered foods, 
like adding ketchup to vegetables, contributes 
to the convenience and the speed – as the food 
is eaten more quickly – of mealtimes. It leaves 
little people feeling hungry, not ‘satisfied’, 
and without the basic skills to eat, digest and 
enjoy food.

“ I always have (tomato) ketchup on 
vegetables – I can’t eat them any other 
way,” said a child in the study.

Parent’s view: “I haven’t got time to 
wait for her as she fiddles with her 
vegetables,” said one of our mums: 
“So she uses ketchup.”

Nutritionist’s view: If children learn from 
a young age that vegetables are only 
acceptable once smothered in sauce 
then they will take this taste preference 
and attitude with them through their life.

Engineering generations of taste 

Parent’s view: “I don’t really get it but he 
loves cheese strings and (if I didn’t buy 
them) he’d only eat his friends’ (cheese 
strings) at school so I just get it for him,” 
said a mum in our study. “It is real cheese 
but not boring cheese,” said a child in 
our study.

The full size, fresh tomato is almost 
unknown to the average child in this 
study, they know only cherry tomatoes. 
However, tomato ketchup, which may 
have historically been a somewhat 
restricted sauce to certain meals  
(two parents recalled it as only on  
a Friday sauce) is now ubiquitous.

Greg Tucker, Taste Psychologist
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Masking foods

So are we bringing up 
a generation of children 
on engineered food 
so they develop an 
unnatural palate?
Our research would suggest that we are.

The zone of artifice comprises foods labelled as 
‘natural’, with no artificial flavours, yet which have 
additions that have no natural role in the food, 
but are there to enhance the eating experience.

As a result the boundaries between ‘real’ and 
artificial are becoming blurred and it’s leading 
to a generation of children who are not exposed 
to ‘real’ food and don’t know how to enjoy it.

Our research reveals a worrying lack of 
knowledge about ‘real’ food. We talked to 
children who didn’t know that apples had 
cores or that chicken had bones, as well as 
those who only enjoyed cheese when it was 
soft and rubbery in cheese strings.

Children who were fed chicken nuggets knew 
on one level that nuggets were unrelated to 
the bird’s form, compared to a cut of breast 
meat, for example. But they had become 
acclimatised to thinking of them as ‘real’ meat.

Those who ate ‘real fruit’ cereal bars, with apple 
filling and strawberry yoghurts with the taste 
of ‘real’ strawberry found it easier to eat the 
engineered food, rather than the actual fruit  
in it’s variable, more crunchy, sweet, sour or 
tangy form.

And drinks are no exception – the boundaries 
are blurring too as juices and squashes are 
distanced from the ‘real’ product. The texture 
in orange juice with bits is expected to be 
off-putting for children, with the filtered version 
prevalent in the UK and assumed by most 
parents to be preferred by children, while 
orange squash with juice added helps to blur 
the boundaries, as it’s seen as being hydrating 
‘like water’ and having ‘no added sugar’.
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Nutritionist’s view: Children like familiarity, especially 
from the age of around two years onwards when 
neophobia (fear of new foods) can kick in. It can be 
challenging to keep offering new foods and coming  
up with new and inspiring ideas, but if parents just  
keep offering their little ones the same, easy-to-eat 
artificially-tasting foods, then these are the only foods their 
children will want, and a cycle develops whereby new and 
more ‘real’ foods will become further and further refused. 
The result is very likely to be a generation of fussy eaters.

Parents are often concerned about choking so making 
things easy, like peeling apples, chopping grapes 
and slicing cucumbers, to the point that their toddler/
child doesn’t have to do any work to eat their fruit and 
vegetables can seem like the right thing to do. However, 
what we often see is three or four year olds starting 
nursery or school who have simply forgotten how to chew, 
or who have become too lazy to do so. The subsequent 
food refusal only serves to precipitate parents offering 
foods in easy-to-eat, or “engineered” form.

The challenge for parents

How can we make sense of the marketing  
and make space in our lives for our little ones  
to experience and enjoy ‘real’ foods?

All of this presents a real challenge for mums 
and dads. Parents just want to do the right 
thing and by choosing products that make 
‘natural’ and ‘real’ claims, they believe they 
are. Many of these foods are also priced  
at a premium, which reinforces the idea that  
they are superior products.

Many of the mums we spoke to read and trust 
the ‘shout out’ claims on the front of pack. So 
when, during our study, they found out that 
what they believe from packaging claims and 
marketing to be ‘real’ and ‘natural’ is in fact 
engineered they felt cheated.

Long lists of ingredients, ingredients at odds 
with our understanding of what should naturally 
be in a product, and a pack designed to keep 
you away from understanding the detail, is what 
parents have to battle against when rushing 
around doing the grocery shop.

So the task for mums and dads is how to  
give their little ones a taste for ‘real’ food, while 
also being realistic about their busy lifestyles. 
Or should all the responsibility for this be left  
up to parents? Shouldn’t mums and dads be 
able to trust the food industry and rely on 
what’s said on the packaging?

So where can we go 
from here?

What mums told usIn a survey of 1000 mums we asked   
”Given the choice, which food do  you think  
children prefer nowadays?”

Children’s food preferences
Engineering Taste Is this the future of our children’s food?

The experience of a 
whole apple was for many 
alien – they have become 
accustomed to fruit being 
presented in bite-size 
pieces – cut up, peeled 
(often) and so made easier 
to bite and chew. 

Greg Tucker,  
Taste Psychologist

I want to make good choices  
about my children’s food

I try and avoid buying food with  
artificial flavourings and colourings

I am sometimes shocked at the number  
of ingredients in food aimed at children

I’m more likely to buy food  
that says it’s ‘real’ or ‘natural’

I think food is healthier if the  
label says it’s ‘real’ or ‘natural’

I am concerned about artificial flavours  
and colours in food targeted at children

A product description should be accurate – 
it should list all the ingredients in the food

Artificial colourings and  
flavourings are unnecessary  
and often hide cheap ingredients

I think that the food industry  
enhances or engineers the flavours  
of foods to appeal to children 
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Let’s be clear: the food 
industry is operating 
within a legal framework 
of labelling law, food 
manufacturing standards 
and claims regulation.
There is nothing they are doing ‘wrong’ in the 
eyes of the law.

In fact, it could be said that the food industry is 
‘meeting the needs’ of parents. It is providing 
convenient options for feeding the kids, which 
can technically also be considered to be ‘real’ 
and ‘natural’. However, is that the whole story?

Secrets of the food industry
The new zone of artifice is where the food 
industry actively promotes the benefits of the 
real food element of their product, yet also 
shies away from highlighting the zone of 
artifice in that engineered food – and so 
misleads parents. This middle ground is the 
secret of the food industry.

The claims are misleading and confusing 
consumers. These foods may sound great on 
the packaging but our research suggests that 
they do not meet mums’ needs for ‘real’. 

While the engineering of food creates food  
that on the surface delivers to the needs 
of mums, in many instances it has the food 
industry’s needs of fast production, cheap 
ingredients and shelf stability at its heart.

We need a new definition of 
what is ‘real’
As consumers, our ability to judge ‘natural’, 
‘real’ foods and to put in the effort such 
products require is being eroded and ultimately 
lost. The net result for children is they are  
no longer sure what ‘real’ food tastes like.

Mums are angry and confused. They are 
trying to do the right thing and they want 
the food industry to take more responsibility 
and be honest. In fact in a survey of 1,000 
mums we asked whether they thought food 
manufacturers should do more and 76% of 
mums said yes.

Engineering Taste Is this the future of our children’s food?
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We’re at a tipping 
point for the future 
of our food. Our 
research shows that 
we’re seeing major 
changes to the way 
children eat.
• What do you think? Do you feel conned by 

products that claim to be ‘natural’ and ‘real’? 
Are we giving up on ‘real’ food when we 
remove apple skins and chicken bones?

• Is this an issue for you, does it concern or 
frustrate you?

• Tell us what you think! We’d love to know 
what your main concerns are. 

Please let us know if you’d like Organix to 
campaign on your behalf to do something 
about the problem, and to make it easier 
for parents to feed their children healthy 
‘real’ food.

You can share your views at: 
   /organixfood 
    @organixbrands 
    /organixfood 
www.organix.com

#OrganixTaste 

The zone of artifice 
is having a significant 
impact on children’s 
ability to judge 
‘real’ food.
This is shifting their palate as they learn to look 
for easy eats and lose the ability and desire 
to invest the time and effort to enjoy and 
experience ‘real’ food honestly delivered.

What does this mean for families and for 
generations? Could the future of food be soft, 
easily chewable, engineered products, with 
‘natural’ additives and a fast artificial taste for 
maximum impact?

Childhood obesity is on the increase and the 
UK faces a growing crisis concerning children’s 
health and diet preferences. Statistics from 
the most recent large-scale survey in the UK 
reveal that nearly a quarter of British children 
under the age of five are overweight or obese. 
Obesity increases the risk of children growing 
up with health problems, such as heart disease, 
diabetes, high blood pressure – and shortens 
people’s lives. 

Nutritionist’s view: The zone of artifice 
with its engineered food is completely 
worrying and parents need to be 
supported in becoming more label savvy. 
They need to avoid buying anything in 
brightly coloured packaging that sounds 
simply too good to be true – without 
checking the ingredients first. And the 
food industry needs to stop producing 
“unreal” foods. We need to help parents 
feel more confident about getting back 
to basics with real food.

Children are growing up on a diet of 
convenience and engineered food, as their 
parents are being bamboozled by food claims, 
and hoodwinked by the food industry, while 
trying to do their best in an environment in 
which it is becoming increasingly difficult to 
decipher what ‘real’ food really is.

There’s a genuine chance that children will 
lose the opportunity to love ‘real’ food and 
a positive relationship with a ‘real’ food 
experience if they continue to be fed quick, 
convenient engineered food.

But it doesn’t have to be this way.
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Appendix
Why the research?
Organix had become increasingly concerned 
about the impact of engineered food, and 
the increasing use of unnecessary additives, 
colourings and flavourings on the development 
of taste within young children. We were worried 
that this could be changing children’s palates, 
their ability to enjoy the taste of ‘real’ food, 
and impacting their health – and could have 
significant ramifications for children, especially 
in the context of the obesity crisis.

This led Organix to contact Greg Tucker, Taste 
Psychologist, who works alongside Professor 
Andy Taylor team leader at the University of 
Nottingham Food Science department, to help 
us discover the impact that artificial flavourings 
and colourings and disguised flavours are 
having on children.

Organix’s premise for the research was simple: 
Is a generation of children being switched away 
from ‘real’ foods and flavours due to exposure 
to artificial foods?

Research methodology
Organix worked with Greg Tucker, a taste 
expert and psychologist, and Professor Andy 
Taylor, Nottingham University, to undertake 
qualitative research with a group of mothers 
(the ‘food donor’) and their children, between 
the ages of five and 10 and with younger 
siblings of toddler age to allow for the 
viewpoint of a younger child. The researchers 
considered the responses from both mums 
and the children. 

The aim of the research was to explore 
children’s experiences of taste and reactions 
to different tastes, and their preferences and 
understanding of engineered and ‘real’ food.

The researchers presented the children  
(and, later, their mothers) with a range of 
authentic and ‘real’ foods (i.e. strawberries) 
as well as widely available engineered 
counterparts (i.e. strawberry flavoured yoghurt).

The researchers discussed their understanding 
of each food, as well as the taste of each 
and explored what they liked/disliked and 
understood about each food type as well  
as their response to the foods’ taste, flavour 
and texture.

Using a set of tools, the researchers explored 
physiological and emotional reactions to the 
‘real’ and engineered foods, determining both 
conscious and unconscious reactions, primary 
and secondary drivers, and their impact on 
eating behaviours.

Fieldwork
The fieldwork for this study was carried out  
in October 2015.

This research supplemented and explored 
existing research on taste, such as ‘Evolving 
British Palates, The Mother/Child Interaction 
Over Food’ and ‘Taste Preferences in 21 
Century Children’, which also informed 
the findings.

MumPanel Survey: Organix Taste survey was 
conducted by MumPanel during December 
2015. It examined the attitudes and opinions of 
1,033 mums with children aged under 5 years, 
across the UK, on children’s eating habits, 
mealtimes, children’s food labelling and 
artificial additives.

Foods tested in fieldwork
• Petits Filous Strawberry Yoghurt 

vs Fresh Strawberry

• Nutrigrain Apple Cereal Bars 
vs Fresh Apple

• Tesco Double Strength Orange Squash 
vs Fresh Oranges

• Tesco Chicken Nuggets 
vs Chicken Breast meat

• Walkers Roast Chicken Crisps 
vs Chicken Breast meat

• Heinz Tomato Ketchup 
vs Fresh Tomatoes

• Kerry Cheese Strings 
vs Tesco Medium Cheddar Cheese Slices

Organix has a rich history  
of campaigning to improve  
the foods made and marketed  
to parents and children.
• In partnership with the Soil Association 

we funded the start of the Food for Life 
programme that sparked Jamie’s School 
Dinners. The Food for Life Catering Mark  
is now serving 1.6 million meals per day.

• In partnership with the Soil Association we 
started the Out to Lunch campaign to help 
improve the quality of restaurant food available 
for children. At the publication of the second 
league table in autumn 2015, there were four 
more chains serving a portion of vegetables 
or salad, and declaring where their food 
is from, and 5.5 million meals now include 
healthier options.

• Organix funded Action on Additives which 
sought the removal of six artificial colours 
(the Southampton 6) from food targeted at 
children. An EU voluntary ban was achieved 
to remove these (or place a warning on pack) 
meaning Coca-Cola, Cadbury and Nestle 
reformulated their ranges to include more 
‘natural’ alternatives. 
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