
 

Hate salad or veggies? Just keep eating them.
Here's how our tastebuds adapt to what we
eat
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Do you hate salad? It's OK if you do, there are plenty of foods in the
world, and lots of different ways to prepare them.
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But given almost all of us don't eat enough vegetables, even though most
of us (81%) know eating more vegetables is a simple way to improve our
health, you might want to try.

If this idea makes you miserable, fear not; with time and a little effort,
you can make friends with salad.

Why don't I like salads?

It's an unfortunate quirk of evolution that vegetables are so good for us,
but they aren't all immediately tasty to all of us. We have evolved to
enjoy the sweet or umami (savory) taste of higher-energy foods because
starvation is a more immediate risk than long-term health.

Vegetables aren't particularly high energy, but they are jam-packed with
dietary fiber, vitamins and minerals, and health-promoting compounds
called bioactives.

Those bioactives are part of the reason vegetables taste bitter. Plant
bioactives, also called phytonutrients, are made by plants to protect
themselves against environmental stress and predators. The very things
that make plant foods bitter are the things that make them good for us.

Unfortunately, bitter taste evolved to protect us from poisons and
possibly from over-eating one single plant food. So, in a way, plant foods
can taste like poison.

For some of us, this bitter sensing is particularly acute, and for others, it
isn't so bad. This is partly due to our genes. Humans have at least 25
different receptors that detect bitterness, and we each have our own
genetic combinations. So some people really, really taste some bitter
compounds while others can barely detect them.
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This means we don't all have the same starting point when it comes to
interacting with salads and veggies. So be patient with yourself. But the
steps toward learning to like salads and veggies are the same regardless
of your starting point.

It takes time

We can train our tastes because our genes and our receptors aren't the
end of the story. Repeat exposures to bitter foods can help us adapt over
time. Repeat exposures help our brain learn that bitter vegetables aren't
poisons.

And as we change what we eat, the enzymes and other proteins in our 
saliva change too. This changes how different compounds in food are
broken down and detected by our taste buds. How exactly this works
isn't clear, but it's similar to other behavioural cognitive training.

Add masking ingredients

The good news is we can use lots of great strategies to mask the
bitterness of vegetables, and this positively reinforces our taste training.

Salt and fat can reduce the perception of bitterness, so adding seasoning
and dressing can help make salads taste better instantly. You are
probably thinking, "But don't we need to reduce our salt and fat intake
?"—yes, but you will get more nutritional bang-for-buck by reducing
those in discretionary foods like cakes, biscuits, chips, and desserts, not
by trying to avoid them with your vegetables.

Adding heat with chilies or pepper can also help by acting as a decoy to
the bitterness. Adding fruits to salads adds sweetness and juiciness; this
can help improve the overall flavor and texture balance, increasing
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enjoyment.

Pairing foods you are learning to like with foods you already like can
also help.

The options for salads are almost endless if you don't like the standard
garden salad you were raised on, that's OK, keep experimenting.

Experimenting with texture (for example chopping vegetables smaller or
chunkier) can also help in finding your salad loves.

Challenge your biases

Challenging your biases can also help the salad situation. A phenomenon
called the "unhealthy-tasty intuition" makes us assume tasty foods aren't
good for us, and that healthy foods will taste bad. Shaking that
assumption off can help you enjoy your vegetables more.

When researchers labeled vegetables with taste-focused labels, priming
subjects for an enjoyable taste, they were more likely to enjoy them
compared to when they were told how healthy they were.

The bottom line

Vegetables are good for us, but we need to be patient and kind with
ourselves when we start trying to eat more.

Try working with biology and brain, and not against them.

And hold back from judging yourself or other people if they don't like
the salads you do. We are all on a different point of our taste-training
journey.

4/5

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21515118/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_salads#:~:text=Salad%20is%20any%20of%20a,often%20include%20vegetables%20and%20fruits.
https://www.heartandstroke.ca/articles/but-i-dont-like-fruit-or-vegetables#:~:text=Pair%20with%20foods%20you%20already,kale%20or%20beet%20%E2%80%9Cchips.%E2%80%9D
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31577177/#:~:text=Taste-focused%20labels%20outperformed%20labels,compete%20with%20less%20healthy%20options.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10408398.2019.1632258
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/taste/


 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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