Chocolate, French-Fries, Starbucks, Beer… What Do You Crave?
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Dr. Debra Zellner came to Montclair State University from Shippensburg University in 2001 and is currently a full professor in the Psychology department. In addition to teaching, Dr. Zellner is also pursuing several different research projects both with undergraduates and graduate students at Montclair State. Her main body of research is focused on food cravings and the hedonic contrast of food. Dr. Zellner's research is featured this month (September/October, 2003) on the front page of Psychology Today in an article entitled "The Science of Scrumptious: Why do we loathe lumpy food, pick at our plates, and believe that chocolate will cure all ills? They say there's no accounting for taste, but science is giving it a try." I had the pleasure to speak to Dr. Zellner about her research projects.

Dr. Zellner's interest in research about food cravings began when she was teaching a graduate course on the psychology of food. The class was reading and discussing articles about how women, especially when premenstrual, craved chocolate. After the class, an international student from Spain approached her and asked her about this chocolate craving - she couldn't understand the concept. In Spain, the student affirmed, women don't crave chocolate like they do in America. This sparked Dr. Zellner's interest in how food cravings vary with gender and culture. With this student and a colleague in Spain, Dr. Zellner began research to compare food cravings in Spanish, American and Egyptian men and women. What they found was that in America, women crave chocolate while men crave mostly pizza and beer. In Spain women crave cola, french fries and chocolate, while Spanish men crave more savory foods such as ham, french fries, and spaghetti. In Egypt, the researchers found that while chocolate isn't abundant (it tends to melt in such a hot climate) both men and women craved savory, salty foods. 

Dr. Zellner is also conducting research on the hedonic contrast of certain foods. Hedonic contrast describes how one's experience influences how much you like something. One of her studies includes interviewing people who had begun drinking "fancy" coffee, for example Starbucks or some special roasted coffee instead of canned coffee. Her research found that for most people once they began to drink the special roast coffee, they did not like the canned coffee anymore, but for others, drinking special coffee did not change their view of canned coffee. Dr. Zellner studied why people reacted differently. Her research found the difference is due to the way the people categorize the coffees. For example, if the person thought of the canned coffee as their "everyday" coffee and the Starbucks coffee as "special," their opinion of the canned coffee did not diminish. If, instead, people thought "they're both coffee" then their opinion of canned coffee decreased after drinking and preferring the special coffee. Dr. Zellner said what surprised her with this research was how people classified food influenced how much they liked the food, "you can actually go from liking something to not liking something just because of the way you think about it and that's pretty amazing." Dr. Zellner also conducted similar research with people who drank regular and micro brewed beer. She stated that she enjoyed collecting this data since the researchers were able to "hang out" and talk to people in coffee shops and bars. 

In addition to her food craving and hedonic contrast research, Dr. Zellner is also working with a graduate student on another research project involving body image satisfaction. Ninety-five percent of American women, she states, are unsatisfied with their body image. American women, she continues, can also be "restrained eaters." For example, these women count calories, diet, do not eat dessert, sugar or fat, and are obsessive about what they eat. Spanish women, in contrast, do not think like American women and typically do not have body dissatisfaction nor do they typically obsess about food. The graduate student involved with this study will help Dr. Zellner study Hispanic immigrant women. Their research will focus on what happens to these women's self-image once they begin to assimilate into American society. 

Dr. Zellner states that the reason she enjoys doing research is "you find things that nobody has ever known, it's kind of like being a kid and I get paid for it!" Her advice to graduate students conducting research on their own or with professors is to try not to get frustrated. Sometimes, she states, experiments don't work and you have to have patience. But, she continues, "the payoff is great because you actually add to a body of knowledge and when you find something new, it's really exciting."

You can find Dr. Zellner's research in "The Science of Scrumptious" in Psychology Today in the September/October issue or get a "taste" of the article at: http://www.psychologytoday.com/htdocs/prod/PTOArticle/PTO-20030902-000003.asp
