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Highlights 

 Review of 55 publications on sensory complexity of food and beverages 

 No consensus on the way to define and to measure sensory complexity 

 Perceived complexity must be seen as a collative property 

 Only one paper found an inverted U-curve relationship between complexity and preferences 

 Very little attention is paid to the temporal dimension of sensory complexity 

 

Abstract 

Understanding the determinants of consumers’ preferences is crucial for successful product development. 

Although it is rarely considered, perceived complexity is believed to be one important intrinsic product factor 

that may influence preference development (Lévy, MacRae, & Köster, 2006). Studies on perceived complexity 

are mostly based on the Theory of Arousal (Berlyne, 1971) that asserts that the influence of complexity on 

consumers’ preferences can be represented as an inverted U-curve.  

This article reviews the scientific literature on complexity in the field of food and beverages. A literature search 

was carried out on online catalogues using the search terms ‘complexity’ and ‘preference’ or ‘hedonic’ or 

’liking’. Fifty five relevant articles have been selected and analysed for the ways authors define, manage and 

measure complexity. Fourteen of these articles addressed the link between complexity and hedonic response. 

One major result is that there is no consensus regarding the definition of complexity. In addition to physical 

complexity of products, definitions of perceived complexity can be divided into three categories: sensory, 

cognitive and emotional. A direct consequence of the diversity of the definitions is that there are many 

different ways to measure complexity, including sensory or instrumental methods. In order to generate 

different levels of complexity, authors play with the number of food components (ingredients, chunks, flavour 

notes). Besides, complexity is always studied for one sensory modality only (e.g. either aspect or texture or 

smell or taste). Overall, very little attention is paid to the temporal dimension of sensory complexity. 

Eventually, only one paper out of 14 found an inverted U-curve relationship between complexity and hedonic 

response as suggested by Berlyne’s theory.  
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