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	The process of learning: Classical and operant conditioning
 One common form of classical conditioning is flavour-flavour learning. We develop a preference for a new food because of its association with a flavour we already like. Because of our innate preference for sweetness, we learn to prefer many new foods by sweetening them. For example, porridge and yoghurt both become immediately more acceptable after sugar is added to them. According to flavour-flavour learning principles, this association eventually leads to liking of the new food on its own.
In terms of operant conditioning, children are often directly reinforced for their food preferences, mainly by parents and older siblings. They provide the child with rewards for eating certain foods, in the form of encouragement, praise and punishment (‘if you don’t eat your meat you can’t have any pudding’). However, it is still notoriously difficult to establish a preference (e.g. for green vegetables) in children using rewards, which is why classical conditioning is probably the more powerful form of food preference learning. 

	Social influences
Social learning theory (SLT) explains social influences in terms of modelling and imitation. Children will readily acquire the food preferences of role models they observe eating certain foods. This is especially so if the model appears to be rewarded (by showing obvious enjoyment or being praised by others), and if they are someone the child identifies with (e.g. a parent or teacher). This has an adaptive function because it ensures that children eat foods that are obviously safe because others are eating them without harmful effects. This is important because without this modelling toddlers can and do attempt to eat potentially dangerous foods (Shutts et al. 2013)
Family influences: Social influences on the learning of food preferences are most obvious within the family and in childhood. Parents’ food preferences have powerful effects on those of children, not least because parents are ‘gatekeepers’ of their children eating.
Peer influences: Leann Birch (1990) arranged for participant children to be placed at school lunchtimes next to three or four other children who had different vegetable preferences from them. After four days, the participant children had changed their preference more than the non-participant children (they switched from carrots to peas, or vice versa) in response to observing the other children. This change was still evident after several weeks. 
Media influences: As children get older and more independent of their parents’ food choices, other models outside the family become more important. An obvious example of this is television advertising. Young people who watch even a moderate amount of television encounter a significant number of adverts for food generally considered ‘unhealthy’ (high in salt, sugar and fat). These adverts are often marked by ‘fun’-related themes and the products themselves promoted by characters younger and older children identify with.

	Cultural influences:
According to Paul Rozin (1984) cultural influences are the single most reliable predictor of food preferences, especially family eating patterns. According to Mette Vabo and Harvard Hansen (2014), we learn around the family table when, what and how much we eat. We learn the cultural ‘rules’ of preference early and these are powerful enough to overcome innate aversions. Culture determines to a large extent the foods we put on the table, and our children are exposed to, in the first place.
Cultural norms: One powerful cultural influence on food preferences is ideals or norms. An example of this is attitude towards that constitutes a ‘proper meal’. For many of an older generation it has to include ‘meat and two veg’. The ‘rule’ that the main Sunday meal has to be a roast dinner is a common ideal in British households.
Meat-eating: Many culturally determined food preferences centre about meat. There is cultural tradition in Britain and France (and elsewhere) to eat part of an animal, which is why offal (kidneys, liver, heart, etc.) is common preference in those countries. But this is much less the case in the USA. Most Americans consume a lot of meat in the form of steaks and the like, but they have a strong aversion to offal. 
Culture and learning: Culture influences which foods parents present to their children. Learning processes such as flavour-flavour learning and vicarious reinforcement then establish these culturally validated preferences. We associate many of the foods we eat and enjoy as adults with feelings of security and happy experiences growing up. They may be linked in memory to enjoyable special occasions spent with friends and family, which are nearly always marked by culturally specific food choices (‘feasts’).
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	Limited role of classical conditioning
P: Flavour-flavour learning can theoretically explain both food preferences and aversions. But if it is paired with an aversive taste, then it will be rejected. The evidence is much stronger for the rejection scenario then it is for the acceptance one.
E: For example, Baeyens et al (1996) found that paring an untired food with a soapy flavoured chemical called Tween led to a long-lasting aversion to the food.
E: This suggests that flavour-flavour learning may be less crucial in food preferences than other learning mechanisms. For instance, there is substantial evidence that repeatedly feeding a child a new food will eventually lead to a preference for that food, without the need to sweeten it first.
L: This suggests that classical conditioning is much more efficient in forming food aversions than preferences.
	Short-term versus long-term effects of SLT
P: The social learning effects of television are much less persistent family influences. 
E: For example, Hare-Bruun et al (2011) studied a group of eight to ten year old Danish boys and girls over a six year period. The researchers found that the children who watched the most TV also had the most unhealthy food preferences. However, this link was much weaker in the researchers’ six year follow up, and had disappeared altogether for girls.
E: This shows that the effects on food preferences from television are mostly short-term. It seems that, as children get older, close friends rather than television are more powerful social influences on children’s longer-term food preferences.
L: This suggests that SLT is not the most efficient in describing media influences as an explanation for food preferences then family and peer influences. 
	Explanation for a preference for aversive flavours
P: Chilli is one of most widespread food spices in the world. It causes a characteristic ‘burn’ that is aversive in all cultures. Innately people dislike chilli yet still eat it. Multiple influences can work together to form a food preference for such flavours.
E: Rozin (2006) found that in cultures where chilli is traditionally used in cooking, children are carefully, gradually and repeatedly exposed to it, until almost everyone is converted from a chilli hater to a chilli liker by the age of six years.
E: This is a classic demonstration of how family and cultural influences can switch an innate aversion into a preference via learning and experience
L: This shows that preference for aversive foods can be explained through the role of learning.
	Research support for SLT
P: There is research support for the social learning theory.
E: Jansen and Tenney (2001) gave children either an energy-dense or energy-dilute yoghurt drink they had never tasted before..
E: The most preferred taste was the energy-dense drink taken at the same time as a teacher who praised it and showed clear signs of enjoyment.
[bookmark: _GoBack]L: This increases the credibility of the SLT as an explanation for food preference as results from this study show that SLT is effective. 



