Role of hydrocolloids in texture, flavour, palatability and safety
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Polysaccharides and proteins have been used to modify the food texture to improve the flavour release, palatability, and safety1-2. With the advent of aged society or super-aged society in some developed countries, the aspiration pneumonia is ranked as a leading cause of death especially in the elderly. Prevalence of the aspiration has been shown to decrease with increasing viscosity of fluids but the excessive thickening has been reported to deteriorate the palatability and to lower the food intake leading to the dehydration and malnutrition2-5. In addition, the excessive thickening has been reported to induce the residue in pyriform sinus and the epiglottic vallecula. While some chemical compounds have been found to reduce the Latent Time of Swallowing Reflex (LTSR) 6, these substances have been reported to increase the flow velocity of bolus in the throat7, which increases the risk of aspiration. It was also found that LTSR was the longest for ingested foods at around the body temperature6.

Palatability tended to be recognized as too difficult to be understood scientifically in spite of tremendous endeavour, but the recent development and interaction between hydrocolloids/texture/brain science are encouraging to shed some light upon this area. Therefore, the comprehensive and systematic study from both rheological and chemical points of view is required. It is still not evident what kind of food is ideal for persons with difficulty in mastication and swallowing. When the food does not need to be masticated to reduce the effort for these people, they will lose the pleasure which can be perceived during the mastication. Such food must be designed according to the eating capability of these people. Such a personalised food is expected to be produced by three dimensional printing which is still in its early days. Accumulated scientific knowledge in food hydrocolloids and technology such as effects of rheology/texture on flavour release and recent development in neuro-physiological science must all be synthesized to challenge this difficult problem.
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