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Why are we interested in herbs and spices?
• Herbs and spices as a mechanism to increase vegetable intake
• Most Americans do not meet recommended veggie intake
• Trend spans across all sub-populations

• One barrier to veggie intake: adverse taste perceptions
• Herbs and spices have the potential to mask bitterness and
• Add flavor without adding salt or fat (i.e., butter)

Why are we interested in herbs and spices?
• Currently difficult to promote use of herbs and spices with
vegetables because there is little guidance on:
• How to promote
• Who to target
• Effectiveness in non-lab settings

Our approach to studying these issues:
1. Focus groups with adults to explore how and why
consumers utilize vegetables, herbs, and spices.

2. National survey with U.S. adults to explore spice and herb
liking and use.
3. Café experiments on vegetable selection and liking (varying
the use of herbs and spices).

Study 1: Focus Groups
• Participants: 54 adults

• Motivations for eating vegetables:
• Family and health

• “…if my children are there…I feel it’s always important to have that
vegetable.”
• “I as well try to offer two vegetables. That was done when I was a
child and I still try to do it with my own kids.”
• “Zucchini because my…younger daughter who’s 15 months now really
enjoys it.”

• Seasonality
• “…and we got a big garden so it’s pretty much seasonal what
vegetables we have um, so this time of year it’s a lot of salads um
in the wintertime a lot of soup.”

Study 1: Focus Groups

• Strategies to Increase Vegetable Consumption:
• Sampling and tasting opportunities

• “…we were not a parsnip family until … [named grocery store] had a
parsnip sample thing and now we eat parsnips all the time because
they’re really good.”

• Providing use and meal pairing suggestions
• New preparation techniques
• “…she didn’t like vegetables at all most of her life and then someone
told her to try them roasted and she can’t get enough…”

• Note: herbs and spices are not traditionally thought of as a
means to increase vegetable intake.

Study 2: National Survey
• Participants: 1,042 adults

• Sampled to match the U.S. population in terms of sex, age, income,
and geographic region

• Participants were asked about:
• Their liking of herbs/spices
•
•
•
•

Like very much
Like somewhat
Do not like
Have not tried

• Frequency of use (for liked herbs/spices)
•
•
•
•
•
•

Everyday
2-4 times/week
Once/week
2-3 times/month
Once/month
Less than once/month

High Frequency Users

Low Frequency Users

Study 2: National Survey
• Participants were also asked:

• Do you use herbs or spices when you cook vegetables at home?
• Yes/No/Do not cook at home

• On most days, I can cook vegetables with herbs and spices.
(measure of self-efficacy)
• Rated on a 5-point scale where 1=No, Definitely Not and
5=Yes, Definitely

In total, participants were asked
about 20 herbs/spices.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Basil
Cayenne Pepper
Celery Seed
Chili Powder
Chives
Cilantro
Cumin
Curry
Dill
Garlic

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ginger
Mint
Mustard Powder
Oregano
Paprika
Parsley
Red Pepper
Rosemary
Sage
Thyme
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Comparing our results to industry data
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Liking and frequency of use were not the
same across participants.
• General Trends:

• Men had a stronger liking of spicy flavors
• Cayenne pepper, red pepper, curry

• People under 50 years had a stronger liking of bold flavors
• Cilantro, mint, cayenne pepper, cumin, red pepper, curry, chili powder

• Higher education often resulted in stronger liking of herbs/spices
• 18-29 year olds are high frequency users of most herbs/spices
• Participants who identify as Asian/Pacific Islander or Other are
high frequency users of most herbs/spices

Use of herbs and spices to cook
vegetables at home
Currently Use
• More likely:
•
•
•
•

Women
18-29 year olds
Asian/Pacific Islander, Other
High Education (Bachelor’s or
Graduate Degree)

• Less likely:
•
•
•
•

Men
People over 50
White/Caucasian
Low Education (some HS or HS
Diploma/GED)

Feel Confident They Could Use
• More likely:
•
•
•
•

Women
People under 50
Asian/Pacific Islander, Other
High Income (≥$100K)

• Less likely:
•
•
•
•

Men
People over 50
White/Caucasian
Low income (<$50K)

What do we do with this information?
• Can help tailor educational interventions for those who are
least confident in using herbs and spices to cook veggies
• Men, people over 50, white/Caucasian, low income

• Identify herbs and spices that are appealing to target
audiences
• Ex: If you were trying to help older adults, you would probably
want to avoid strong flavors like cilantro or cayenne pepper.
• Ex: If you wanted to help someone who has limited experience
with herbs and spices overall, you might start with the top 5.

•Liked by:
•Women
•Northeast
•High use by:
•18-29 y
•Northeast
•Asian / Pacific Islander /
Other

• High use by:
• 18-29 y
• ≥$100K
• Asian / Pacific Islander /
Other

•Liked by:
•Women
•High use by:
•18-29 y
•≥$100K
•Asian / Pacific Islander /
Other

Paprika

• High use by:
• 18-29 y
• ≥$100K
• Asian / Pacific Islander /
Other

• Liked by:
• ≥$100K

Red Pepper

Basil

• Liked by:
• ≥$100K

Chives

•High use by:
•18-29 y
•Asian / Pacific Islander /
Other

Oregano

•Liked by:
•18-29 y
•Midwest, South, and West

Parsley

Garlic

• Liked by:
• Women
• Northeast
• High use by:
• Women
• $50K-99K
• Asian / Pacific Islander /
Other

Chili Powder

Most well-liked spices and herbs

Guide for Educators and Practitioners
• High use by:
• 18-29 y
• Asian / Pacific Islander /
Other

•Liked by:
•Men
•18-29 y
•African American/Hispanic
•High use by:
•Men
•18-29 y
•Asian / Pacific Islander /
Other

Additional Insights from the
National Survey

• In addition to questions on herbs/spices, we asked
participants “How do you prefer vegetables to be prepared?”
• This was asked for 12 different types of vegetables.
• Preparation options were:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Steamed
Boiled
Roasted
Baked
Fried
Sautéed
Grilled

Vegetable Cooking Methods
• By far, the most popular cooking methods across all
vegetables were steaming and boiling.

• This was especially true among participants who were
low-income and had a HS education or less.
• Similar to the findings from the focus groups, this suggests
that education on cooking methods may also stimulate veggie
consumption.

Study 3: Café Experiment
• Study Location:
Bevier Café, University of Illinois

Study 3: Café Experiment

• Purpose of the study: to determine the impact of seasoning
(with herbs and spices) on vegetable selection, liking, and intent
to purchase in a real restaurant setting.
• Study Design:
• With purchase of main entrée, customers offered a free veggie
• Could choose between a seasoned or unseasoned veggie
• Tested 3 veggies:
•
•
•
•

Carrots (cinnamon)
Broccoli (garlic powder, onion powder, dill, black pepper)
Green beans (garlic powder, onion powder, dried parsley, black pepper)
Veggies tested on different days over a 3-week period
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Very little waste across vegetables (4-17%)

Vegetable Liking and Intent to Purchase
• Results based on over 500 customer surveys

• No significant differences in liking for seasoned and
unseasoned vegetables
• Intent to purchase varied by vegetable

• Participants most likely to purchase broccoli (84%), followed by
green beans (74%) and carrots (64%).
• For seasoned veggies, participants were less likely to purchase
seasoned carrots relative to seasoned broccoli or green beans.
• Men, younger individuals (<50 years old), and those who don’t
regularly eat veggies with lunch were more likely to choose the
seasoned option.

Takeaways from herbs & spices research
• In the context of preparing and eating vegetables, herbs and
spices may be underutilized by many consumers.
• To encourage the use of herbs/spices, tastings and cooking
demonstrations may be needed.
• Tailoring herbs and spices recommendations based on
audience demographics may also be helpful.
• Consumers are willing to select seasoned veggies in a real
choice setting.
• However, will these selections hold when consumers are required
to pay for the veggies? Will they purchase veggies at all?

Thank you! Questions?
For more information, email: brennae@illinois.edu.

Good News: Growth in herbs & spices markets

