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Abstract

The role of sweet food as a social glue is
both significant and positive. However, when
sweetness exceeds individually acceptable
level it could reveal barriers or differing
perceptions of taste or culinary traditions.

The project takes sweet dishes as a marker

to reflect the relationship of members of the
Chinese community to sweets in Vienna as an
observational perspective in order to discuss
differences in sweetness tolerance. This
difference could produce an impact on social
interactions between different groups and
even barriers are caused by this difference.
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Introduction 04

Introduction

The boundaries between different
communities in society are related to
various forms: geography, skin color,
language, nationality, rich or poor, etc.
Various factors, both visible and invisible,
create diverse communities, and vice versa:
communities relate to different factors in
order to differentiate themselves. At the
same time, communication between different
communities makes them richer and more
varied.

Food is seen as the most common social tool
and is often used in social activities. People
communicate by eating together and drinking
tea and coffee together. A successful social
interaction sometimes only requires enjoying
similar flavors. On the other hand, a bad
social interaction may be due to an unfulfilled
sensation of taste. For example, desserts
made of apple and cinnamon did not motivate
the participants of this study to eat it. While
cinnamon is not commonly found in Chinese
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sweets as the main spice in meat stews, the
combination of cinnamon and apples is an
icon of Austrian desserts.

This paper attempts to establish a non-visual
perspective by observing the attitudes and
relationships between the Chinese study
group living in Vienna and local Viennese
sweets. Observations were made by sitting in
a cafe with participants of this study, and the
expression of taste perceptions of the study
group was used as this study material. An
observational approach with questionnaires
and interviews is used to discuss the
differences in sweetness taste tolerance

of different social groups. This discussion
extends to the social boundaries caused by
sweetness taste tolerance.

The group of this study consisted of three
people, who came to Austria for education, as
follows:

1, Miss Kaki: 30 years old, born and raised in
Guangzhou, China, living in Vienna for four
years
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2, Miss Peach: 34 years old, born and raised
in Beijing, China, living in Vienna for two
and a half years

3, Miss Lychee: 33 years old, born and raised
in Hangzhou, China, living in Vienna for
three years

The interviews are conducted on a monthly
basis, from March to May, 2022 for a total of
three months.
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Preface

In the Chinese language, the interpretation
of “sweet” is similar to that of the English
language, meaning “like the taste of sugar
or honey.”l However, in contrast to English,
the word “sweet” in Chinese is a “Huiyi”
character, which means that it is a new
Chinese character made up of two separate
characters with their own meanings.

The character “ & ”(sweet), which is
composed of two separate characters
“ 3 7 (tongue) and “ H (sweet),
has a richer meaning in terms of its
“sweet” meaning. (F + H =)

“ 1 “(tongue): as the name implies, refers to
the tongue, “which is the organ in the mouth
of humans and animals that discriminates
between tastes and helps in chewing and

1. New China Character Dictionary, The Commercial Press
(2011),493
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pronunciation™. The word “ H ”(sweet):
was developed from the word ““ [ ”(mouth),
which was interpreted by CHEN Changzhi
in the Qing dynasty as “ H ”(sweet):
“Beauty. There is something (one thing) in
the mouth.””” In modern Chinese interprets
this as “taste good.” The character form uses
the word ““ [1 ” as one part of the character,
which looks like the character “ — ”(one) in
the mouth*. In this context when something
can be held in the mouth, it usually brings a
pleasant feeling. Thus “ H ”(sweet) in the
Xinhua dictionary, is translated as “sweet,
good taste.”” With this translation, the
meaning of the word “sweet” becomes more
understandable, and the tongue undergoes

a sweet, good-tasting sensory experience.
When this sensation materializes, it becomes
an experience based on the taste of sugar or

2. New China Character Dictionary, The Commercial Press
(2011), 444

3. CHEN Changzhi, Shuowen Jiezi

4. CHEN Changzhi, Shuowen Jiezi

5. New China Character Dictionary, The Commercial Press
(2011), 147
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honey. Thus the contemporary term “sweet”
in the English and Chinese languages have a
similar meaning.

From the etymological point of view, the
meaning of “sweet” in Chinese emphasizes a
multi-dimensional sensory experience. This
experience is not only limited to the sense of
taste. The meaning of “holding something
on the tongue” and “good taste” can neither
directly point to the single chemical taste

of “sweetness”, nor linked only to “sugar”
and “honey.” However, as time passed, the
translation of “sweetness” was gradually
transformed into the two substances “sugar”
and “honey.” As a result of the direct and
concrete reference to sugar and honey,

the integral sensory meaning of the word
explained above has been weakened.

In this paper, the discussion of “sweet”,
“sweetness”, “dessert” and other subjects
about “sweet” are all based on the
immediate perception of human beings
(which is the members of this study group).
Therefore, it does not only refer to the two
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material substances: “sugar” and “honey.”

The taste perception of sweets depends on
social relations

As stated in the introduction, the experience
of sweetness is a sensory experience
(flavor-based, influenced by their personal
emotions and environmental factors). As

of such the questionnaire to the Chinese
people living in Vienna at the beginning of
the project revealed that the perception of
Viennese sweets was not directly related to
the dessert itself, but rather focused on the
social experience it brings. According to
questionnaire respondent Ms. Kaki® (30 years
old, living in Vienna for four years), “Sweets
mean time spent with close friends.” Even
more so, satisfaction with dessert depends
on the closeness of the friendship. As Ms.
Kaki said, “With friends you like, desserts

6. For ethical reasons, the names of the study participants
appearing in this paper are pseudonyms.
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will taste good; with friends you don’t like,
desserts will not taste good.” Of course, the
experience of eating sweets is not limited
to experiencing sweetness. The style, color
and appearance of the sweets, the vessel

in which the sweets are presented, and the
environment in which the sweets are tasted
are all sufficient factors to influence the
enjoyment of eating the sweets. The impact
of the level of sweetness when enjoying the
sweets is obvious. This impact is not only
based on individual experience, but also
supported by scientific studies such as brain
science and behavioral psychology, these
scientific support will be mentioned below.

Interaction of perception of sweetness and
social behavior

Ms. Kaki’s response strongly emphasizes an
impact of her emotional state depending on
the different experiences while tasting sweets.
The experience of another questionnaire
participant, Ms. Peach (34 years old, living in
Vienna for two and a half years), reinforced
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the sentiment that there is a change in the
experience of eating sweets in case of
changing emotional states. In the interview,
Ms. Peach told the author that she generally
does not consume many sweets but changes
her consumption habits under stress and
pressure. She talked about it in the interview,
“Whenever I feel a great deal of pressure,

or stress, I eat more sweets.” This pattern of
behavior, by consuming sweets as a tool to
relieve stress, is not a unique phenomenon;
scientific studies have observed these effects
of sugar on our brains. An article published
in the scientific journal Appetite entitled “The
effect of emotional state on taste perception”
describes that “everyday variation in affect

997

can modulate the perception of taste.”’ In

particular, “emotional manipulations in the
form of pleasantly or unpleasantly perceived
real-life events can influence the intensity

998

perception of taste.”” The findings provide

7. Corinna Noel, Robin Dando. The effect of emotional state
on taste perception

8. Corinna Noel, Robin Dando. The effect of emotional state
on taste perception
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a scientific basis for the phenomena that the
changes in the emotional state and sweet
dietary habits of the individuals were affected
by stress and pressure.

The relationship between sweets and
behavior has a multiple perspectives, another
participant in the questionnaire, Ms. Lychee,
gave an explanation like this: “When I am in
a bad mood, or when I am depressed, even

a little bit of something sweet can make me
happy.” Such changes in mood are similar
to the findings of the article “Psychological
Effects of Sweet Taste and Sweet Taste
Preference” in the journal Applied Sciences.
The conclusions of that article show that
“Tasting something sweet can result in
activation of the brain’s reward system.”’
This means that sweetness can lead to the
occurrence of happy emotions. Thus, Ms.
Lychee’s behavioral habits are scientifically
supported here.

9. Michael Schaefer, Eileen Garbow. Psychological Effects of
Sweet Taste and Sweet Taste Preference
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Not only that, but the effect of sweets on
behavior is also reflected in the ability to
make judgments. The conclusions of an
experiment in the article “The Sweet Taste
of Revenge: Gustatory Experience Induces
Metaphor-Consistent Judgments of a Harmful
Act” published in the psychology journal
Social Cognition, showed that “participants
judged the avenger and her action more
leniently when they had a sweet taste in

their mouths.”'’ And another scientific
article, “Experiencing Sweet Taste Affects
Romantic Semantic Processing” concludes
that sweetness is having romantic dominance
effect. In other words, “participants in the
sweet taste study processed romantic words
more rapidly than processing non-romantic

words.”"

10. Jens H. Hellmann, Deborah F. Thoben and Gerald
Echterhoff. The Sweet Taste of Revenge: Gustatory
Experience Induces Metaphor-Consistent Judgments of a
Harmful Act

11. Wang Liusheng, Chen Qian. Experiencing Sweet Taste
Affects Romantic Semantic Processing
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Thus, the relationship between sweetness
and human behavior has an influence on each
other.

Social boundaries established by
differences in perception of sweet taste

There is no doubt that sweetness in food
affects human behavior. In the further
interviews with the study participants
concluded that the level of satisfaction from
consuming Viennese sweets was low in
general, even though sweetness has a positive
effect on mood changes. However, from the
viewpoint of the interviewees that will be
mentioned below, the environment in which
the study sample lived, the role played by
sweets did not seem to contribute to a better
social rapport of the study group.

For the study group (Ms. Kaki:30 years old,
living in Vienna for four years; Ms. Peach:34
years old, living in Vienna for two and a

half years; Ms. Lychee:33 years old, living
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in Vienna for three years), sweets are a very
practical medium to learn about the history,
people, and culture of Vienna. For instance,
“Kaiserschmarrn” are a dessert named after
the King of Austria; “Lebkuchenmann” is a
cookie often eaten at Christmas; wether it is
an apple cake or apple pie, they are always
paired with cinnamon. This medium is not
only a way to learn about Vienna, but also

a way of cultural exchange. However, in
reality this medium did not play a positive
role. In other words, since sweets in Vienna
did not bring enjoyment to the study group,
therefore, for the study group, the sweets do
not become a plus point for the impression of
the city of Vienna.

In a following interview, Ms. Kaki talked
about that “the kind of sweets you get in
Vienna, that sweetness is just ‘sweet’, the
feeling like white granulated sugar poured
directly on the sweets.” It is clear from this
that in her experience the desserts in Vienna
are excessively sweet. Ms. Lychee said the
following about her experience of sweets

in Vienna: “If it can be less sweet, then I
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must go to all the sweets stores in Vienna
and try them.” Ms. Lychee, a major fan of
sweets(She likes almost all sweet foods), was
also not enthralled by the sweets in Vienna.
In contrast, Ms. Peach felt quite positive
about her experience consuming sweets. Ms.
Peach, who uses sweets as a social tool , said:
“Actually, it’s okay to eat once in a while.”

The results of the interviews showed that
the low satisfaction by the interviewees(Ms.
Kaki, Ms. Peach, Ms. Lychee) of Viennese
sweets was inseparably related to its
intensity of the sweetness. In particular,
some traditional Viennese cafes, such as
Sacher Eck Wien’s Sacher cake, had an
unacceptable level of sweetness; the same
experience was found at Café Gerstner K.u.K
Hofzuckerbicker except for fruit cake and
muffin cake; Joseph Brot’s desserts have a
great presentation, but are still too sweet.

12. Nasya Aisah Latif, Yulia Sofiatin, Maya Kusumawati,
Rully M.A. Roesli. Sweet Taste Threshold among Medical
Students with Family History of Diabetes Mellitus
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Supermarket chocolates also failed to satisfy
the interviewees (Ms. Kaki, Ms. Peach,

Ms. Lychee) , e.g. Milka, Ritter Sport, and
Maltesers.

The difference in the accepted level of
sweetness directly affects the difference in
the level of satisfaction felt by the person
consuming sweet sweets. These differences
are related to the dietary habits of the
interviewees, as well as their biological genes
and other relevant factors. More specifically
from the point of view of the interviewees,
the interviewees were Chinese people who
came to Vienna for university studies and
had not lived in a country other than China
before living in Vienna; therefore, their
dietary habits were traditionally Chinese
and not influenced by the eating habits of
Austrians. The interview group was a mixed
group with a family history of diabetes
(Two of the interviewees have family
history of diabetes). A medical study from
the Althea Medical Journal showed that
“the best estimate threshold for the study
group without a family history of diabetes
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is higher than that for the study group with

a family history of diabetes.”'” This means
that due to the history of diabetes in the
families within the participants of study, they
had different thresholds for perceiving the
amount of sweetness. In turn, differences in
the thresholds for sweetness directly affect
the sensitivity to sweetness and the amount
of sweets intake. Of course, differences

in individual lifestyle habits are also an
important factor that can affect an individual
their sweetness threshold.

In the case of the study group, Viennese
sweets exceeded the group’s sweetness
threshold and caused feelings of
dissatisfaction. This was also the reason the
study group was not sufficiently motivated
to taste Viennese sweets and gain social
experiences with them. The role of desserts
as a social connection is important and
positive. However, when the sweetness level
exceeds the range of acceptable levels for

an individual, it may have a negative impact
during social activities. In other words, foods
that are too sweet, or not sweet enough, bring
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with them a sense of discomfort in the tasting
experience, and the discomfort in the tasting
experience further affects their mood, which
in turn affects social behavior. Of course, this
dissatisfaction in a group setting also brings
empathy, becomes a glue between Chinese
people, but whether it is dissatisfaction or
empathy in a group setting, the social barrier
still exists.

Imagination of the sweets offering system
in Vienna sweets stores

From the perspective given by the project
participants, differences in sweetness
acceptance thresholds lead to the formation
of social boundaries. Then, can the sweetness
level of particular sweets be developed in a
more multi-layered direction to better fit the
different needs of different people, and can it
play a more positive role in social behavior?

According to StadtWien’s statistics on
the origin of the population in Vienna in
2020, Austrian nationality accounts for 69
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percent of the total population. The total
population of EU nationalities other than
Austrian nationality is 13.6 percent of

the total population of Vienna. European
nationalities excluding Austrian and EU
nationalities account for ten percent. Asian
nationalities account for five percent. African
nationalities account for approximately 0.9
percent. American nationalities account for
about 0.6 percent. From these figures, it
shows that the population of Vienna contains
diverse nationalities. The levels of sweetness
of Viennese sweets are not as diverse as the
demographic structure of Vienna.

In the context of the wide variety of sweets
offered in Vienna, the development of a more
diversified choice may be able to change
some of the social barriers brought about

by the lack of sweetness in food (As in this
study done by the author, these three ladies
very rarely go to the traditional Viennese
sweets stores). This kind of change can also
provide more possibilities to connect with
other people.
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Artistic Practice

Given that the study is an artistic one, the
artist’s practice is thus just as much the
language in which the topic is told.

The author’s artistic practice is essentially an
expression of the ambivalence of loving but
not being able to happily eat the Viennese
sweets of sweetness in high amounts. The
author’s fear of sweets in containing a high
level of sweetness is drawn in exaggerated
size and with strong ink.

Social design is not the design of human
interaction in a narrow sense, social design
has broader boundaries and more possibilities.
In the research of this project, sweetness
level was used to reflect on the interaction
between the group member of this study and
the Viennese dessert store, thus opening up
the topic for discussion and arising awareness
of the sweetness discomfort, thus becoming

a way to express how the author understands
social design.
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Conclusion

The different understanding of the sensory
experience of "sweetness" and thresholds are
the results of the relationship between the
study's target group (Three participants of
the questionnaire and interview: Miss Kaki,
Miss Peach and Miss Lychee) and Viennese
sweets. This social barrier which exists due to
sweetness is not entirely negative. Invisible
barriers of taste are placed under the context
that can be discussed to make people aware,
which is what this study is endeavoring to
accomplish. Also, because this invisible
barrier is gradually becoming known, the
possibility of changing or breaking this social
barrier is available and can create a positive
impact for social activities. As mentioned

in the chapter on the imagination of Vienna
Dessert Supply System, when people
gradually see such boundaries and thus
become aware, this awareness can gradually
become an appeal for change. Looking at
more detail, it is not impossible for the sweets
offered by Vienna sweets stores to make a
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change in the sweetness of sweets. The sugar
reduction initiative launched by Spar Austria
in April 2019 together with food and beverage
manufacturers, the Austrian Medical Council,
doctors, and medical associations has already
proven to be a great success."” With this trend
of sugar reduction initiatives, a systematic
change from the sweetness of desserts served
in Viennese sweets stores seems to be close at
hand. Therefore, this article uses three ladies’
perception of the sweetness level of sweets as
a topic, hoping to raise awareness of the level
of sweetness of sweets.

13. Website Spar. SPAR Austria’s successful sugar reduction
initiative continues in 2021
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