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For most of human history we survifred on unprocessed animal and vegetable
products. Now we eat mostly improved and enriched foods that bear little resemblance

to (l\what exists in nature.
S

As I [David A. Kessler] learned more about the human reward system and the power
of *arousal, I began to think differently about food that stimulates all of our senses. The
food industry is not only generating billions of dollars for itself by designing highly
*palatable combinations of sugar, fat, and salt — it’s also creating products that have
the capacity to *rewire our brains, driving us to seek out more and more of those

products.

To understand why @2 chocolate-chip cookie seemed capable of getting its grip on
me, [ turned to Mathea Falco, who heads Drug Strategies, a Washington-based nonprofit
that seeks effective approaches to substance drug abuse. “What is it about an inanimate
object on the plate that plays such a large role in our minds?” I asked. “Why are some of
us always thinking about it? What is it about this stimulus?”

“It's a dragon, David,” she said. “And the dragon is bigger than you.”

Jerome Kagan, a renowned developmental psychologist at Harvard, taught me that

the most effective rewards are those that can (S)Change our feelings. Eating highly
palatable food falls squarely in that category, stimulating the brain in ways that provide
momentary pleasure. That pleasure acts as a substitute for other emotions since it
occupies working memory, and the brain can only focus on a limited amount of stimuli
at any given time.

But our behavior isn't simply driven by the pleasure we derive from highly palatable
foods. These foods also possess the ability to command our attention. ( 4}Sometimes that
attention is justified, given the survival value of food, and sometimes it is not, given the
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era of plenty in which most of us live.

Living creatures survive by focusing on the most *salient stimuli in their
environment. If we are chased by a wild animal, caught in a house fire, or faced with an
ailing child, such circumstances demand center stage in our minds, standing out from
arousals of lesser power. But that response can be diverted, and when it is, it leads us to
focus on objects we would otherwise ignore. That’s what happens when jelly beans gain
salience.

A salient cue that — against our wishes — comes to occupy our thoughts and

stimulate our emotions can provoke _.impulsive behavior. Whether the response is

®)
mild or intense, almost everyone has some vulnerability to the conflicts and unwanted

thoughts such a cue creates.

I was talking with a colleague about how the *neural circuits of the brain had
evolved to focus on the most salient stimuli and why this can drive us to overeat. As we
talked, (6)1 deliberately tore open a box of chocolate-chip cookies. He sighed and asked,

“Why did you have to do that?”

I had just cued him to the availability of a thick, chunky chocolate pleasure.
Suddenly, his attention was diverted from our scientific discussion to an arousal he had
not sought and did not want. His conditioned brain responded immediately to the

sensory properties of that cookie.
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