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Abstract  
The social media and its visual content serve as a great platform for digital marketing. 
However, many may inadvertently miss the opportunity to stimulate food taste experience 
using visuals as the attribute. This paper presents a conceptual model that can serve as a 
reference on visual attributes that should be considered when using digital images to 
stimulate taste experience via digital platform. Using qualitative approach, we undertook 
three major steps; a literature review of related research was conducted to capture the 
positioning of digital platform in sharing food or taste experience, an expert interview with a 
professional food photographer to gain his insight and experience on data visual strategies, 
and finally the findings from both sources led to conceptual modelling highlighting not only 
technical consideration but also philosophical motivation in constructing a visual image that 
stimulates taste experience. We found that food visuals could trigger food taste experience 
provided elements such as lighting, focus, color, framing, visual perception theory and social 
media ethics are accommodated. Nevertheless, the conceptual model is still in its infancy, 
with further studies required to enhance the proposed model.  
Keywords: Visuals in Social Media, Taste Experience, Conceptual Model, Food Visuals, Visual 
Cognition, Sensory Perception, HCI, UX 
 
Introduction  
The rise of social media users has dramatically increased, and it is expected that (both  current 
and future) features of social media sites play important roles in providing smooth 
interactions and joyful experience, key features to  user satisfaction (Othman et al., 2019). 
The study in social media trend has changed from unimodal approaches which focused on 
text (Bruns & Burgess, 2015) to multimodal approaches. The transformation is a reflection of 
user behaviour to visual information (Marr, 2010; Zhang, 2018) signifying key growth of visual 
content (Highfield & Leaver, 2016; Pearce et al., 2020). In fact, Gretzel (2017) believed that 
visuals have taken a turn in social media, in which Instagram has become a dominant player 
where individuals’ experiences are visualized across social media platforms (Mara, 2019; 
Pearce et al., 2020). 

Vision has portrayed itself as a powerful attribute as findings found that 94% more 
views will be attained when relevant visuals is used in the advertisement (Bradley, 2014; 

 



International Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences 

Vol. 1 1 , No. 12, 2021, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2021 HRMARS 
 

2505 
 

Elson, 2019). This attest the significance of visuals in social media playing a dominant impact 
in digital marketing (Chaffey, 2019; Gretzel, 2017; Noronha et al., 2011; Twente, 2019) 
particularly  in the food industries (Bublitz & Peracchio, 2015; Culinary, Alliance, & Present, 
2015; Kopcok, 2019). It is unsurprising then to find food photographs as amongst the most 
uploaded images on social media (Yong, Tong, & Liu, 2020) with visually appealing food often 
going viral (Fox et al., 2018). 

Producing an appealing food visuals in social media has its set of challenges calling for 
a comprehensive visual strategy to engage consumer with visual content (Gretzel, 2017). This 
is even more vital when ‘visual hunger’ phenomenon exist; consumers often want to know 
the taste of the food they see in digital means (Spence, Okajima, Cheok, Petit, & Michel, 
2015). This is sensory cognition – the ability to make decisions based on stimuli input (Witthoft 
et al., 2018). 

Multimodal experience is put forth in order to support the multisensory interactions. 
We are stimulated by visuals, auditory, touch and smell with cross-modal computer 
interactions are in place to support stimulus timing pertaining to user’s task (Gregory & Dai, 
2015). When it comes to visual communication, visual sensory takes precedence. A digital 
platform must highlight visual elements and adopt visual interaction strategies  in enabling 
perception, inferences and ultimately, decision making (Steichen et al., 2020).  

This brings us to the problem context of our research. We opine that at present, using 
social media for food images is limited to visual presentation and experience sharing. It lacks 
the ability to augment the taste experience that could be experienced by the image 
consumers. This is attributed to the present platform design as well as the nature of image 
displays. It begets the question “How do we support perception and inference making process 
through visual interaction on a digital site so users would be able to make an accurate taste 
perception?” We implore that to address this, we need to investigate the digital image 
construction as well as the digital platform design. Both dimensions are inter-related as we 
need to take into consideration how best to construct a digital image for placement on the 
web and how can the web design further augment the taste data embedded within the image 
for consumers to build perception.  

 Food’s taste experience can only be stimulated if the relevant and right visual cues 
are in place. This is drawn from evidence where images have been proven as an essential 
component for successful media website (Garcia-Burgos, Lao, Munsch, & Caldara, 2017). 
Therefore, we are motivated to investigate the elements crucial in constructing a digital image 
that could stimulate food taste experience. It is important to address the object stimulant 
here as it is a form of data presentation. In Human Computer Interaction, user centric data 
presentation allows visual interaction, and that the interaction is enabled right from the 
visualization process of converting raw data (in our case, the taste) into data view (in our case, 
the visual presentation) and ultimately the decision making (Dimara & Perin, 2020). The 
operational process into the data itself would extend to the semantic interaction of the 
presented data (Endert, Fiaux, & North, 2012). Therefore, the focus of this paper is to discuss 
how the object stimulant must be designed to enable taste simulation. We approached this 
with literature search from published journal and proceeding papers coupled with expert 
interview with professional food photographer.  The resulting conceptual model outlines how 
the food visual image (data object) could be manufactured serving as a guideline for 
practitioners, marketers or data designers.  
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Method 
This research is qualitative research involving two data collection methods - literature review 
and expert interview. The findings from both secondary and primary data are analysed 
resulting into a conceptual model. The details of every method and the development process 
of the conceptual model are explained in the following sections.  
 
Literature Review 
Based on our extensive but limited search query, we have yet to find a digital platform 
positioned to stimulate food taste experience. Therefore, we use social media as the basis for 
our literature search in terms of digital platform. This is because, social media has largely been 
the platform for users to post their food purchases, adventures, and experience (Peng, 2019). 
As the aim of literature review is to build up an understanding and collecting related facts 
about role of visuals in food experience, we believe that social media platform as image 
mediator can serve as a reference point for our digital platform design consideration. This is 
because, social media is a web-based media platform with high number of users. Additionally, 
it is through social media where images are largely shared with Instagram the most significant 
player.  

In our literature review, we explored on social media trends, the role of visuals in social 
media as well as food taste experience terminologies and concepts in social media. On the 
other hand, the literature review exercise helps to  identify the gap in the media use  for 
capturing human food taste experience. This is turn helps to determine the elements and 
underlying theories in representing human taste experience in social media. The literature 
search was performed in Google Scholar (https://scholar.google.com/) as well as in Science 
Direct (https://www.sciencedirect.com/). Then all related facts and finding are cited and 
recorded in the excel format for retrieval and future use.  
 
Expert Interview 
The expert interviewed in this research was Mohd Azhar Mohammad Saini, a professional 
food photographer as well as the owner of Azhar Saini Training & Consultancy. He has wide 
experience and is often invited to provide smartphone photography consultations and 
workshops. His photography portfolio began since 1997 and has authored the “Snape jer Dari 
snapshot ke great shot” book. Interestingly, he himself actively shares his photography 
artifacts and photography tips in social media. As a key expert (Libakova & Sertakova, 2015) 
he was able to give solid structure to the account of food visual preparation as he has 
professional knowledge and wide experience in this field. The expert gave excellent 
commitment and comprehensive answers as well as suggestions during his 50 minutes online 
interview session. The interview questions include the minimum smartphone requirement for 
food photography, handling photography elements to trigger food taste in the picture, the 
editing application in smartphone to enhance food picture, fake pictures as well as ethics in 
food photography. 
 
Conceptual Modeling   
We derived the conceptual model by comparing and analyzing the findings from both the 
literature review and expert interview. The visualization of this process can be seen from Fig 
1. Comparison between the findings of literature review and expert interview was done by 
identifying the similarities and differences. This comparison would allow us to gauge the 
theoretical underpinning and practical application of visual data creation. The expert insight 
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is particularly critical as we had intended to derive attributes that can be applied by the public 
and not just the professionals when it comes to manufacturing visual food data that 
stimulates taste. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.1: the overall research method in this research 
 
Results and Discussion  
Findings indicate that social media usage are increasing with smartphones acting as the 
dominant driver (Ilter & Karacar, 2019; Serafinelli, 2017). The  camera lens on smartphone is 
a powerful and primary input device to capture visuals (Kjeldskov, 2019; Science, 2019) with 
market trends offering varying smartphone model over the past few years (Feng & Yu, 2020). 
However, the device is only an end to a mean. According to the expert interview, basic skills 
and knowledge play critical roles to capture food visuals with good quality.  

A basic knowledge in photography means to know what should be considered in 
photography. We also discussed about the photography elements that should be considered 
to trigger a good digital food visual. The findings are summarized in Table 1 with reference 1 
referring to visual elements in photography by Weebly (2019); reference 2 referring to 
photography tips by USDACenter (2017) and finally the last column represents tip insights 
from the expert interview. Generally, the expert agrees with Weebly (2019) but emphasised 
that plating style is a vital element in food visuals. He further explained that food texture can 
be stimulated by applying the right focus on the food product. While time according to expert 
relate with lighting which in Malaysia the best time is at 7.30 am -9.30am and 4.00pm – 
6.30pm. Therefore, time falls under lighting element. Overall, it can be concluded that all 
three sources are generally similar with very minimal differences. It is also important to add 
that literature review have also discussed on the importance of photography ethics as  
unethical photography could  risk and jeopardize  the integrity of the industry as a whole 
(Ethics, 2018; Vujovic, 2018). 
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TABLE 1: The photography elements from three sources  

Reference 1 Reference 2 Expert  

Lighting Food theme Lighting 

Texture Lighting Plating style 

Focus Planning Focus  

Angle of view 
Composition and 
styling 

Angle of view 

Color 
Keep nutrition in 
mind 

Color 

Framing/composition  Framing/composition 

Time   

 
Previous study has shown  that food digital image has a good performance to stimulate 

food taste experience (Nasrudin & Harun, 2020). However, the findings were not consistent 
in a different study conducted where it was found that the lack of actual taste experience by 
users could result into wrong taste perception if relying on food visuals alone (Harun et al., 
2020). It is because perception depends on individual cognition process that rely on their 
knowledge, experience Seo & Yun (2015) as well as emotion and memory (Williams, 2018). 
We found that visual perception theory may help to facilitate individuals in making perception 
and should be considered during visual preparation. This theory has been used to develop 
conceptual frameworks of marketing context. Hence, we believe it is also suitable to be 
included in producing taste experience conceptual model of food visuals to compliment the 
photography ethics.  

There are many smartphone applications available to produce beautiful and appealing 
food visuals (Kopcok, 2019) with features such as blend images, accompanying text with 
original photo as well as adjusting photo brightness and tone (Hull, 2019). Undeniably, the 
right editing technique will result in a good quality food visual that have the possibility to go 
viral. However,  erroneous photo technique judgment could  lead to false taste perception 
and worst, too much doctoring on the visuals could  produce false impression on the food’s 
taste (Ferro, 2014). Henceforth, as part of our proposed conceptual framework visual editing 
activities with social media ethics from Islamic perspectives by Mansor et al (2020) should be 
considered as part of food data capture. 
 Our proposed conceptual model of producing   food visual data to stimulate taste 
experience is illustrate in Fig. 3. The model encapsulates photo capture process which are (i) 
taking the picture, (ii) picture editing, and (iii) sharing picture to social media (i.e. digital 
platform). The model also considers viewers perception to the image, specifically on how their 
cognitive abilities could be supported so the right taste is accurately perceived by them. 

We argued that in a visual communication, visual sensory takes precedence and as the 
subject matter is on taste perception, the visuals must have the ability to augment the 
required taste. We would like to emphasize again that we are looking at the image as a form 
of data management as it will serve as the object stimulant for the image consumers. We 
believe that our proposed conceptual model would help achieve this. 

Our conceptual model suggests that in capturing the food visuals, there are six (6) 
visual elements that must be in place. These are lighting, view of angle, focus, color, plating 
style; and framing/composition. Harun et al (2020); Okajima & Spence (2011) have found that 
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a food photo image may be perceived differently by different users as each of them have their 
own perception and expectations. Therefore, visual perception theory is an important 
consideration in order to ensure that the visual capture could match viewers’ perception and 
expectation. Additionally, it is also very important for photographers to comply with 
photography ethics to produce an honest visual. Although visual editing can enhance the 
subject matter, there is a need for control so visuals will not be overly modified. Social media 
ethics from Islamic perspective (Mansor, Narawi, & Bayoumi, 2020) could be adapted during 
editing and sharing process to achieve visual honesty.  

On the image consumer side, their taste perception is made based on their memories, 
knowledge, experience, and emotion. We believe their cognitive ability to make correct 
perception can be supported if the food visuals are prepared by understanding and applying 
the visuals elements, visual perception theory and visual ethics as discussed earlier.    
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Fig.3: The taste experience conceptual model of food visual.  
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Conclusion  
Our study has identified the elements required to produce a food visual that could stimulate 
taste. We also found that our expert’s insights align with findings from the literature. 
Additionally, based on expert knowledge and experience in food photography field, a few 
suggestions were advocated to complement the literature findings. In short, a proposed taste 
experience conceptual model of food visual has been developed as basis of producing a food 
visual in social media. However, we are attentive that this is an initial conceptual model, with 
more evidence and data collections required to validate and enhance the model. 
Nevertheless, it can serve as a starting point on basic requirements of image data 
manufacturing for taste simulation.  
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