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ABSTRACT: Food craving refers to a profound desire or need for a particular food to be eaten. Cravings, distinguished by their 
severity and their specificity, are hedonic reactions to food. Food cravings, reported by the majority of young adults, are extremely 
common. The current survey study was intended to compare and study the phenomenology of food craving before and after the 
lockdown period  during COVID pandemic and the psychological aspects of it. Self- administered questionnaire was used to collect 
the data. People from different parts of India (mainly Chattisgarh, Delhi, Jharkhand and Uttar Pradesh) participated for the study as a 
sample population and the total sample size was 252 individuals. The analysis showed that 97% of the population experience food 
craving, out of which 51.98% of people often experience it on a regular basis. Nearly 40.33% of the population thinks that memory of 
food could be the possible reason for having food cravings followed by just passing time and hormonal imbalances. In comparison to 
Western countries where sweet food is one of the most desired food, it is found that 42.86% of India's population crave more for salty 
foods, accompanied by spicy and sweet foods. The study additionally revealed that food craving frequency varies on the basis of 
geographic location as well. It was also observed that there was a slight difference in the craving behavioral pattern before and during 
the lockdown. There was a substantial increase in the frequency and intensity of craving especially, for street foods during the 
lockdown period which was satisfied either by self preparation or by simply controlling them by keeping themselves busy or by 
scrolling photos on social media. The results from the present study concluded that many of the respondents have had experienced 
food craving though few never have and are also unaware of the difference between hunger and craving. 
 
KEYWORDS:  Food Craving, Behavioral Pattern, Emotions, Memory of Foods, Survey, Demographic Area. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION (10 Bold) 

Food craving refers to an excessive compulsion to consume specific foodstuffs. It is a multidimensional experience because it 
consists of cognitive (e.g., considering meals), emotional (e.g., desire to devour or adjustments in mood), behavioural (e.g., looking 
for and eating food), and physiological (e.g., salivation) factors [1-2]. Usually, food cravings arise in the late afternoon and evening. 
Surprisingly, only the urge to consume high-calorie foods rises during the day, while fruit cravings decrease [3]. Questionnaire-based 
survey studies made no secret of the fact that people with high levels of the food craving attribute (i.e., high-grade food cravings) 
appear to have a preference for high-calorie foods and are very likely to experience food cravings.   

 
Hunger relates to an absence of fullness i.e.; an empty stomach brings in hunger [4]. Whereas, a food craving can solely be 

satisfied by consumption of a specific food, hunger can be mitigated by consumption of any food. Moreover, while hunger and desire 
for food can sometimes co-occur, hunger is not a prerequisite for feeling a craving for food. The conditioning version of meals 
cravings states that cravings can broaden from pairing consumption of certain foods with external (e.g., looking television) or inner 
(e.g. feeling sad) stimuli. Food cravings aren't always prompted by means of the presence of food stimuli, but can also occur 
spontaneously via intellectual imagery of the craved meals [5]. Those minds can also cause consumption of the craved meals, mainly 
whilst cravings are extreme. It is associated physiologically with many processes that prepare the body for ingestion and promote food 
search and intake, such as increased salivary flow and activation of brain areas linked to pleasure, such as the striatum [6-7].  
COVID-19 has brought the world to its knees; schools and universities are closed, industries are shut down and all of this led to a new 
normal. Individuals are asked to stay at home and only move out to meet necessary requirements. All of this has contributed to a 
dramatic shift in people's behaviours, especially the food-eating and craving habits of people belonging to all ages and classes. A 
major shift in the craving pattern was observed during this lockdown. In addition, there has also been a shift in the essence of food 
cravings on a geographical basis. The current study was intended to understand the psyche of people on food craving, to compare and 
study the phenomenology of food craving before and during the lockdown period, the psychological aspect of it and the level of 
awareness. This method makes it possible to perform a mass survey by sitting at home to uncover some of the interesting details. For 
example, one may calculate the degree to which the craving is related to changes in fat, sugar or processing. Although these studies 
provided useful information about food cravings in naturalistic settings, findings are limited by shortcomings of survey based on 
questionnaire, such as low compliance rates, under-reporting of craving episodes and correlation with BMI.  
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SUBJECTS AND METHODS 
The present survey was conducted in different states of India. In total, 252 individuals participated in this survey. 

Questionnaires were distributed through online mode. Among 252 participants, 69 were male and 183 were female respondents. 
Majority of students belonged to the age group of 18-25, followed by people belonging to the adolescent, old age and working group 
and the mean age was calculated to be 20.6 years. The survey form was distributed from 11th October, 2020 to 21st October, 2020. The 
questionnaire containing set of 11 questions was prepared and circulated through various social media platforms like Facebook, 
WhatsApp, Instagram and LinkedIn. The responses were collected and counted digitally on Google sheets based on the options 
specified for each question framed.   

 
2.1 Questionnaire 

1.  Which food do you often crave for?  
• Sweet Foods (Cookies/Chocolates/Ice-cream/etc.)  
• Salty Foods (Golgappa/Momos/Chips/Pizza/etc.) 
• Spicy Foods  
• Sour Foods (Tamarind chutney/Lemon/etc.)  
• Healthy Foods 
• Drinks & Beverages  
• Others : _________   
2. How often do you experience food cravings?  
• 1-2 times in a week 
• 3-4 times in a week  
• More than 5 times in a week   
• Everyday  
• A few times week   
• About once a week   
• A few times a month   
• Once a month   
• Rarely  
• Others : _________  
3. Which time of the day do you most often experience food craving?  
• Morning   
• Afternoon  
• Evening  
• Late Night  
4. Which category of food you often crave for "BEFORE LOCKDOWN"?  
• Street Food (Momos, Golgappa, etc.) 
• Restaurant Food (Pizza, Burger, etc.)  
• Packaged Food (Chocolates, Ice Cream, Cookies, Maggie, etc.)  
• Home-made foods  
• Healthy Foods  
• Others : _________  
5. Which category of food do you often crave for "DURING LOCKDOWN"?  
• Street Foods 
• Restaurant Foods  
• Packaged Foods 
• Homemade Foods 
• Healthy Foods 
• Others : _________   
6. Cues that may trigger food craving in your case? (*)   
• Stress (Exams, Heavy Workload, etc.) 
• Menstruation  
• Mood Swings  
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• Emotions (Happy, Sad, Mixed Feeling)  
7. If you eat what you’re craving, do you tend to lose your control and eat too much?  
• Yes  
• No  
• Sometimes  
• Often   
8. Do you substitute the food you crave for with your basic meal (Breakfast/ Lunch/ Dinner)?  
• Always  
• Usually  
• Sometimes  
• Rarely  
• Never   
9. According to you, what could be the possible reason for having food cravings?  
• Hormonal imbalance  
• Specific mineral deficiency  
• Memory of foods  
• Climatic/ Seasonal Changes  
• Pass on time  

  
10. How did you manage to satisfy your craving “DURING LOCKDOWN”?  
11. Do you have any health issues? If yes then, write your issue and if no then, write N.A. 

 
Note: (*) – denotes Multi Select Multiple Choice Question 
RESULTS (10 Bold) 

3.1 Most often craved food. 
The type of food individuals often crave for is given in Table 1. Nearly 43.25 % of Indians crave more salty foods, 

followed by 30.16 % for spicy foods, 17.86 % for sweet foods, 4 % for nutritious foods, 1.19 % for sour foods, 1.19 % for 
drinks and beverages, and the remaining 2 % have no particular desire (n= 252). 

3.2 Food craving behaviour  
  Four out of eleven questions were asked to analyse the food craving behaviour of people. Around 51.98 % of respondents 
said they experience it on a daily basis, 26.99 % of respondents experience it a few times a week, 12.7 % experience it once a 
week or a few times a month, and the remaining 8.34 % rarely experience it. Most of the sample population (57.94 %) feel the 
desire to eat in the evening, while 21.83 % feel late night, 12.30% in the afternoon and 8.73 % in the morning. When people 
were asked to select the cues that may trigger their food craving, 34.06 % of the respondents opted for emotions/feeling, 25.61 
% for mood swings, 25.34 % for stress and 22.4 % of female respondents opted for menstruation. The factors influencing their 
food craving is given in figure 1 and the frequency of food craving reported by people is represented in figure 2. Also, it has 
been reported that there was a significant variation in food craving pattern on the demographical basis. It has been given in 
table 2 and figure 3 (a,b,c) along with the participation of respondents from different parts of India (figure 4). The data of time 
factor related to food craving has been shown in figure 5. 

 
Table I. Respondents count for food craving 

Food Type Respondents Count % Population 

 Salty Foods 109 43.25 
Spicy Foods 76 30.16 

Sweet Foods 45 17.86 
Nutritious Foods 11 4 

Sour Foods 03 1.19 
Drink and Beverages 03 1.19 

Others 05 2 
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Table II. Variation in frequency of food craving on the demographical basis 
   

 
 

 

 

 

                              Figure 1: Factors influencing food craving                           Figure 2: Frequency of respondents’ food craving 
 

 

 

 

 
 

  
      Figure 3: Variation in frequency on demographic basis 

State High 
   Frequency (%) 

Moderate 
   Frequency (%) 

Low  
   Frequency (%) 

Jharkhand 67.24 22.41 10.35 
Delhi 48 34 18 

Uttar Pradesh 52.17 34.78 8.69 

Chattisgarh 51.61 35.48 12.91 
Delhi-NCR 40.91 45.45 13.64 
Other 42.03 33.33 23.19 
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Figure 3: Variation in frequency on demographic basis 
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Figure 4: Participation of respondents from different states of India 
 

Figure 5: Represents line chart showing relation between time and food craving 
 

3.3 Change in food craving pattern before and during lockdown.   
The survey revealed that the kind of food they craved before and during lockdown differs marginally. It was noted that 

craving for street foods both before and during lockdown remained high with 46.03 % and 52.78 % respectively, followed by  But 
during the lockdown, there was a significant increase in the frequency of craving which they satisfied either by preparing them on 
their own or by scrolling food pictures on social media. Not only did this lockdown teach them culinary skills, but also to cook and 
meet their own basic needs. The variation in pattern before and during lockdown is reflected in figure 6.  
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Figure 6: Variation in craved food category before and after lockdown 
 

3.4 Awareness about food craving 
Out of eleven questions, two were asked to analyse the awareness of people about food craving. About 40.33 % of 

respondents believe food memory might be the possible reason behind cravings, followed by 19.06 % who feel that people have 
cravings only to spend time, 15.75 % opted for climate/ seasonal changes, 15.19 % for hormonal imbalance, 7.56 % for specific 
mineral deficiency, while 2.21 percent wrote 'intense attraction towards a certain food' under the ‘Other' option provided to them. The 
response to whether the food craving serves as an alternative to their basic meal is given in figure 8. Around 39.29 % of individuals 
often tend to substitute their craving with basic meal, followed by 26.60 % of respondents who usually replace it, 20.63 % do it 
occasionally, 9.52 % never although 5.95 % rest don't know much about food cravings and thus always replace it with their basic 
meal. Response to parameters such as substitution of craving with basic meal, possible reasons to food craving and the gender 
difference in frequency of food craving are given in figure 7, 8 and 9 respectively. 

 Figure 7: Represents data of food craving                                               Figure 8: Represents respondents possible                                                                                              
 serving as an alternative to basic meal                                                                       reason for food craving 
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Figure 9: Represents the gender difference in frequency of food craving 
 
DISCUSSION 

In a sample set of 252 individuals, we examined the frequency, intensity of craving, factors influencing the craving pattern 
and variation of craving pattern before and during lockdown as well as awareness of the difference between craving and hunger, 
among people.   

 
Craving needs to be both an overwhelming desire and targeted at a specific food, drink or taste. Reseachers also attempted to 

integrate feelings, imagery, memory mechanisms, impact and physiology into models that account for scientific evidence across a 
variety of substances and a spectrum of desired strength in more detailed conceptualisations [8]. It was noted in the context of food 
and eating that most (69.1 %) of the sample population tend to lose control while eating the desired specific food. With regard to 
foodspecific characteristics, unlike Western countries where people mostly crave sugar and chocolate products, Indians mostly crave 
salty foods before and during lockdown, followed by spicy and sweet foods. One of the potential explanations for justifying this may 
be that high fat levels were moderately linked to greater desire [9]. These results are consistent with previous studies describing high-
fat foods as often being preferred [10] and [11]. In comparison, according to the results of Gearhardt, higher levels of sugar resulted in 
moderately decreased cravings, and food cravings were not significantly linked to the degree of food processing [12]. These results 
also illustrate people's food craving behaviour before and during lockdown, thus assessing how the frequency and intensity of cravings 
are linked to the factors that influence the pattern of cravings. On average, both before and during lockdown, the cravings for street 
food remained high. In addition, approximately 56.89 % of respondents usually substitute their basic meal with their desired food, 
suggesting that there is a lack of information differentiating between hunger and craving among people. Emotions often seem to drive 
the deep desire for a particular food, accompanied by mood swings and anxiety. Most of the participants reported evening and late-
night cravings. Cepeda-Benito's and colleagues' conceptual framework recognises that food craving constitutes a multi-faceted 
construct and should therefore be assessed as such [13]. Specifically, the authors have established that food cravings integrate 
cognitive, physiological, and behavioural elements, such as (1) Concrete food intake intentions and plans, (2) Prediction of an 
improvement in positive mood or an increase in overall mood, (3) Relief from detrimental states after eating, (4) Loss of control over 
eating, (5) Food thoughts or emotions, (6) hunger, (7) Triggers that can cause food cravings, (8) Feelings perceived before or during 
craving, and (9) Guilt due to (giving into) craving[14]. Furthermore, shifts in frequency correlations and the desired category of food 
were observed on a demographical basis. First of all, the shortcomings of the current studies were that the majority of respondents 
were female and mostly from Chattisgarh, Delhi, Delhi-NCR, Jharkhand and Uttar Pradesh. Therefore, the interpretation of the current 
findings is restricted to the population belonging to the above-mentioned states and union territories and it is important to replicate the 
results in other samples, particularly in males, also on basis of a uniform demographical distribution. Secondly, because only a subset 
of aspects relevant to food craving are captured in the food craving questionnaire, additional studies are required that can take it to a 
more comprehensive level.  
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CONCLUSION 
Our finding emphasizes individual food craving preferences that could be beneficial when designing a product specifically 

for the development of snacks. Geographical patterns of taste should also be while taking it further. This research indicates that having 
more cravings for food may also be a cause of any health condition. On a daily basis, about 51.98% of respondents experience 
cravings, followed by 26.99% of respondents a few times a week, 12.7% experience it once a week or a few times a month, and the 
remaining 8.34% rarely experience it. During the lockdown, there was a noticeable increase in the amount of craving that they 
satisfied either by preparing them during the lockdown or by scrolling pictures on social media. Most people in Indian culture long for 
salty foods, followed by spicy foods. While these studies provided valuable information in naturalistic settings on food cravings, the 
results are constrained by questionnaire-based survey limitations, such as low compliance rates, under-reporting of craving episodes, 
and BMI correlation. Such results can be taken further to instigate more and also be useful from the perspective of research and 
industry. 
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