
Food for Thought: Food Preferential Regions
in the Human Brain

Nidhi Jain

CMU-CS-22-108

May 2022

Computer Science Department
School of Computer Science
Carnegie Mellon University

Pittsburgh, PA 15213

Thesis Committee:
Leila Wehbe, Chair

Michael J. Tarr

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Masters of Science.

Copyright © 2022 Nidhi Jain



Keywords: neuroscience, statistics, food, encoding models, decoding models, fMRI



Abstract
Existing research has demonstrated functional selectivity in the brain for high

level categories of faces, places, bodies, and sensory and motor processes. Food, de-
spite its abundance and importance, has not been considered as a category for which
there is a visual selective region, perhaps because of its lack of visual coherence. In
this paper, we investigate responsiveness to food in a large scale natural setting via
several statistical methods performed on high-resolution fMRI response dataset to
natural scenes. We identify two regions consistent across all participants in the high
level visual cortex that appear to be functionally selective for food.
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2.1 The 1000 images viewed by all 8 subjects in NSD were manually relabeled in
order to investigate responsiveness to natural food images. The top half of this
figure shows example images that were labeled as well as their corresponding
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labeling a given image. Each of the images were given at least one label within
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food object weights for all 8 subjects. The middle image shows classification
accuracy for voxel-wise searchlight decoding for 4 subjects, with darker blue
voxels signifying higher accuracy. The bottom image shows significant voxels
from a 1-sided t-test comparing food weights against face weights (red) as well
as the results for a 1-sided t test comparing face weights against food weights
(blue) for 4 subjects. It is notable here to compare significant ’food’ voxels to
’face’ voxels because the of the high number of face images in our dataset, as
well as the robust reliability of the FFA. The food-related regions resulting from
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The representation of high-level visual information in the human brain has been marked by the
phenomenon of selectivity for visual categories of high ecological importance. There are multi-
ple brain regions that show preferential neural responses to such categories: faces, bodies, and
places [1, 2, 3, 4]. Independent of any particular theory on the origins and speci�city of these
functional brain regions [5, 6], we can agree that they exist because they instantiate processes
and representations for categories that are highly relevant for day-to-day behavior. In a similar
vein, food is a category that is evolutionarily relevant – �nding nourishment being more ancient
than social interaction and, arguably, more fundamental to survival. It is surprising that food
has not been identi�ed as a visual category for which localized preferential neural responses are
observed. Why is visual selectivity for food not low hanging fruit?

While it is known that the visual presentation of food images prompts a range of brain re-
sponses, including both cognitive and emotional effects, the concurrence between studies using
food images has been quite low [7]. Only 41% of the studies in a meta analysis contributed to
food-related clusters in the fusiform gyrus (bilaterally) and orbitalfrontal cortex (left) [7]. And
in cases where food-related responses have been observed, they typically have been attributed
to increased attention to food images because of participants' mental states and/or physiological
factors [7, 8]. As such, there have been no clear tests as to whether food elicits preferential re-
sponses in the human visual system.

An important factor that may in�uence prior studies of food-elicited neural responses is con-
text. One of the characteristics of category-selective neural responses is that they are elicited
automatically by the category in question [9]. In contrast, as already mentioned, in many of
the extant studies using food images, food-selective responses appear to be elicited only under
certain affective states or physiological conditions [7]. We posit that this apparent inconsistency
in detecting food-preferential neural responses is, in part, a result of relying on isolated food
and non-food “posed” visual stimuli, and that many studies have failed to consider food in en-
vironmentally relevant contexts. Decontextualized food images – which vary widely in visual
appearance – may not be suf�ciently salient or realistic enough so as to elicit food-related pro-
cessing by default (although such images may do so with task-driven attention). In contrast,
both faces and bodies exhibit very little visual variation within category, while places are typ-
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ically tested using natural scene images. In a nutshell, the extreme within-category variability
in food appearance may contribute in several ways that may render identifying food-preferential
brain regions more challenging than other ecologically important categories. First, without con-
text, imagesof food may not present as foodqua food to the visual system. That is, category
membership for images of food may be ambiguous absent the presence of associated semantic
information that helps, possibly in a top-down manner, constrain and narrow the categorical con-
tent of the image. Second, because of the high visual variability for food as a category, detecting
signi�cant food-driven responses may require more sensitive designs than provided by standard
neuroimaging designs (which typically rely on small numbers of images and trials per condition
and therefore depend on high within-condition similarity).

Our study addresses these issues in two ways. First, real-world images, drawn from the the
COCO dataset [10], were used for both the food and non-food conditions. Second, functional
MRI (fMRI) data in response to viewing these images was collected on a massive scale [11],
thereby improving our ability to detect effects across conditions. To preview our most important
result, we reliably identify two distinct regions in high-level visual cortex that are preferentially
responsive to food images. As with other robust category preferences, we take our results to
indicate that the human visual system instantiates (through unknown mechanisms) processes and
representations that support perceiving and reasoning about food. In that food is incontrovertibly
an ecologically critical category, we view this �nding as highly consistent with earlier �ndings
of preferential mechanisms for the perception of faces, bodies, and places.
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Chapter 2

Methods

2.1 Dataset

To investigate responsiveness to food in a large scale natural setting, we take advantage of the
Natural Scenes Dataset (NSD), a dataset of high-resolution fMRI responses to natural scenes
via a recognition task [11]. These natural scene images are pulled from the annotated Microsoft
Common Objects in Context (COCO) dataset [10]. NSD has brain response data from 8 screened
subjects that each see on average 9500 natural scene images over the course of a year. These
viewings were administered during 30-40 scan sessions. Of the 70,566 total unique images
viewed across participants, 1000 are viewed by all 8 participants. We took special interest in
these 1000 images' response data when conducting analysis in order to ensure consistency in
results.

2.2 Labeling

To extract more unlabeled information and ensure full reliability of the 1000 shared images that
are viewed by all subjects, we methodologically relabel them based on 3 main categories. We use
a categorical hierarchical structure as shown in Figure 2.1 to label these images with their location
classi�cation, object classi�cation (including the binary existence of food), and perspective clas-
si�cation of the image. Image perspective is discretized intozoom, reachor large-scale. Zoom
signi�es an apparent focusing by the camera lens, thereby likely concentrated on one object and
excluding surrounding information.Reachimages demonstrate affordances by displaying ob-
jects at a human-reachable distance [12].Large-scaleimages encompass the remaining images,
which include an image of a general scene as opposed to one or more close up objects. The
image perspective category's vague nature leaves it vulnerable to variation in labeling. To avoid
this variation and ensure consistency, we undergo several rounds of labeling and veri�cation.
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Figure 2.1: The 1000 images viewed by all 8 subjects in NSD were manually relabeled in order
to investigate responsiveness to natural food images. The top half of this �gure shows example
images that were labeled as well as their corresponding labels, while the bottom half demon-
strates the organizational structure used when labeling a given image. Each of the images were
given at least one label within each of the three categories of location, content, and image per-
spective. Multiple content labels could be and often were used for a given image
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2.3 Encoding and Decoding models

Using these hand-labeled images, we can reliably perform statistical methods to identify vox-
els especially responsive to given categories. Encoding all 16 labels into a single binary vector
per image, we utilize voxel-wise ordinary least squares (OLS) encoding models to predict each
individual voxel response to a given stimuli. Identifying voxels more responsive to categoryA
over categoryB then involves a 1 sidedt-test between the respective learnt model coef�cients
for each of the two categories. We use these methods to identify voxels that are more responsive
to food than other categories.

While an encoding model is able to provide some insight into single-voxel selectivity through
response predictions, a decoding model can uncover distributed pattern-level representations of
visual features. Taking advantage of this characteristic of decoding models, we run voxel-wise
searchlight classi�ers for the existence of food and further inspect high-performing regions. Re-
gions emerging from this method thus present processing information via a pattern that our model
is able to exploit.

2.4 Investigating Intra-Region Patterns

Encoding and decoding models help identify proposed regions especially responsive to food, but
are unable to provide further insight regarding the structure of these 'food regions'. We run a
principal component analysis to better understand possible structure and/or correspondence in
these food regions.

At this point, our methods have mostly focused on identifying apparent regions through anal-
ysis of responses to the 1000 shared images. Using rich, speci�c COCO annotations (including
speci�c types of food), we can further investigate the remaining non-hand labeled images to
verify proposed food-selective regions. We use a ridge regression model on COCO labels and
observe the resulting voxel-wise weights for a speci�c label. This method allows us to identify
regions that appear to have higher correlations to a given label.

2.5 Embedding-based Image Clustering

In addition to investigating the food category at a �ne grained level via label-related activa-
tion, we perform image-level response analysis via image clustering. Using the proposed food-
selective region as a voxel mask, we extract each image's corresponding food-voxel activity. We
then perform K-means clustering on this activity and investigate the resulting groups for possible
image-level patterns.

To better investigate visual and semantic patterns in these voxel-based clusters and discuss
potential response impact from top-down cortical in�uences, we also cluster visual and semantic
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embeddings without using brain activity of these images and compare the image clustering results
to voxel clustering results. To obtain these visual and semantic embeddings we use two deep
learning models, CLIP and ResNet-50 [13, 14]. CLIP, trained on both images and text, allows
us to extract features with semantic and visual meaning. ResNet-50, training on solely images,
results in purely visual feature-based embeddings. Similar clustering results would lead us to
believe that responses may signi�cantly weigh similar features as these models, while varying
clustering results provide further evidence that deeper processing may be involved than purely
low level or semantic features.
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Chapter 3

Results

3.1 Encoding Models

We �nd two main areas in the visual cortex that appear consistently selective across all subjects
for food when compared to other non-food categories via signi�cance tests on OLS encoding
model weights, as shown in the top of Figure 3.1. This �nding persists across all 8 subjects after
performing 1 sided signi�cance tests when comparing food weights to weighted non-food object
weights. These two regions appear to respond to food more signi�cantly than other non-food
categories. When considering a one sided signi�cance test between 2 labels, for example, food
and face, the signi�cant voxels that achieve ap-value lower than 0.05 are identi�ed as more re-
sponsive to food than faces. As in the top portion of Figure 3.1, the food-signi�cant voxels are
often extremely close to0, and thus highly signi�cant, when compared against other categories.
We also note that this spatial 'food' pattern persists even when compared against thereachlabel.
These voxels highlighted in Figure 3.1 thus seem to be most activated by the existence of food
in the stimuli as opposed to other categories, pointing towards an apparent functional selectivity.

As a sanity check of this method, we verify that performing a similar signi�cance test for
faces reveals the fusiform face area (FFA), as shown in blue in the bottom portion of Figure
3.1 [2]. We choose the FFA here for our sanity check due to the high occurrence of faces in
the dataset and reliability of this region. We notice that the identi�ed food region (red) and
face region (blue) via this method appear to have completely independent selections, further
highlighting an apparent selectivity for food. Nonetheless, it is clear that these proposed 'food-
signi�cant' voxels appear consistently more responsive to food stimuli than other stimuli.

3.2 Decoding Models

The high-accuracy voxels from the searchlight decoding model overall align spatially with the
signi�cant voxels from the encoding model, as is clear in Figure 3.1. We note that high-accuracy
voxels do not necessarily positively correspond to food-selective regions, but rather to any region
which helps identify whether or not the given stimuli contains food. So, high-accuracy voxels
can signify both a food-selective region and an anti-food selective region that especially helps
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Figure 3.1: This �gure shows voxels that are determined to be food-related based off of two
differing methods. The top image shows signi�cant voxels (white) from a 1-sided t-test compar-
ing food weights from a trained OLS model against all other non-food object weights for all 8
subjects. The middle image shows classi�cation accuracy for voxel-wise searchlight decoding
for 4 subjects, with darker blue voxels signifying higher accuracy. The bottom image shows
signi�cant voxels from a 1-sided t-test comparing food weights against face weights (red) as
well as the results for a 1-sided t test comparing face weights against food weights (blue) for 4
subjects. It is notable here to compare signi�cant 'food' voxels to 'face' voxels because the of
the high number of face images in our dataset, as well as the robust reliability of the FFA. The
food-related regions resulting from both methods overall align with each other, suggesting that
these regions are reliably more responsive to food stimuli than other categories.
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determine that the stimuli is not food-related. The high performing regions from this searchlight
model are generally consistent across all subjects. Similar regions as those found in the encoding
model are also observed to be highly correlated with the stimuli food classi�cation accuracy. The
decoding model's inclusion of the encoding model's resulting food-selective region once again
emphasizes our �nding of this food-selective region.

Both the encoding and decoding models con�rm that these regions seem to be consistently
more responsive to food than other categories. However, these models provide little insight into
the more �ne grained semantic and spatial structure of the responses within this food region. To
discover these intra-region patterns, we run a principled component analysis (PCA) on the matrix
of all subjects' voxels in the selected visual cortex by all shared food images. We then observe
each of the principal components' corresponding voxel values as well as the top contributing
images to each component.

3.3 Apparent Intra-Region Semantic Axes

Running PCA on the hypothesized food region leads to a further spatial breakdown of various
'food' areas, as is shown in Figure 3.2. These breakdowns via principal components are able to
account for a signi�cant portion of the variance of this region's responses. The top components
explain 34.31, 12.68, and 11.16 percent of the variability, respectively. Each of the uncovered
components' axes also seems to correspond to a general semantic pattern of image content. The
�rst component appears to represent the surface area of food, distinguishing images with few
pixels corresponding to food from those with mostly food pixels. The second principal com-
ponent distinguishes images with a focus on food from zoomed out images of places related to
food. The third principal component distinguishes images with a focus on food from zoomed
out images of people eating food, with social settings being at the end of the spectrum. These
results highlight the importance of food as a category that is easily disentangled from the other
categories that are important in the fusiform cortex, namely faces and places.

3.4 Generalizing Patterns to All Food-related Stimuli

To further consider potential intra-region semantic breakdowns beyond our PCA results, we also
directly inspect voxel response correlations with �ne-grained food categories. To increase the
size of our dataset and therefore reliability, we observe how voxels react to speci�c food cate-
gories from images not yet inspected when proposing the food region. In order to use images
not yet inspected, we consider the remaining images that were not viewed by all 8 subjects. We
run a voxel-wise ridge regression on the provided �ne-grained COCO labels for these images
to predict voxel activity. Then, we visualize the resulting weights per label on each voxel, as
shown in Figure 3.3. In order to observe the which voxels' prediction accuracies bene�t most
from the addition of food labels, we perform the ridge regression on all labels, as well as all
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Figure 3.2: Applying PCA on the proposed food region’s responses provides more insight into
the structure of these responses. Above, we can see the different regions corresponding to dif-
ferent components, as well as the top images for each component averaged across all subjects.
The top images display each components projection onto the brain, demonstrating the generally
positively (green) and negatively (brown) contributing voxels. On the top right, we see in red
an example of the region that we have identified as the relevant food region for a given subject,
generated based off of the intersection of the food vs face encoding model test and manually
identified visual cortex regions. In the graphs, we see stimuli that most contribute to various
components, as well as their placement. We see that each component overall highlights different
semantic characteristics of the visual stimuli. The first component appears captures the surface
area of food in the image, the second distinguishes places, and the third seems to capture a com-
bination of spatial frequency and people. These semantic categories are able to explain a large
component of the variance resulting from these food regions.
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