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Comfort food for Generation Z: a case study 
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Abstract 

The Generation Z cohort, born between 1995 and 2010, represents a substantial portion of the global population, 
experiencing their formative years in an era characterized by pervasive globalization. Comfort foods serve as tangible 
expressions of both individual and national dietary cultures. This study reveals that the comfort foods of Generation Z 
also reflect the locality and globalization of dietary habits. Exploring the comfort foods of Generation Z in Taiwan, this 
research categorizes them into four classifications: main meals, desserts and snacks, beverages, and fruits and veg‑
etables. Among Taiwan’s Generation Z, approximately one-third of their comfort food choices hold specific cultural 
significance, reflecting the dietary transformations and historical trajectory of Taiwan over the past century. The study 
also identifies key experiences and recollections associated with Generation Z’s comfort foods, including enhanced 
mood, ritualistic engagement, and emotional solace; while leisure, hunger, and cravings are contextual factors influ‑
encing the consumption of comfort foods.

Keywords  Comfort food, Generation Z, Taiwan, Dietary transformation, Food culture

Introduction
Food serves as a cultural manifestation and is inter-
twined with various rituals that reflect the identity of 
the eater. Local foods embody the traditions, unique-
ness, and diversity of a particular culture [1]. However, 
globalization has led to the Westernization of diets in 
different countries [2]. Cross-cultural dining, such as 
the fusion of Eastern and Western cuisines, is common 
and reflects cultural diversity [3]. Research indicates that 
dietary habits are often assessed through group cultural 
identity, playing a role in the construction and mainte-
nance of culture [3]. Factors such as family background, 
education, exposure to foreign products, travel, media 
influence, and immigration contribute to the blending or 
innovation of local cuisine [4].

The concept of comfort food falls within the discourse 
of national cuisine, conveying that regional dishes are 
influenced by their relationship with other culinary sys-
tems. Therefore, food can be utilized to identify (group-
specific, national, and global cuisines) and express 
specific needs [5]. The term “Generation Z” refers to 
individuals born approximately between 1995 and 2010. 
Their behaviors aim to authentically convey themselves, 
connect with others, and understand diverse styles and 
lifestyles [6]. As the Generation Z ages, they exert sig-
nificant consumer influence in various countries [7]. This 
study focuses on the Z Generation in Taiwan, exploring 
the cultural characteristics of comfort food consump-
tion within this demographic. Through the exploration of 
comfort foods in Taiwan, we aim to gain insights into the 
manifestation of culinary globalization and local culinary 
significance in the selection of comfort foods.

Food choice and comfort food
Food is more than just sustenance for individuals; it 
serves to fulfill physiological and survival needs. The pro-
cess of food selection is a complex one, and the ultimate 
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choice may not solely be based on personal taste prefer-
ences. Dietary behaviors can shape an individual’s iden-
tity, core values, and beliefs [8]. By focusing more on 
oneself and being mindful of one’s thoughts and behav-
iors during food selection, individuals can help prevent 
excessive food intake, leading to healthier choices [9, 10]. 
Food itself may hold significance for individuals, derived 
from past dietary experiences. Memories associated with 
food may be linked to sensory perceptions (smell, taste), 
dining experiences (preparation, celebration), and cul-
tural practices. Following food selection, memories and 
experiences may extend to provide psychological com-
fort, relief, and pleasure for individuals [8].

The term “comfort food” emerged in 1966, initially 
associated with individuals turning to such foods under 
severe stress [11]. Comfort foods elicit emotional effects 
on individuals [12], providing comfort, solace, and pleas-
ure upon consumption [11, 13]. Choices of comfort foods 
may vary with changing times [12]. Consumption of 
comfort foods can enhance positive emotions and alle-
viate negative ones; moreover, different socio-cultural 
characteristics result in varied patterns of comfort food 
consumption [14].

The traits and dietary preferences of Generation Z
Generation Z has become the largest cohort globally as 
of 2022, comprising approximately 32% of the popula-
tion, accounting for around 2.5 billion individuals [6, 15]. 
Growing up in the digital era, Generation Z is considered 
digital pioneers; however, they also exhibit strong attach-
ment to tradition and values [15]. Research indicates that 
behavioral traits of Generation Z include nostalgia linked 
to past pleasant sensory experiences and hedonic con-
sumption [16].

As Generation Z matures, their influence on the food 
and beverage industry is steadily increasing; they exhibit 
an openness to diverse cultures and actively seek out 
culinary experiences from various regions [17]. Fac-
tors influencing Generation Z’s food preferences include 
stress, healthy beliefs, food cravings, body/image secu-
rity, among others. The favorability of food among Gen-
eration Z positively impacts their willingness to purchase 
[18]. Understanding the dietary characteristics of Gen-
eration Z is advantageous for the continued development 
of the hospitality and food industries; it also provides 
insights into the significance of the connection between 
this generation and their food choices.

The diversity of Taiwanese cuisine
According to official Taiwanese sources, the evolu-
tion of Taiwanese cuisine has been deeply influenced by 
indigenous culture, occupation or colonization (Dutch, 
Japanese), immigration, and post-war migration (from 

China) [19]. Among these influences, the 200-year Chi-
nese immigration wave (1661–1895) introduced cook-
ing and dietary practices from southern China, enriching 
Taiwan’s banquet dishes and snacks, particularly sea-
food, night market fare, and tea snacks [20]. During the 
50 years of Japanese colonization (1895–1945), Japanese 
culinary techniques were introduced, leading to the 
widespread adoption of dishes such as sashimi, sushi, and 
tempura in Taiwan [19].

From 1945 to 1975, following the post-war period, a 
large influx of mainland soldiers introduced mainland-
style cuisine, prompting a transformation or innovation 
of snacks from various regions of China in Taiwan, such 
as xiaolongbao (steamed soup dumplings) and beef noo-
dles [20]. Between 1950 and 1965, the USA provided 
various forms of assistance to stabilize Taiwan’s economy, 
including material aid (supplying soybeans, wheat, flour, 
etc.). During this 15-year period, wheat, Western-style 
bread, cakes, cookies, and other wheat-based products 
were promoted, leading to a significant incorporation of 
wheat-based foods into Taiwan’s daily diet [21].

Following the withdrawal of the US military from Tai-
wan in 1979, and preceding the entry of Western-style 
chain restaurants into Taiwan in the 1980s, the culture 
of Western-style breakfast gradually gained popularity 
in Taiwan, offering items such as hamburgers, egg pan-
cakes, and teppanyaki noodles [22]. During the 1980s 
and 1990s, Western fast-food chains (McDonald’s, KFC, 
Pizza Hut, etc.) were introduced [23, 24], and local hand-
shaken drink brands emerged, developing the iconic tapi-
oca milk tea [25]. Local snack shops innovated fried items 
such as fried chicken cutlets using chicken breast during 
this period [26]. Since 1990, Taiwan’s culinary scene has 
been characterized by the promotion of agricultural spe-
cialties from various regions for tourism purposes. Fur-
thermore, the inclusion of snacks in state banquets since 
2000 has further emphasized Taiwan’s snack culture as an 
expression of local cultural identity [5].

In Taiwan, culinary culture is divided into upper-class 
cuisine and commoner-class cuisine. Upper-class cui-
sine showcases complexity in preparation and symbolic 
significance, whereas commoner-class cuisine originates 
from the everyday and festive foods of ordinary house-
holds [5]. Taiwanese cuisine encompasses six main types: 
(1) Winehouse cuisine, originating from the Japanese 
colonial period, consisting mainly of customized and 
home-style hearty soups and strongly flavored appetizers; 
(2) Commoner-class and street snacks, based on home-
cooked meals such as rice porridge/congee and Taiwan-
ese sausage; (3) Taiwanese banquet cuisine, dishes served 
at commoner banquets, often characterized by heavy use 
of oil and salt; (4) Taiwanese seafood, arising from the 
Taiwanese preference for seafood and the demand for 
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seafood at banquets, with the high price of fresh seafood 
reflecting social status and purchasing power; (5) Fusion 
cuisine, emerging post-war as diverse immigrant cultures 
gradually integrated with local customs, resulting in Tai-
wanese-style adapted dishes; (6) Ethnic specialty cuisine, 
reflecting the unique dietary practices of different ethnic 
groups based on their cultural traditions and lifestyles, 
such as indigenous cuisine and Hakka cuisine [5]. Table 1 
summarizes the dietary characteristics of Taiwan across 
different historical periods.

Methods
Research on comfort food is predominantly found in 
Western studies. Even in Taiwan, there is currently no 
translated term for “comfort food” in academic discourse, 
nor are there academic studies or surveys on the topic. 
Consequently, it is challenging to ascertain what con-
stitutes comfort food in Taiwan. Existing research on 
comfort food addresses various aspects, including its def-
inition, origins of preference, sensory comforts derived 
from it, and the timing and reasons for its consumption, 
employing a “What, Where, How, When, Why” approach 
[11]. This study focuses on Generation Z as the target 
demographic. Growing up in an era characterized by 
rapid information exchange and global trade, Genera-
tion Z has begun to demonstrate significant consump-
tion power and influence worldwide. To what extent is 
their dietary pattern influenced by globalization, and how 
much of it reflects local culinary traditions? This study 
investigates the dietary choices of Generation Z regard-
ing comfort food, employing a perspective that addresses 
what, why, and when. The research questions include: (1) 
What are the comfort foods of Generation Z in Taiwan 
(items, categories, local foods)? (2) Why do they con-
sume comfort foods, considering their experiences and 
memories? (3) In what situational contexts and occasions 
do Taiwanese Z generation individuals choose to con-
sume comfort foods?

This study employed a questionnaire for data collec-
tion, encompassing background variables (gender, age) 

and open-ended questions related to comfort food (3 
questions: “What type of food is considered ‘comfort 
food’ to you? What experiences or memories do you 
associate with consuming this food? Under what cir-
cumstances or situations do you feel inclined to consume 
this food?”). As the term “comfort food” is not widely 
recognized in Taiwan, the questionnaire provided tex-
tual explanations based on past definitions of comfort 
food [13]. Participants were recruited from universities 
in northern Taiwan who belonged to the Generation Z 
age group. Prior to inviting participants to complete the 
questionnaire, researchers informed them of the study’s 
purpose and emphasized their voluntary participation, 
ensuring the protection of their privacy. After obtaining 
participants’ consent to participate, researchers person-
ally provided verbal explanations of the concept and sig-
nificance of comfort food to each participant, ensuring 
their comprehension of the research topic and question-
naire format. The questionnaire was administered online, 
allowing participants to input their responses directly.

After confirming the completeness of questionnaire 
responses, qualitative data from open-ended questions 
were subjected to the process of induction to extract con-
cepts, followed by presenting the results based on the 
frequency of concept occurrence. Subsequently, based 
on concepts with high frequency, characteristic classifi-
cation names and categorizations were assigned. Accord-
ingly, the first research question regarding Generation 
Z’s comfort foods was categorized (including main and 
sub-categories). Furthermore, a detailed examination was 
conducted to differentiate whether each comfort food 
in Taiwan held specific significance; this differentiation 
was based on six categories of Taiwanese cuisine (wine-
house cuisine, commoner-class cuisine and street snacks, 
Taiwanese banquet cuisine, Taiwanese seafood cuisine, 
fusion cuisine, ethnic specialty cuisine) and two levels of 
dietary hierarchy (upper-class cuisine and commoner-
class cuisine) [5] as primary references. For the second 
research question (past experiences and memories) and 
the third question (occasions of consumption), the same 

Table 1  Taiwanese dietary characteristics across different periods

Time period Historical period Dietary characteristics

1661–1895 Chinese immigration wave Banquets, seafood, night markets, and tea snacks

1895–1945 Japanese colonization Japanese-style culinary practices, winehouse cuisine

1945–1975 Localization of mainland Chinese cuisine after the war Transformation or innovation of snacks from various regions of China

1950–1965 US aid period Promotion of Western-style noodles

1980–1990 Western-style breakfast, chain restaurants Taiwanese-style breakfast, Western fast food, bubble tea, fried chicken cutlets

1990–2000 Promotion of agricultural specialties from various regions Gourmet foods from different regions of Taiwan

After 2000 Emphasis on snack culture Taiwanese snacks
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method of induction was applied to extract concepts. The 
conceptual outcomes were then cross-tabulated with the 
results of the first research question (types of comfort 
foods), and Pearson’s χ2 test was performed to under-
stand the differences between the concepts of the two 
variables.

Results and Discussion
This study distributed 469 questionnaires, and after 
removing invalid responses (including duplicate entries, 
incomplete data, and responses from individuals born 
outside the 1995–2010 timeframe), a total of 416 valid 
questionnaires were collected. Among these, the majority 
were from female participants (63.57%). The median age 
of the subjects in the study was 19 years old.

Comfort foods for Generation Z
Based on the frequency of food occurrences among the 
416 responses, it was deduced that the comfort foods of 
Generation Z can be categorized into four major types: 
Meals (41.11%), Desserts and Snacks (31.97%), Bever-
ages (24.76%), and Fruits and Vegetables (2.16%). Within 
the “Meal” category, responses were further classified 

into seven subcategories, including Fried Foods, Noo-
dles, and Rice, based on their respective proportions. 
The “Desserts and Snacks” category comprised five sub-
categories, such as Desserts, Chocolate, and Cake. The 
majority of responses in the “Beverages” category were 
from soft drinks. Upon closer examination of the subcat-
egories within each major category to identify foods with 
particular significance in Taiwan, soft drinks accounted 
for the highest proportion (71.00%) within the Bever-
ages category, followed by Fried Foods (52.27%), Soups 
(43.48%), and Rice dishes (40.91%) within the Meals cat-
egory (Table 2).

Comfort foods in the meals category
In the “Meal Category” of comfort foods, more than 30% 
are foods with special significance in Taiwan, and the 
variety is abundant. Within the subcategories of com-
fort foods in the meal category, fried foods, noodles, 
rice dishes, and soups exhibit diverse Taiwanese food 
characteristics. For instance, in the subcategory of fried 
foods, there are Taiwanese snack-style items such as fried 
chicken cutlet, Taiwanese chicken nuggets, and fried 
sweet potato balls commonly found in night markets 

Table 2  Overview of comfort foods among the Z Generation in Taiwan

Subcategories Foods with Special Significance in 
Taiwan

Category Names n % Counts Constituting % of 
that subcategory

A meals A1 fried foods 44 10.58 23 52.27

A2 noodles 31 7.45 11 35.48

A3 rice dishes 22 5.29 9 40.91

A4 soups 23 5.53 10 43.48

A5 hot pot dishes 18 4.33 0 0.00

A6 meat dishes 16 3.85 2 12.50

A7 seafood dishes 11 2.64 1 9.09

A8 other 6 1.44 0 0.00

Subtotal 171 41.11 56 32.75

B desserts and snacks B1 desserts 35 8.41 3 8.57

B2 chocolate 32 7.69 0 0.00

B3 cake 31 7.45 0 0.00

B4 frozen delicacies 22 5.29 2 9.09

B5 snacks 13 3.13 1 7.69

Subtotal 133 31.97 6 4.51

C Beverages C1 soft drinks 100 24.04 71 71.00

C2 alcoholic beverages 3 0.72 0 0.00

Subtotal 103 103 71 68.93

D vegetables and fruits D1 vegetables 6 1.44 0 0.00

D2 fruits 3 0.72 0 0.00

Subtotal 9 2.16 0 0.00

Total 416 100 133 31.97
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or small food stalls. Other items like French fries, fried 
chicken, and fried hot dogs are influenced by Western 
cuisine and fast food, while fried pork chop (Tonkatsu) is 
influenced by Japanese meal practices (Table 3).

In the subcategory of noodle dishes, it showcases inno-
vations introduced by military personnel from other 
provinces, giving rise to beef noodles. There are also Tai-
wanese breakfast items like Chinese omelet and hot plate 
noodles, which have been shaped and extended under 
the influence of Western cuisine. Additionally, there are 
noodle dishes rooted in Taiwanese dietary customs, such 
as Misua noodles in sesame oil chicken soup [27], and 
celebratory dishes like Misua noodles with pork knuckle, 
associated with seeking good fortune [28]. Innovations 
influenced by Minnan cuisine brought by Chinese immi-
grants in the 1970s include noodle in squid thick soup 
[29]. Furthermore, Italian pasta, pizza, burgers, and bread 
bear the influence of Western culinary traditions. Ramen 
may have been influenced by Japan [30], while the con-
venience and diverse styles and flavors of instant noodles 
also make them a comfort food choice for the Generation 
Z (Table 4).

Within the subcategory of rice dishes, there is a dish 
known as the “national rice dish” in Taiwan, namely, 
braised pork on rice. The preparation and presentation 
of this dish vary across different regions of Taiwan. Due 

to a lack of explicit historical documentation, it is specu-
lated that minced pork rice might have emerged after the 
introduction of short-grain rice from Japan, as its texture 
is suitable for absorbing braising sauce. This development 
likely started after 1945, following the end of World War 
II [31, 32]. Turkey rice, on the other hand, emerged in the 
late 1940s as a popularized version of traditional dishes 
served during the Lunar New Year, making it a localized 
Taiwanese cuisine [33]. Rice noodles(Mi gan), introduced 
in the 1950s, is an extension of dishes brought by mili-
tary personnel relocating to Taiwan after the war [34]. 
The subcategory of rice dishes is also influenced by the 
culinary traditions of other Asian countries, shaping the 
comfort food choices of the Generation Z. Examples 
include Japanese sushi and curry rice, as well as Korean 
kimchi fried rice (Table 5).

In the subcategory of soups, various types of chicken 
soup are included in the comfort food choices of Gen-
eration Z, along with others such as corn chowder, clam 
soup, beef soup, deep fried pork rib and radish soup, and 
pumpkin soup. Noteworthy Taiwanese-related dishes 
within the soup subcategory include chicken soup with 
bitter melon and pineapple and Chinese mesona chicken 
soup, both exemplifying the distinctive characteristics of 
Hakka culture in Taiwan [35]. Representative dishes of 
Taiwanese banquet cuisine, such as deep fried pork rib 

Table 3  Comfort foods in the meals category_ subcategories of fried foods

Note 1: Food marked with TW indicates items with special significance in Taiwan

Note 2: The presentation of food in the photograph exemplifies the most common serving style of these dishes in Taiwan

Subcategories Food ranked by the frequency of responses

A1 Fried foods French fries, fried chicken cutlet TW, Taiwanese chicken nuggetsTW, fried chicken, deep-fried stinky tofuTW, fried pork chop (Tonkatsu), 
deep-fried hot dog, fried sweet potato ballsTW, fried sweet potato friesTW

Foods with special significance in Taiwan

Dish

Fried chicken cutlet Taiwanese chicken nuggets Stinky tofu

Meaning Commoner-class cuisine street food Commoner-class cuisine street food Commoner-class cuisine street food

Dish

Fried sweet potato ball Fried sweet potato fries

Meaning Commoner-class cuisine street food Commoner-class cuisine street Food
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Table 4  Comfort foods in the meals category_ subcategories of noodles

Note 1: Food marked with TW indicates items with special significance in Taiwan

Note 2: The presentation of food in the photograph exemplifies the most common serving style of these dishes in Taiwan

Subcategories Food ranked by the frequency of responses

A2 Noodles Italian pasta, Beef noodlesTW, Taiwanese Breakfast (Chinese omelet, Hot plate noodles)TW, Ramen, pizza, burgers, instant noodles, 
noodle in squid thick soupTW, Misua noodles in sesame oil chicken soupTW, Misua noodles with pork knuckleTW, burger, bread

Foods with Special Significance in Taiwan

Dish

Beef noodles Taiwanese Breakfast

Chinese omelet Hot plate noodles

Meaning Cuisine of Military Dependents’ Village Culture Influenced by Western diet and fast food Influenced by Western diet and fast food

Dish

Noodle in squid thick soup Misua noodles in sesame oil chicken soup Misua noodles with pork knuckle

Meaning The impact of Mainland Chinese veterans 
and immigrants after the war

Good for the health Celebration and prayers for good luck

Table 5  Comfort foods in the meals category_ subcategories of rice dishes

Note 1: Food marked with TW indicates items with special significance in Taiwan

Note 2: The presentation of food in the photograph exemplifies the most common serving style of these dishes in Taiwan

Subcategory Food ranked by the frequency of responses

A3 Rice dishes Sushi, Turkey riceTW, fried rice, Braised pork on riceTW, curry rice, Rice noodles(Mi gan)TW, Korean kimchi fried rice

Foods with Special Significance in Taiwan

Dish

Turkey rice Braised pork on rice Rice noodles (Mi gan)

Meaning Banquet cuisine transformed into everyday cooking 
for the common people

Banquet cuisine transformed into eve‑
ryday cooking for the common people

The impact of Mainland Chi‑
nese veterans and immigrants 
after the war
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and radish soup and squid and top shell soup with garlic 
greens, are also present [36, 37]. Beef soup gained promi-
nence as a distinctly Taiwanese soup in the mid-1990s 
due to the government’s promotion of the “Beef Festi-
val” [37]. Additionally, within the Z generation’s comfort 
food soups, within the comfort food soups of Generation 
Z, there are Korean representative dishes like ginseng 
chicken soup and fish cake soup (Table 6).

In the subcategory of hot pot, the comfort food choices 
of Generation Z encompass a variety of flavors such as 
spicy and milky, alongside the distinctly Korean Budae 
Jjigae (Korean Army Stew). Hot pot dining gained pop-
ularity in Taiwan around the 1960s when hot pot res-
taurants began to emerge, and it became a trend in the 
1980s [38]. The hot pot market in Taiwan is estimated 
to be around 30 billion NT dollars, with the number of 
establishments comprising approximately half of all chain 
restaurants in Taiwan [39]. This indicates the significant 
demand and preference for hot pot among the Taiwanese 
population (Table 7).

In the subcategory of meat, it includes beef, pork, 
and chicken. The comfort foods of Generation Z in the 
meat category exhibit different cooking methods: pan-
frying (steak), grilling (barbecue), boiling (sliced boiled 
chicken), stewing (braised pork), and marinating before 

cooking (salty pork). Among these meat dishes, white-
cut chicken is considered a representative Taiwanese dish 
[40], widely used in banquet cuisine, banquet dishes, and 
Hakka dishes in Taiwan [41–43]. Taiwanese-style braised 
pork originates from traditional banquet cuisine, where 
large pieces of pork are stewed until tender, traditionally 
enjoyed during the Lunar New Year [44]. Salted pork, on 
the other hand, is a preservation method employed by 
indigenous and Hakka people. It involves marinating left-
over pork from hunting or festive occasions with a large 
amount of salt [19, 45] (Table 8).

In the seafood subcategory, raw seafood dishes like 
sashimi appear to be potential choices for comfort foods 
among Generation Z. Among them, mullet roe is a dish 
commonly served during festivals and banquets in Tai-
wan [41, 43] (Table 9).

The “other” subcategory within the meal type com-
prises dishes that could not be classified into specific 

Table 6  Comfort foods in the meals category_ subcategories of soups

Note 1: Food marked with TW indicates items with special significance in Taiwan

Note 2: The presentation of food in the photograph exemplifies the most common serving style of these dishes in Taiwan

Subcategory Food ranked by the frequency of responses

A4 Soups Shiitake mushroom chicken soup, ginseng chicken soup, corn chowder, clam soup, chicken soup with bitter melon and pineappleTW, 
Chinese mesona chicken soupTW, clam chicken soup, deep fried pork rib and radish soupTW, squid and top shell soup with garlic 
greensTW, beef soupTW, four substances soup (a traditional Chinese herbal soup), pumpkin soup, minestrone soup, fish cake soup

Foods with Special Significance in Taiwan

Dish

Chicken soup with bitter melon and pineapple Chinese mesona chicken soup Deep fried pork rib and radish soup

Meaning Taiwan Hakka culture Taiwan Hakka culture Winehouse cuisine

Dish

Squid and top shell soup with garlic greens Beef soup

Meaning Winehouse cuisine Government promotion of local cuisine

Table 7  Comfort foods in the meals category_ subcategories of 
hot pot dishes

Subcategory Food ranked by the frequency of responses

A5 Hot pot dishes Hot pot, spicy hot pot, milk hot pot, Korean Army 
Stew
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subcategories. It includes specific dishes, cooking methods, 
and distinct culinary types. Within this subcategory, obser-
vations reveal foods and cuisines from other Asian regions 
(e.g., takoyaki, Korean cuisine), dairy-based baked dishes, 

and the spicy taste of hot and numbing flavors, reflect-
ing the preferences of Generation Z toward diverse food 
options (Table 10).

Comfort foods in the desserts and snacks category
Within the category of comfort foods falling under desserts 
and snacks, there are five subcategories. Different taste 
preferences are evident in chocolates and cakes. Desserts, 
frozen delicacies, and snacks offer a diverse range of item 
types, with some items in these three subcategories being 
associated with Taiwan. Taro balls in the dessert subcat-
egory, made from a mixture of taro, sweet potato starch, 
and water, have been a common Taiwanese dessert since 
around the 1940s [37]. During the Japanese colonial period 
in Taiwan, shaved ice factories were established throughout 
the island, marking the beginning of the era of consuming 
frozen treats [32]. Ice pop, a subcategory of frozen delica-
cies, may have also originated during the Japanese colonial 
period [46]. The term “hún-î”(Taiwanese pronunciation of 
粉圓 (fěn yuán), which corresponds to the English term 
“tapioca”.) in shaved ice with tapioca can be traced back to 
the Taiwan-Japanese Dictionary from the Japanese colo-
nial period [32]. Given Taiwan’s abundance of fruits, pre-
serving them with sugar became a common practice [47]. 
The earliest Taiwanese sugar-preserved fruit factory was 

Table 8  Comfort foods in the meals category_ subcategories of meat dishes

Note 1: Food marked with TW indicates items with special significance in Taiwan

Note 2: The presentation of food in the photograph exemplifies the most common serving style of these dishes in Taiwan

Subcategory Food ranked by the frequency of responses

A6 Meat dishes Steak, barbecue, sliced boiled chickenTW, braised porkTW, salty porkTW

Foods with Special Significance 
in Taiwan

Dish

Sliced boiled chicken Braised pork Salty pork

Meaning Winehouse cuisine, Taiwan Hakka culture, 
Taiwanese banquet cuisine

Taiwanese banquet cuisine Taiwan Hakka culture, Tai‑
wan aboriginal culture

Table 9  Comfort foods in the meals category_ subcategories of 
seafood dishes

Note 1: Food marked with TW indicates items with special significance in Taiwan

Note 2: The presentation of food in the photograph exemplifies the most 
common serving style of these dishes in Taiwan

Subcategory Food ranked by the frequency of responses

A7 Seafood dishes Raw seafood (sashimi, sea urchin, and salmon 
roe), crab, mullet roeTW

Foods with Special Significance in Taiwan

Dish

Mullet roe

Meaning Winehouse cuisine, Taiwanese banquet cuisine

Table 10  Comfort foods in the meals category_ other Subcategories

Subcategory Food ranked by the frequency of responses

A8 Other Takoyaki, baked, skewered, spicy duck blood, tomato scrambled eggs, Korean cuisine
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established in 1882, with preserved plum seedless being a 
representative product [48]. Preserved plum seedless can 
also be found in cherry tomato snacks at Taiwanese night 
markets (Table 11).

Comfort foods in the beverages category
Within the comfort foods classified under beverages, 
responses within the soft drink subcategory revealed 
that 70% of them correspond to items with particular sig-
nificance in Taiwan: tapioca milk tea and hand-shaken 
tea. In the 1980s, Taiwan pioneered the invention of 
cold-brewed foam milk tea (hand-shaken tea), a pro-
cess involving placing freshly brewed tea into a cocktail 
shaker with ice, resulting in fine foam and a reduction in 
the tea’s temperature through agitation. The introduc-
tion of hand-shaken tea led to the creation of bubble milk 
tea, incorporating milk and tapioca pearls [32]. Taiwan’s 
success in the 1980s paved the way for the global expan-
sion of tapioca milk tea from the 1990s onward, exerting 
a notable influence on global culinary trends [49]. In the 

early years when Taiwan lacked frozen delicacies, herbal 
tea was prevalent. Herbal tea, known for its diverse herbal 
combinations, varies among different establishments; it is 
often found in herbal tea streets [50, 51] (Table 12).

Comfort foods in the vegetables and fruits category
Generation Z also considers vegetables and fruits as their 
comfort foods. In the vegetable subcategory, apart from 
various cooking methods (cold and dressed with sauce, 
blanched, stir-fried), there are also unique vegetable fla-
vors and textures (bitterness of bitter gourd, creamy tex-
ture of taro). In the fruit subcategory, both routine fruits 
(apple) and seasonal fruits (strawberries, watermelon) are 
included (Table 13).

Experiences and memories of comfort foods 
among Generation Z
In summarizing the experiences of Generation Z with 
comfort foods, the top three experiences based on the 
frequency of responses are as follows: (1) improved mood 

Table 11  Comfort foods in the desserts and snacks category

Note 1: Food marked with TW indicates items with special significance in Taiwan

Note 2: The presentation of food in the photograph exemplifies the most common serving style of these dishes in Taiwan

Subcategory Food ranked by the frequency of responses

B1 Desserts Pancake, pudding, tiramisu, gummy candies, lollipops, egg tarts, cream puffs, tangyuan (sweet dumplings), taro ballTW

B2 Chocolate Chocolate, chocolate ganache, dark chocolate, white chocolate

B3 Cake Cake, cheesecake, chocolate cake, strawberry cake, matcha cake, layer cake

B4 Frozen delicacies Ice cream, soft-serve ice cream, popsicle, ice cream bar, Taiwanese ice pop (Zhi Zaibing)TW, Shaved ice with tapiocaTW

B5 Snacks Potato chips, seaweed, cookies, milk candies, cherry tomato with preserved plum seedlessTW, Fish balls, Savory popcorn

Foods with Special Significance in Taiwan

Dish

Taro ball Taiwanese ice pop (Zhi Zaibing)

Meaning Commoner-class cuisine street Food Commoner-class cuisine street Food, Intro‑
duction of ice treats during the Japanese 
colonial period

Dish

Shaved ice with tapioca Cherry tomato with preserved plum seedless

Meaning Commoner-class cuisine street Food, Introduction of ice treats during the Japa‑
nese colonial period

Commoner-class cuisine street Food
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after consumption, (2) sense of ritual, and (3) comforting 
effect on mood. Concerning the sense of ritual, common 
responses include the necessity of eating out, celebrating 
special occasions, consuming specific foods on birthdays, 
post-exercise indulgence, monthly rituals, eating after 
examinations or task completion, and enjoying a meal 
upon returning home.

Further examination reveals that beverages (soft 
drinks), desserts and snacks (desserts, chocolates, cakes), 
and meals (fried foods) are associated with an improved 
mood after consuming comfort foods. Additionally, bev-
erages (soft drinks), meals (fried foods, soups, hot pot), 
and desserts and snacks (desserts, cakes) are linked to a 
sense of ritual. Foods associated with comforting moods 
include beverages (soft drinks), desserts and snacks 
(chocolates, cakes, ice cream). After subjecting the 17 
subcategories of the four major types of comfort foods 
to Chi-square tests against 16 experienced memories of 
consuming comfort foods, statistical significance was 
observed (Pearson χ2 = 303.69, *p < 0.05) (Table 14).

Eating contexts of comfort foods for Generation Z
Regarding the contexts in which Generation Z con-
sumes comfort foods, responses indicate that they mostly 

choose to eat comfort foods during leisure time, when 
feeling hungry or thirsty, or when having a craving for 
specific foods. Further examination reveals that comfort 
foods chosen during leisure time include beverages (soft 
drinks) and meals (fried items). When feeling hungry or 
thirsty, preferences shift toward beverages (soft drinks) 
and meals (noodles, soups, rice dishes, hot pot). In 
moments of craving or the desire to snack, choices lean 
toward beverages (soft drinks), meals (fried items), and 
snacks/desserts (desserts). After subjecting the responses 
related to the four major types of comfort foods and their 
associated items (a total of 16 subcategories) to a Chi-
square test, statistical significance was observed (Pearson 
χ2 = 370.40, ***p < 0.001) (Table 15).

Conclusion
In the selection of comfort foods, about one-third of 
Taiwan’s Generation Z choices are related to local Tai-
wanese cuisine. These food choices reflecting Taiwan’s 
culinary heritage over the past 100  years include: (1) 
the production and sale of preserved fruits in Taiwan 
a century ago, (2) the introduction of iced treats dur-
ing the Japanese colonial period, (3) the innovation of 
military-originated rice noodles (Mi gan) and beef noo-
dles after World War II, (4) the extension of braised 
pork rice and turkey rice due to post-war shortages, 
(5) the influence of early banquet and restaurant dishes 
like sliced boiled chicken and mullet roe, (6) the emer-
gence of Taiwanese-style breakfast influenced by West-
ern dining, (7) the thriving street food culture featuring 
fried foods and tapioca milk tea, and (8) distinctive cul-
tural dishes like Hakka cuisine. Additionally, Western 

Table 12  Comfort foods in the beverages category

Note 1: Food marked with TW indicates items with special significance in Taiwan

Note 2: The presentation of food in the photograph exemplifies the most common serving style of these dishes in Taiwan

Subcategory Food ranked by the frequency of responses

C1 Soft drinks Tapioca milk tea andTW, hand-shaken teaTW, coffee, milk tea, chocolate drinks, herb 
teaTW

C2 Alcoholic beverages alcoholic beverages, fruit-based alcoholic beverages

Foods with special significance in Taiwan

Dish

Tapioca milk tea Hand-shaken drink Herb tea

Meaning Commoner-class cuisine street Food Commoner-class cuisine street 
Food

Good for the health

Table 13  Comfort foods in the vegetables and fruits category

Subcategory Food ranked by the frequency of responses

D1 Vegetables Salad, boiled vegetable, stir-fried vegetables, 
bitter gourd, taro

D2 Fruits Strawberries, watermelon, apple
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and neighboring Asian dishes have become choices 
for comfort foods among Taiwan’s Generation Z. 
These findings illustrate that comfort foods also reflect 
local culinary culture and the mobility of food across 
regions.

The comfort foods of Taiwan’s Generation Z are cat-
egorized into four types. In the category of meals, a rich 
variety of subcategories and corresponding comfort food 
items (Taiwanese-related foods and foods from other 
countries) are presented. In the category of desserts and 
snacks, the influence of Western cuisine is evident in the 
majority of comfort food types. In the category of bever-
ages, overwhelmingly popular choices include Taiwan’s 
representative foods: tapioca milk tea and hand-shaken 
drink. A small portion of Generation Z also chooses veg-
etables and fruits as comfort foods. The results show that 
Taiwan’s tapioca milk tea has had a significant impact on 
the dietary habits of Generation Z. Moreover, the period 
of growth for Taiwan’s Generation Z (born between 
1995 and 2010) coincided with the vibrant development 
of street snacks (such as fried chicken cutlet, Taiwanese 
chicken nuggets) and chain restaurants (hand-shaken 
drink, Western fast food) in Taiwan [5].

In the consumption experiences of comfort foods for 
Taiwan’s Generation Z, the majority are related to emo-
tions (bringing positive emotions and comfort) and a 
sense of ritual. Previous studies have identified three 
main regulatory functions of rituals: emotional, perfor-
mance goals, and social connections [52]. Therefore, 
the results of this study not only echo previous research 
mentioning the positive and negative psychological 
pleasure and stability brought by comfort foods to indi-
viduals [13], but also reveal that the consumption of 
comfort foods is one of the rituals of Generation Z. In the 

Table 14  Experiences and memories of comfort food consumption among the Generation Z

Note 1: The number of responses available for analysis is 377

Note 2: The coding names of subcategories for comfort foods refer to Table 2

Total counts The higher counts 
within the Food 
Subcategory

1 Improved mood 126 C1, B2, B1, B3, A1

2 Sense of ritual 56 C1, A1, B1, B3, A4, A5

3 Comforted mood 37 C1, B3, B4, B2

4 Dining out or gathering with friends 31 C1, A1, B1, A2, A5

5 Personal memories 24 A2, C1

6 Dining with Family 23 A1, A3

7 Perceived health benefits 17 C1, A4, A7

8 Rare availability 9 C1

9 Relaxation and rest 9 C1

10 Enhanced productivity 7 C1

11 Homesickness 7 A2, A3, A6

12 Feeling of fullness 7 C1

13 Convenience 6 A1

14 Delicious food 6 –-

15 Boost in morale 6 B3

16 Perceived value, high food quality for the price 6 A3

Table 15  Eating contexts of comfort foods among the 
Generation Z

Note 1: The number of responses available for analysis is 231

Note 2: The coding names of subcategories for comfort foods refer to Table 2

Total counts The higher counts 
within the Food 
Subcategory

1 Leisure 74 C1, A1

2 Hungry or thirsty 29 C1, A2, A4, A3, A5

3 Craving 26 C1, A1, B1

4 Gathering with friends 15 A3, A5

5 Fatigue 11 C1

6 Cold weather 10 A4

7 Idle or bored 10 B1

8 At home 10 A3, A4, A6

9 Busy and stressed 9 C1

10 Relaxation and stress relief 8 C1

11 During classes or work 6 C1

12 Hot weather 6 B4

13 Homesickness 6 A3

14 Menstrual period 6 C1

15 Reward 5 C1
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context of comfort food consumption, individuals tend to 
choose meal and beverage types during leisure time and 
physiological needs (hunger). This finding contradicts the 
notion that negative situations (fatigue, stress) are not the 
predominant occasions for the consumption of comfort 
foods among most of Generation Z.
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