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Sensory Analysis 
By Jordan Chaffin
Instructor 
Dept. of Biochemistry and Cellular biology 
University of Nevada, Reno

Learning Objectives

• What is sensory analysis
• How your body perceives smell and taste
• The flavors in wine
• Training your pallet

What is sensory analysis?

• Sensory analysis is the process of  identifying and describing flavor and 
aroma compounds in food or wine

• Both the nature and intensity of  the flavors are important

• Typically performed by trained panels of  judges

• Sensory science is not “if  you like it”
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Four key players in wine tasting

• Flavor
• Aroma
• Sight
• Setting

Flavor

• Perceived by the tongue
• 5 basic flavors can be tasted

• Sweet
• Sour

• Bitter

• Salty
• Savory

• All other “flavors” are the product of  another sense 

The tongue

• Over 9000 taste buds on your tongue

• Location and size of  taste buds doesn't matter
• Each one tastes every flavor equally

• Small nerve endings sense concentrations of  flavor molecules in your food

• All flavors are water soluble 
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Flavor in wine

• A combination of  sweet, sour, and bitter 

• Everyone has different sensitivities and preferences for flavors

• Flavor is a product of  grape chemistry and microbial activity   

What influences wine flavor

• Cool climate increases acidity

• Hot climate and high light intensity increase bitterness 

• All wine naturally ferments to dryness, sugar is usually added back 

Aroma

• Aroma molecules are small aromatic chemicals that bind to sensory hairs in 
your nose

• Aromas can be smell nasally (outside the mouth) or retro-nasally (from inside 
the mouth)

• More than 75% of  the perceived flavor of  a food is aroma 
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Your sense of  smell

• Over 1000 times more sensitive than taste 
• The oldest and most primal of  the senses
• Aromas easily form and trigger memories

• Fast to adapt
• Nose adapts to aromas in less than 2 minutes

• Must be trained 

• Easy to loose

Aroma in Wine

• There are thousands of  aroma chemicals in wine
• Around 60 are important

• Complex combinations of  aromas make it difficult to single out specific ones

• Aromas come from the grapes, microbes, and additives 

Sight

• How something looks is an important part of  how it tastes

• People expect more flavor out of  darker wines 

• Black glasses are used to remove bias 
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Setting

• The setting in which you drink has a large impact on overall preference

• Preference and flavor are subjective

• The same glass of  wine can taste totally different depending on your mood, 
who your with, and where you are

• Problem for small wineries and European producers

Setting makes all the difference

Wine flavors

• Flavor - Sweet, sour, bitter
• Good Aroma - Fruity, nutty, woody, floral
• Bad Aroma - Microbial taints
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Where do wine 
flavors come from?

Aroma is from the grapes

Bouquet/faults are from how the 
wine was fermented or handled 

Train your pallet

• You must learn to differentiate between the different flavors and aromas 
through practice

• Continued exposure and mindful drinking 
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Rank	the	following	by	perceived	intensity		
(1	=	lowest	intensity,	3	=	highest	intensity)	
	       
Flavor	 ID	 	   
	
Acidity	 713	 909	 681	 	   
       
	
	
Bitter	 215	 168	 898	 	   
       
	
	
Sweet	 465	 999	 961	 	   
       
	
	
Mystery	 345	 360	 699	 	   
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Aroma	 	
  

Nail polish 
remover 

 

Bread  
Eucalyptus  
Blackberry  
Guava  
Gooseberry  
Tobacco  
Rose  
Strawberry  
Apple  
Passion fruit  
Barnyard  
Blackcurrant  
Lavender  
Banana  
Oak  
Corked  
Butter  
Chocolate  
Lemon  
Cherry  
Melon  
Capsicum  
Mint  
Vanilla  
Honey  
Sherry  
Smoke  
Coconut  
Vinegar  
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Wine Score Sheet     

      

Wine	 Acidity	 Bitterness	 Sweetness	 Color	 Aroma	
	 	     

	
	
	
	
1	

	     

	
	
	
	
	
2	

	    
 
 
 

3	
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