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ABSTRACT: Many factors affect interpersonal attractions. According to Social psychological studies, pleasant and 

unpleasant odors of individuals and environment, could be one of them. This study aimed to explore the impact of 

pleasant and unpleasant odors on interpersonal and social attractions. In addition, different situations in which these 

influences might be stronger, and the differences between men and women, also were examined. Odor Awareness 

Scale (OAS) was used in this research. Its validity and reliability were measured for the first time in Iran. Also, 

demographic questionnaire was used. The research population was university of Isfahan students in 2013. A sample 

of 155(73 men) was chosen by simple random sampling method. Data were analyzed by t-Test and correlation. The 

OAS's social and interpersonal relations items were analyzed. All items of the scale were significantly correlated with 

the scale's total sum( P < 0.001 ) The gender differences were significant, only in positive sub-scale's items( P < 0.05 ) 

but, no significant difference was found between men and women in negative sub-scale's items. Pleasant odor would 

increase interpersonal attraction and unpleasant odor would decrease it. Interestingly, attraction reduction due to 

unpleasant odors are more than attraction increases while pleasant odors are present. Pleasant odors have more 

influence on women, but the effects of unpleasant odors, are the same for both sexes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Social psychologists have long been tried to 

identify the factors affecting social and interpersonal 

attraction. Their efforts resulted in identifying some of 

the main factors causing social and interpersonal 

attraction. Most of the politicians, retailers, and lovers 

who seek attention use these factors and principals. 

But these efforts do not always lead to the desired 

results. Goods not yet sold, politicians who lost 

elections, and the unfortunate lovers are the evidence 

of the existence of other subtle factors in the formation 

of social and interpersonal attraction. Some experts 

attribute these failures to the factors beyond an 

individual’s control such as the personality of other 

people; and other experts believe that in addition to the 

above factors there are some small but significant 

environmental factors which can affect social and 

interpersonal attraction. People resort to small clues to 

explain a situation, especially when the situation is 

ambiguous. One of these small factors can be the 

pleasant and unpleasant odor of other people or an 

environment (Zhou and Chen, 2009). Olfactory stimuli 

usually act without human’s knowledge. In fact, people 

cannot distinguish their function (Sela and Sobel, 2010). 

On the other hand, olfactory stimuli are interpreted in 

the limbic system of the brain; the system related to 

immediate emotion in humans (Wilkie, 1995). The 

olfactory stimuli can cause emotional responses in 

humans (Zald and Paldo, 1997). According the studies 

of social psychologists, emotional responses can 

influence the evaluation of individuals and the 

environment (Baron et al., 2009). Environmental odors 

can change mood7 and thereby influence individual 

decisions (Chebat and Michon, 2003). The effect of 

odors on individual moods, and their likes and dislikes 

is known to others. Positive mood induce positive 

evaluation of others, while negative emotions induce 

negative evaluation (Byrne, 1997). Investigating the 

effect of individual and environmental odors on social 

and interpersonal attraction can be useful and 

important. This research aimed to investigate the effect 

of pleasant and unpleasant odors on interpersonal and 

social relationships.  

In 1981, Robert Baron investigated the 

relationship between olfaction and human social 

relations, and concluded that pleasant odor has a 

positive effect on attraction and social perception. The 

research participants perceived the strangers more 

attractive and intimate in the presence of pleasant 

odors (Baron, 1981). On the other hand, pleasant odors 

in the environment can increase social interactions 

between strangers. People tend to talk more with each 

other, make eye contact, and can better assess group 

members in the presence of pleasant odors in the 

environment (Zemke and Shoemaker, 2008). In recent 

years, many hotels and service providers have used 
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pleasant odors to create a friendly and welcoming 

environment for their visitors and guests. They use 

different fragrances in different places (such as 

restaurant, lobby, and the gym) (Higgins, 2006; Jeffers, 

2006).  

Pleasant and unpleasant odors are effective at 

the interpersonal level. When facial expressions are 

ambiguous, the odors emitted by individuals help to 

detect whether or not they are dangerous. Women, in 

particular, when were exposed to the smell of fearful 

sweat7 interpreted ambiguous faces as dangerous, 

however, they didn’t have the same perception in case 

of clear facial expression. It is often argued that the role 

of information exchange using chemical senses such as 

olfactory, particularly in humans, due to their strong 

senses of sight and hearing is limited. The role of 

subliminal8 odors in interpreting mood inputs is 

obvious (Li et al., 2007). 

In another study, women were exposed to 

pleasant and unpleasant odors. They were asked to 

classify the attractiveness of male faces in a series of 

images. In the presence of unpleasant odors, the 

women significantly found men less attractive, while in 

the presence of pleasant odors there was no difference 

in their evaluation of men compared to the lack of odor. 

These effects were not dependent on the types of 

smells used by men. The trend of responses to human 

body odors or other smells (like leather) was similar. 

Moreover, women are able to detect their romantic 

partner’s11 odor from other men. In fact, women can 

recognize the odor of their romantic partner from 

strangers, and other male friends and colleagues, and 

this is one of the reasons of loyalty between spouses.  

They pay less attention to other potential 

partners (Lundstrom and Jones-Gotman, 2009).  In 

general, olfactory plays an important role in evaluating 

the attractiveness of the opposite sex (Saxton et al., 

2008). Several studies indicated the effect of olfactory 

on mate selection and finding the right person for 

marriage and reproduction (Havlicek and Roberts, 

2009; Havlicek et al., 2008). According to Herz and 

Inzlicht, the most important senses for mate selection 

in men and women are vision and olfaction, 

respectively (Herz and Inzlicht, 2002). As discussed 

above, odor awareness is of a great importance. To 

evaluate an odor, one should first identify a certain 

odor from a mass of odors in the environment. Odor 

awareness is defined as: A person’s awareness of the 

olfactory stimuli he/she perceives (Smeets et al., 2008). 

Odor awareness has been studied in four main 

categories: civilization, food and drink, nature, and man 

(Schleidt et al., 1988). This study focused on the two 

categories of social relationship and people (close ties) 

to investigate the effect of pleasant and unpleasant 

odors on social and interpersonal relationships. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The population of the study consisted of students 

in Isfahan University in 2012. The two instruments used 

in this study were demographic questionnaire, 

including age, gender, handedness, marital status, 

smoking history, history of asthma and seasonal 

allergies, previous experience with odors, such as 

working in perfumeries and laboratories; and odor 

awareness scale (OAS) that with the permission of the 

designers was translated into Persian by researchers. 

After being edited and approved by at least 5 English 

language experts, the final version of the translated 

text was translated back into English by a British Iranian 

residing in London. The final translation which has been 

used in this research was obtained after comparing the 

back-translation version with the original text and 

making necessary amendments. The validity of OAS 

was approved by five professors and experts, and the 

reliability of the scale was tested by internal consistency 

which had Cronbach’s α = 0.901 for the full scale, 

positive sub-scale 0.790, and negative sub-scale 0.851.  

Given the (Attentional blink) paradigm (Ogawa 

and Suzuki, 2004) used in this study, the odor 

awareness was divided into positive and negative 

dimensions based on hedonic value (Smeets et al., 

2008). The Attentional blink (AB) paradigm suggests 

that there is a pre-preparation in humans for the 

perception of negative stimuli which allows the 

organism to adapt itself to the dangerous environment 

and survive (Ogawa and Suzuki, 2004). In 2012, 155 

students of Isfahan University were randomly selected 

as samples. Participants were asked to answer the 

Odor Awareness Scale (all the questions). Of 155 

questionnaires, 152 (73 male, 82 female) were 

completely answered (the rate of return was equal to 

98%). The average age of participants was 22.62, with a 

minimum 18 years and maximum 35 years. The 

standard deviation of age was 3.390. Descriptive and 

inferential statistics were used for data analysis, and 

SPSS version 15 was used for data processing. 

 

RESULTS 

This section aimed to discuss the questions of the 

Odor Awareness Scale associated with the social and 

interpersonal relationships. Seven of the 32 questions 

of the scale are discussed here. Noting that the 

remaining questions were about odors found in the 

nature and foodstuffs, and also the difference between 

men and women; therefore, they were not related to 

the topic of the study. Table 1 demonstrates the 

questions of the Odor Awareness Scale associated with 

the categories of social and interpersonal relationships. 

The questions of each dimension are also specified in 

the table. 
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Table 2 displays the correlation between the 

questions above, grand total, and the score of positive 

and negative dimensions. It also illustrates partial 

correlation of answers to the questions with grand total 

after controlling the positive and negative dimensions. 

It can be seen that all ordinary correlations are 

significant, while some of the partial correlations are 

insignificant.  

The difference between men and women is 

analyzed in the above questions as illustrated in Table 

3. As can be seen, except for three questions, there is 

no significant difference between men and women in 

other questions. 

 
Table 1. Questions of the Odor Awareness Scale Associated with the Categories of Social and Interpersonal Relationships

Dimension Question Questions No. 

+ When a person you know smells different, for example due to a new perfume, will you notice it 

immediately? 

7 

- Does the smell of breath (mouth) or sweat of others draw you attention? 8 

+ Do you notice the odor of perfume, cologne or cream that others use after shaving? 9 

- Will you find people unattractive because of their unpleasant body odor? 22 

+ Will you consider people attractive because of their pleasant body odor? 23 

+ How important is it to you if your current or future partner smells pleasant? 27 

- You are sitting in a public place next to someone who has a bad smell. Will you look for another 

seat, if possible? 

30 

 

Table 2. Correlation between Answers to the questions with Grand Total and the Score of Positive and Negative Dimensions 

Partial Correlation with 

Grand Total (After 

Controlling the Positive & 

Negative Dimensions) 

Partial Correlation with 

Grand Total (After 

Controlling Positive 

Dimensions) 

Correlation with 

Negative 

Dimension** 

Correlation with 

Positive 

Dimension** 

Correlation 

with Grand 

Total** 

Question 

No. 

0.444* -0.520 0.456 0.603 0.539 7 

-0.048 0.432 0.570 0.415 0.543 8 

0.473* 0.008 0.505 0.650 0.590 9 

-0.002 0.360* 0.517 0.398 0.501 22 

0.398* -0.131 0.281 0.460 0.366 23 

0.387* 0.602 0.490 0.593 0.558 27 

-0.042 0.312* 0.421 0.301 0.399 30 

 P < 0.05*        P < 0.001** 

 

Table 3. The Difference between men and Women 

Sig.  T value Women SD   Men SD  Women Average  Men Average  Question No. 

0.007* 2.714 0.947 1.21 4.06 3.59 7 

0.112 1.601 0.847 1.00 4.33 4.09 8 

0.004* 2.919 0.930 1.07 4.11 3.63 9 

0.661 0.440 0.922 0.900 4.04 3.97 22 

0.890 0.595 0.983 0.850 3.82 3.73 23 

0.001* 3.474 0.562 0.708 4.74 4.39 27 

0.440 0.774 0.942 1.11 4.24 4.11 30 

     P < 0.05 * 

 

DISCUSSION  

    The grand total of the scale is in fact the 

concern and awareness of individuals of different 

odors. Significant correlation between the answers of 

questions and the grand total indicates that consistent 

with the increasing of their odor awareness and 

perception, the individuals pay more attention to odors 

in their social and interpersonal relationships. 

According to Table 1, the smells are present in both 

positive and negative categories. Both types of odors 

influence the interpersonal relationships. 

One of the most important results is correlation 

between the questions 22 and 23. As illustrated in Table 

1, the question 22 was about a decline in attractiveness 

in the presence of unpleasant odors, and the question 

23 was about increase in attractiveness in the presence 

of pleasant odors. Table 2 shows that the correlation 

between the answer to question 22 and the grand total 

of the scale is greater than the correlation between 

question 23 and the grand total. It can be concluded 

that, unpleasant odors can reduce the attractiveness of 

individuals while pleasant odors increase their 

attractiveness. However, the reduction of 

attractiveness because of unpleasant odors is more 

effective than its increasing due to pleasant odors. 

Unpleasant odor of individuals can influence the 

perception of other people and they will be evaluated 

more unattractive than in the absence of smell; 
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however, the pleasant smell of individuals will not affect 

the other people’s perception of their attractiveness. As 

shown in Table 3, the question 23 indicates a significant 

difference between men and women, while in question 

22 the difference is not significant. The increased 

attractiveness due to pleasant odors is more common 

in women than men; but a decline in attractiveness due 

to unpleasant odors occurs equally in both sexes. This 

conclusion is consistent with the conclusions of 

Dematte et al. (2007) indicating that unpleasant odors 

reduced attractiveness, but pleasant smells did not 

increase the attractiveness of men. 

The question 27 was on the importance of 

pleasant smell in partners. The answer to this question 

had a great correlation with the grand total, indicating 

that good smell has a positive effect on partners. There 

is a significant difference between men and women in 

this question. Therefore, women pay more attention to 

the good smell of their partners than men. According to 

the report of Herz and Inzlicht (2002), olfactory is the 

most important sense for women in mate selection. 

Pleasant odor of a partner is of a greater importance to 

women than men. According to the studies of Havlicek 

et al. (2008) and Havlicek and Roberts (2009), women 

are able to recognize their spouses by smell. By 

smelling the odor of men’s body, women are able to 

recognize the right partner who is genetically in better 

condition for reproduction; and avoid men with genetic 

disorders. These studies can explain the reason of 

difference between men and women in this question. 

Actually, if pleasant smell of the partner is a matter of 

preference for men, it is absolutely critical for women 

(Havlicek et al., 2008). Considering the limits of women’s 

reproduction, choosing the right partner for women is 

more important than men (Saxton et al., 2008).  

According to the questions 7 and 9, pleasant 

odors like perfumes are important for most people. 

However, women are better than men at detecting the 

difference of smells; and they are more sensitive to 

pleasant odors and their differences than men. These 

findings are compatible with the fact that women have 

a stronger olfactory system than men (Dotti and 

Cameron, 2009).  

The superior olfactory ability of females was 

evident even before puberty (Chopra et al., 2008). 

Therefore, the effect of pleasant odors on increasing 

the attractiveness is not just limited to partner 

selection. As shown in Table 3, the significant difference 

between men and women was only related to the 

questions about positive dimensions, while there was 

no significant difference between these two sexes in 

the negative questions. The term “Attentional blink” 

(Ogawa and Suzuki, 2004) can justify this matter. Based 

on this concept, humans are pre-prepared for the 

perception of negative stimuli. The ability of pre-

preparation protects them from dangers, causing the 

organism to better adapt to the high-risk environment. 

Since men like women need to receive and response to 

the potential risk for their survival, their olfactory sense 

has grown similar to women to enable them distinguish 

unpleasant odors, which are probably the warning 

signs. There is no difference between men and women 

in terms of their perception of negative and potentially 

risky odors. This lack of difference can be explained 

according to the findings of Demotte et al. (2011) which 

say the experience can strengthen the olfactory sense. 

The difference in men’s and women’s sense of smell is 

rooted in their physiological system (Walla et al., 2009); 

and since men need to avoid risks, so they have 

strengthened their ability to perceive unpleasant odors. 

The questions 8 and 30 indicate that unpleasant 

body odors cause others to withdraw from the 

individual. Table 2 shows that the correlation between 

question 8 with grand total (sweat and breath odor) is 

greater than the correlation between question 30 with 

grand total (totally unpleasant odor), which indicates 

that people usually pay more attention to the body and 

breath odor. Although unpleasant odors reduce 

attractiveness, the type and source of odors are also 

important. For example, if someone’s clothes smell 

unpleasant due his job, the decline in his attractiveness 

will be less than if he had a bad breath. This could be 

attributed to the inherent tendency to avoid risk. Since 

bad breath and unpleasant body odor of the individuals 

can be a sign of their illness, people will avoid making 

social and interpersonal relationships with them.  

This statement is consistent with the previous 

findings on the role of olfactory in choosing a suitable 

partner (Havlicek and Roberts, 2009). Although, the 

unpleasant smell of clothes cause negative evaluation 

of the person, it is not a sign of illness or risk; and 

people have external reasons to justify unpleasant 

odors. Therefore, they will not lose their attractiveness. 

It can be concluded that the sense of smell and 

olfactory stimuli have a strong effect on evaluation of 

other people in their everyday and personal lives. 

Although the perception of visual and auditory stimuli 

can occur conveniently at the conscious level, and have 

clear effects; this will not prevent unconscious attention 

to olfactory inputs. Furthermore, even the subliminal 

olfactory stimuli can affect the behavior, decisions, and 

emotional states of individuals (Li et al., 2007), and play 

an important role in the interpersonal and social 

relationship of the olfactory stimuli. People, particularly 

when the visual and auditory information are less 

reliable, rely more strongly on their sense of smell to 

interpret and evaluate the events, people, and the 

environment (Zhou and Chen, 2009). 

Findings of this study can be used for making the 

convincing process more efficient and being more 
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successful in attracting the attention of other people. 

The effect of unpleasant odors is more than the 

pleasant odors. Therefore, when communicating with 

others, we should give priority to eliminate unpleasant 

odors. Noting that this is a self- report study, and it is 

possible that the participants have reported only their 

conscious responses; and neither the researchers nor 

the participants have access to the unconscious 

answers. Given the differences in people’s responses to 

pleasant and unpleasant odors, as well as changing 

trends in gender (women’s superior olfactory ability) in 

case of unpleasant odors, the future researchers are 

recommended to investigate whether or not the 

perception of pleasant and unpleasant odors is 

different in the two structures? 
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