
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
What You Smell Affects What You Like: How Incidental Scents Can Affect Product Preference By Eliciting Emotion 

Elise Riker, Arizona State University, USA 
Andrea Morales, Arizona State University, USA 
Stephen Nowlis, Washington University in St. Louis, USA 

 
The sense of smell is commonly overlooked amid the five senses, but recently the human nose has been getting popular press on its

unexpected emotional power and connection with memories. How might this power be harnessed in the marketplace? We propose that

the scent-evoked emotions and memories affect consumers’ choices, making a particular subset of products and services more

attractive in subsequent decisions. Past research has shown that scents associated with emotional experiences can evoke the same

emotion by its mere presence. Here we investigate the ability of a marketer-created scent associated with infant care to affect

subsequent product choices based on their emotional match (nurturant love) with the scent. We find evidence for our theory in three

studies, and rule out alternative explanations of liking, familiarity, other related emotions, semantic associations, and scent

identification. We conclude that scents created as part of a branding identity become entangled with the emotional memories that

consumers create as they use the brand, and thus the scent activates that powerful emotional connection.
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separately for paid and unpaid endorsers. In the unpaid condition, results indicated a simple source effect—stronger correspondent inferences 
were made about the likeable than the unlikeable endorser (F(1,55)=4.33, p<.05), with no main effect or interactions with NFCC (F’s<1). 
In the paid condition, a similar main effect for likeability was observed (F(1,64)=7.25, p<.01), but this main effect was qualified by a like-
ability by NFCC interaction (F(1,64) =10.03, p<.005). Further breaking down this interaction indicated that likeability had no impact on cor-
respondent inferences for high NFCC participants (F<1), but that likeability increased correspondent inferences for low NFCC participants 
(F(1,33)=19.44, p<.001). 

These results suggest that two distinct evaluation processes operate depending on information about payment of the endorser. When 
participants received salient payment information, they appear to have engaged in simple source-based processing—they trusted the like-
able endorser more, and this was not moderated by their motivation to process information carefully (i.e., NFCC). When participants were 
told that the endorser was unpaid, their reasoning process appears to be more complex—unmotivated (high NFCC) participants showed no 
source effects, but highly motivated (low NFCC) participants showed the strongest source effects of any group. This suggests that low NFCC 
participants engaged in a deeper processing in which they accessed their pre-existing attitudes toward the endorser and used them to guide 
processing of ad-related information.

Why do we care about correspondent inference processes? In the present study, correspondent inferences were significantly correlated 
with attitudes toward both the advertisement (r(127) = .41, p < .001) and the product (r(127) = .45, p < .001). The role of prior beliefs, when 
cued by environmental information such as an endorser’s salary, thus can have an important impact on evaluations of both promotion and 
product. In short, reputation impacts endorsed advertising via both heuristic and systematic thought processing. 
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The sense of smell is commonly overlooked amid the five senses, but recently the human nose has been getting popular press on its 
unexpected emotional power and connection with memories.  How might this power be harnessed in the marketplace?  We propose that 
the scent-evoked emotions and memories affect consumers’ choices, making a particular subset of products and services more attractive in 
subsequent decisions.

Scents associated with emotional experiences can evoke the same emotion by its mere presence.  Past research has shown that the scent 
of eugenol, associated with dental procedures, induces fear for those who fear the dentist (Robin et al., 1998).  It is interesting that the scent 
alone, independent of other dentist-related cues, is sufficient to elicit a strong negative emotion, but only for those with painful associated 
memories.  Beyond eliciting associations, smell has the power to reactivate the original emotional experience.  

Several reasons have been suggested for this connection between scent and emotion.  First, the two areas of the brain that respond to and 
evaluate odors, the amygdala and the orbitofrontal cortex, are also closely connected to processing of emotion in the brain (Hamman, 2003).  
The olfactory system’s close synaptic distance connects easily and quickly with emotional context, requiring little cognitive mediation (Bone 
and Ellen, 1999).  Emotions and scents can thus be encoded without conscious effort.  Additionally, scents generally have less interference 
than do other stimuli (Herz, 2004), due, in part, to the immense number of differentiated smells.  With over 10,000 scents, a unique scent may 
be encountered and encoded with a distinct emotional experience.  

Past research on ambient scent suggests that congruency, or correspondence among store elements, increases evaluations (Mitchell et al., 
1995, Spangenberg et al., 2005).  However, prior work has focused on the semantic match, rather than the match between consumers’ specific 
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emotional states and product evaluations (for an exception, see Griskevicius et al., 2010).  We focus on the emotional congruency of the scent 
and product choices, based on product-in-use and associated memories. 

Specifically, we propose that a scent-induced discrete emotion will increase attraction to products that ‘match’ with that emotion, or to 
those products that enable consumers to carry out the action tendencies evoked by that emotion.  In this study, we investigate a light, sweet 
smell that is unique to baby products (lotions, shampoos, etc.), and propose that this scent will induce nurturant love via consumers’ associa-
tions with caring for helpless infants.  ‘Nurturant love’ is defined as feelings of love and concern for another’s well-being, particularly of kin, 
and compassion toward those that are dependent (Griskevicius et al., 2010).  We hypothesize that these feelings will increase the evaluations 
of family-focused products and services, cute products, and services that involve the vulnerable or express compassion.  In contrast, a general 
positive affect induced by a pleasant scent should increase evaluations of all products across categories, as seen in past research (Chebat and 
Michon 2003).  

Study 1 consists of two parts.  In the first part, we exposed participants to either the target scent or the control scent under the guise of 
a new product evaluation.  Participants evaluated a product sample on a variety of dimensions, with the product scent evaluated last. Partici-
pants completed part 2 of the experiment as an ostensibly unrelated study on general product and service evaluations, including emotionally-
congruent products (e.g.  grape tomatoes, baby carrots, nurturing cat food, Goldfish crackers, Cracker Barrel dinner, and Disneyland vacation) 
and emotionally-incongruent products in similar product categories (e.g. beefsteak tomato, Quilted Northern toilet paper, Brawny paper 
towels, RA Sushi dinner, Vegas vacation, rat trap). Participants then reported their emotional state during the study.   

Results showed that the baby scent increased evaluations of  the nurturant-love-congruent products as compared to the control scent 
(4.84 versus 4.32), and this difference was significant (F(1,40) = 4.56, p = .035).  To ensure that the baby smell did not increase evaluations 
across the board, emotionally-incongruent products were selected that were similar in product categories or kinds to the emotionally-congru-
ent products, but were purposely not consistent with actions associated with the emotion (i.e., not family-friendly or cute).  A comparative 
index showed no significant differences (F(1,40) = .58, p = .48), although the control condition produced directionally higher index evalua-
tions (4.60 versus 4.78).  This indicates that the baby scent did not increase general product evaluations, but selectively enhanced evaluations 
for emotionally-congruent products.

Subject’s emotional states support our explanation of the role of emotions.  We expected that the ‘baby’ scented shampoo would evoke 
feelings of nurturing, love, and compassion, while the control scented shampoo was expected to evoke general positive affect without acti-
vating specific emotions. Using self-reports of love and compassion as a proxy for nurturant love, we found stronger emotions reported in 
the baby condition (6.18) than the control condition (4.93) and this difference was marginally significant (F(1,40) = 4.56 p = .073). There 
were no significant differences for general positive emotions (i.e., good, happy, and positive), indicating that the scents produced comparable 
generally positive feelings.  

Study 1 also eliminated familiarity and liking of the scents as potential explanations; no significant differences were found on either 
measure.  To further validate the results, Study 2 addressed other possible emotions or associations that could be elicited by the scent, such 
as romantic love or priming ‘baby’ in general, resulting in increased preference for romantic or baby related products respectively.  Neither 
product types were found to be affected by the target scent.  Study 3 addressed the role of scent identification in eliciting the desired emotions.  
Because scents can be ambiguous and difficult to interpret when unidentified (Herz, 2003), we wanted to see what differences resulted from 
upfront identification of the scent as ‘baby’ or left as a general personal care product scent.   

By connecting recent findings on emotions in psychology with sensory marketing, this research demonstrates that an incidentally en-
countered olfactory cue can increase perceptions of emotionally-congruent offerings.  Scents created as part of a branding identity become 
entangled with the emotional memories that consumers create as they use the brand, and thus the scent activates that powerful emotional 
connection.
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