
CHAPTER ONE
PUBLIC WASHROOMS AND SMELL: UNDERSTANDING HUMAN EMOTION

UNCONSCIOUS YET UNDENIABLE: 
THE POWER OF SCENT AND HUMAN BEHAVIOUR



Unconscious yet undeniable: Tracking the power of scent and human behavour | 2Initial Hygiene Washroom Malodour Report | 2Unconscious yet undeniable: Tracking the power of scent and human behavour | 2



Unconscious yet undeniable: Tracking the power of scent and human behavour | 3

“The presence of a bad 
smell has an unconscious 

impact on our emotional 
response to washrooms.”

Public washrooms and smell: 
Understanding human emotion

For years, Initial has been at the forefront of research into public 
washrooms: understanding what people think about them, and how 
they cause them to behave. Research studies commissioned by 
Initial examining topics such as the ‘State of Aircare’, Demographics 
of Hygiene’ and ‘Washroom Behaviours’, have consistently found 
that the public washroom is an emotive place. Bad smells, poor 
levels of cleanliness, low availability of consumables; these are all 
possible occurrences that can leave consumers and employees 
feeling embarrassed, disgusted even annoyed with a business, and 
for some  can impact their willingness to return. 

To explore how people really feel, not just how they think they 
feel, Initial embarked on a unique research experiment into 
the physiological effects of smell and the cleanliness of public 
washrooms. This was a significant and scientific endeavour to 
understand the unconscious reactions of people faced with 
both good and bad smells in an already emotionally-charged 
atmosphere. 

The findings were unambiguous: human emotional responses go 
up significantly in public washrooms – but the presence of a bad 
smell makes the effect much stronger. In order to understand the 
potential business effects of this phenomenon, it’s important to 
recognise why public washrooms are so emotive, and why smell 
drives unconscious reactions. 
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The significance of public washrooms

The state of its washrooms 
can have a surprising effect 
on the success of a brand 
or business. Initial’s State of 
Aircare 2017 research revealed 
that nearly 80% of people say 
that malodour in the washroom 
would negatively influence 
their perception of a business– 
and around two thirds say 
that an unpleasant smelling 
washroom would make them 
less likely to spend money with 
that company. For an area of 
a business that traditionally 
sees less investment than other 
customer-facing facets, these 
findings can be a revelation.  

In addition, research has shown 
that humans have an aversion 
to the bodily fluids of people 
other than our own family 
members (likely due to lack of 
exposure to pathogens and 
underdevelopment of immunity 
to them). In the context of 

a public bathroom, we may 
expect a strong emotional and 
physiological response when 
there are signs to indicate a 
threat of pathogens from others 
– more so than we expect 
using personal bathrooms in 
the home. This makes public 
washrooms a perfect venue to 
explore unconscious human 
reactions, and to understand 
how, and why, this can be so 
crucial for businesses to get 
right. 

“The olfactory systems 
have been found to have 
around 1000 genes that 
encode distinct scents.”
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The power of smell

No other sense is linked so 
closely to memory and emotion 
as the olfactory sense. The 
physiological link between the 
olfactory and limbic systems 
which process emotion and 
memory is firmly established 
in the field of scientific study. 
Our sense of smell is so 
discriminating that the olfactory 
systems have been found to 
have around 1,000 genes that 
encode distinct scents. Vision, 
for example, has only four. 

Even though we may struggle 
to label different scents through 
verbal means, we are highly 
adept at distinguishing and 
recognising scents we have 
smelled before, even after long 
periods of time. The deep roots 
of memory, emotion and scent 
mean that it is crucial to look at 
the physiological reactions in 
tandem with scent: both good 
and bad. 

According to neuroscience 
expert Dr Andy Myers, 
‘malodour is likely to be the first 
thing noticed when entering a 
public washroom. However, bad 
smells in particular are likely to 
elicit some kind of threat, and 
when combined with our core 
emotional processes can trigger 
reactions that occur at a level 
outside of our conscious control 
and impact our decision-making 
process.’   

So what are the unconscious 
reactions smells elicit?  
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Working with leading 
neuroscience expert 
Andy Myers and human 
understanding and research 
agency Walnut Unlimited, Initial 
recruited 48 people to carry 
out a distinctive experiment to 
understand their unconscious 
reactions to smell in the 
washroom. The experiment 
which took place over two days 
introduced all of the participants 
to four different cubicles in a 
public bathroom scenario – in 
four different states. The first 
cubicle was clean, the second 

had the toilet seat up and was 
covered in toilet paper. The 
third was an unflushed toilet 
containing faeces and the 
fourth contained an overflowing 
feminine hygiene unit (FHU). 
There was also a free roaming 
task around the washroom. 
The participants were either 
assigned to a ‘good smell’ or 
‘bad smell’ condition, before 
being tasked with visiting the 
four cubicles and roaming. Eye 
tracking was used to measure 
visual attention and identify 
which elements drew the eye 

Understanding the physiological impact of 
washroom hygiene

and what the differing levels of 
focus were, as well as observe 
people’s behaviours in each 
of the tasks. Galvanic Skin 
Response (GSR) was used to 
look at different measures of 
emotional arousal including 
impact and activation. The 
length of time spent on each 
task, and an emotional appraisal 
in the form of a qualitative 
interview pre and post 
experience, was also captured. 

“Galvanic Skin Response measures 
the level of physiological arousal 
during an experience.”
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Galvanic Skin Response

Galvanic Skin Response 
is a biometric measure 
for deriving the level of 
physiological arousal during 
an experience. Taken 
from finger measurements 
we were able to gauge 
moments of arousal and 
overall levels of arousal 
during the experience. 

Eye tracking

Eye Tracking allowed us to 
measure visual attention 
- measuring where a 
participant was looking 
and the levels of focus. It 
was also used to measure 
people’s behaviour in each 
of the tasks.  

Appraisal

People were asked how  
they felt across the 
emotional dimensions of 
disgust, sadness, happiness 
and cleanliness at the 
present moment both before 
and after the experience.
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Findings

While almost everyone has 
experienced malodour in public 
washrooms (92%, according 
to Initials 2017 Aircare 
survey), the frequency of 
encountering bad smells does 
not diminish its impact on our 
perceptions. The experiment 
revealed that people have 
strong physiological reactions 
when entering a washroom 
regardless of smell – possibly 
in anticipation of what they’re 
about to experience in a setting 
they associate with feelings of 
disgust. However, a bad smell 
evokes a significantly stronger 
emotional impact. The research 
found there was a 40% increase 
in the emotional impact 
(measured by galvanic skin 
response) from the presence 
of a bad smell. This trend was 
present across all cubical 
conditions, even if the cubicle 
appeared clean and hygienic. 

Bad smells also appear to 
amplify the physiological 
reactions to visual signs of poor 
hygiene, with people having 
a 39% increase in emotional 
impact when they encountered 
an overflowing FHU, compared 
to a clean cubicle and a 28% 
emotional impact when they 
encountered paper on the 
floor and the toilet seat up. In 
other words, although we may 
not be aware of the impact of 
smells on our perceptions, they 
can be measured through our 
unconscious reactions. 

“People experienced a 
40% increase in emotional 
impact in the bad smelling 

washroom.”

Unconscious yet undeniable: Tracking the power of scent and human behavour | 8



1  In this task people were invited to walk around the main washroom area, they did not use the facilities
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Previous Initial research has already found that Malodour is 
strongly associated with uncleanliness (79%), poor hygiene 

(75%) and bacteria (60%). As a result, it was not surprising 
that bad smells negatively impacted respondent emotion, 

increasing feelings of disgust and anger.

Key takeaways

• Signs of poor hygiene such as a bad smell negatively 
impact how you experience emotions, with people 
having 24% increase in feelings of disgust compared to 
a good smell 

• Overall, there was a 40% increase in emotional impact 
in a bad smelling washroom compared to a pleasant 
smelling one, even if the cubicle appeared to look clean 
and hygienic 

• 91% of people looked around to detect the source 
of poor hygiene which allows other elements of the 
washroom to be questioned and criticised 

• A bad smell amplifies the physiological reactions to 
visual signs of poor hygiene, with people having a 39% 
increase in emotional impact when they encountered 
an overflowing Feminine Hygiene Unit (FHU) along 
with a bad smell, compared to when they see the same 
scenario with a pleasant smell. 

• In the bad smell environment, 63% of respondents 
looked for a hand dryer/disinfectant, compared to a 
smaller 40% in the good smell scenario 

• People also spent less time1 in the washroom in the ‘bad 
smell’ scenario, spending an average of 2.5 seconds 
less on washroom tasks overall (13.5s vs. 11s).
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“The association between a bad smelling 
washroom and a business can become 
linked in the memories of its customers.”



Conclusion
Overall our findings show 
that using a public washroom 
is emotionally charged 
experience, however bad 
smells elicit a stronger 
physiological reaction and if a 
cubicle is dirty, a bad smelling 
washroom is likely to amplify 
this response. It is clear that bad 
smells trigger disgust responses 
in the brain. Not only did 
respondents rate their feelings 
of disgust higher in the bad 
smell scenario, the eye tracking 
test also revealed a greater 
focus on hygiene elements. 
The link between smell and 
emotion so significant, that 
the association between a 
malodorous washroom and the 
establishment its attached to, 
can become inextricably linked 
in the minds and memories of 
consumers. We have already 
established that a number of 
unconscious drivers can affect 
the ways in which people 

respond to certain situations 
and stimuli. In Chaper 2 of 
this series, we explore the 
ways in which smell triggers 
unconscious behaviours and 
emotions, such as disgust 
and anger, and what these 
behaviours mean from a 
scientific standpoint.  
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About Initial
We are committed to keeping you healthy by providing 
high quality hygiene products and services that 
minimise your risk of exposure to bacteria and other 
infectious micro-organisms. 

We take pride in delivering the highest levels of 
service to enable you to keep your organisation 
looking good, feeling healthy and most importantly 
hygienic. 

Why choose Initial?
At Initial we believe in the smart use of hygiene 
so you’re covered in all key risk areas, not just the 
washroom. Our broader approach will assist you in 
establishing good hygiene practice throughout your 
organisation, creating a healthier, more productive 
environment for everyone. You can choose from a 
convenient delivery of hygiene supplies to a complete 
rental maintenance service.

For more information, visit: www.initial.com


