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Abstract 

This study investigates the influence of scent on purchasing decisions of consumers in a 

retail environment. The study investigates what different consumers aged between 18-40 

think about the use of scent as a marketing tool for retail stores, through the use of 

qualitative interviews and a focus group.  

The findings from the interviews and focus group established that smell does have the 

potential to influence consumers’ attitudes towards products, the store evaluation and the 

amount of time that they spend in the shop. The findings show that people’s intentions to buy 

were influenced by exposure to scent and their overall purchasing decision could be 

influenced by the in-store characteristics of the shop.  

The outcomes of the interviews and focus groups did show that a floral or citrus fragrance 

was most suitable to use as a background atmospheric scent in a retail store, and that 

smells reflecting that of toilet cleaner and hospitals were an undesirable smell for consumers 

to be exposed to whilst shopping. Ambient smells, those that are produced in the 

atmosphere through the use of air fresheners, were the most popular or attractive types of 

smell for the respondents to experience. Non-ambient smells which occur naturally off 

products such as leather were seen as an undesirable odour for the consumers in this study 

to smell whilst shopping. The findings also illustrated that the consumers in this study had no 

objections to the use of scent, as long as the smell matched the environment they were in. 

Also, possible claims about allergic reactions to certain chemicals from theorists were 

discounted by the sample used in this study.  
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1. Introduction 
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1.1. Introduction 

The use of scent in a retail environment classifies both the consumer’s decision making 

process and the affect that smell has on their purchasing decisions. The consumer decision 

making process relates to what influences their choice when in a retail environment, ranging 

from internal and external factors.  Smell can evoke memories and lasting impressions of 

certain environments and trigger certain behaviours amongst consumers.  Investigating how 

scent is used to promote a positive purchasing behaviour in a retail environment requires a 

grasp of why scent is important, how it is used, and the affect it has on consumers thought 

processes. The following study explores the methods used by fashion retailers in order to 

use smell as a marketing tool in order to persuade purchasing behaviours. The study, 

through the hypothesis, aims and objectives will attempt to get a deeper understanding 

about ‘scent marketing’ use in a retail environment using a variety of primary and secondary 

sources.  

1.2. Hypothesis 

“Pleasantly scented retail environments encourage purchasing behaviours amongst 

consumers and unpleasant smells support avoidance behaviours in the same environment.” 

1.3. Aim 

The aim of this research project is to establish how the use of scent(s) by retailers influences 

purchasing behaviours. Initially, secondary research is conducted to depict and appreciate 

previous literature surrounding the relevant issues. To help support and substantiate the 

project, primary research will be conducted using the methods of unstructured interviews 

and focus groups. Unstructured interviews are used to clarify meaning, and are useful in 

exploring attitudinal and motivational issues (Brassington & Pettitt, 2006). Focus groups help 

the researcher to understand buyer attitudes and behaviour, with dialogue between 

respondents often being more revealing of opinions (Brassington & Pettitt, 2006).  
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1.4. Objectives 

The underlying objectives to facilitate the aims of this research are as follows: 

 What smells encourage positive purchasing behaviours and why? 

 What smells discourage purchasing behaviours and why? 

 In what ways are retail stores using the influence of scent to encourage purchasing 

behaviours and enhance consumer experience? 

 Distinguish the advantages & disadvantages to the retail industry if scent is used as a 

marketing tool. 
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Chapter 2 

2. Literature Review 
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2.1. Literature Review 

2.2. Introduction 

This chapter, through the use of secondary research, highlights key arguments concerning 

the stated objectives and the specific research aim. The subsequent literature review 

illustrates existing theories and highlights several arguments that facilitate an understanding 

of how scent is utilized in the retail environment in order to achieve a positive purchasing 

behaviour amongst consumers.  

2.3. Why use scent to attract consumers?  

Jobber (2007) describes scent & smell as being a vital tool in changing a consumer’s mood 

to one of that desired by the retailer. Smell can be used to create a desired atmosphere in-

store and has been used in a variety of industries. Luxury car manufacturers spray their cars 

and showrooms with ‘essence of leather’ to convey the perception of luxury (Jobber, 2007).  

Scent has long been regarded as ‘tool’ to enhance environments – not just limited to retail 

locations. In a study by Herz (2002), a pleasant scent, through an air freshener application, 

was found to be worthwhile in a workplace environment too. People reported higher levels of 

self-efficacy, set themselves higher goals & targets whilst also being more likely to engage in 

efficient & effective strategies than participants who worked in conditions with little or no 

pleasant ambient scenting. Estimated to be worth around $300 million, the scent marketing 

industry and otherwise known ‘olfactory marketing’, is set to be worth over $1 billion within 

the next ten years.  

In the book, ‘The Fragrant Mind’ by Valerie Ann Worwood (1995), a rosemary or lavender 

based fragrance was diffused in banking areas, while a lemon or eucalyptus based scent 

was found to be effective to keep workers at a Japanese construction company alert at their 

computers. Keyboard punching errors dropped by 20% when lavender was diffused in the 

atmosphere, by up to 33% with jasmine and by up to 54% with a lemon based fragrance.  

The Retail Times (2007) recorded that an American study conducted research on 

consumers in a scented environment and found that they looked at a product for longer 

which increased the probability of them buying the merchandise. The pleasant smell 

increased the amount of money spent by the shopper and The Retail Times (2007) suggests 

that scent can cause consumers to lose the sense of time and be ‘lost’ in the situation for 

several minutes. There is also evidence that choosing the right scent is vital if retailers want 

to see a healthy return on their expenditure. When a subtle vanilla scent was placed in the 
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women’s department of a US clothing store and a rose fragrance in the men’s department, 

sales nearly doubled, however when the scents were swapped, sales fell dramatically. In 

Japan, the Matsuzakaya Department store releases different scents into the air at various 

times of the day to match the natural lows and highs of the body. Air freshening systems 

release scents that uplift and invigorate shoppers earlier in the day and soothing scents for 

weary shoppers later in the day (The Retail Times, 2007).   

Herz (2008) suggests that using scent in order to catch the attention of consumers is the 

most provocative way to attract consumers to merchandise as the olfactory system (the 

sense of smell) is intimately connected to the limbic system (a set of brain functions) which 

support a variety of functions including emotion and the sense of smell. Herz implies the 

feelings and associations created by scents are more immediate and intense than the same 

responses brought on by anything else. Pelsmacker et al. (2006) argue that a pleasant 

aroma induces a better response to a retail product than no aroma, or an unpleasant smell.  

Gilbert (2003) has a similar view to Pelsmacker et al. (2006), and distinguishes two olfactory 

measures that enhance consumer response in a fashion retail environment; ambient and 

non-ambient scents. An ambient scent does not originate from any definite object, but is 

present in the environment through the use of air freshening systems, whereas a non-

ambient scent is given off automatically from a specific object, such as leather. Both 

approaches are controllable by the retailer, and they can manage intensity (how strong the 

scent is), its arousing nature (likelihood of evoking a physiological response) and the 

affective quality of the scent (how good it is).  

A study by Mattila & Wirtz (2001) of ambient versus non-ambient smells in fashion stores 

found that the ambient smells encouraged a more positive consumer perception of the store 

than that of smells that were automatically generated from the stores products. The ambient 

smells however, had to match the image of the store; for example in a female lingerie store, 

the smell had to be a typically feminine odour such as a floral scent. Mattila & Wirtz (2001) 

also established that when ambient scent was congruent with the surroundings, consumers 

exhibited higher levels of approach behaviours and the study found a direct link to scent and 

impulse buying behaviours.  

Gulas (1994) however, investigated the effect of pleasant ambient scents by experimenting 

on 308 female undergraduates. The study measured the responses of these students when 

exposed to three different ambient scents; coconut, muguet and a neutral, unscented control 

condition. Contrary to previous studies and expectations, the chosen ambient scents did not 

have a positive effect on product evaluation, although it did appear to have an effect on the 
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evaluation of the store in which it was held. The study concluded that ambient scent did 

affect consumer behaviour & potentially purchasing decisions, but only if the ‘right’ fragrance 

is chosen for that environment.  

Conversely, Pelsmacker et al. (2006) state that a study for fashion stores found that a 

scented versus an otherwise identical fragrance-free store induced a more positive 

evaluation of products, increased the desire to visit the store and increased the consumers 

intention to purchase some of the in-store goods. Mehrabian & Russell (1974) stated that the 

atmosphere, especially smells within a retail store, creates influence by stimulating people, 

which may ignite a positive purchasing behaviour from the consumer on fashion items. Fig 

1.1 below, illustrates the effect on arousal caused by store characteristics, such as smell 

(Mehrabian & Russell, 1974). The store characteristics, such as a smell, trigger a set of 

emotions that in turn affect the amount of time the consumer spends in the store, and also 

influences their purchasing behaviour; a foul smell could indicate a non-purchase and a 

pleasant smell of citrus could signify purchasing behaviour.  

Fig 1.1. The Relation between store environment and consumer behaviour. 

(Mehrabian & Russell, 1974) 

 

 

 

Smith & Taylor (2002) view scents as a tool for changing shoppers’ moods and buying 

behaviour. A pilot study by The Monell Chemical Sense Company in Philadelphia, USA, 

highlighted how the use of smell affected sales (Smith & Taylor, 2002). Certain scents, in 

this case a fruity, floral scent, caused shoppers at a jewellery store to remain browsing in the 

shop for longer. Brassington & Pettitt (2006) suggest that an individual’s brainwaves and 

moods can be changed by extremely low levels of certain scents.  

Smith & Taylor (2002) reveal that one fashion retailer uses a cafe in order to entice 

customers into the store to buy clothes, as they are attracted by the aroma. Brassington & 

Pettitt (2003) see smells as very important, leading to department stores often placing the 

cosmetics counters by the main entrance to entice the consumer into the store with their 

exotic blends of perfume smells. According to Dunne & Lusch (1999), the use of smell in 

stores is a key in-store marketing tool that can put consumers “in the mood” to purchase 

items.  
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Victoria’s Secret deploys sachets throughout their stores, to create the atmosphere of a 

lingerie closet. The Knot Shop, a men’s tie store caters to female shoppers buying ties as 

gifts, with the use of scent tiles impregnated with leather and tobacco scents to create the 

aroma of a men’s store. The intention is to make female customers think that the store is a 

typical shop where their male friend or relative would purchase his own tie (Dunne & Lusch, 

1999).  

Lewison (1994) uses a breakdown of different fashion outlets, and matches their brand 

values to the type of in-store atmospherics and olfaction that should be expected, for 

example, Abercrombie & Fitch is “very traditional, not trendy and reflects the heritage of the 

rugged individualists” (Lewison, 1994 p 267) so a strong, conventional male orientated 

based scent should be considered for use – and is. All stores have their flagship fragrance, 

‘Fierce’ pumped through the store via a scenting system.  

Varley & Rafiq (2004) identify aromas as being a key atmospheric tool to persuade 

consumers to enter an outlet, and in turn purchase an item from the store. Along with sounds, 

colours and lighting, they identified 5 different smells that can be a key marketing tool; bread, 

coffee, chocolate, floral and pine (for Christmas). It is up to the retailer to decide which 

aroma is an appropriate element in order to create the desired effect that is both suitable for 

the product on offer, and the type of customer that will potentially purchase from the store.  

Terzi (2008) argues that scent branding in retail stores highlights smell as an emotional cue 

that induces positive behaviour, in this instance it persuades consumers’ to purchase and 

generates recall from the consumer. In Brazil, brands such as Levis and Diesel are now 

using scent branding to give their brands edge’ over their competitors and give consumers 

enhanced in-store experiences. Terzi (2008) recognises that brands need to choose a scent 

that will be congruent to the product that they are selling. For example, a jewellery store, 

renowned for their calm, undisturbed in-store atmosphere should use a low-arousal, relaxed 

scent such as lavender. At the same time, a store such as Foot Locker should use a more 

uplifting scent such as grapefruit, to match the active nature of its staff and brand image.  

Ecomist (2007) recorded findings of a study by Swinburne University in 2004, regarding the 

effects of fragrance on customer perceptions. The research indicated that the use of 

fragrance lifts perceptions of merchandise, service and store quality and can also lead to:  

Increasing impulse purchases | Customers and staff feeling happier and also more 

relaxed | Longer browsing times in store.  
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Ecomist (2007) also reflect on findings of a study undertaken by The University of 

Gloucestershire in 2007 which examined olfaction and the influence of an ambient scent in a 

retail environment. The investigation found that a fragranced retail setting appeared to be 

more stimulating, busier and more inviting than that of a similar retail store that was 

‘fragrance free’. Morrin & Chebat (2005) propose the use of ambient scent is most effective 

at enhancing response among contemplative shoppers; those who can’t choose between 

certain products. According to Morrin & Chebat (2005), pleasant ambient scents can 

enhance attention, product evaluation and that a pleasant ambient scent affected shopper 

behaviour not because of altered mood or arousal levels but the scent was perceived as a 

cognitive cue which indicated higher product quality levels.  

Berman & Evans (2007) believe in-store atmospherics such as a variety of pleasant smells 

can influence people’s shopping enjoyment; their time spent browsing, willingness to 

converse with personnel, the tendency of spending more than was originally planned and the 

prospect of future patronage. The nicer the smell, the more likely the consumer is to spend 

in-store, enhancing the likelihood of purchasing behaviours. 

Ward et al. (2003) suggest the result of the influence of different environmental stimuli, 

including smell, was exposed in approach or avoidance behaviour. Three emotional states 

intervene between environmental stimuli and approach or avoidance behaviours; pleasure, 

arousal and dominance, the combination of these determines whether or not the person 

wishes to remain in a specific environment (Ward et al. 2003).  

Studies by The Wall Street Journal reported that pleasant scents increased lingering times in 

stores. For example, Hirsch & Gay (1991) observed that Nike athletic shoes were evaluated 

more positively in a scented environment than in an unscented store. Hirsch & Gay (1991) 

despite their findings, are against the use of using smell on such a subliminal level as 

aromas can affect brain wave activity, even if the individual says they can’t sense the odour.  

Knasko (1990) found that one scent in particular had a positive effect on consumer 

behaviour in-store. Research found that both men and women stayed longer in a jewellery 

store with a fruity, floral scent and similar research involving a Nike shoe showed shoppers 

were prepared to purchase products at higher prices once exposed to the fruity, floral scent. 

Thirty-five people were tested and 84% were more likely to buy a pair of Nike shoes and pay 

£10 more for them in a floral-scented environment.  

Meanwhile, according to Dyches (2007) it is in fact the scent of oranges and lemons that 

entice customers into purchasing an item whilst in a fashion environment. Dyches (2007) 
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research found customers in Australian fashion outlets that were exposed to citrine (orange) 

and lemon oils were 38 percent more likely to pick up an item as those who were not 

exposed. Dyches calls this the “DNA of retail”, an innovative way to attract sales and 

believes olfactory marketing could be the best way for retail to, especially small outlets, prise 

customers from bigger stores.  

Baker (2003, p 797) found the use of scents however, amongst other ambient factors such 

as lighting, can influence the “immediate and long-term outcomes of loyalty amongst the 

target consumers”. McGoldrick (2002) developed the ‘influences of retail environments’ 

model that measured the effects of atmospherics, including scents, upon the customer’s 

level of satisfaction and arousal. Fig 1.2 below highlights the influences model from 

McGoldrick (2002) and how some of the environmental elements influence the emotions, 

experiences and images formed. The retail environment releases emotional states that have 

both immediate and long term outcomes. Immediate results include the consumer staying 

longer, and spending more and long term outcomes could comprise of the consumer 

repeating a visit and increasing their loyalty to a store because of the pleasant in-store 

atmosphere at a particular fashion outlet.  

Fig 1.2. Influences of retail environments (McGoldrick, 2002) 
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Schifferstein & Blok (2001) state that products such as leather generate non-ambient smells 

automatically and signal the presence of an object so there is no need for ambient scents in 

certain stores that contain leather. An investigation was set-up in order to analyse whether 

the degree of congruency between an ambient odour and a magazine affected magazine 

sales in a retail store. The investigation is relative to this study as it highlights the use of 

scents as a direct influence on purchasing behaviours in a retail setting. Schifferstein & Blok 

(2001) selected two scents; a grass smell, congruent with football, animal/nature and 

gardening magazines and a sunflower odour congruent with personal care and women’s 

magazines. The study found that in three stores, the ambient smells did not increase sales 

for congruent magazines neither did they decrease sales for incongruent magazines. These 

findings were unexpected and the strength of the smell was the main explanation for these 

results; it was found that the smell’s strength was so weak that some consumers didn’t even 

notice there was an occurrence of a smell.  

Michon et al. (2005) studied the effects of ambient odours on shoppers’ emotions, 

perceptions of the retail environment and of product quality whilst in a community outlet. The 

pleasing scents were found to have a positive influence on shopper’s perceptions of their 

environment, products and shop assistants at a moderate level of exposure to the smells. 

The scents were diffused on three intensity levels; low, moderate or high, and the study 

found that these incongruent smells were more likely to trigger a favourable evaluation of the 

situation from the consumer if they were exposed to a more temperate smell.  

Groucutt (2005) believes pleasant smells can portray a sensual quality and particularly the 

more expensive retail outlets such as Chanel, spray high-quality perfumes over clothing to 

convey wealth and elegance to the consumer. Groucutt (2005) states that foul-smelling 

stores will drive existing customers out of the shop and prevent potentially interested 

customers from entering. Bone & Ellen (1999) specify that smell influences consumers in 

relation to:  

 Elaboration – an image processing perspective 

 Affective and evaluative responses 

 Purchase and repeat visit retention and 

 Behaviour: such as time spent in-store and decision making 

Bone & Ellen (1999) however believe there is a barrier when understanding the importance 

of smell in a retail environment as they deem there to be a gap in awareness regarding the 
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interceding factors associated with olfaction. The subsistence of this gap is regarded as the 

main reason why smell is thought of as the most mysterious sense. Gulas & Bloch (1995) 

also identify a lack of understanding as the main factor that stops scent marketing becoming 

a main tool to attract consumers, in their view. The Gulas & Bloch Model (1995), featured in 

Fig 1.3 below, was developed with the intention of highlighting the possible influences that 

scent had on the retail consumer and thus create a greater understanding. The model 

begins to consider the power of mediating factors on behavioural responses to smell. The 

model attempts to discover the core factors associated to individual consumers and their 

approach/avoidance behaviour. Whilst this model provides a significant base for retailers to 

understand and adapt to their own individual store needs, Gulas & Bloch (1995) feel that 

additional research and models on scent in a retail environment are needed in order for 

retailers to maximise the potential that scent marketing has on attracting consumers:  

Fig 1.3. An example of The Gulas & Bloch Model (1995) at work in a retail clothing 

store 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Despite this apparent lack of understanding, Chebat & Michon (2003) concur that ambient 

scents (which work as a background feature of the environment) have been shown to 

dramatically improve the selling performance of retail items in a variety of situations. Chebat 
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retail store whilst also contributing to building a favourable perception of the store and 

indirectly, of product quality.  
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Goldkuhl & Styven (2007) warn that even though the intelligent use of scent offers vast 

opportunities for retail providers, the marketer must not overlook the important issue of 

allergies. Medical officials generally agree that scents do not cause asthma. However, 

Goldkuhl & Styven (2007) advise retailers that before introducing scents into their stores, it is 

paramount to make sure that the components are safe to use, as the goal is to attract 

customers, not drive them away.  

Ward et al. (2003) assert that when retailers succeed in using scents to stimulate memories 

of pleasant emotions, it assists the development of a bond between the retailer and 

customer. Hence, scent memory presents retailers with a potentially powerful tool with which 

to build loyalty to a brand or outlet. Doyle & Broadbridge (1999) view that as a potential 

stimulus; many retailers have disregarded the use of smell in their stores. This is because for 

many retailers, the control of smell focuses on the removal of malodours rather than to 

entice consumers into their store with an ambient scent that focus purely on improving the 

customer experience.  

Hirsch (2003) discovered that scent marketing should be particularly used in stores targeted 

at women, as females are born particularly better at smelling than men and retain their 

sense of smell over a lifetime. Coach, the luxury American handbag makers, have designed 

their own smell in light of this evidence and pump the smell through their store, especially at 

the checkout section and at the front of the store. Bloomingdales and Macy’s also use 

signature smells which change with the season, and Baron (1990) claims that these 

signature smells have the ability to change the current mood-state of the consumer exposed 

to the smell. Baron (1990) believes that if a consumer positively distinguishes a smell, they 

will reflect this attraction by spending longer in-store and potentially purchase products that 

they would not have if they hadn’t been exposed to the smell.  

Gobe (2001) believes every brand and store should have a smell that is unique to them in 

order to stay ahead of the competition in the ever competitive, saturated fashion market, 

especially. Gobe (2001) highlights the success of firms that have incorporated scent into 

their brand to build a deeper, more emotional bond with the consumer. Thomas Pink, a 

London based shirt retailer, ensures its stores are filled with scents similar to ‘line-dried linen’ 

and Gobe (2001) claims these ‘memory makers’ can help consumers recall familiar brands 

more than unfamiliar ones. Zaltman (2003) advises retailers who are introducing new 

products, to create and spray a lemon aroma around the store as this can be helpful to 

attract attention as the smell can make customers more alert. Dooley (2007) claims 80% of 

men and 90% of women experienced having emotion-triggering memories induced by odour 
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when they were in retail outlets. Dooley (2007) also considers floral scents as being the 

preferable smell to increase consumer preference of retail products.  

Lindstrom (2005) does emphasise the dangers and disadvantages of using olfactory 

marketing, and why retailers are apprehensive about installing fragrance devices in their 

stores. A scent is designed so that the individual is exposed to a small amount while their 

experience is raised to an optimal level; however retailers are aware that too much exposure 

to scent may give consumers a negative experience. Lindstrom (2005) also points out that 

some individuals are sensitive to certain smells, and struggle to cope with the strength of 

certain types, and headaches in addition to a sudden shortness of breath are often recorded 

as the main negative consequences.  

Scent Marketing hasn’t always been a success. Over twenty years ago it was a tried failure 

in stores across Europe. The European market regarded fragrance as an individual 

experience and scenting public spaces was regarded as ‘polluting the atmosphere’. 

European and American retailers were also worried that pumping chemicals into stores 

could give some shoppers breathing problems, leaving companies open to prosecution.   

Despite these thoughts, Petrecca (2006) concludes that scent marketing is on the increase, 

and estimates that companies (retail or not) spent $50-$80 million in 2006. It is also claimed 

that scent marketing in-store adds a fun factor to retail stores and thus far exceeds the 

negative factors that could be attributed to using scent as a marketing method, Verizon used 

a brand of Candle in order to add an entertainment value to the launch of their new phone. 

Petrecca (2006) notes that scent is integral to customer experience, compliments the in-

store atmosphere and that spending on scent marketing is set to pass $500 million by 2016.  

Despite the apparent anxiety amongst retailers to use scent as an in-store attraction, scent 

has been proven to work and has affected the level of sales recorded at some stores as well 

as shoppers browsing habits. Bell (2006) focused on a test undertaken by famous French 

store, ‘Galeries Lafayette’ where exposure to smell made consumers think they had only 

spent twenty five minutes in-store, though the actual time spent was well over an hour. Bell 

(2006) also argues there is proof that scents can influence purchases; despite being in a 

different retail industry, Hershey’s Chocolate was a fine example that scent works on the 

consumer. When Hershey’s Chocolate opened in New York, the actual smell of the 

chocolate could not pervade through the sealed bars so the company had to ‘create’ the 

experience. When the smell of Hershey’s chocolate had been replicated, the company 

sprayed the store with the new scent and sales grew by 34% after the introduction of the 

smell.  
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Doshi (2007) proclaims to have observed consumer’s experiences once exposed to scent in 

Macy’s and seen their moods undertake a ‘flow-state’ which results in the consumer 

spending more time in the store, and thereby, purchase more items from the shop. Doshi 

(2007) claims a wonderful ambience adds to the overall shopping experience of the 

consumer however the retailer must guarantee they create scents that are consistent with 

their stores/brands theme.  

Vijaybaskar (2009) believes neuro-marketing is becoming increasingly important, especially 

amongst retail stores who are based at corner points in malls. Low visibility of stores based 

in corners of malls is common, and retail stores such as GAP, are using scent as a 

marketing method, ensuring that customers’ noses lead the way even if their eyes miss it. 

Gap use baby powder to entice customers into their Baby Gap stores and according to 

Vijaybaskar (2009) using a scent congruent with the brand does increase profits, however 

there are still question marks over the general effectiveness of employing scent in retail 

stores. Vijaybaskar (2009) worries that if stores aromas ‘stink’ then so will the consumers 

opinion of the store, thus decreasing sales revenues as nobody likes walking into a wall of 

smell. The advice is to diffuse a subtle, light and pleasant scent such as lime or citrus around 

retail stores in order to avoid hypersensitivity amongst customers. Vijaybaskar (2009) is also 

apprehensive about what the future holds if all retailers start to employ scent as a marketing 

tool as expected, a mall could be overloaded with a mixture of good and bad smells, to 

produce one nasty aroma.   

In spite of these concerns, Turner (2009) believes that if scent marketing was so potentially 

dangerous to a company, then so many big name retailers would not be choosing smell as a 

means to attract consumers. For example, leading luxury retailer Harrods is set to ‘lead the 

way’ in multi-sensory experiences by injecting tailored aromas into stores in order to develop 

the buying experience. Coconut oil will feature in the ladies swimwear department and a 

pomegranate fragrance will be diffused in the luxury accessories area. Turner (2009) 

believes this is because the smells provoke memories and encourage customers to feel 

positive about the buying experience, considering that smell affects humans up to 75% more 

than sight or sound. Smell has an instant positive or negative effect on our emotional state- 

which ultimately affects our spending behaviour and Turner (2009) suggests that this is the 

logic behind Harrods approach.  

Spethmann (2007) discusses the use of olfactory marketing by two major fragrance brands. 

Esteé Lauder ran a display in 80 outlets, which featured fragrance compacts that consumers 

could apply to their skin and smell. Elizabeth Arden has also recently completed a three 

month trial of fragrance tester bars; plastic compacts filled with a solid. Consumers rub their 
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finger across it, and then apply it to their skin. Results were impressive; Elizabeth Arden 

generated double-digit revenue increases in the trial and the company is contemplating 

introducing the marketing approach to the remainder of their outlets.  

Moeran (2007) found that consumers make a clear distinction on the pleasant/unpleasant 

olfactory scale between smells derived from ‘nature’ such as fruity or flowery and those 

smells derived from ‘science’ such as disinfectant, toilet cleaner and hospital-like odours. 

The consumers in the study conducted by Moeran (2007) found consumers wanting to smell 

aromas more associated with nature rather than science whilst shopping for goods as the 

science based smells made respondents have feelings similar to those felt at a hospital, 

which brought back negative imagery and memories.  

It is quite evident that there is substantial literature written on the use of olfactory cues as a 

marketing approach for retailers. The information in Chapter 4 will attempt to analyse the 

information found in the primary research and identify and explain any correlations or 

variances with that of the information found in this literature review.  
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3.1. Methodology 

3.2. Introduction 

This chapter will analyse and explain the method(s) used to investigate the influence of 

scent on purchasing behaviours amongst both male and female consumers in a retail 

environment. The chapter will also critically analyse the different approaches used to collect 

and analyse relevant data and thus present suitable, valid and applicable information in 

support of the study.  

3.3. Research Design 

The sense of smell has a strong, powerful and distinct connection to memory and emotion 

(Brewster et al, 2006), and can evoke a wide range of recollections, sensations and 

behaviours for many people. With this in mind, it was seen as duly appropriate to employ a 

solely qualitative approach to this study, as this method provides an enhanced, in-depth 

probe into what consumers are really influenced by (Chisnall, 2005) when purchasing an 

item in a retail setting. Qualitative research implies a lasting involvement with experience as 

it ‘exists’ or has been ‘felt’ by the subject(s), (Blaxter et al, 2001).  

Two qualitative techniques, in-depth interviews and focus groups, were applied to this 

project in order to gain a further understanding of how different smells affect consumer’s 

purchasing behaviours. The practice of using numerous methods is called ‘methodological 

triangulation’, where more than one technique is used within the same study in order to 

present a more ‘complete picture’ (Daymon and Holloway, 2002) of the topic area. This 

approach of confirming the findings of one method through an additional process is called 

‘between-method triangulation’; however, this strategy does not guarantee or demonstrate 

validity (Daymon and Holloway, 2002).    

The qualitative technique attempts to search for a profound understanding of what is 

influential in a consumers purchasing choice (Chisnall, 2005), and calls upon memory recall 

in order to achieve this desire; smell can attain this objective and give the appropriate 

reasoning towards a consumers choice. Studies that use qualitative research focus on 

phenomena within the social and cultural context in which they occur (Salkind, 2006). 

Qualitative data is gathered in the anticipation of gaining an astute and thoughtful look into 

areas that cannot directly, be monitored or detected (Aaker et al, 2004). The data collected 

through qualitative methods certify the different meanings found to assign a value or 

illustrate something such as objects or subject matter (Preece, 1994).  
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Qualitative research designs are described as unique and constantly evolve throughout the 

research process. The question, sample selection, analysis and the theory construction are 

all synchronised, and this allows for greater flexibility that “maximises the likelihood of 

gathering data rich in detail” (Crabtree & Miller, 1992 p 232).  A qualitative as opposed to a 

quantitative approach is vital as “certain experiences cannot be meaningfully expressed by 

numbers” (Berg, 2007 p 3), in addition, smell has a deep, underlying link to emotions and 

how consumers really feel, therefore it was not viable to use quantitative methods as these 

results cannot be expressed numerically.  

The supposition that gives the motive for using qualitative methods is because of a high 

potential for the subject candidate to provide truthful, comprehensive responses when being 

interviewed using face to face interviews (Punch, 2005). Furthermore, qualitative research 

tackles questions that seek to discover the valid impact of experiences in people’s lives and 

what are the influencers behind their choices (Fossey et al, 2002). On the whole, qualitative 

methods such as focus groups, interviews and observations help researchers in their quest 

to gain greater access to the subjective meaning behind respondents’ choices than do 

statistical trends (Seale, 1998). The subjective meaning refers to a subject’s personal view, 

and is highly emotive, and this gives further strength to the value of quantitative methods 

when researching the influence of scent on consumer purchasing behaviour.  

Qualitative methods of research have no closed questions or categories and do not employ 

statistics as it is more concerned with a deep understanding of subjects rather than 

measuring them. The qualitative enquiry focuses on in-depth, and in some projects, even 

single case samples (Berg, 2007). The qualitative enquiry generally begins with initial theory 

or a general understanding of the topic area that is to be either adapted or confirmed in the 

study (Crabtree & Miller, 1992). 

3.4. The Sample 

The interviews and focus groups were conducted, each using six male and female 

consumers who purchase items from retail stores. The six interviewees did not know each 

other, were all aged between 18-40 years old and were from different areas of the country. 

The focus group used a different group of six retail consumers than those used in the 

interview, however the focus group members did not know each other and similar to the 

interviews, each member was aged between 18-40 years old and originated from diverse 

parts of the country. The focus group members were also a mixture of males and females, 

three females and three males were targeted.  



25 

 

 

Each participant used in both the interviews and focus groups, were from a variety of 

backgrounds in terms of job status, gender, culture and social groups. This approach of 

choosing a mixture of participants in relation to age, social grouping and job status for 

example was appropriate as the project intended to find out the influence of scent on 

different consumers and their purchasing decisions in a retail setting. The research was not 

restricted to one set of consumers, such as students or middle aged men and women. 

3.5. Unstructured Interviews 

In-depth interviews accomplished in the correct manner, are a prevailing method for 

exploring factors that motivate consumer’s behaviour; detailed in-depth interviews depict 

specific aspects of consumer’s behaviour (Robert and Kwortnik, 2003).  

When performing the interviews, the researcher needs to ensure that their conduct is 

sensitive to the type of information that is obtained from the interviewee. The researcher 

must keep their approach objective and straightforward, as being subjective or showing bias 

could lead to obtained information being invalid to use (Salkind, 2006).  

Six unstructured interviews were conducted with the assistance of three female, and three 

male UK participants. The participants did not know each other, in order to avoid giving 

respondents the chance to discuss their answers beforehand and the researcher chose 

participants that derived from diverse backgrounds from around the UK. This approach was 

considered necessary in order to grasp a view of how different groups of consumers react to 

scents in a retail environment, not just one group in particular. This is in order to make the 

research criteria as objective as possible, without bias and prejudice, hence the reason not 

to use structured interviews as these research methods “overlook or inadequately assess 

the emotional dimension” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005 p 703) of participant life and their 

behaviours.  

The dialogue from the participants was examined using both analysis and interpretation 

because a “well balanced study can show ample evidence of attention to both the 

methodical results of analysis and the conjectural tasks of interpretation” (Wolcott, 2001 p 

34). This is an “important aid to objective description and reporting” (Preece, 1994 p 30) and 

observation and examination in the form of in-depth interviews was required in order to 

determine relationships amongst the information that is gathered and the subject (Robson, 

2002).  

The Interviews were recorded, thus permitting the interviewee to talk without restraint and 

without disruption or interruption from the interviewer. Recording each interview enabled 
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every detail of the respondents’ answers to be contained and allowed for regular playback 

ensuring essential pieces of information were not lost (Bryman, 2001) and all six in-depth 

interviews were transcribed for cross reference. Each participant is referred to by first name 

only in order to keep answers confidential. 

In-depth interviews were suitable for this research project as they can “address quite 

focused questions about aspects of life, such as selection decisions” (Cassell & Symon, 

2004 p 20-21) and because the use of scent influences decision making, it is a popular and 

relevant approach for this research area. In-depth interviews are also constructive as they 

present researchers with the “opportunity to authentically gaze into the soul of another” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000 p 822-823). Comprehensive interviewing appears to be “quite 

straightforward and a non-problematic way of finding things out” (Robson, 1993 p 228). 

The interviewer is in a strong position to be able to judge the quality of the responses of the 

subjects, to notice if a respondent has trouble understanding a question, and is there to 

reassure and encourage the respondent to be complete in his/her answers. Visual signs 

such as “nods, smiles etc., are valuable tools in promoting complete responses” (Walliman, 

2005 p 284) and interviews are a useful method of measuring attitudes and responses to 

certain topics (Tashkkori & Teddlie, 2003).  

As different people react diversely to various smells, it is hard to presume situations and 

information that will be gathered hence the reason why, when exploring “situations that are 

unpredictable, a very open and unstructured form of interview is appropriate” (Walliman, 

2005 p 285).  

In-depth interviews offer great flexibility by allowing the researcher to pursue any direction 

with the questions that they feel necessary. This research method also allows the researcher 

to set the general tone and agenda of the interview at their own convenience. Interviewers 

using these types of interview can depart significantly from any guide that is being used and 

in-depth unstructured interviews allow the researcher to “ask new questions that follow up 

interviewees’ replies and can vary the order of questions and even the wording” (Bryman, 

2001 p 313).  

3.6. Focus Groups 

This research on scent marketing in a retail store, was conducted with one focus group 

containing six participants, and similar to the unstructured interviews, the participants did not 

know each other and derived from different backgrounds within the UK with the intention of 

grasping knowledge of how different groups of consumers view the use of scent in a retail 
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environment as a means of attracting customers to purchase goods. It was decided to only 

use one, small sized focus group as this would be a large enough method to encompass 

various viewpoints and at the same time, small enough to let all the participants interact. The 

focus group lasted a period of one hour, as anything “less than one hour would not allow 

enough time to get to grips with the subject” (Miller & Brewer, 2003 p 121). The focus group 

was not longer than one hour however, because of time constraints for both the interviewer 

and interviewee. 

Recording the focus group was at the discretion of the researcher, and it was decided that 

notes were to be taken during the focus group, and written up afterwards in order to 

approach the study in the best manner. When analysing the information found from the focus 

groups, this study used three different types of coding; note each mention of a given issue, 

each participant’s mention of the issue and each occasion there is a general group 

discussion of the issue (Morgan, 1997).  

Focus groups are an approach used in qualitative research that gathers a selection of 

people together, who are asked about their attitude towards certain topic areas, such as 

products, advertisements or concepts and are a “valuable tool for understanding a 

phenomenon under investigation rather than for documenting it” (Corbetta, 2003 p 277). The 

dialogue amongst the participants within the focus group is encouraged by the researcher 

who uses a very slight structure to help the discussion of a pre-determined topic (Bechhofer 

& Paterson, 2000). The participants are selected, and cannot be random, and a prior 

knowledge of the topic area to be discussed is essential (Mann, 1985).  

A successful researcher conducts the focus group in a non-judgemental manner, paying 

careful attention to the participants’ views (Krueger & Casey, 2000). The researcher is also 

required to have facilitation skills and the “ability to stand back from the discussion so that 

group dynamics can emerge” (Silverman, 2006) and the ability to listen without disturbing the 

flow of the discussion. In guiding the debate, the interviewer will do their utmost to bring out 

all aspects of the question and to regulate the interaction of the participants.  

This approach to collecting qualitative data can be described as being a simple, quick 

method, and it’s true that they do take less time and effort to generate a similar amount of 

data than other qualitative approaches (Yates, 2004). Focus groups also generate 

discussion that “can bring a variety of issues to the fore” (Yates, 2004 p 171) and gives the 

researcher an opportunity to have their topic(s) debated.  
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Focus groups can be used as both self-contained methods and a technique which may be 

used in conjunction with others. Focus groups rely on the interaction within the group itself 

and allow the sharing of views, experiences and stories between participants (Miller & 

Brewer, 2003). The topics for debate should be open ended as unstructured focus groups 

use fewer questions, allowing ample time for wider discussion.  

As the use of scent, especially in a fashion orientated business, can be seen as a marketing 

technique, the researcher considered focus groups as being an ideal approach to use as a 

large number of marketing researchers use focus groups to investigate likely popular 

reactions to possible advertising themes and techniques (Schutt, 1996). Also, it should not 

go unmentioned that focus groups can be an indispensable aid for developing hypothesis 

and survey questions.  

Analysis of focus groups does take time. After the focus group was completed, the main 

themes that the researcher distinguished from the dialogue recorded, were noted. There are 

two main approaches when perceiving the data collected from the focus groups; the first 

option is to stick to raw data presenting a content analysis, or conversely the researcher can 

write their interpretation, based on the prior intuition from the researcher themselves and 

from the material collected, with supporting evidence from exact quotes and key 

disagreements (Jankowicz, 2005). For this research, the second option was used as it was 

believed to be the most necessary method.  

The results from the analysis were summarised in the form of a series of statements. Each 

statement articulates a main theme and is shadowed by evidence in the structure of a 

narrative account about what was said, with symbolic quotations and information about the 

level of harmony with which it was said (Jankowicz, 2005).  

3.7. Problems associated with using these two methods 

Care had to be taken when interpreting the results of qualitative research because the 

findings are typically based on small sample sizes and the more unexpected or fascinating 

viewpoints may be inexplicably reported (Jobber & Fahy, 2006). This factor is particularly 

noteworthy with this research, as it is not followed by a quantitative study.  

Some researchers are concerned that features such as gender and age of the interviewer 

may affect response rates; however these fears are displaced by various research channels. 

In recent studies, interviewer effects have “shown that interviewer characteristics such as 

age or gender and interviewing experience have a relatively small impact on responses” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005 p 702).  The physical process of conducting interviews is time 
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consuming as each interview is a minimum of an hour long and then each interview has to 

be transcribed for analysis. Conducting two research methods was also particularly time 

consuming to generate; especially as this research project used qualitative research, as it 

has to show its working continuously (Holliday, 2002).  

The researcher had to be aware that the structure of the research method may cause some 

problems as does any method, and had to adapt their research accordingly. If the structure 

of the topics and questions are focused solely around the literature, the results found “will be 

framed within that same structure, which may or may not correspond to reality” (Rugg & 

Petre, 2007 p 138). On the other hand, if the researcher gives a respondent the ability to 

explain their views in thorough detail, then they’re likely to highlight a “number of interesting 

factors, which is a nightmare to code, and they’re also liable to shy away from other 

interesting things that might have occurred if the researcher had been more directive” (Rugg 

& Petre, 2007 p 138). 

It must be acknowledged that the analysis of qualitative data can “prove to be a daunting 

task, and most people will have difficulty at some stage” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996 p 2) and 

researchers must be prepared to “organise, manage and retrieve the most meaningful bits of 

data” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996 p 26). Screening the data collected was also an integral part 

of the analysis and “includes checking data is complete and uncovering potential problems 

that can be improved” (O’Leary, 2004 p 187). Focus groups do not provide a means for 

generalisation in terms of its results and some researchers can wrongly generalise when 

analysing results, leading to inaccurate assumptions (Schutt, 1996).  

A fundamental dimension of focus groups is planning; some focus groups are conducted for 

the wrong research studies, showing a lack of preparation and the importance of the careful 

planning of a focus group is often underestimated. Some topics are simply too hard to 

discuss in a group setting, and are best suited to individual open or closed questions. The 

easiest test for whether or not the focus group should be used is to test how easily 

participants can discuss the topic under investigation in a group manner (Miller & Brewer, 

2003).  

Participants in focus group discussions are required to concentrate on what is being said 

whilst simultaneously preparing their input to the group discussion. These two processes 

may have caused divergence between each other in this research, resulting in distractions 

that “hinder accurate listening and accurate transmission of contributions to the discussion 

and that cause one to forget what has been said” (Fern, 2001 p 103). These conflicts 

adversely affect group processes and are referred to as production blocking.  
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Focus groups generate the possibility that the moderator (researcher) will show bias towards 

certain subject areas when discussing topics with the participants and may have influenced 

the validity of the information gathered. Data analysis of focus groups can also be time-

consuming, so the researcher must have ample time available after the sessions in order to 

analyse the data correctly (Tashkkori & Teddlie, 2003). Interviews although good for 

measuring attitudes are expensive and also time consuming, to both analyse and conduct. 

There is also the prospect that reactive investigator effects, such as disagreement with 

information found from the participant, could have hindered the flow of the interview.  

The threat that lies within the analysis of focus groups is that sometimes people who study 

focus groups “fall into the trap of saying the majority of members favoured a certain 

viewpoint” (Mann, 1985 p 131); however this simply signifies five out of eight selected 

individuals.  

3.8. The Pilot Study 

Before the primary research was conducted correctly, the researcher ensured that both the 

interview and focus group were ‘tested’ in order to ascertain and highlight any problems that 

the two methods had in terms of investigating the influence of scent on purchasing/non-

purchasing behaviours. Any problems found were amended and adapted to fit the needs of 

the interviewer, interviewee and the research topic. Issues such as the wording of questions 

and the types of questions asked in both the interview and focus group respectively were 

scrutinised. Pilot studies can uncover deficiencies in the design or approach of an 

investigation and these can be addressed before time and resources are exhausted on 

large-scale studies (Cochran & Cox, 1992). There are general pilot study procedures that 

were followed in order to develop the internal validity of the two primary research methods, 

which consisted of the following:  

Pilot study procedures: Peat et al. (2002) 

 Interview and focus group administered to pilot subjects in precisely the same 

method as in the main study. 

 Questions that were difficult to answer or vague were discarded from the study. 

 A check was made to ensure responses were interpretable for the analysis stage of 

the main investigation. 

 All questions were checked for full answers 
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The pilot study consisted of two interviews and one small focus group that contained six 

participants, each meeting the desired criteria of the sample. The respondents used in the 

pilot study would be different from those used in the actual research in order to sustain the 

overall validity of the study. From the pilot interviews conducted, the phrasing of some of the 

questions had to be adapted;  

For example, both interviewees struggled to understand what was meant by scent marketing 

when referring to the question: ‘In your opinion, do you think that scent marketing is a good 

or bad way for retailers to attract consumers?’  

The question therefore was rephrased as ‘In your opinion, do you think using smell to attract 

customers in a retail store is a good or bad idea?’ in order for the issue to be understood 

properly and to not damage the legitimacy of the question. 

If the interviewee’s do not understand the questions that are being asked, false or inaccurate 

responses are likely to be offered which threatens to harm the overall validity of the research 

topic, so as it has already been highlighted with one of the questions asked, it is vital that 

these are changed in order for them to be understood. In addition, the researcher also had to 

adapt the question: ‘What scents would you personally like to experience in a retail store to 

enhance your overall enjoyment in that shop?’ Both of the respondents found this question 

too complicated to answer and the phrase ‘scent’ continued to limit their understanding of 

the question. Therefore, it was decided that this question would have to be re-expressed as: 

‘In your opinion, what types of fragrances (floral, citrus, lemon etc) make you enjoy shopping 

in a retail store when you smell them? This adaptation was then put across to the 

participants, and the question was answered fully, without any complications.  

Once the issue of the word ‘scent’ had been addressed to the remainder of the questions, 

the participants were able to answer all of the questions without any problem. The 

researcher found that the ability to record and write down what the interviewee’s viewpoints 

were was straightforward and had no problems to address. The pilot interviews found that 

once the individual had understood the question, they were able to talk about the influence 

of smell and how it affected them in detail, which was a positive factor, considering that the 

aims and objectives of the research were to distinguish why smell had the effect it did on the 

consumers asked.  

The practise focus group established the same problems with the wording of the same 

questions as in the interview. These were quickly changed (see above questions) and similar 

to the interviews, once the group members had understood the question, a detailed and 
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productive discussion was able to take place. Following the guidelines of the main study, the 

duration of the focus group was ideal, as the desired number of questions to ask were 

discussed in detail within the one hour timeframe. The main worry with discussing smell with 

a group of different people was that it might trigger highly emotive discussions that could not 

be controlled, however the pilot study found this not to be the case and a calm, calculated 

and productive debate ensued. 

Before the pilot study took place, it was also a concern that the participants in both the 

interviews and focus group would not be inclined to share their true feelings about smell and 

its effect on their purchasing decisions in a retail store setting with the researcher. 

Conversely, both taster studies found that the participants were able to open-up to the 

researcher and in-depth, quality and viable answers were given. This enabled the 

investigation to go-ahead with the confidence of securing methods that would ensure the 

validity and value of the main study.  
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Chapter 4 

4. Data Analysis 
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4.1. Findings of the In-Depth Interviews 

4.2. Introduction 

Here, the outcomes from the six interviews are analysed and discussed with the research 

found in the literature review. Correlations between both primary and secondary research 

will be established, and any differences found between the two will be explained and 

examined in order for conclusions to be made.  

The interviews were recorded and the dialogue was written up subsequent to the 

commencement of the interview process. The details of the six participants have been 

submitted (See Appendix A). The participants who took part in the interviews will be referred 

to in the findings by name only in order to keep their confidentiality. 

4.3. In Depth Interview Findings 

The six interviews produced various results, and it is clear from the outset that smell has 

diverse effects on all the participants used in the study. When asked if a smell could 

persuade or prevent a retail item from being purchased, Kate was of the opinion that she 

had “been in stores where the smell had made her stay longer”. This view supports the 

findings of Knasko (1990) who discovered that both men and women stayed longer in stores 

that used a fruity, floral scent. These findings are upheld by Richard who claims he lost 

“track of time in a store that had an orange smell” and Bell (2006) reflects this notion with the 

results of research from ‘Galeries Lafayette’ where tests found that exposure to smell made 

consumers think they had spent only twenty five minutes browsing through the store, but had 

really spent over an hour.  

Robert claimed that some shops that he had visited recently made him experience bad 

memories from the past “one shop smelt like a hospital which made me want to leave 

straight away” and Emma agrees that “some stores use a bleach smell which makes me 

want to leave”. Kate felt that experiencing a floral smell on a recent trip to Debenhams was a 

pleasant experience “I love the smell of roses as it reminds me of Valentine’s Day”, an 

opinion that was shared by all interview participants linking Moeran’s study (2007) to these 

findings.  These results appear to coincide with Moeran (2007) who found that participants 

disliked traditional science based smells such as toilet cleaner or hospital-like odours and 

preferred more ‘natural’ scenting fragrances such as a fruity or flowery fragrance.  

The interviews established that Charlotta, Kate, Emma and Rob all thought ambient scents 

(smells present in the environment through air freshening systems), increased their 



35 

 

 

enjoyment and even made them have better opinions of products in store. Charlotta claimed 

that pleasant smells used in this way made her feel “relaxed and influenced my enjoyment 

within the store”; similar to Charlotta, Rob felt that air fresheners using attractive smells 

made him “want to return to the store and influenced my decision to purchase”; Emma 

claimed that quality ambient smells made her opinion of stores “improve and smelling nicer 

fragrances increased my enjoyment and overall in-store shopping experience” and Kate 

claimed that ambient smells in stores “made her more likely to purchase items in these 

stores”. These findings reflect Gilbert (2003) and the investigation into using ambient or non-

ambient smells to attract buyers in a retail environment. The study found that more 

consumers preferred shopping in stores that used ambient smells to those scents that were 

automatically generated from a given object, otherwise known as a non-ambient smells.  

When the participants were asked if a nice smell influences their own purchasing decisions, 

the respondents reacted differently. Kate claimed that pleasant smells such as orange made 

her “feel better and my shopping experience improved as the smells relaxed you”, a view 

shared by Rob who claimed orange and lemon smells in retail stores made him “feel at ease 

and I purchased a top which I don’t think I would have if I had smelt something bad or 

nothing at all”. These outcomes correspond with the findings of a study by Pelsmacker et al. 

(2006) that discovered a scented versus an otherwise identical fragrance-free store induced 

a more positive evaluation of the products, increased the desire to visit the store and 

increased the consumer’s intention to purchase some of the in-store goods. The fragrance 

free store was less busy and less attractive to consumers.  

Emma who did previously claim that ambient smells made her shopping experience improve, 

claims that smell has no effect on her purchasing behaviour but just her mood at that specific 

time “if I like a product, I will purchase it regardless of the smell in-store” a view shared by 

Charlotta who also agrees that smell plays a role in her enjoyment of a shopping location, 

but not of her own purchasing decisions “If I liked a product that much, I wouldn’t and haven’t 

needed smell to make me buy the item”. Emma & Charlotta’s opinion supports the study of 

Gulas (1994) and the effect of ambient scents on 308 female undergraduates. The study did 

show a store’s evaluation from the participants had improved once under scent conditions, 

however the outcome of the study showed ambient scent as an ineffective method in 

influencing purchasing decisions. 

All six respondents did however give similar answers when asked if smell should be used by 

retailers in order to enhance customers overall shopping experience. Kate felt that smell was 

a good idea for retailers “why would you not want to smell something good while looking at 

clothes?” while Neil said scent can be used but only in the right method “if the smell matches 
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my surroundings then that’s fine, but I don’t want to smell feminine smells like roses in a 

men’s shop, I want to smell orange etc.” and Emma also felt the smell had to match her 

environment “some smells are nice to feel when shopping. When I’m out shopping in a 

women’s shop, I don’t want manly smells, I want the smell of roses etc”.  

These findings support the outcome of Mattila & Wirtz (2001) study of ambient versus non-

ambient smells; the results showed that the smells had to match the image of the store, so 

for men, the smell had to be a strong, powerful burst of fruit and for women, the scent had to 

be a typically feminine fragrance such as floral. This study is also supported by Lewison 

(1994) who suggests that retailers should pick a smell that reflects their brand values and 

proposes, much like Emma & Neil, that stores should smell similar to their surroundings. 

Lewison (1994) used the example of Abercrombie & Fitch which is a traditional brand with 

rugged individualists as customers so an in-store scent consisting of strong, male based 

odours were recommended. 
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Data Analysis 

4.4. Focus Groups 
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4.5. Focus Group Analysis 

4.6. Introduction 

Here, the outcomes from the focus group are analysed and discussed with the research 

found in the literature review. Correlations between both primary and secondary research 

will be established, and any differences found between the two will be explained and 

examined in order for conclusions and to be made.  

The focus group was recorded and the dialogue documented in the submitted transcript 

(See Appendix D) was written up subsequent to the commencement of the focus group 

process. The details of the six participants have also been submitted (See Appendix B). The 

participants who took part in the focus group will be referred to in the findings by name only 

in order to keep their confidentiality. 

4.7. Focus Group Analysis 

The focus group established key discussions regarding the influence of scent in a retail 

environment. The discussion commenced with the interviewer asking for the group’s views 

on whether or not a smell of a shop could persuade or stop them from purchasing items. 

Five out of the six group members agreed that smell did influence their purchasing behaviour; 

Kemi was of the opinion that pleasant scents “such as floral or rose can make me want to 

buy from a shop over a store that smells really bad” and Fiona agreed “I have definitely been 

stopped from buying a product as I smelt something in one store that made me feel really 

sick and I just had to get out as soon as possible!”.  

This result reflects Baron (1990) and the theory that if a consumer distinguishes a smell, 

they will spend longer in-store and purchase products that they would not have if they hadn’t 

smelt the fragrance. It also supports the views of Smith & Taylor (2002) who claim that 

scents are a tool for changing consumers purchasing behaviour. Their study found that a 

fruity floral scent dispersed in a jewellery store caused shoppers at a jewellery store to linger 

around the store for longer. 

The group was then asked to discuss if they had any specific smells that they had 

experienced in a store and enjoyed. Three of the six group members believed that the smell 

of oranges (citrus) was a smell that they preferred to smell whilst browsing the isles. Joe 

claimed that the smell of oranges “made me feel relaxed, and made me more interested in 

the products on offer” a view shared with Claire who found “oranges to be my favourite smell 

as it refreshes me and makes me stay in the store longer as I want to keep smelling it”.  



39 

 

 

These views strongly support Dyches (2007) findings that the scent of oranges entices 

customers into the store and purchase items and Dyches (2007) recorded that 38 percent of 

people exposed to these oils were more likely to pick up an item as those who did not. 

Conversely, these outcomes are disputed by Simon who believes that “different people want 

different smells and I hate the smell of oranges, but prefer more natural, floral smells”. This 

argument is sustained by McGrath (1991) who questions the use of scent, stating that 

women having different senses to men and all consumers are different, and after different 

wants and needs.  

The group were then asked if retailers should use smell as a marketing tool and this 

produced differing opinions. Paul was of the opinion that smell is “produced naturally from 

products, and I don’t want to smell a strong chemical over the top” which appears to show 

that Paul prefers non-ambient smells as opposed to ambient aromas. This opinion relates to 

Schifferstein & Blok (2001) and their theory suggests that there is no need for ambient 

scents to be present in a retail environment. However, Fiona, Kemi and Simon were of the 

opinion that if smell made their shopping experiences better, then why shouldn’t scent be 

used; Fiona said: “I love shopping when there is a nice smell in the background as it makes 

me want to stay longer in the store, makes me feel happier and adds a dimension to my 

shopping experience”. These findings maintain the findings from an investigation from Hirsch 

& Gay (1991), who observed that Nike athletic shoes were evaluated more positively in a 

scented room rather than unscented environment.  

The six group members were all in agreement however, that scent marketing did not create 

breathing problems for consumers. Claire suggested “if there were real medical problems 

with using scent, then they’d be nobody using smell, but I smell loads of fragrances all the 

time in a variety of stores, so I don’t think there is any problems”. These findings are 

comparable to the view of Turner (2009) who believes that big name retailers would not be 

choosing smell as a marketing tool if there were real medical issues with certain scents.  
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Chapter 5 

5. Conclusion 
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5.1. Conclusion 

Upon studying both the primary and secondary data, it is evident that smell has a wide range 

of effects on consumers, and different people react differently to different smells. This study 

has been able to establish why retailers use scent as a marketing tool, how it affects 

consumers differently and the many reasons as to why pleasant smelling environments can 

influence purchasing behaviours in a retail context. The inclusion of scent as a marketing 

tool is much deliberated and certain smells such as ambient orange and lemon scents can 

invigorate a consumer and influence their browsing time, however other smells such as over 

powering bleach like odours are noticeably highlighted as a main reason for avoidance 

behaviours in retail settings.  

There would appear to be an extensive scope for retailers to produce corporate scents that 

simulate specific memories of the emotions generated in their stores. Where such emotions 

are pleasant, this also facilitates a further development of the bond between retailer and 

consumer. This then gives retailers a potentially powerful point from which to develop 

associations with the retail brand and/or store.  

Scent helps provide retailers with a point of differentiation and helps retailers establish a 

clear, concise and coherent brand identity that is communicated throughout the store itself.  
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7.1. Appendix A: Interview Participants Details 

 

Participant 1: Kate 

Age: 24 

Occupation: Sales Manager 

Location: Dorset 

Participant 2: Richard 

Age: 32  

Occupation: Store Manager 

Location: Dorset 

Participant 3: Charlotta 

Age: 20 

Occupation: Student 

Location: Manchester 

Participant 4: Rob 

Age: 30 

Occupation: Accounts Manager 

Location: London 

Participant 5: Emma 

Age: 26 

Occupation: Administrator 

Location: Hampshire 

Participant 6: Neil 

Age: 21 

Occupation: Student 

Location: Birmingham 
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7.2. Appendix B – Focus Group Members Details 

Member 1: Paul 

Age: 21 

Occupation: Student 

 

Member 2: Claire 

Age: 33 

Occupation: Secretary 

 

Member 3: Simon 

Age: 35 

Occupation: Marketing Manager 

 

Member 4: Kemi 

Age: 29 

Occupation: Sales Assistant 

 

Member 5: Joe 

Age: 19 

Occupation: Student 

 

Member 6: Fiona 

Age: 38 

Occupation: Housewife
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