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Project Details

Content Stream: Multi-stream

Discipline: Human Behaviour

Content Topic Human behaviour

Aims of the project: To determine the psychological and physiological effects of male body 
odour on male and female subjects, and to assess whether current mood 
state affects these responses.

Background: Territorialism and olfactory marking has been intensely studied in male 
animals, including various behaviours in relation to proximity, agonistic 
interactions, and scent-marking (Huck, 2004, Mitani, 2005). However, 
these behaviours have not been truly determined in humans. Hierarchical 
and territorial behaviour are widespread in both animals and humans but 
are neglected in textbooks of human behaviour and psychology. (Rohde, 
2001).
Territorial behaviour in humans although not in the forefront of 
awareness, is still likely to influence interpersonal communication and 
interaction and may be transmitted by subliminal cues carried in body 
odour (Goel, 2004).
This study will examine the possibility that components within male body 
odours can produce physiological and psychological reactions in others 
within the species. We hypothesize that these responses will be different 
in males and females, and that they will be influenced by current mood 
states. 

PROJECT PLAN Student tasks over 32 weeks. Please note that students will be enrolled in 
extra Faculty courses at the same time as the ILP. For more information 
on structure of the ILP over the 32 week timeframe. 

ILP 1: Timeline:
1. To review current literature of odour preferences, interpersonal 
interaction and dominance and their associations, and produce a 
comprehensive literature review (weeks 1-8)
2. With the help of Graham Bell, refine study design ensuring feasibility 
and well-controlled methodology, followed by active data gathering and 
analysis (weeks 9-24).
3. Produce a 5,000 word report on research findings (weeks 25-32)

ILP 2: Subjects
30 healthy male and 30 healthy female volunteers aged 20-25 years and 
recruited from student populations at UNSW will participate as subjects in 
the study. The axial odours of 10 healthy donor males will be collected, 5 
aged 20-25 (students, pre-selected to ensure maximum variance in trait 
anger/ aggression - State-Trait Anger Expression Inventory ,STAXI, 
Spielberger,1988) and 5 pre-pubescent boys (recruited through family 
and friends). Written informed consent will be obtained from all 
participants. For participants under the age of consent, consent will be 



obtained for a parent.

ILP 3: The 60 subjects will take part in the odour sampling experiment. At the 
beginning of each odour sampling session, the subject’s essential 
demographics (age, sex), current mood state (POMS), aggression 
(STAXI) and baseline autonomic response [heart rate (HR) and HR 
variability] will be obtained.  The subjects will then be exposed to one 
odour at the time as adapted from Wedekind (1995) and autonomic 
responses will be recorded via a heart rate monitor (Polar, Finland).
For each odour, subjective responses to the odour in terms of intensity, 
pleasantness, and masculinity will be obtained as a score on a scale from 
0-100 (0 = "Extreme dislike" , 100 = "Extreme like.
The subject will then be presented with a series of photographs (showing 
the odour donors and other individuals) and asked to indicate which 
individual they thought donated the odour. Before presenting the next 
odour there will be a break of sufficient duration (5min) to permit 
autonomic readings to return to baseline levels.

Project outcomes: The results of this study will provide more insight into the factors (e.g., 
sex, current mood, attributes of the donor) that affect odour perception in 
humans. In addition the data may reveal whether subtle cues relating to 
physical dominance/aggression are conveyed in male body odour, and 
whether odours from sexually mature donors elicit different responses 
(physiological and attribute ratings) to those obtained from pre-pubescent 
boys. 

Learning outcomes: To familiarise student with basic research skills such as undertaking a 
literature review, ethics application, responsible and astute data 
collection, and a range of analytical and statistical techniques consistent 
with the project. To develop independent scholarship based on a critical 
and objective analysis and interpretation of the results of the present 
project.
To provide a detailed account of the science (with support from literature) 
that may contribute to the findings of the experiment
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