
September 2020 (Volume 13, Issue 3)

Keller Center

ReportResearch

Bottom-Line Mentality: How It Affects Performance
Matthew J. Quade, PhD, Benjamin D. McLarty, PhD, and Julena M. Bonner, PhD

#Retweet: How to Compose Shareable Tweets
Nima Y. Jalali, PhD and Purushottam Papatla, PhD

Are You on the Right Scent?
Anna Girard, PhD, Marcel Lichters, PhD, Marko Sarstedt, PhD, and Dipayan Biswas, PhD

Is Internal Support Key to Building Customer Relationships?
Kevin Duane Bradford, PhD, Yongmei Liu, PhD, Yuying Shi, PhD, Barton Weitz, PhD, and Jun Xu, PhD

Corporate Social Responsibility & Consumer Loyalty
Didier Louis, PhD, Cindy Lombart, PhD, and Fabien Durif, PhD

INSIDER: The Infinite Game
Maria Morales Menendez, MBA

INSIDER: The Happiness Advantage
Jacob Brenton, MDiv/MBA



Keller Center Research Report 
 September 2020, Volume 13, Issue 3

Are You on the Right Scent? 
Anna Girard, PhD, Marcel Lichters, PhD, Marko Sarstedt, PhD, and 
Dipayan Biswas, PhD 

Have you ever walked near or into an Abercrombie & Fitch store? If yes, you might have noticed 
a special scent, which, a couple of years ago, was a bit overbearing, but has recently been 
replaced by a more subtle variant. We can only speculate what the primary driver behind 
Abercrombie & Fitch’s decision to install an ambient scent is. Possible goals include creating a 
pleasant atmosphere, advancing their customers’ service experience, or simply masking bad 
smells in their retail stores1. Importantly, Abercrombie & Fitch is not alone in its efforts to 
leverage ambient scents. With an annual growth rate of 10% and a volume of over $200 million in 
2017, the market for ambient scents is growing rapidly. 

It is, therefore, not surprising that ambient scents have also received considerable attention in 
academic research. Prior research in this domain has revealed that pleasant ambient scents have a 
positive influence on consumers’ perceptions, of, for example, the physical servicescape and their 
brand evaluations2,3. Looking at prior research, however, we identified several blind spots in the 
literature. For example, do the positive 
effects also hold when consumers are 
repeatedly exposed to ambient scents 
without being aware of it? And do the 
positive effects prevail in a service 
environment characterized by many 
different olfactory influences (e.g., 
malodors)—as is often the case in real-
world service settings? How do 
consumers react to the discontinuation of 
a scent campaign?  

Study Design 

We quickly realized that answering these research questions is very challenging in a laboratory 
setting, where consumers (typically students) are exposed to an ambient scent under highly 
controlled conditions—as commonly done in prior scent research4. Evaluating the long-term 
effects in an olfactory-rich environment requires collaborating with an industry partner who 
would grant us access to its servicescape over several weeks, ideally months. Finding such a 
partner was very challenging, but we managed to convince a regional subsidiary of Germany’s 
major railway company to support the project, as well as to involve a professional fragrance 
manufacturer who designed two different scents that fit its servicescape. Our first task was to 
identify the most appropriate scent and the optimal level of intensity, which we did by running a 
series of pretests. We found that even in the highest intensity levels, most customers did not 
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notice the scent, which was diffused via the train’s air conditioning system—that is, they 
principally processed the scent subconsciously.  

Next, we exposed commuters on a specific rail route section between two midsize towns in 
Germany to the ambient scent. The experiment ran over a period of four months. Every two 
weeks, trained interviewers went through the trains and identified the study participants and 
surveyed them with regard to their service perceptions. We simultaneously also surveyed 
commuters on another train section, where the trains were not scented. This was done to rule out 
any other explanatory factors that might contribute to changes in commuters’ service perceptions 
over time. Our results not only confirm ambient scent’s positive short-term effect, but show that 
the use of a subconsciously processed long-term ambient scent has an enduring, positive impact 
on consumers’ evaluations of service quality, service experience, and service value. Furthermore, 
our results indicate that ambient scents’ positive effect on service evaluations persists for at least 
two weeks after the ambient scent has been withdrawn. 

Our research produced some further striking findings, which we couldn’t report in the full paper. 
Most notably, we also queried consumers’ satisfaction with the service provider and brand 
attitude and found no notable improvements in these constructs over time. This highlights an 
important boundary condition in the application of subconsciously processed ambient scents. 
Customers simply do not feel like they received preferential treatment from the service provider. 
Thus, subconsciously perceived scents do not contribute to companies’ branding efforts. We also 
ran a series of qualitative interviews with several of the participants. These interviews confirmed 
that most participants did not notice any special scent and that they were generally in favor of 
introducing a pleasant ambient scent into the train compartments. 

Implications for Real Estate 

Thinking in terms of the real estate industry, our study results suggest that real estate 
professionals can use subconsciously processed ambient scents to enhance potential home 
buyers’ situational evaluation of the service experience, its quality, and its value. This effect not 
only functions temporarily but also when repeatedly frequenting your listings. An example might 
be when buyers repeatedly visit a specific property or view different properties you may have 
listed. In light of the positive effects and the low costs associated with ambient scents’ use, scents 
have the potential to offer good returns on investment. Professional fragrance manufacturers sell 
ready-made scents for prices of approximately $30 per cartridge, which lasts several weeks. 
Ambient scent is applied by placing the scent carrier in existing air conditioning systems or via 
scent diffusing devices.  
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