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The effect of experiences on odor perception

Saho Ayabe-Kanamura (Institute of Psychology, University of Tukuba, Tsukuba 305-8572,
Japan) Sachiko Saito (National Institute of Advanced Industrial Science and Technology, T3ukuba
305-8566, Japan) and Tadashi Kikuchi (Iustitute of Psychology, University of Tsukuba, Tsukuba
305-8572, Japan)

Many studies suggest that perceptual learning plays an important role in olfaction. A cross-
cultural study has demonstrated that everyday experience influences on judgment of pleasantness,
familiarity, and even the perceived intensity of odors. In this study, evaluations of women for the
odor of anise (perceived intensity, familiarity and pleasantness) were compared before and after a
period of one month during which they drank anise tea everyday. As a control condition, other
odors were also tested before and after the experience period. Detection thresholds for anethol, the
main component of anise, were measured for the experimental group and a control group who did
not drink anise tea. Before regularly drinking anise tea, no participant was able to identify the odor
of anise and, at the time, they judged the anise odor to be weaker, less familiar, and hedonistically
neutral. After one month, all participants could correctly identify the odor, and judged it to be
stronger, more familiar and pleasant. However, detection thresholds for anethol were not affected by
experiencing anise tea in this study. These results showed that while odor perception with
relatively higher cognitive processing might be easily affected by experiences, the more sensory
aspect, such as detection thresholds, might be resistant to the influence of experiences.
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