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Swiss identity smells like chocolate: 
Social identity shapes olfactory 
judgments
Géraldine Coppin1,2,3, Eva Pool1, Sylvain Delplanque1, Bastiaan Oud4, Christian Margot5, 
David Sander1 & Jay J. Van Bavel6

There is extensive evidence that social identities can shape people’s attitudes and behavior, but what 
about sensory judgments? We examined the possibility that social identity concerns may also shape 
the judgment of non-social properties—namely, olfactory judgment. In two experiments, we presented 
Swiss and non-Swiss participants with the odor of chocolate, for which Switzerland is world-famous, 
and a control odor (popcorn). Swiss participants primed with Swiss identity reported the odor of 
chocolate (but not popcorn) as more intense than non-Swiss participants (Experiments 1 and 2) and 
than Swiss participants primed with individual identity or not primed (Experiment 2). The self-reported 
intensity of chocolate smell tended to increase as identity accessibility increased—but only among 
Swiss participants (Experiment 1). These results suggest that identity priming can counter-act classic 
sensory habituation effects, allowing identity-relevant smells to maintain their intensity after repeated 
presentations. This suggests that social identity dynamically influences sensory judgment. We discuss 
the potential implications for models of social identity and chemosensory perception.

Classical social psychological theories argue that our construction of social reality is influenced by our 
membership in groups1–3. Indeed, there is extensive evidence that social groups shape our perceptions4,  
judgments5, judgments6 and memory of ourselves and others7. According to Turner and colleagues8, social iden-
tity may also shape our representations of reality9. Therefore, we examined the possibility that social identity 
concerns may also shape the judgment of non-social properties—namely, olfactory judgment.

Although the study of olfaction has been largely ignored in the field of social identity, there is good reason to 
believe it might play an important role in intergroup relations. Not only are specific tastes and smells woven into 
the cultural practices and rituals of many groups (e.g., many ethnic cuisines are associated with distinct foods), 
people regularly implicate olfaction in the domain of intergroup interactions (e.g., referring to certain out-groups 
as disgusting10. Therefore, understanding the relationship between social identity and olfaction holds the poten-
tial promise of understanding the scope of influence exerted by identity as well as providing a new lens to help 
better understand intergroup relations.

It has traditionally been suggested that the way humans perceive smells is largely innate, hard-wired and 
predictable, and hence, relatively inflexible11. There is, however, some evidence that olfactory judgment may be 
malleable (for a review, see ref. 12. For instance, olfactory judgment can be influenced by cultural experience13–15.  
Japanese and German people reported differences in the self-reported familiarity, pleasantness, and intensity of 
common smells13. Similarly, people from Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and Singapore reported differences 
in affective responses (such as disgust, sensuality-desire) to common smells15. At a minimum, this suggests that 
extended cultural exposure can alter olfactory judgment.

It remains unclear whether social identity concerns play any role in shaping olfactory judgment. Cultures 
differ in countless ways, including exposure to different tastes and smells. People from Singapore might enjoy the 
pungent Durian fruit due to mere exposure. It is therefore unclear whether familiarity, social identity, or another 
variable accounts for cross-cultural differences in olfaction.
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There is reason to believe that social concerns can influence visual perception16. For example, identifica-
tion with a social group—termed social identity17 —has been shown to influence the visual judgments of facial 
stimuli18–21. Social identity may also influence perception judgments of non-social stimuli, making threatening 
out-group locations seem closer22–24 and sound duration appear longer when it is attributed to an in-group25. Yet 
little is known about whether social identity can influence other sensory modalities9.

Social identity is the part of people’s self-concept that derives from their knowledge of their membership in a 
social group together with the value and emotional significance of that membership. Evidence suggests that the 
accessibility of social identity is dynamic, and varies within cultures8,26,27. During the Olympic games, nationality 
may be a more salient aspect of identity and influence judgments and behaviors more than usual, despite a per-
son’s cultural background and experiences remaining essentially constant. Since the accessibility of social iden-
tities can easily be manipulated independently of exposure to certain smells, it is possible to investigate whether 
olfactory judgment can be influenced by changes in the perceiver’s social identity. If olfactory judgment was 
immutable, or at least slow to change, the momentary salience of a perceiver’s social identity should not influence 
how one reports perceiving an odor. However, if olfactory judgment is sensitive to social identity concerns, prim-
ing a perceiver’s social identity might lead to momentary changes in olfactory judgment, increasing sensitivity to 
identity-relevant smells.

Current Research. To assess the potential influence of social identity on olfaction, we presented partici-
pants with the odor of chocolate, for which Switzerland is world-famous. If olfactory judgment is sensitive to 
social identity concerns, Swiss identity should influence how an identity-relevant smell like chocolate is judged. 
Specifically, priming one’s social identity may impact olfactory judgment by increasing the valence or intensity of 
the smell of chocolate, but not an irrelevant odor (e.g., popcorn).

To see if social identity can influence smell independent of cultural experience, we experimentally primed dif-
ferent social identities. The identity priming procedure was designed to increase the accessibility of participants’ 
Swiss identity, without simultaneously making it more positive or negative. We speculated that the activation of 
an important identity would facilitate the judgment of identity-relevant stimuli, if not the valence of the judg-
ment. By affecting the intensity of an olfactory stimulus, identity priming may therefore counteract habituation 
(i.e., decreasing odor intensity after prolonged exposures28). In Experiment 1, we compared a group of Swiss 
participants primed with their Swiss identity to a group of non-Swiss participants exposed to the same identity 
priming procedure. The non-Swiss participants were also residents of Switzerland at the time of data collection. 
This allowed us to isolate the effect of activating identification with Switzerland, as opposed to the mere activation 
of associations related to the concept of Swiss identity29. In addition, exposing Swiss and non-Swiss participants 
to the same identity priming procedure allowed us to minimize the likelihood that any differences observed were 
not due to differences in the primes.

We predicted that Swiss participants primed with their Swiss identity would judge the smell of chocolate as 
more intense than non-Swiss participants primed with the Swiss identity. We also examined the effect of identity 
primes on judgments of pleasantness or familiarity. Moreover, we included a go/no-go association task to provide 
an implicit measure of the accessibility of social identity in Swiss (vs. non-Swiss) participants.

Experiment 2 directly replicated and extended Experiment 1. To examine whether social identity, rather than 
cultural experience, influences olfactory judgment, we primed different aspects of identity to modify their rela-
tive accessibility within Swiss participants. This circumvented the ambiguity of cross-cultural comparisons and 
allowed us to attribute observed differences directly to the accessibility of a social identity. We predicted that 
Swiss participants primed with the Swiss identity would report the smell of chocolate as more intense than those 
primed with other identities. To establish discriminatory validity in both experiments, we had participants smell 
an identity-relevant odorant (chocolate) and an identity-irrelevant odorant (popcorn). We expected the Swiss 
identity priming manipulation to selectively alter olfactory judgments of the identity-relevant smell (chocolate).

Experiment 1
Method. Participants. Fifty-two University of Geneva students27 Swiss, 27 non-Swiss), all reporting 
a normal sense of smell, took part in this experiment. The non-Swiss participants studied and/or worked in 
Switzerland, but did not identify with Switzerland. The experiment was advertised in an undergraduate psychol-
ogy course at the University of Geneva. Individuals could register on a website if they (i) had no olfactory prob-
lems, and (ii) they were Swiss and not multi-cultural (Swiss participants group) or were non-Swiss (non-Swiss 
participants group). The experimenter then contacted them, and checked this information before starting the 
experiment. Participants were asked not to wear any fragrance during the day of testing. Four participants were 
excluded because of non-compliance with these requirements: two did not smell the odors as they were instructed 
to do, one reported contradictory information on his nationality, and one did not complete the questionnaire. As 
a result, data from 25 Swiss and 25 non-Swiss participants were included in the analyses (mean age =  24 years ±  5 
years; 38 females). This research project was started in 2009. In both experiments, an a priori decision was made 
to determine the sample size. We ran all participants until we reached our a priori target sample size of per con-
dition. The sample size was consistent with norms at that time as well as recommendations from ref. 30. To help 
ensure reliability, Experiment 2 includes an exact replication of Experiment 1 (see ref. 31 for a discussion about 
the value of direct replications). All conditions are reported and we have no file drawer studies related to the issue 
of Swiss identity and olfaction.

Participants received course credit for participating. Participants gave written informed consent, and the study 
was approved by the ethical committees of the Psychology Department of the University of Geneva. The methods 
were carried out in accordance with the approved guidelines.
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Materials. Two odors were used: chocolate and sweet popcorn. These odors were chosen because a pretest had 
established they were familiar to everyone in our sample, their sources are of similar caloric value and similar 
macronutrients, and they were differentially associated with Swiss identity. While Switzerland is world-famous for 
its chocolate, popcorn has no particular association with Switzerland (see Supplementary Materials).

Procedure. The experimental session comprised four different phases and was conducted in French language. 
All materials are freely available online at the Center for Open Science (osf.io/wjkhv).

First, to check for pre-priming differences and establish individual judgment baselines, participants were 
presented in pseudo-random order with the odors of chocolate and popcorn and were asked to evaluate, on a 
continuous scale presented on a screen, their pleasantness (from 0 =  “very unpleasant” to 10 =  “very pleasant”),  
familiarity (from 0 =  “not familiar at all” to 10 =  “very familiar”) and intensity (from 0 =  “not perceived” to 
10 =  “very strong”). Participants were then told the labels of the two odors.

Second, participants performed an identity-priming task (adapted from ref. 32). All participants were primed 
with Swiss identity. Following previous research, we primed different identities by having participants fill in ques-
tionnaires. The questionnaires asked participants to list and describe a variety of other attributes (such as typical 
traits, interests, and foods) associated with Switzerland32. Participants were further asked to list and describe three 
positive and three negative traits of Swiss people. We had participants report both positive and negative traits 
(intermixed) to avoid selectively enhancing positive or negative valence of the primed identity.

Third, a go/no-go association task33 was performed after the priming task. In the go/no-go association task, 
16 word stimuli from 4 semantic categories were used: 4 names of Swiss cities (category “Switzerland”), 4 names 
of European cities (category “Europe”, the supra category of Switzerland), 4 terms related to the self (category 
“self”) and 4 terms related to others than oneself (category “others”). The names of Swiss and European cities were 
selected to have a similar frequency and number of characters (see Table 1), based on data from a previous pilot 
test (N =  99) that was run on a similar population of students as the one used in the present experiment.

The task consisted of two blocks33. Each block consisted of 96 trials: 16 training trials and 80 critical trials. In 
each trial, a stimulus word was displayed at the center of the screen. The stimulus word was always a member of 
one of the four categories (i.e., Switzerland, Europe, self, or others). The participants’ task was to press the “A” key 
on the keyboard if they perceived the stimulus word to be a member of at least one of the two target categories for 
that block (Switzerland or self, for block 1; and Switzerland or others, for block 2), and to do nothing otherwise 
(see Fig. 1 for a description of the different trials). During the task, the labels of the target categories were contin-
uously displayed on the top of the screen as a reminder. Non-Swiss European city names were sometimes used 
as stimulus words, but never used as target categories. Hence, trials in which the stimulus word was a Non-Swiss 
European city served as distractors. If participants responded after a deadline of 500 or 800 ms, the subsequent 
trial began. The response deadline was idiosyncratically adapted to the participants’ reaction times and response 
accuracy: if the response was correct and given with a reaction time shorter than 500 ms, the response deadline 
for the subsequent trials was 500 ms, otherwise it was 800 ms. After each trial, there was an inter-trial interval of 
150 ms during which feedback was displayed (i.e., a green check for correct, and a red cross for incorrect).

Before the two previously described blocks, participants performed a familiarization procedure in which 
they learned to correctly categorize the words of the four categories. Response accuracy and reaction times were 
recorded. d’ was computed for each block33. First, the proportion of hits (correct go-response for the targets: 
Switzerland +  self, for block 1; and Switzerland +  others, for block 2) and false alarms (incorrect go-response 
for the distractors) were converted to z-scores. Subsequently, the difference between the z-score values of the 
hits and false alarms were computed, thus obtaining d’. We then computed a differential score for d’ and for the 
reaction time by subtracting the scores of the second block (Switzerland +  others) from those of the first block 
(Switzerland +  self). This was our primary index of identity accessibility. Higher values on the differential d’ score 
reflect greater sensitivity when Switzerland and self were targets, compared to when Switzerland and others were 
targets. Lower values on the differential reaction times index reflect faster responses when Switzerland and self 
were targets, compared to when Switzerland and others were targets. This was our secondary measure of identity 
accessibility.

Fourth, the odor rating procedure for pleasantness, familiarity and intensity was repeated for 20 trials for each of 
the two odors. Odors were presented in pseudo-random order, with the restriction that no more than two consecu-
tive trials included repetitions of the same odor. Participants were also presented with the two odors simultaneously 
and asked to rate how similar this mixed-odor was to popcorn versus chocolate. This was repeated for 20 trials.

Stimuli Frequency Length

Swiss Category

Bâle (Basel) 9.01% 4

Fribourg (Fribourg) 6.76% 8

Genève (Geneva) 27.04% 6

Neuchatel (Neuchâtel) 10.14% 9

Europe Category

Barcelone (Barcelona) 7.61% 9

Bruxelles (Brussels) 6.47% 9

Madrid (Madrid) 10.14% 6

Paris (Paris) 22.81% 5

Table 1.  Mean Frequency and Length of the Stimuli used for the Swiss and the European Categories in the 
Go/no-go Task.



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

4Scientific RepoRts | 6:34979 | DOI: 10.1038/srep34979

Fifth, participants gave ratings on how much they like the two food items in general (chocolate and popcorn), 
how often they consume them, and how strongly they associate them with Switzerland on a continuous scale. 
Participants then completed a social identity questionnaire (adapted from ref. 34) and answered some demo-
graphic questions. Participants were then debriefed and dismissed.

Statistical analyses. We used Statistica software (Statsoft) for all statistical analyses. The experimental condition 
(Swiss primed with Swiss identity versus Non-Swiss primed with Swiss identity) was a between-subjects variable 
while the other factors (odor in the rating task, block in the Go-no Go task) were within-subjects variables.

For each participant and each dimension (pleasantness, familiarity and intensity), we computed the difference 
scores between the rating before priming and each of the twenty ratings after priming. We then averaged the 
difference scores across trials. This score ensured that any differences between conditions could be attributed to 
our priming manipulation rather than pre-existing personal or cultural judgment, as it controls for individual dif-
ferences in baseline olfactory scores. To ensure the robustness of our results, we also re-ran our analyses with the 
following dependent measure: (first rating after priming)-(initial rating). However, none of the results obtained 
this way differed from those reported in the main text. We report results based only on the first measure, since it 
is more immune to random measurement error, given that it aggregates across all trials.

Results. The results are similar if we conduct the analysis using separate ANOVAs (as reported in the manu-
script) or a three-way MANOVA with the factors social identity, perceptual dimension and odor.

Effect of Swiss identity and identity priming on olfactory judgment. Our central hypothesis was that social identity 
can influence olfactory judgment. Figure 2 illustrates that the effects of Swiss identity on self-reported intensity 
judgment were specific to the odor of chocolate. A two-way ANOVA with the factors odor (2: chocolate, pop-
corn) ×  social identity (2: Swiss primed with Swiss identity, non-Swiss primed with Swiss identity) on inten-
sity difference scores revealed a marginally significant interaction [F(1, 48) =  2.90, p =  0.095, η2 =  0.057]. More 
importantly, the main effect of identity on intensity ratings for the chocolate odor was statistically significant, 
i.e. as predicted, Swiss participants primed with Swiss identity reported the smell of chocolate as more intense 
(M =  − 0.48, SD =  2.08) than non-Swiss participants primed in the same prime condition (M =  − 1.65, SD =  1.80) 
[t(48) =  − 2.11, p =  0.040, 95% confidence interval [CI] =  [− 2.27, − 0.06], Hedges’s gs =  0.59. The CL (The CL 
is the “common language effect size statistic”35. The idea behind this effect size is to provide an intuitive way to 
interpret the size of the effect. It measures the magnitude of the difference between two populations by measuring 

Figure 1. Go/no-go task in Experiment 1. (A) Two trials of the Go/no-go block in which participants had to 
detect whether the words belonged to the target categories “Switzerland” or “Self ”: If the stimulus word (Paris) 
belonged to neither of the two target categories (here, either “Switzerland” or “Self ”), the correct response was 
to not do anything; whereas if the stimulus word (Geneva) belonged to one of the two target categories the 
correct response was to press ‘A’ on the keyboard. After each response, participants received feedback: Correct 
responses resulted in a green check mark, whereas incorrect responses resulted in a red X. (B) Two trials of 
the Go/no-go block in which participants had to detect whether the words belonged to the target categories 
“Switzerland” or “Others”: If the stimulus word (Paris) belonged to one of the two target categories (here, either 
“Switzerland” or “Other”), the correct response was to press ‘A’ on of the keyboard; where as if the stimulus word 
(Geneva) belonged to neither of the two target categories the correct response was to not do anything.
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the probability that one person randomly selected from the population 1 scores higher than 1 person randomly 
selected from the population 2) effect size indicates that there is a 66% likelihood that for a randomly selected 
pair of individuals the score of a Swiss participant is higher than the score of a non-Swiss participant (see Fig. 2).

Next, we examined whether or not social identity enhances olfactory judgment by buffering against habitu-
ation. Specifically, we ran t-tests for single means to investigate whether the averaged intensity difference scores 
between the rating before priming and all ratings after priming for the odor of chocolate, which was our measure 
of intensity, were different. Non-Swiss primed with Swiss identity reported chocolate as less intense (M =  6.46, 
SD =  1.77) than baseline (M =  8.11, SD =  1.73) [t(24) =  4.58, p <  0.001, 95% CI =  [0.90, 2.39], gav =  0.93, 
CL =  82%]. In short, participants in this condition reported experiencing olfactory habituation. In contrast, we 
did not find evidence that Swiss participants primed with Swiss identity reported chocolate as more or less intense 
than baseline [t(24) =  1.36, p =  0.255]. This suggests that Swiss identity priming attenuated habituation among 
Swiss participants.

Two one-way ANOVAs showed that there were no significant effects of condition on chocolate pleasant-
ness (non-Swiss participants: M =  0.68, SD =  0.27; Swiss participants: M =  − 0.86, SD =  1.91) or familiarity  
ratings (non-Swiss participants: M =  − 0.34, SD =  1.88; Swiss participants: M =  − 0.61, SD =  1.65) [respectively,  
Fs(1, 48) =  0.93, 2.42, ps =  0.341, 0.126], suggesting that the effect of identity priming was specific to intensity. 
For popcorn, there were also no significant effects of experimental condition on intensity (non-Swiss partic-
ipants: M =  − 1.04, SD =  1.69; Swiss participants: M =  − 1.21, SD =  1.93) or pleasantness ratings (non-Swiss 
participants: M =  − 0.54, SD =  2.55; Swiss participants: M =  0.01, SD =  2.21) [respectively, Fs(1, 48) =  0.10, 0.68, 
ps =  0.750, 0.415]. There was, however, an unexpected main effect on familiarity, such that the smell of popcorn 
was reported more familiar for Swiss (M =  − 0.19, SD =  2.10) than non-Swiss participants (M =  − 1.45, SD =  1.81)  
[t(48) =  − 2.26, p =  0.003, 95% CI =  [− 2.37, − 0.14], gs =  0.63, CL =  68%].

In sum, this suggests that making a particular social identity accessible can selectively enhance the intensity of 
an odor relevant to the primed identity, without significantly impacting the intensity of an irrelevant odor. Table 2 
illustrates all means and standard deviations.

The Correlation between Social Identity Accessibility and Olfactory Judgment. To directly assess the relation-
ship between social identity accessibility and olfactory judgment, we analyzed participants’ responses on the Go/
no-go association Task33. First, we examined the d’ scores (our measure of identity accessibility) among Swiss and 
non-Swiss participants. A two-way ANOVA with the between-subjects factor social identity (2: Swiss primed with 
Swiss identity, non-Swiss primed with Swiss identity) and the within-subjects factor block (Switzerland +  self; 
Switzerland +  others) on the d’ revealed a marginally significant interaction [F(1, 48) =  3.44, p =  0.070, η2 =  0.07]. 
In the first block in which Switzerland and self were targets, Swiss participants showed a greater sensitivity (M =  1, 
29, SD =  0, 50) than non-Swiss participants (M =  0, 65, SD =  0, 46) [t(48) =  − 4.72, p <  0.001, 95% CI =  [− 0.91, 
− 0.37], gs =  1.31, CL =  83%]. This difference was not present in the second block, in which the target catego-
ries were Switzerland and others [t(48) =  − 0.74, p =  0.466]. Taken together, these results are consistent with the 
notion that Swiss individuals experienced increased accessibility of Switzerland—their group identity—relative 
to non-Swiss individuals. This is important because participants in both conditions completed the same Swiss 
priming exercise.

Next, we examined the relationship between olfactory judgment and social identity accessibility using our 
secondary measure of identity accessibility—the differential index of the reaction times. The difference in this 
measure between the first and second blocks was marginally correlated with the change in intensity of the smell 
of chocolate among Swiss individuals primed with Swiss identity [r =  − 0.39, p =  0.056]. We did not find evidence 
that this was the case for non-Swiss individuals primed with Swiss identity [r =  0.22, p =  0.302]. These correla-
tions were significantly different from one another [z =  − 2.11, p =  0.035]. In other words, the intensity of choco-
late smell increased as Swiss-identity accessibility increased—but only among Swiss participants.

Figure 2. Change in average intensity judgment of chocolate and popcorn odors, from before to after 
identity priming, for each of the two conditions in Experiment 1. A negative value indicates an intensity 
judgment decrease after priming. Swiss participants primed with their Swiss identity judged the odor of 
chocolate as more intense than non-Swiss participants primed with Swiss identity. For popcorn, there was no 
significant difference in judged intensity across conditions. Intensity was evaluated on a continuous scale. Error 
bars represent 95% confidence intervals.



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

6Scientific RepoRts | 6:34979 | DOI: 10.1038/srep34979

Discussion. This experiment provides initial evidence that social identity can influence olfactory judgment. 
Specifically, we found that priming Swiss people with their national identity counteracted habituation of an 
identity-relevant chocolate odor. Moreover, these effects tended to be strongest among Swiss participants with 
the most accessible Swiss identities. Thus the identity accessibility induced by our priming manipulation may 
underlie the change we observed in olfactory judgments. These effects were not found for the identity-irrelevant 
popcorn odor. Importantly, priming Swiss identity did not affect a control group of non-Swiss participants: they 
showed the classic decrease in intensity of the chocolate odor with repeated presentations. This indicates that 
these effects were not merely due to the priming manipulation or a demand effect associated with the priming 
manipulation—the results were specific to Swiss participants. The effects of social identity were specific to inten-
sity, not pleasantness or familiarity. This experiment provides the first evidence that social identity can influence 
olfactory intensity judgments, even in the absence of familiarity differences.

Experiment 2
Previous research has linked cultural experience to olfaction—a possibility we could not rule out by comparing 
Swiss versus non-Swiss participants. Therefore, we examined whether social identity, rather than cultural experi-
ence, influences olfactory judgment. Specifically, we primed different aspects of identity to modify their relative 
accessibility within a given cultural group—Swiss participants. This circumvents the ambiguity of intergroup 
comparisons and permits us to attribute observed differences directly to the accessibility of a particular social 
identity. We predicted that Swiss participants who were primed with the Swiss identity would report the smell of 
chocolate as more intense than those who were primed with other identities. In contrast, if mere cultural expe-
rience was driving the relationship, then Swiss participants would report chocolate as more intense regardless of 
the accessibility of their social identity.

Method. Participants. Eighty University of Geneva students (inclusion criteria, recruitment and benefits 
were similar to Experiment 1) took part in this experiment. Two Swiss participants (one primed with his/her 
Swiss identity, one primed with his/her individual identity) were excluded because they did not comply with the 
requirements. As a result, data from 58 Swiss and 20 non-Swiss participants were included in the analyses (mean 
age =  23 years ±  5 years; 66 females).

Materials. The sweet popcorn odorant was identical to Experiment 1, whereas the chocolate odorant used in 
Experiment 1, “chocolate powder”, was similar, but not identical to the one used in Experiment 2 (i.e., “chocolate flavor”)  
because the production of “chocolate flavor” was discontinued between the conduct of the two experiments.

Procedure. The procedure was identical to the one conducted in Experiment 1, except that no go/no-go associa-
tion task was excluded and two additional groups of participants were added: Swiss participants primed with their 
individual identity and Swiss participants who were not primed with an identity (see Supplementary Materials).

Results. Effect of Swiss identity and identity priming on olfactory judgment. Our central hypothesis was that 
social identity priming would influence olfactory judgment, increasing the intensity of chocolate among Swiss 
participants primed with their Swiss identity. Figure 3 illustrates that the effects of Swiss identity on intensity were 
specific to the odor of chocolate. A two-way ANOVA with the factors odor (2: chocolate, popcorn) ×  social iden-
tity condition (4: Swiss primed with Swiss identity, Swiss primed with personal identity, Swiss primed with noni-
dentity, non-Swiss primed with Swiss identity) on intensity difference scores revealed a significant main effect of 
the social identity condition [F(3, 74) =  2.75, p =  0.048, η2 =  0.10] and a significant interaction [F(3, 74) =  3.89, 
p =  0.012, η2 =  0.14]. More importantly, the main effect of identity on intensity judgments for the chocolate odor 
was statistically significant [F(3, 74) =  6.32, p <  0.001, η2 =  0.20].

Replicating the results of Experiment 1, a t-test for independent samples showed that Swiss participants 
reported the chocolate odor as more intense when primed with Swiss identity (M =  0.76, SD =  1.33) than Swiss 
participants who were not primed with an identity (M =  − 0.81, SD =  1.32) [t(37) =  − 3.71, p <  0.001, 95% 
CI] =  [− 2.43, − 0.72], gs =  1.16, CL =  80%]. Swiss participants primed with Swiss identity also reported the 
chocolate odor as more intense than non-Swiss participants in the same identity priming treatment (M =  − 1.00, 
SD =  1.68) [t(37) =  − 3.62, p <  0.001, 95% CI =  [− 2.75, − 0.78], gs =  1.13, CL =  79%]. We found a marginally sig-
nificant effect of priming Swiss versus individual identity (M =  − 0.05, SD =  1.26) in Swiss participants [t(36) =  − 
1.93, p =  0.061, 95% CI =  [− 1.66, 0.04], gs =  0.61, CL =  67%]. We speculate that the difference between Swiss 
participants primed with their Swiss versus individual identities might have been slightly weaker than the other 
contrasts because national and individual identities likely have some overlap among Swiss participants36.

Swiss primed with 
Swiss identity

Swiss primed with 
individual identity

Swiss primed 
with nonidentity

Non-Swiss primed 
with Swiss identity

Chocolate-Intensity 7, 47 (SD =  1, 68) 7, 26 (SD =  1, 42) 7, 46 (SD =  1, 76) 6, 82 (SD =  1, 62)

Popcorn-Intensity 7, 17 (SD =  1, 65) 7, 10 (SD =  1, 60) 7, 14 (SD =  1, 94) 7, 02 (SD =  1, 43)

Chocolate-Pleasantness 4, 67 (SD =  2, 41) 5, 06 (SD =  2, 57) 4, 45 (SD =  2, 09) 5, 19 (SD =  2, 15)

Popcorn-Pleasantness 6, 60 (SD =  2, 33) 7, 40 (SD =  2, 11) 5, 66 (SD =  1, 97) 6, 95 (SD =  1, 95)

Chocolate-Familiarity 6, 72 (SD =  2, 30) 6, 76 (SD =  2, 28) 6, 06 (SD =  2, 38) 7, 08 (SD =  1, 82)

Popcorn-Familiarity 7, 95 (SD =  1, 40) 8, 32 (SD =  1, 59) 7, 40 (SD =  1, 63) 8, 06 (SD =  1, 10)

Table 2.  Means by social identity condition and by smell in Experiment 2.
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Next, we examined whether or not social identity enhances olfactory judgment by buffering against habitu-
ation. Specifically, we ran t-tests for dependent samples to investigate whether the averaged intensity difference 
scores between the rating before priming and all ratings after priming for the odor of chocolate were different. 
Swiss participants who were not primed with an identity reported chocolate as less intense (M =  7.13, SD =  1.63) 
than baseline (M =  7.90, SD =  1.10) [t(19) =  2.76, p =  0.013, 95% confidence interval [CI] =  [0.19, 1.36], gav =  0.55, 
CL =  73%] —evidence of habituation. Non-Swiss primed with Swiss identity also reported chocolate as less 
intense (M =  6.53, SD =  1.49) than baseline (M =  7.49, SD =  1.39) [t(19) =  2.67, p =  0.015, 95% CI =  [0.21, 1.70], 
gav =  0.65, CL =  73%]. Thus, participants in both these conditions reported olfactory habituation. However, Swiss 
participants primed with personal identity did not demonstrate a significant difference (M =  6.90, SD =  1.35) 
compared to baseline (M =  6.95, SD =  1.74) [t(19) =  − 0.18, p =  0.859]. Swiss participants primed with Swiss 
identity actually reported chocolate as more intense (M =  7.06, SD =  1.58) than baseline (M =  6.34, SD =  1.78) 
[t(18) =  − 2.50, p =  0.022, 95% CI =  [− 1.33, − 0.12], gav =  0.42, CL =  72%] (see Fig. 4). This suggests that Swiss 
identity priming reversed habituation among Swiss participants.

Replicating the results of Experiment 1, two one-way ANOVAs showed that there were no significant effects of 
condition on chocolate pleasantness or familiarity ratings [respectively, Fs(3, 74) =  0.23, 0.25, ps =  0.872, 0.860], 
suggesting that the effect of identity priming was specific to intensity. On the contrary, there were no signifi-
cant effects of condition on intensity, pleasantness, or familiarity judgment for the popcorn odor [respectively,  
Fs(3, 74) =  0.96, 0.47, 0.66, ps =  0.415, 0.706, 0.580], showing that there was no effect of priming for the control 
odor. This suggests that making a particular social identity accessible can selectively enhance the intensity of 
odors relevant to the primed identity, without impacting familiarity or pleasantness.

Discussion. This experiment directly replicates and extends Experiment 1, suggesting that social identity 
can influence olfactory judgment. Using nearly identical methods, we replicated the finding that priming Swiss 
people with their Swiss identity judged the smell of chocolate as more intense than non-Swiss people primed 
with the Swiss identity. Moreover, this effect was specific to an identity-relevant smell, and did not extend to the 
identity-irrelevant popcorn odor or other dimensions of olfaction, such as pleasantness. Importantly, the results 
of Experiment 2 show that the effect does not extend to Swiss participants who are primed with their individual 

Figure 3. Change in average intensity judgment of chocolate and popcorn odors, from before to after 
identity priming, for each of the four conditions in Experiment 2. A positive value indicates an intensity 
judgment increase after priming, while a negative value represents a decrease. Swiss participants primed with 
their Swiss identity judged the odor of chocolate as more intense than Swiss participants with the individual or 
nonidentity prime or non-Swiss participants primed with Swiss identity. For popcorn, there was no significant 
difference in judged intensity across conditions. Intensity was evaluated on a continuous scale. Error bars 
represent 95% confidence intervals.

Figure 4. Change in average intensity judgment of the chocolate odor across the 20 trials of Experiment 
2, for each of the four experimental conditions, relative to each condition’s pre-priming values. A positive 
value indicates an increase in judged intensity (after priming-before priming), while a negative value represents 
a decrease. Note that the drop in judged intensity that one would expect due to habituation is attenuated among 
Swiss participants primed with Swiss identity. Intensity was evaluated on a continuous scale.
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identity or receive no identity prime. These results suggest that the effects of Swiss identity on olfactory judgment 
are due to identity accessibility rather than cultural experience.

General Discussion. According to Self-Categorization Theory, “All cognition is social cognition from the 
perspective of the mechanisms of cognition, whether or not it is people or objects that are perceived” (ref. 8,  
p. 462). Although the term cognition is ordinarily taken to mean information processing that precedes choices 
and decisions37, our research suggests that the influence of self and social concerns might extend to the domain 
of chemosensory judgment. Priming Swiss participants with their national identity increased the intensity of the 
identity-relevant chocolate odor, but not an identity-irrelevant popcorn odor. Importantly, priming Swiss iden-
tity did not affect non-Swiss participants. The current work offers experimental evidence that social identity can 
influence olfactory judgment, even in the absence of familiarity differences. Thus, the influence of social identity 
on cognition may be far more pervasive than originally thought.

We capitalized on the fact that the salience of different identities shifts rapidly to accommodate changes in 
the immediate social context8. Our priming manipulation was designed to enhance identity accessibility without 
threatening or affirming the identity. Therefore, we expected social identity priming to influence intensity rather 
than pleasantness or familiarity. As predicted, Swiss identity only appeared to influence olfactory intensity when 
it was made accessible. Future work should investigate what mediates this relationship. For instance, our data 
suggest that identity priming may counteract the habituation of an odor after prolonged exposure28. Indeed, Swiss 
participants primed with Swiss identity were the only group to report greater intensity for the chocolate odor 
relative to baseline. Habituation was delayed relative to the other conditions.

The effect of social identity on olfactory judgment were specific to intensity. This specificity makes it unlikely 
that simple in-group bias was driving the effect, as it would have likely influenced pleasantness. Although the 
effect of social identity accessibility was specific to intensity, motivational aspects of one’s identity might be more 
likely to shape pleasantness judgments. For instance, Canadians who feel threatened by a neighboring country 
might respond by affirming cultural symbols of their identity, such as reporting greater pleasure when eating a 
plate of poutine or a dollop of maple syrup (see ref. 38). As such, different aspects of social identity may have an 
important influence on other dimensions of olfactory judgment.

These results have important implications for the scope of Social Identity Theory17 and Self-Categorization 
Theory8 —two highly influential theories in intergroup relations and social psychology. These theories assert that 
social identities can shape our judgments and perceptions of the self and the social environment8. In this vein, 
social identity appears to influence the processing of social stimuli39, estimates of physical distance22, and ratings 
of disgust10. The current research extends these theories by showing that the consequences of social identity can 
influence chemosensory judgment. This suggests that the effect of social identity goes well beyond the domains 
of self-representations and intergroup behavior40 to a host of sensory judgments9. Moreover, our results suggest 
that the influence of self and social concerns on perception is dynamically determined by cues or mental activity 
that makes certain social identities more or less salient. This goes beyond previous work linking cultural groups 
and olfaction, but is consistent with extensive work showing that cultural schemes are dynamically constructed41. 
This work is representative of a growing effort to help bridge disparate fields to provide a more complete under-
standing of human identity and perception.

These experiments advance a growing body of work that discusses the malleability of olfactory judgment12. 
Although the effects we observed are modest in magnitude, they nevertheless suggest that subtle manipulations 
of social psychological variables can impact chemosensory judgment. Thus, cultural effects on olfactory judg-
ment15,42 may be moderated by the salience and value of perceivers’ social identities10. Apart from this work, 
relatively little research has explored the influence of social concerns on olfaction. At a minimum, this suggests a 
high degree of flexibility in olfactory judgment.

Conclusions
The current research demonstrates that olfactory judgment is sensitive to social concerns, which provides speaks 
to the debate regarding the immutability versus malleability of chemosensory judgment. By suggesting that the 
influence of identity extends all the way to sensory judgment, our research extends Social Identity Theory17and 
Self-Categorization Theory8 —two influential theories in intergroup relations and social psychology. Although 
these theories have not made any specific claims about sensory-level processes, the results of the current research 
are consistent with Turner and colleagues’ argument that “all cognition is social cognition”.

References
1. Festinger, L. A theory of social comparison processes. Hum. Relat. 7, 117–140 (1954).
2. Hastorf, A. H. & Cantril, H. They saw a game: A case study. J. Abnorm. Soc. Psych. 49, 129–134 (1954).
3. Sherif, M. The psychology of social norms (New York: Harper & Row, 1936).
4. Rule, N. O., Ambady, N., Adams, R. B. & Macrae, C. N. Us and them: Memory advantages in perceptually ambiguous groups. 

Psychon. Bull. Rev. 14, 687–692 (2007).
5. Ashburn-Nardo, L. & Johnson, N. J. Implicit outgroup favoritism and intergroup judgment: The moderating role of stereotypic 

context. Soc. Justice Res. 21, 490–508 (2008).
6. Valdesolo, P. & DeSteno, D. Moral hypocrisy: Social groups and the flexibility of virtue. Psychol. Sci. 18, 689–690 (2007).
7. Bernstein, M. J., Young, S. G. & Hugenberg, K. The cross-category effect: Mere social categorization is sufficient to elicit an own-

group bias in face recognition. Psychol. Sci. 18, 709–712 (2007).
8. Turner, J. C., Oakes, P. J., Haslam, A. & McGarty, C. Self and collective: Cognition and social context. Pers. Soc. Psychol. B. 20, 

454–463 (1994).
9. Xiao, Y. J., Coppin, G. & Van Bavel, J. J. Perceiving the world through group-colored glasses: The perceptual model of intergroup 

relations. Psychol. Inq., 10.1080/1047840X.2016.1199221 (2016).
10. Reicher, S. D., Templeton, A., Neville, F., Ferrari, L. & Drury, J. Core disgust is attenuated by ingroup relations. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 

USA 113, 2631–2635 (2016).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

9Scientific RepoRts | 6:34979 | DOI: 10.1038/srep34979

11. Steiner, J. E. Human facial expressions in response to taste and smell stimulation. Adv. Child Dev. Behav. 13, 257–295 (1979).
12. Coppin, G. & Sander, D. The flexibility of chemosensory preferences in The neuroscience of preference and choice (eds Sharot, T. & 

Dolan, R. J.) 257–275 (Elsevier Publishing, 2011).
13. Ayabe-Kanamura, S. et al. Differences in perception of everyday odors: a Japanese-German cross-cultural study. Chem. Senses 23, 

31–38 (1998).
14. Distel, H. et al. Perception of everyday odors – Correlation between intensity, familiarity and strength of hedonic judgement. Chem. 

Senses 24, 191–199 (1999).
15. Ferdenzi, C. et al. Affective dimensions of odor perception: A comparison between Swiss, British and Singaporean populations. 

Emotion 11, 1165–1181 (2011).
16. Balcetis, E. & Dunning, D. See what you want to see: Motivational influences on visual perception. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 91, 612–625 

(2006).
17. Tajfel, H. & Turner, J. C. The social identity theory of intergroup behaviour in Psychology of intergroup relations (eds Worchel, S. & 

Austin, W. G.) 7–24 (Chicago, IL: Nelson-Hall, 1986).
18. Caruso, E. M., Mead, N. L. & Balcetis, E. Political partisanship influences perception of biracial candidates’ skin tone. Proc. Natl. 

Acad. Sci. USA 108, 20168–20173 (2009).
19. Van Bavel, J. J., Packer, D. J. & Cunningham, W. A. The neural substrates of in-group bias: A functional magnetic resonance imaging 

investigation. Psychol. Sci. 19, 1131–1139 (2008).
20. Van Bavel, J. J., Packer, D. J. & Cunningham, W. A. Modulation of the fusiform face area following minimal exposure to 

motivationally relevant faces: Evidence of in-group enhancement (not out-group disregard). J. Cognitive Neurosci. 23, 3343–3354 
(2011).

21. Young, A. I., Ratner, K. G. & Fazio, R. H. Political attitudes bias the mental representation of a presidential candidate’s face. Psychol. 
Sci. 25, 503–510 (2013).

22. Xiao, Y. J. & Van Bavel, J. J. See your friends close, and your enemies closer: Social identity and identity threat shape the 
representation of physical distance. Pers. Soc. Psychol. B. 38, 959–972 (2012).

23. Burris, C. & Branscombe, N. Distorted distance estimation induced by a self-relevant national boundary. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 41, 
305–312 (2005).

24. Cesario, J. & Navarrete, C. D. Perceptual bias in threat distance: The critical roles of in-group support and target evaluations in 
defensive threat regulation. Soc. Psychol. Pers. Sci. 5, 12–17 (2014).

25. Srinivasan, N. et al. Social meaning of ambiguous sounds influences retrospective duration judgments. Psychol. Sci. 24, 1060–1062 
(2013).

26. Markus, H. & Wurf, E. The dynamic self-concept: A social psychological perspective. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 38, 299–337 (1987).
27. Stryker, S. & Statham, A. Symbolic interaction and role theory in Handbook of Social Psychology, Vol. 1 (eds Lindzey, G. & Aronson, 

E.), 311–378 (New York: Random House, 1985).
28. Cain, W. S. Perception of odor intensity and the time-course of olfactory perception. ASHRAE Trans. 80, 53–75 (1974).
29. Wheeler, S. C., DeMarree, K. G. & Petty, R. E. Understanding the role of the self in prime-to-behavior effects: The active-self account. 

Pers. Soc. Psychol. Rev. 11, 234–261 (2007).
30. Simmons, J. P., Nelson, L. D. & Simonsohn, U. False-positive psychology: Undisclosed flexibility in data collection and analysis 

allows presenting anything as significant. Psychol. Sci. 22, 1359–1366 (2011).
31. LeBel, E. P. & Peters, K. R. Fearing the future of empirical psychology: Bem’s (2011) evidence of psi as a case study of deficiencies in 

modal research practice. Rev. Gen. Psychol. 15, 371–379 (2011).
32. Ambady, N., Paik, S. K., Steele, J., Owen-Smith, A. & Mitchell, J. P. Deflecting negative self-relevant stereotype activation: The effects 

of individuation. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 40, 401–408 (2004).
33. Nosek, B. A. & Banaji, M. R. The go/no-go association task. Soc. cognition 19, 625–666 (2001).
34. Leach, C. W. et al. Group-level self-definition and self-investment: A hierarchical (multicomponent) model of in-group 

identification. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol 1, 144–165 (2008).
35. McGraw, K. O. & Wong, S. P. A common language effect size statistic. Psychol. Bull. 111, 361–365 (1992).
36. Smith, E. R. & Henry, S. An in-group becomes part of the self: Response time evidence. Pers. Soc. Psychol. B. 22, 635–642 (1996).
37. Griffin, D. R. & Speck, G. B. New evidence of animal consciousness. Anim. Cogn. 7, 5–18 (2004).
38. Hackel, L. M., Coppin, G., Wohl, M. J. A. & Van Bavel, J. J. From groups to grits: Social identity shapes evaluations of food 

pleasantness. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol.: Gen. (2016).
39. Van Bavel, J. J. & Cunningham, W. A. A social neuroscience approach to self and social categorisation: A new look at an old issue. 

Eur. Rev. Soc. Psychol. 21, 237–284 (2011).
40. Tajfel, H. Social psychology of intergroup relations. Ann. Rev. Psychol. 33, 1–39 (1982).
41. Weber, E. U. & Morris, M. W. Culture and judgment and decision making: The constructivist turn. Psychol. Sci. 5, 410–419 

(2010).
42. Ferdenzi, C. et al. Variability of affective responses to odors: Culture, gender and olfactory knowledge. Chem. Senses 38, 185–186 

(2013).

Acknowledgements
The authors thank Maria-Inés Velazco, Isabelle Cayeux, and all the members of the Perception and Bioresponses 
Department of the Research and Development Division of Firmenich, SA, for their precious advice and their 
theoretical and technical competence. The authors also thank Nathan Arbuckle for advice about the identity 
accessibility manipulation, Tania Antonini and Laureline Gross for help with data collection, and members of 
the NYU Social Perception and Evaluation Lab as well as Jenni Beer for insightful comments on this paper. The 
author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research and/or authorship of this article: 
This research was supported by the National Center of Competence in Research for the Affective Sciences, 
financed by a grant from the Swiss National Science Foundation (51NF40-104897), hosted by the University of 
Geneva, funded by a research grant from Firmenich, SA, to David Sander and Patrik Vuilleumier, support by a 
grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada and the National Science Foundation 
(#1349089) to Jay Van Bavel.

Author Contributions
G.C., E.P., C.M., D.S. and J.J.V.B. designed the studies; E.P. run the pilot study and Experiment 2; G.C. run 
Experiment 1; G.C. analyzed the data with input from E.P., G.C., E.P. and J.J.V.B. interpreted the data; G.C., E.P., 
S.D., C.M., B.O., D.S. and J.J.V.B. wrote the manuscript.



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 0Scientific RepoRts | 6:34979 | DOI: 10.1038/srep34979

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at http://www.nature.com/srep
Competing financial interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.
How to cite this article: Coppin, G. et al. Swiss identity smells like chocolate: Social identity shapes olfactory 
judgments. Sci. Rep. 6, 34979; doi: 10.1038/srep34979 (2016).

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. The images 
or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, 

unless indicated otherwise in the credit line; if the material is not included under the Creative Commons license, 
users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce the material. To view a copy of this 
license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
 
© The Author(s) 2016

http://www.nature.com/srep
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Swiss identity smells like chocolate: Social identity shapes olfactory judgments
	Anchor 106
	Current Research. 

	Experiment 1
	Method. 
	Participants. 
	Materials. 
	Procedure. 
	Statistical analyses. 

	Results. 
	Effect of Swiss identity and identity priming on olfactory judgment. 
	The Correlation between Social Identity Accessibility and Olfactory Judgment. 

	Discussion. 

	Experiment 2
	Method. 
	Participants. 
	Materials. 
	Procedure. 

	Results. 
	Effect of Swiss identity and identity priming on olfactory judgment. 

	Discussion. 
	General Discussion. 

	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	Author Contributions
	Figure 1.  Go/no-go task in Experiment 1.
	Figure 2.  Change in average intensity judgment of chocolate and popcorn odors, from before to after identity priming, for each of the two conditions in Experiment 1.
	Figure 3.  Change in average intensity judgment of chocolate and popcorn odors, from before to after identity priming, for each of the four conditions in Experiment 2.
	Figure 4.  Change in average intensity judgment of the chocolate odor across the 20 trials of Experiment 2, for each of the four experimental conditions, relative to each condition’s pre-priming values.
	Table 1.   Mean Frequency and Length of the Stimuli used for the Swiss and the European Categories in the Go/no-go Task.
	Table 2.   Means by social identity condition and by smell in Experiment 2.



 
    
       
          application/pdf
          
             
                Swiss identity smells like chocolate: Social identity shapes olfactory judgments
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep34979
            
         
          
             
                Géraldine Coppin
                Eva Pool
                Sylvain Delplanque
                Bastiaan Oud
                Christian Margot
                David Sander
                Jay J. Van Bavel
            
         
          doi:10.1038/srep34979
          
             
                Nature Publishing Group
            
         
          
             
                © 2016 Nature Publishing Group
            
         
      
       
          
      
       
          © 2016 The Author(s)
          10.1038/srep34979
          2045-2322
          
          Nature Publishing Group
          
             
                permissions@nature.com
            
         
          
             
                http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep34979
            
         
      
       
          
          
          
             
                doi:10.1038/srep34979
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep34979
            
         
          
          
      
       
       
          True
      
   




