
 
Why You Should Stop and Smell a Flower for Just 30 Seconds 

Source: Angela Haupt, Time.com, April 7, 2026 
 

Whoever first suggested stopping to smell the roses was on to something. But there's a catch: Not all roses 
smell good to all people. Our response to scent is deeply personal, shaped by memory, culture, and even genetics. 

What matters more is figuring out which smells resonate with you—and then giving yourself enough time to 
experience them. “Deliberately sniffing something is almost like an act of mini protest,” says Kate McLean-
MacKenzie, a designer and researcher at the University of Kent in the U.K. who maps “smellscapes” across the 
globe. “It’s like, ‘I’m not going to just look at it. I’m actually going to bend down and sniff it.’ It's not illegal, but 
people will look at you strangely.” 

When you do—and when you hold that inhale for just 30 seconds—something measurable happens: Your 
heart rate slows, your nervous system shifts, and your mood lifts. Your brain, wired to respond to scent long before 
rational thought existed, starts doing exactly what it was built to do. Here's what researchers know about why. 
 
Your brain on scent: why smell hits so deeply 

Part of what makes scent so powerful is how differently the brain processes it compared to other senses. 
“Mood change is one of the more common effects of smelling something,” says Pamela Dalton, a cognitive 

psychologist with the Monell Chemical Senses Center in Philadelphia, a nonprofit research institute dedicated to the 
study of taste and smell. “Olfaction has a more direct impact on emotion than any other sense. There's no question 
about that.” 

Here’s why: When you inhale, odor molecules bind to receptors in your nose and travel to the olfactory bulb 
at the front of the brain. Unlike touch, hearing, or vision—which all pass through a relay station called the thalamus 
before we consciously register them—smell skips that step entirely, connecting straight to the limbic system. That’s 
the brain's emotional center, home to the amygdala and the hippocampus, where memories live. 

It's an architecture that explains why scent doesn't just trigger feelings: It pulls up entire emotional 
landscapes. “When something is associated with a memory,” Dalton explains, “that scent becomes attached to that 
emotion and that experience, such that it brings back the same emotions you had in that moment—not just the 
memory, but also the emotional impact of it." Think of your grandmother's perfume, for example, or the wafting 
aroma of a favorite childhood meal. 

Scent doesn't just shape what we feel—it shapes how we breathe. Inhale something pleasant, and you 
naturally breathe more deeply, and that deeper breath slows the heart. Valentina Parma, senior director of multisector 
engagements at Monell, describes it as “the bottom-up, data-driven version of meditation.” The inverse is equally 
automatic: Encounter something aversive, and you instinctively pull shallower breaths, taking in less of the world. 

That this system is so powerful is, in a sense, ancient news. Olfaction is among the oldest of our sensory 
systems: It evolved long before the cortex, the brain structure responsible for rational thought, ever developed. It 
wasn't built to help us think. It was built to keep us alive: to orient us in space, flag danger, and draw us toward what 
sustains us. “It's the oldest sensory system that could bring us information from a distance,” Dalton says. All of this 
evolution, she adds, “predisposes it to have this emotional impact when we smell something.” 
 
Your nose doesn't lie—but it does play favorites 

The science of why scent is so personal traces back to the beginning of life. Certain compounds found in 
breast milk share chemical properties with vanilla—which may be why, across cultures and populations, vanilla 
registers as universally pleasant to almost everyone who encounters it. “We may be forming these associations at a 
very early age,” Dalton says, “and once these memories are formed, they're very strong and robust.” 

Culture layers on top of biology. Grow up in an environment where certain smells are woven into daily life—
a particular spice, a flower that blooms every spring outside your window, a fragrance someone you loved always 
wore—and those associations become essentially permanent. 

Even the most well-researched scents can't override a lifetime of personal history, though. Lavender, for 
instance, appears in study after study as a reliably calming fragrance. But Parma, who’s spent her career studying 
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olfaction, has a stress reaction to it. “Whenever I read these blanket statements about, ‘Oh, the odor of lavender will 
relax you no matter what’—that blanket statement is rarely true in olfaction,” she says. “We have a huge complexity 
at the level of biology, and then we have all of our experiences that are hard to account for,” which means no one can 
count on any one scent to affect them the same way it affects other people. 

There’s also the matter of genetics. Parma points to a compound called androstenone: a steroid produced by 
pigs that researchers began studying in humans after noticing its pheromonal properties in animals. It turned out to be 
a remarkably clean illustration of how differently human noses can be wired. Roughly 30% of people smell it and 
detect something urine-like. Another 30% find it sweet, almost vanilla-like. The remaining 30% can't smell it at all. 
Same molecule, same room, three completely different realities. “When we're in the same room at the same time with 
the same bottle, we’re not even able to agree on what it smells like,” Parma says. 
 
The best way to tap into scent 

You just need 30 seconds and a patch of grass, a backyard, or even a single potted plant on a windowsill. The 
science backs that up. When you inhale intentionally and deeply, you significantly increase your chances of odor 
molecules reaching your olfactory receptors. And that deep breath does something else: It activates the 
parasympathetic nervous system—the body's rest-and-digest mode—slowing the heart and quieting the mind. 

The difference between a passing sniff and an intentional one turns out to matter enormously. “Spend at least 
30 seconds actually calming your system down and really inhaling and thinking about it,” McLean-MacKenzie 
advises. “It’s not a long time, but it's possibly more time than most people give it.” A quick sniff as you rush past a 
rosebush is a completely different physiological event than stopping, leaning in, and breathing. A few ways to start: 
 
Try smell catching on your own block. You don't need a curated route—just walk slowly and wait for scents to 
come to you. Inhale deeply when something catches your attention. Write down what you'd name it, not what you 
think it is, McLean-MacKenzie suggests. 
 
Rotate your scents by mood. Broadly speaking, sweet, powdery floral scents—think lavender and rose—tend 
toward relaxation and a calmer mood. Citrus, pine, mint, and other sharp or cooling scents tend to be more 
energizing, Dalton says, partly through the trigeminal nerve, which registers sensation as well as smell. “That can 
shift your mood because it’s part of the touch system in your body, but it happens to be in your nose,” she says. “So 
when you smell something strong enough, it will activate both the smell system but also this other touch system, and 
that sensation can be arousing.” 
 
Don't overthink it. A smell walk is meant to be “an embodied, holistic experience,” McLean-MacKenzie says. “It's 
about not trying to rationalize it all the time, but actually just responding.” Your associations are your own—what 
matters is that you notice them. 
 
Pay attention to what changes. Smell is also a health signal: Shifts in how things smell to you, or a sudden loss of 
scent, can be early indicators of illness worth flagging to a doctor. “Losing one's sense of smell makes you not able to 
enjoy aspects of life,” Parma notes. “This takes a bigger toll than people imagine.” 

 
And if you need one more reason to bend down and sniff the daffodils: You can't do it on a screen. 

“Digitally, you can't transmit a smell,” McLean-MacKenzie says. “I just love it. It means you have to engage with the 
outside world to be able to get the best experience from it.” 
 
 
 
Possible Response Questions 

• What are your thoughts about the possible health benefits of intentional smelling? Explain.  
• Did something in the article surprise you? Discuss.  
• Pick a word/line/passage from the article and respond to it.  
• Discuss a “move” made by the writer in this piece that you think is good/interesting. Explain. 

 


