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An investigation was conducted to ezamine the hypothesis that pleasant fragrances would induce 

positive affect among persona expoeed to them, and as a result, would help to reduce the adverse elfecta 

of work-related stress on task performance. 

To test this hypothesis, participant.a (male and female student.a) performed a complel< word 

constniction task under conditions of either low or high strem. Hish atress waa induced by setting a very 

high (and virtually unobtainable) standard for performance, and by high time pressure. (A loudly ticking 

timer was placed on the table in front of participant.a; they were informed that It would ring when their 

time waa up.) Low stress waa induced by Betting a more modest (and readily attainable) standard for 

performance and by lower time pressure; no timer waa preeent in this condition. After completing this 

initial task, participant.a performed two additional t.aaka: decoding written memagee and proofreading. 

All of theae taaJm were performed either in the preeence or abeence of one of two fragrances rated 

as very pleasant by judges In pre-testing. Theae fraerances were produced by commercially-manufactured 

air freshen era. In order to counter the effect.a of rapid eemory adaptation to theee fragrances, 

participant& performed the first taalr. (ward conatructioa) In ooe romn, and wen, then taken to a waiting 

room that contained no fragrance. Followini a five minute period (IIUf!lcient fOI' recove,y from aenaory 

adaptation), they were brought to another room containing _the 111111111 fragrance as the one they 

encountered In the ftrst room. They performed the remaining two taaJm in this locatlon. 

Result.a indicated that the both pleuant £ragrance,, employed in the st� enhanced performance 

on the initial cognitive task, eepecia1l,y under conditions of low strem. Both £ragrance,, al8o significantly 

increased performance on the decoding task, and this wu true under high u well as low stresa. In 

contrast, pleasant fragrance,, reduced performance on the proofreading task, apparently because they 

induced feeling,, ofreluation and calmneea which were inimical to performance of this &peed-related task. 

It should be noted that the two, fragrances employed were rated aa equal in pleaaantneea by 

participants, but were higley distinct In olfactory quality. Yet, they produced similar efl'ecta on 

participant&' behavior. Thia pattern of findings suggests that recent c1aima to the effect that different 

fragrances l!ltert sharply contrasting efl'ecta on human behavior should be viewed with skepticism until 

direct empirical aupport for their accuracy ia provided. 
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Several epidemi ologi cal stud i es have documented an el evated 

rate of musculoskel etal di sorders, i ncl udi ng tend i n i t i s  of the hand 

and shoulder and carpal tunnel syndrome, among workers in the retai l 

food i ndustry, particul arly supermarket cash i ers . Whi l e  

psychological factors have not been examined a s  potenti al 

contri butors to the devel opment of these di sorders i n  cashi ers , 

there i s  reason to bel i eve they may exacerbate the deleteri ous 

causal effects of poor ergonomi c condit i ons . The Nat i onal Insti tute 

for Occupat ional Safety and Heal th (NIOSH) is therefore currently 

i nvestigati ng the rol e of both ergonomic and job stress factors i n  

the devel opment o f  muscul oskel etal di sorders among retai l  food 

workers . 

The NIOSH study desi gn i nvolves examin i ng exposures to 

ergonomic stressors and measuring job stress factors and then 

determi n ing the prevalence of muscul oskel etal di sorders among two 

groups of cashi ers and a control popul ati on . The two groups of 

cashi ers i ncl ude one worki ng on checkstands with a poor ergonomic 

des ign and another worki ng on checkstands with an improved ergonomic 

design . The determinat ion of which checkstands consti tutes a poorer 

versus an improved des ign was made by a panel of s ix ,  i nclud ing four 



ergonomic experts ,  a supermarket industrial engi neer and a l abor 

uni on safety and heal th spec i al i st. Both groups of cashiers w i l l  be 

compared to a control group of supermarket workers who are not 

exposed to ergonomic stressors and primari ly provide customer 

assistance. 

Each of the three groups in the study wi 1 1  i ncl ude 

approximately 200 workers . The epidemiol og ical assessment wi l l  

i ncl ude a questi onnai re which assesses muscul oskel etal di scomfort, 

documents work h i story, and apprai ses potent i al confounders 

i ncl uding hobbies ,  medi cal cond it i ons and second jobs . A 

standard i zed muscul oskel etal examination wi l l  be conducted on al l 

part i c i pants and a sample  of symptomati c  and asymptomat i c  workers 

wi l l  have nerve conducti on vel oci ty testing .  Job stress factors 

wi l l  be measured uti l i z i ng scal es from the NIOSH Generic Job Stress 

Questi onnaire as wel l  as other standardized assessment i nstruments. 

These factors i ncl ude excess i ve repet i t i ve work l oad, l ow dec i s i on 

l ati tude , conti nuous i nterpersonal i nteracti ons,  t ime pressures and 

vari ance i n  workl oad. 

Ergonomic eval uat ion wi l l  quanti fy job repeti t i veness and 

awkward postures and estimate force . Si nee the number of i tems 

processed by each cashier does not vary s i gn i fi cantly between 

checkstand des igns , thi s study should hel p to determi ne the rel at i ve 

importance of improving workstat i on desi gn whi l e  mai ntain i ng a 

rel ati vely h i gh repeti t i on rate . I nteracti on between psychol ogi cal 

and ergonomic stresses wi l l  al so be assessed s i nce many of the work 

stress factors , such as t ime pressures , may contribute to awkward 

postures . 
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