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5 Things Your Sense Of Smell Says About Your Health5 Things Your Sense Of Smell Says About Your Health
By Judy Koutsky  Jan 21, 2016

A whiff of a nice scent can instantly bring you comfort and happiness—imagine your mom's lasagna or your

favorite cinnamon candle—while unpleasant ones (like the smell of gasoline or spoiled food) quickly warn you

of danger. But what if your sniffer isn't quite up to snuff?

A change in your sense of smell doesn't simply mean missing out; it might actually signal a health problem.

There are several ways this sense might go awry: Some people smell something that isn't present

(phantosmia), and others realize that a scent they used to enjoy is no longer appealing (parosmia). But it's most

common to find that your sense of smell has diminished (hyposmia) or to lose it completely (anosmia).

TRIPOD/GETTY IMAGES
"

ADVERTISEMENT - CONTINUE READING BELOW

https://www.prevention.com/
https://join.prevention.com/pubs/HR/PRE/PRE1_Plans.jsp?cds_page_id=254760&cds_mag_code=PRE&cds_tracking_code=topnav
https://www.prevention.com/auth/csrf?action=login&return_url=https://www.prevention.com/health/a20495489/sense-of-smell-and-your-health/
https://www.prevention.com/author/211112/judy-koutsky/
https://www.prevention.com/about/a23303715/about-prevention/
https://www.prevention.com/health/a20456471/sense-of-smell/
http://www.nidcd.nih.gov/health/smelltaste/pages/smell.aspx
https://pinterest.com/pin/create/button/?url=https://www.prevention.com/health/a20495489/sense-of-smell-and-your-health/&description=5%20Things%20Your%20Sense%20Of%20Smell%20Says%20About%20Your%20Health&media=https://hips.hearstapps.com/hmg-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/images/articles/2016/01/getty-88757188-smell-tripod-opener-1518546942.jpg?resize=1600:*


6/2/21, 9:46 PMSense Of Smell And Your Health | Prevention

Page 2 of 7https://www.prevention.com/health/a20495489/sense-of-smell-and-your-health/

Any of these issues—assuming they're not fleeting, like when you have a cold—are worth mentioning to your

doctor. "Problems with smell are associated with many disorders and often show up very early in the disease

progression," says Donald A. Wilson, PhD, deputy director of the Emotional Brain Institute at the Nathan Kline

Institute for Psychiatric Research and a professor at New York University School of Medicine. Here are a few you

should know about.
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Using peanut butter, researchers at the University of Florida compared study participants' sense of smell in

their left vs. right nostrils and found that those who couldn't smell so well on the left were more likely to have

early-stage Alzheimer's.

Ileana Showalter, MD, an ear, nose and throat specialist at Mercy Medical Center in Baltimore, was not

surprised by those findings. "Decreased sense of smell is one of the earliest signs of Alzheimer's disease," she

says. She explains that this degenerative brain disease may start to impact your sense of smell even before

you'd meet the diagnostic criteria for Alzheimer's.

MORE: 7 Weird Reasons You're Gaining Weight

Parkinson's

In order to smell properly, your nose and brain must work together. High up in your nose are olfactory sensory

neurons, and whenever you get a whiff of something, these neurons send a message to your brain, where the

scent is identified. So if you can no longer smell bacon frying in the morning or car exhaust from your

neighbor's clunker, it might mean that something's going on in your brain. Parkinson's (like Alzheimer's) is a

degenerative brain disorder, so it's not surprising that it often goes hand-in-hand with a smell disorder, says

Showalter.

Hypertension

Many things can contribute to high blood pressure, and you've probably heard that eating too much salt is one

of them. While anyone can overdo it on the salt, you're more likely to use a heavy hand with the shaker if your

sense of smell is diminished, says Alan R. Hirsch, MD, a neurologist and psychiatrist who specializes in the

treatment of smell and taste loss at the Smell & Taste Research and Treatment Foundation in Chicago. "People

don't realize that 90% of taste is smell," he says, "so when they say they can't taste something, it's really their

sense of smell that's off."
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If you can't smell and taste your food very well, there's a good chance you'll end up eating too much of it

because you'll have a harder time feeling satiated, says Hirsch. Overeating, of course, makes you prone to

obesity—which is the single biggest risk factor for type 2 diabetes. (Snack AND lose weight with this box of

Prevention-approved treats from Bestowed.)

When should you be concerned?

While all of this may sound very alarming, you needn't panic if your sense of smell is slightly less sharp than it

used to be: Everyone's sense of smell diminishes a little with age, so don't assume that you're headed for

Alzheimer's or obesity. That said, you don't want to ignore an issue that could have been caught early. 

If your sense of smell has changed significantly, give it 3 months, suggests Hirsch. If you're still having

problems, talk to your doctor, who might refer you to a specialist. Showalter says you may need a nasal

endoscopy, CT scan, or MRI. But your physician might be able to figure out what's going on simply by taking a

thorough history and doing a physical exam. You might also be given an in-office test, such as the University of

Pennsylvania Smell Identification Test (UPSIT), in which you're asked to sniff many odorants and identify each

one on a multiple-choice list (there's only one correct answer).
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