
 

The truth behind handshake-sniffing may
bum you out

March 9 2015, by S Craig Roberts

  
 

  

“Lovely day for it.” “Woof yes!” Credit: Craig Roberts

As we all know, a firm handshake is important in making a good first
impression. It's a sure sign of physical strength and, rightly or wrongly,
we use it make all manner of judgements about character, personality
and sincerity.
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New research now suggests that we take away much more than this –
quite literally – because shaking hands may also be a way that we smell
each other. As you may have read elsewhere, an Israeli team published a
paper that showed that handshakes transfer aromatic compounds thought
to be involved in social assessment – that is, making judgements about
someone else by virtue of how they smell.

They analysed the chemical compounds present on clean surgical gloves
and those that had been worn during a single handshake with the bare
hands of ten volunteers. A range of chemical compounds were
transferred, including some involved in animal interactions or already
known to occur in human skin secretions.

So handshakes transfer smelly compounds. And how often we smell our
hands following a handshake depends on who we greet. By secretly
filming 150 participants, the researchers found that both men and
women spent more time smelling the hand they used in the handshake
when they greeted someone of the same gender. When they greeted a
member of the opposite sex, they spent more time smelling their non-
shaking hand.

Smell and social interaction

These new results add to accumulating evidence that our sense of smell
plays an important part in social interactions. We can detect whether
someone is sick or healthy through their body odour, or whether they are
fearful, for example. Women place particular value on smell when
judging suitability of potential partners, and prefer armpit odour of men
who, among other qualities, are more genetically compatible or socially
dominant.
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http://medicalxpress.com/news/2015-03-people-handshakes.html
https://phys.org/tags/shaking+hands/
http://elifesciences.org/content/4/e05154
http://elifesciences.org/content/4/e05154
https://phys.org/tags/chemical+compounds/
https://phys.org/tags/handshake/
http://pss.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/01/21/0956797613515681.abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12011790
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191886908002250
https://phys.org/tags/potential+partners/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306453008002667
http://rsbl.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/1/3/256
http://rsbl.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/1/3/256


 

  

‘Don’t forget to sniff!’ Credit: Isa Sorensen, CC BY-SA

In turn, men find women's armpit odour more attractive when women
are close to ovulation and exposure to vulvar scents collected around
ovulation increases their testosterone levels, suggesting that scent might 
prime men for competition over a fertile woman. Interestingly, women
respond to fertile odour in just the same way, suggesting they are also
sensitive to smells of potential competitors.

So what exactly might we be assessing when we check out hand odour,
and what might we use that information for?

Smell is usually thought to be important in sex and attraction, so it was
surprising that sniffing of the shaking hand increased the most after
greeting someone of the same sex. The researchers suggested that this
could be a way to assess the competition (though they admit they did not
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http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1439-0310.2006.01125.x/abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3809382/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090513813000731


 

ask about sexual orientation of the participants).

That would not completely rule out using hands to sniff out potential
partners. Reactions to smells can change depending on context, so
perhaps people increase focus on the opposite sex in more socially
relevant settings, or if they are single and searching for someone special.

  
 

  

Bad plan? Credit: okili77
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But it's not about the hands

One problem with all this is that it remains unclear whether there is some
particular communicatory value in the smell of a hand. So far as we
know, there are no special secretory glands that are unique to the hand –
the compounds present on hands are likely to be much the same as those
that occur on many other parts of the body.

Yet we do use our hands to touch other parts of our body which produce
specific and localised odours, including our lips, hair and, of course,
more intimate areas. The researchers did not provide evidence that these
are the source of some of the transferred smell compounds, but it seems
plausible. Indeed, studies aiming to promote handwashing report all
kinds of bodily traces, including faecal bacteria, on hands of ordinary
people on the street.

This could provide the key to understanding hand-smelling. A simple
handshake is a world away from the greeting ceremonies of other
mammals. They are unconstrained by the social niceties of observing
personal space and partake in abundant close-up sniffing, very often in
the ano-genital area.

We simply don't get to do this until we enter an intimate sexual
relationship. But because hands wander, they pick up these more
intimate odours and make them accessible in a socially acceptable way.
In other words, offering a handshake could just be a polite and modern
version of inviting someone to "sniff my butt".

This story is published courtesy of The Conversation (under Creative
Commons-Attribution/No derivatives).

Source: The Conversation
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-19834975
http://theconversation.edu.au/
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