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ASTRONAUTS’ OLFACTION AND WELL-BEING IN THE CONTEXT OF DEEP SPACE MISSIONS

Abstract

By 2026, NASA plans to send astronauts to the Moon’s surface in preparation for a first expedition
to Mars (NASA, 2024). Such a journey to the Red Planet, given current technological capabilities, could
take no less than 21 months (Dobrijevic Tillman, 2024). For the women and men on the mission, this
means being confined, far from their loved ones, with no distinct view of the Earth, no rapid assistance
possible, a communications delay preventing live conversations, and no access to the various smells of the
Earth (Farrell, 2023; Rich, 2024). To make such deep space exploration possible, research, innovation and
technological development are required (ESA, 2024). Research has been conducted to understand how
astronauts’ olfactory sense is altered in space, but there is a lack of research into the long-term effects of
olfactory isolation in the context of space exploration and their effect on human well-being (Olabi et al.,
2002). The purpose of this secondary qualitative research study is to understand how prolonged olfactory
isolation can impact astronauts’ well-being and to identify possible corrective approaches for designing
an appropriate countermeasure. This research was conducted through the collection of online data, from
publicly available interviews and quotations. The results tend to show that the prolonged absence of
olfactory stimulation could have an effect on astronauts and that they might miss certain so-called natural
smells more than others. Nevertheless, it is important to remain cautious as the exact impact of olfaction
on astronauts’ general well-being cannot be measured and requires further investigation. However, these
research findings could help the development of corrective approaches, for the benefit of astronauts facing
long-term missions and people on Earth, living and working in prolonged olfactive isolation.
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