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Abstract 
An aromatherapy workshop for people with intellectual and development disabilities (IDD) has been 
carried out as a service learning activity involving Pharmacy Degree students. It was developed within 
the Phytotherapy subject for last year students on this degree. It is well known that essential oils promote 
health and well-being, also acting as sensory stimulants. In the activity, people with IDD smelt and tested 
different essential oils while Pharmacy students registered their emotions in relation with them. 
Pictograms were used as an effective way of communication among the different participants. Despite 
being people with IDD, most of them were able to identify the origin of the essential oils and learnt about 
this science in a new atmosphere, the university. Particularly, orange essential oil was easily identified 
by all of them (n=18). In relation with memories, many participants with IDD recalled sweet desserts 
when smelling cinnamon essential oil. Lastly, participants with IDD also prepared a body massage oil 
for self-care mixing a vegetable oil (almond oil) with a selected scent (preferred essential oil). Besides, 
Pharmacy students had the opportunity to interact with different profiles of patients at the same time that 
practiced their knowledge about Aromatherapy. They specially highlighted their training for their future 
profession and that it was a satisfactory personal experience.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Aromatherapy is a form of complementary medicine that consists of the use of essential oils in order to 
treat/prevent diseases as well as to maintain health status. Aromatic plants have been employed in 
medicines and cosmetics for thousand s of years, but the use of distilled oils dates back to the 10th 
century. Many benefits have been recognized since ancient civilizations [1].  

Essential oils are extracted from different parts of aromatic plants and contain a complex composition 
including specific volatile aromatic compounds [2]. As essential oils are lipid soluble, they can be easily 
absorbed when applied to the skin or inhaled and are eliminated via the urinary system or expired CO2, 
but there is limited information about the pharmacokinetics of many of them [3]. Nevertheless, it has 
been recognized that essential oils plays a role in improving cognitive function or patient mood [4,5]. 

The sense of smell is quite powerful and sometimes could be able to evoke memories related to previous 
experiences. By the controlled use of essential oils, aromatherapy is a way to provide sensory 
stimulation to people with learning disabilities. In fact, the scientific community support their beneficial 
effects. Moreover, smell could play a role of communication for people with limited oral expression as 
people with intellectual and development disabilities (IDD) [6]. Besides, using aromatherapy could have 
a positive impact in emotions. For example, some oils have been demonstrated to induce relaxation in 
patients with learning and sensory disorders [7]. In fact, the European Medicines Agency approved the 
use of lavender oil as a mild sedative. 

The main aim of the activity was to increase the knowledge about aromatherapy in two groups of people. 
Firstly, students of the Phytotherapy course should learn the concept and characteristics of 
aromatherapy as a form of complementary herbal medicine. Besides, these students could have a 
motivating experience with people with IDD, as potential patients for their future profession. On the other 
hand, people with IDD could know the existence of essential oils and how they are used. Furthermore, 
they enjoyed an activity in contact with university students in a scientific context and were able to choose 
their favourite aroma to prepare a body massage that they kept for their future use. All of them could 
checked how aromatherapy practice can be easily used with potential positive results. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
To begin, the lecturer explained the importance of aromatherapy as a therapeutic tool to maintain health 
and treat different types of disorders using a power point presentation. People with IDD (n=18) were 
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divided in small groups with Pharmacy students (n=10); for example, one Pharmacy student was 
responsible for two participants.  

The first activity consisted of identifying 8 different essential oils (lavender, ylang-ylang, orange, lemon, 
mint, pine, eucalyptus and cinnamon) by using the sense of smell and certain pictures that could help 
them to associate the scent with the plant of origin. 

The second activity was performed with the aim of exploring sensations and memories as well as the 
acceptability of the oil by the user. In this case a table was filled by the Pharmacy students so that all 
the information could be easily compiled (Fig. 1). 

In the third and last activity, users (people with IDD) elaborated a 2,5 % massage oil mixing 50 mL of 
vegetable almond oil with 25 drops of the favorite essential oil (except for cinnamon due to its 
dermatological toxicity). This oil was kept by all the participants for their personal use. 

 
Figure 1. Table used to explore sensations, memories and acceptability of the oils by the users. 

3 RESULTS 
As a service learning activity, results were recorded for the population who received the service as well 
as for the university students. 

3.1 People with intellectual and development disabilities 
People with IDD were asked about the identification of the different origin of the oils as well as sensations 
and memories related to them. Orange essential oil was the scent identified by all participants while 
ylang-ylang (or at least as a flowerscent) was not correctly recognized by 33% of them. 

In relation with the emotional part of the activity, all aromas were appreciated as relaxing for at least 2 
participants. Mint and cinnamon essential oils were the only ones identified as unpleasant by one 
person. Pine tree and eucalyptus essential oils were related to freshness sensations while orange and 
lemon were associated to acid ones. 

Concerning the memories of the people with IDD when smelling the different essential oils, most people 
agreed on them. The most repeated memories in relation to the aromas are shown in table 1. 
  

4567



Table 1. Memories of people with IDD in relation to different aromas. 

 Most repeated 
memories 

Number of times 
repeated 

Lavender Grass/garden/meadow 12 

Ylang-ylang Fruit 6 

Orange Fruit 9 

Lemon Juice 6 

Mint Chewing gum 9 

Pine tree Forest 8 

Eucalyptus Chewing gum 8 

Cinnamon Rice pudding 12 

Some people diverged from the most common answers due to personal experiences while others could 
not explain well what kind of memories they were feeling. 

3.2 Pharmacy students  
Pharmacy students were asked about the activity itself. Different aspects of the activity were evaluated 
by the students and they gave a punctuation between 1 to 10 and some open questions were included. 
Results of the surveys are shown in table 2. 

Table 2. Opinions of Pharmacy students about the activity. 

 Arithmetic Mean Standard deviation 

Previous information provided by lecturer 9,1 1,2 

Usefulness of the activity 8,6 2 

Organization of the activity 7,3 2,3 

I would recommend this activity 9,3 1,3 

I liked the activity 8,9 1,6 

The aspect that reached the highest punctuation was that students would recommend this activity for 
later courses. These students had previous experience with people with IDD because of another activity 
developed in a previous course. They recognized that this previous experience had been useful when 
facing this one. 

Finally, students highlighted that this activity served as a training for their future life and profession. The 
only negative aspect was that students considered that the length of time in contact with people with 
IDD had been very limited and they had been preferred to extend the activity. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
A service learning activity has been developed by Pharmacy students in relation with people with IDD. 
Aromatherapy has been the main topic of the activity. Participants with IDD could enjoy a class about 
the importance of aromatherapy after smelling different essential oils and preparing a body massage oil 
with their favourite aroma. Besides, Pharmacy students have learnt more about this tool of 
complementary medicine and had the opportunity to interact with people with IDD as potential future 
patients. 
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