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Odor representations in the
mammalian olfactory bulb
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A first key step in studying a sensory modality is to define how the brain represents
the features of the sensory stimulus. This has proven to be a challenge in olfaction,
where even the stimulus features have been a matter of considerable debate.
In this review, we focus on olfactory representations in the first stage of the
olfactory pathway, the olfactory bulb (OB). We examine the diverging viewpoints
on spatially organized versus distributed representations. We then consider how
odor sampling through respiration is a key part of the odorant code. Finally, we ask
how the bulb handles the challenging task of representing mixtures. We suggest
that current evidence points toward a representation that is spatially organized at
the inputs but later distributed, with the spatial organization not being used for
much computation. Nevertheless, this is a simple representation that effectively
represents multiple individual odorants, as well as odor mixtures.  2010 John Wiley
& Sons, Inc. WIREs Syst Biol Med

We approach the issue of odor representations
in the olfactory bulb (OB) of mammals by

asking the question: what are the essential variables
of the stimulus that the OB needs to represent?
We consider two key variables: odor identity and
intensity. We make a special mention of representation
of odor mixtures, as mixtures have a particularly
interesting role in olfaction. We will discuss how the
OB appears to represent this information using spatial
and temporal coding. We shall focus on mammalian
systems and will not discuss in detail work done on
non-mammalian vertebrates1 and insects.2

In its broadest definition, spatial coding can be
thought of as the rule that the location of a cell (or
synapse) determines what it means to downstream
cells, so neural activity in a specific region or groups
of regions will describe a stimulus. Similarly, temporal
coding can be thought of as the rule that the
pattern of spiking of a cell over time is what is
important to downstream cells. Though the two are
often combined to give spatiotemporal coding, the
spatial and temporal aspects can often be described
separately.

We propose that the apparent strong spatial
coding in the OB is primarily a feature of input
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representations, is dispensed with in subsequent
stages, and may not be a computational feature of the
OB. We also suggest that the OB has made a virtue
of the physiological necessity of intermittent sampling
coupled to respiration and utilizes respiration phase
as a key attribute in feature encoding. In our view, a
key challenge for the field is to condense these diverse
aspects of representation at the input and output
stages of the OB into a compact model of olfactory
feature encoding and its transformation. The outlines
of such a model are beginning to form and stand in
sharp counterpoint to the pervasive topographic and
rate-coding view of sensory coding that has come from
the visual system.

SPATIAL MAPS OF ODOR IDENTITY
AND INTENSITY
The first stage of odor identity coding in the
OB rides on the back of the spectacularly well-
organized projections from distinct olfactory receptor
neuron subtypes in the olfactory epithelium to the
OB (Figure 1).3 There is a nearly ideal one-to-two
mapping between ∼1200 olfactory receptor neuron
subtypes, each expressing a molecularly distinct
receptor protein, to the ∼2400 glomeruli in the rat or
mouse. The confounding factor in this elegant picture
is that receptor neurons have a broad selectivity which
is often difficult to predict.4 Nevertheless, this precise
map leads to spatial organization in bulbar input
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FIGURE 1 | Schematic of the circuitry of the olfactory bulb and its
inputs. Olfactory sensory neurons expressing the same receptor type
converge onto one or two distinct glomeruli with a convergence ratio
exceeding 5000:1. Mitral/tufted (M/T) cells, which are the principal
output neurons of the bulb, send a primary dendrite to one glomerulus.
M/T cells excite granule cells and receive reciprocal inhibition, through
dendrodendritic synapses on their secondary dendrites. The axons of
M/T cells project to other brain regions through the lateral olfactory
tract.

(glomerular) responses, which have been studied for
several decades.

Conversely, at the M/T cell layer, there have
been fewer studies looking at the spatial maps and a
much larger number looking at temporal aspects of
coding.

Glomerular layer
From a functional viewpoint, the most critical piece
of information that the OB represents is simply
odor identity. Intensity and mixture identification
may, in fact, be considered as variations on this
primary function. The mapping of odor identity into
spatial patterns of activity on the glomerular layer
of the rodent OB began to be uncovered by early
electrophysiological work by Leveteau and MacLeod.
They proposed ‘the hypothesis that the 100-million-
point olfactory pattern in the mucosa is converted
to a homologous pattern of only 2000 points at the
glomerular level, which is the real base for central
integration.’5 Direct data on this hypothesis came
when these patterns of activity were directly imaged,
initially using metabolic labeling in the form of the
2-deoxyglucose (2-DG) method.

These early 2-DG studies6–9 established the
most essential facts regarding these glomerular maps
(Figure 2):

1. An odor elicits activity in a specific group of
glomeruli across the surface of the bulb, forming
a punctate pattern.

2. Different odors evoke different patterns.

3. These patterns are bilaterally symmetric and
very similar across animals for any given odor.

4. Increasing the concentration of an odor increases
the intensity of activation of glomeruli and also
recruits more glomeruli which were not active
at lower concentrations.

Since these early studies, this region has
been studied in great detail with a wide variety
of other imaging techniques. These have utilized
intrinsic signals,10–14 Ca2+ sensitive dyes,15,16 high
resolution functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging,17

voltage-sensitive dyes (VSDs),18,19 immediate early
gene expression,20–22 phosphorylated extracellular
signal-related kinase expression,23 and pH sensitive
genetically encoded dyes.24 Despite this explosion of
techniques to study spatial patterns of bulbar activity,
they have largely served to reinforce the original facts
established by the early 2-DG work.

These spatial recordings have posed a still
unresolved question about glomerular coding for odor
intensity: Is recruitment of additional glomeruli25 the
result of nonspecific response or a strategy to code
intensity, or both? Psychophysical studies report that
at very high concentrations, a few odors change their
quality26 but most of them remain unchanged.27 We
speculate that part of the role of the OB is to preserve
odor identity codes at the output mitral/tufted (M/T)
cell level, despite these changes in the inputs. How this
is achieved is an interesting question addressed by a
few studies in rats27,28 and insects.29

There are two further critical aspects of odor
representations in the glomerular layer that the 2-DG
studies were inherently incapable of addressing: first,
the question of the range of responses of any given
glomerulus across stimuli, and second, the temporal
dynamics of the responses of glomeruli. We discuss
the first here and the latter in the section on Temporal
Representations of Odor Identity and Intensity.

Chemotopy
The issue of the molecular receptive range (MRR) of
glomeruli leads to a key coding issue: are glomeruli
arranged chemotopically, i.e., do similar odorants
activate glomeruli that are spatially clustered in the
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FIGURE 2 | Basic properties of
glomerular spatial maps. Schematic of
dorsal surface views of the olfactory bulb
and glomerular activation. (a) and (b)
Odorant stimuli activate bilaterally
symmetric patterns of glomerular activity,
which are spatially distinct for different
odors. (c) Increasing odor concentration
recruits more glomeruli. Schematic
representation of results from Ref. 46.
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bulb? Many studies have demonstrated chemotopy
with large, loosely defined domains.11,12,30 However,
a recent study14 which uses a larger odor set with no
a priori assumptions about structures in odor stimulus
space has shown that most of these domains are much
less well defined than believed, with only two chemical
groups showing the majority of clustering. When
analyzed from the glomerular MRR point of view,
there is only a weak trace of loose chemotopy, and
certainly no fine scale chemotopy; nearby glomeruli
are as different as far away ones. There is a suggestion
that the loose chemotopy that is observed might be
a side product of the developmental strategy used by
the OB while forming and arranging glomeruli.31

M/T cell layer
There are far fewer studies regarding spatial aspects
of coding in the M/T cell layer. Anatomical tracing
studies have suggested the continuation of glomerular
structure to this layer,32 and slice recordings show
that M/T cells connected to the same glomerulus
are more synchronous.33 Single unit recordings in
awake34 and anesthetized rats35 had suggested that
neighboring mitral cells (which are on average more
likely connected to the same glomerulus) were more
likely to have similar responses than distant cells.
Furthermore, there are conflicting reports on whether
the glomerular odor-specific activity maps continue
through to deeper cell layers. One study using
2-DG36 suggests that mitral cell maps do exist,
another using c-fos mapping shows patterns in the

granule cell layer that are much broader than the
glomerular maps,21 and yet another study shows that
c-Jun expression is homogenous throughout the M/T
and granule cell layers, regardless of the odor.22

However, there is one study which has used
single unit recordings (thus high spatial resolution),
well controlled odor stimuli and has also analyzed
responses in the context of their temporal patterns.37

This study shows that neighboring M/T cells are very
dissimilar in their responses to the same odors and
show no signs of any chemotopic map.

Interestingly, a recent study using calcium
imaging at single cell resolution has shown that even
in the piriform cortex, there is no indication of spatial
organization of odorant responses or chemotopy.38

In summary, the information available so far
suggests that the striking anatomical organization
of glomerular projections is already diluted when it
comes to activity-based chemotopic maps, and the
spatial patterns that are observed at the inputs seem
to be discarded by the time the information leaves the
OB. A spatial code exists in the simplest sense of dis-
tinct spatial activation for different odors but without
any further topographic organization (however, for a
contrasting viewpoint see Ref 30). Thus, the elaborate
spatial organization of the anatomy and physiology of
the inputs to the OB may primarily serve the purpose
of convergence and amplification of olfactory sensory
neuron signals.39 In this scenario, interglomerular
circuitry still plays an important role, but it may
be used for computations such as nonspecific gain
control40 instead of feature sharpening.41

 2010 John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



Focus Article www.wiley.com/wires/sysbio

(a) (b)

Air

Odor A

Odor B

Respiration phase

Odor BOdor A

Odor A
Odor B

High

F
iri

ng
 r

at
e

F
iri

ng
 r

at
e 

(o
do

r-
ai

r)

∆F
/F

∆F
/F

F
iri

ng
 r

at
e 

(o
do

r-
ai

r)

Conc.

Low

High

Conc.

Low

(c)

(d)

FIGURE 3 | Temporal properties of
glomerular and M/T cell responses. (a) The same
glomerulus can respond differently to different
odors (blue and green) (b) A mitral cell responds
to air alone with some respiration tuning
patterns and the same M/T cell can respond with
different respiration tuning patterns for different
odors. (c) Increasing the odor concentration can
change glomerular responses by decreasing
latency and increasing amplitude of responses.
(d) M/T cells respond to increases in odor
concentration by increasing only the amplitude
of the respiration tuning curve after subtracting
the air tuning. Black horizontal bars represent
5-s odor stimuli. ((a) and (c) adapted with
permission from Ref 53. Copyright 2004 PNAS.
(b) and (d) adapted with permission from Ref 57.
Copyright 2008 Neuron).

TEMPORAL REPRESENTATIONS OF
ODOR IDENTITY AND INTENSITY
We now turn to aspects of temporal coding of odor
features. Though there are many studies of local
field potentials in the OB,42,43 we shall only discuss
temporal studies of glomerular responses and studies
which have recorded spiking of individual neurons.
We also do not discuss the vast literature on temporal
coding in insects and zebra fish but instead direct the
reader to the following reviews.2,44

One key observation is that rodents can perform
odor-based tasks in only a single sniff. This implies
that natural odor processing can be complete in
under 150 ms.45–48 Most anesthetized studies fail
to resolve events on these timescales, and this is a
concern in interpreting their findings. The details of the
differences between anesthetized and awake temporal
dynamics are only partially understood49 and will be
valuable for a better understanding of coding in these
regions.

Glomerular layer
High-temporal resolution VSD recordings were first
carried out in the salamander.19 The earliest studies in

rodents also used VSDs.18,50 Later, calcium dyes were
used to image these dynamics in awake animals.51

These studies showed that spatiotemporal patterns
emerge on the timescale of tens of milliseconds, and
that there is a variety of temporal properties in the
glomerular responses to different odors. These include
differences across glomeruli in modulation of latency,
rise time, and modulation by sniffing across different
stimuli. The effect of increasing concentration is to
decrease the rise times and latency in anesthetized
rodents,18 and it has a modest effect in awake
rats.52 Not surprisingly, in all studies with sufficient
temporal resolution, glomerular activity was found to
be coupled to the respiratory rhythm.18,51,52

Heterogeneity of temporal properties is not the
same as the presence of a temporal code. These tem-
poral properties should vary systematically, different
for different odors and concentrations. A study in
anesthetized mice which observed responses of single
glomeruli to different odors at varying concentra-
tions found that an individual glomerulus responds
with different temporal properties across stimuli
(Figure 3).53 It thus appears that there are indeed
indications of a temporal code in the glomerular
layer.
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M/T cell layer
Right from the early studies of spiking patterns of
M/T cells in mammals,54,55 it has been recognized
that these cells may use a temporal code. M/T cells
respond to odors with a time varying and reproducible
firing rate profile, which is usually patterned over the
respiration cycle. Interestingly, the baseline response
to air alone is also patterned at both glomerular18,52

and M/T cell level,34,56–58 and it is often this
patterning over a respiration cycle, or ‘respiration
tuning’, that changes on presentation of an odor,
without necessarily a change in average firing rate
(Figure 3).34,57,58 Furthermore, even at the population
level, ensembles of M/T cells have been shown to
contain information at multiple timescales.58

Odor intensity has been observed to have a
graded effect on mitral cell temporal activity.55,59

However, the natures of the changes reported have
differed widely, from changing drastically55 to chang-
ing modestly59 to remaining largely stable across
concentrations.60 Some of these differences may be
explained by the differences in preparations (tra-
cheotomized versus freely breathing, and different
anesthetics used), odor concentration regimes used,
and the inherently problematic nature of analyz-
ing amplitudes of a temporally patterned signal.54

However, a unified model described below incorpo-
rates much of this variety of responses into a single
explanation.57

ODOR MIXTURES
Odor mixtures pose a strong test for theories of
odor representation. In principle, the system must
simultaneously encode multiple odor identities as well
as the proportions in which odor components are
present. Many natural olfaction tasks are based on
analyzing mixtures in a certain context. Two broad
types of mixture processing tasks exist. First, odor
segmentation, i.e., breaking a complex odorant into
its components, or determining that a specific odor
is present in a mixture. Second, odor synthesis, i.e.,
grouping different odors which occur together into a
unitary percept. Another aspect of the same property
is performing odor generalization or pattern comple-
tion, i.e., classifying two similar odor mixtures as the
same despite a difference. To address these questions,
one must ask: what is the representation of an odor
mixture in relation to the representation of its compo-
nents? Surprisingly, both at a spatial and at a temporal
level, there is evidence that the representation of a
mixture in the OB is simply the sum of its components.

At the glomerular level, this has been analyzed
by intrinsic imaging studies in mice10,61 and calcium

imaging in zebra fish.62 These studies have shown
that both simple binary mixtures and complex natural
mixtures are represented as a topographic sum of
the responses of the individual components. Thus,
it appears that at the level of input to the OB, there
are no significant mixture interactions. While this is
suggestive, there are as yet no direct studies on topo-
graphical summation of mixtures at the M/T level.
This would require massively parallel recordings from
the M/T layer63 or calcium imaging over large areas.38

The temporal aspects of mixture processing
have been studied primarily at the M/T cell level.
A number of studies have addressed the question in
animals which do not have respiration-based odor
sampling.62,64,65 These studies either do not find
any way to predict the response of a mixture given
the responses of the components, or find one or the
other component dominating, or simply find cases
where components and mixture all have the same
responses. We are aware of two studies which address
the question in the context of respiration tuning.57,66

In the study by Giraudet et al.,66 M/T responses to a
mixture mostly appeared either identical to one of the
two components or were unpredictable. However,
Khan et al.57 provided evidence for a model that can
predict the details of a response to a mixture from the
responses to the components.

In this model, an odor response is obtained if one
takes the respiration tuning curve (firing rate profile
over a respiration cycle) of a cell in response to pure
air and subtracts it from the same curve in response
to an odor. The resulting tuning curves seem to be the
key property representing odor identity. They scale
in amplitude with odor concentration. Furthermore,
if the tuning curves for two component odors are
determined, the response to the mixture is predicted
by a concentration-weighted sum of the two odor
tuning curves (Figure 4).

This is a phenomenological model and not
a mechanistic one. There are many important
mechanistic models of the vertebrate OB and insect
antennal lobe67–73 (for a review see Ref 74). It will
be interesting to see how these models incorporate
findings from recent studies such as this and others
regarding odor mixtures.64,75

CONCLUSION
Unlike vision, the field of olfaction has struggled with
defining the representation of this complex, multidi-
mensional sensory modality even at the receptor and
first neuronal processing stages. We suggest that the
outlines of a general olfactory representation model
are now emerging and are surprisingly simple. We
propose that odor representations in the bulb are
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FIGURE 4 | Representation of mixtures.
(a) Schematics of dorsal surface views of
glomerular activity for odor A, odor B, and for a
mixture of A and B. At the level of glomerular
spatial maps, the representation of a mixture is
very close to the topographic sum of the
representations of the components. (b) M/T cell
respiration tuning patterns for two odors sum
linearly to give the response of the mixture. The
mixture response is shown overlaid with the
component responses on the right. ((b) adapted
with permission from Ref 57. Copyright 2008
Neuron).
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spatially distributed in the output layer, are tempo-
rally tuned with respect to respiration, and sum and
scale linearly. Such a model raises several interest-
ing further questions for the field. First, what is the
exact mechanism of creating these odor representa-
tions in the OB? This mechanism should be able to
account for the above mentioned effects of chang-
ing concentration and mixtures. Second, how might
these properties of odor representations feed into later
stages of olfactory processing and possibly the higher
order computational tasks of stimulus synthesis and
segmentation?76 Third, how might this linear code
work with the issues of receptor turnover and stim-
ulus variability? Fourth, if recordings are done from

large numbers of widely distributed individual cells,
will there be patterns which emerge across cells, which
provide a further level of encoding?

In this review, we have taken a strongly model-
driven viewpoint of representation: can one quantita-
tively and concisely map odorant stimuli into activity
patterns in the bulb? We argue that many lines of
study converge to suggest that such a representation
does exist. We assert that a predictive, mechanistic,
and quantitative model of olfactory coding will be
of great importance in providing a conceptual frame-
work for early olfactory processing and will strengthen
the hypotheses one can make about olfactory process-
ing through higher centers.
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