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Episode 4: The Switch Journey


This episode follows one man from his first can of body spray to the day he decides whether natural deodorant works for him, and it stops at every product he tries along the way. The pattern matters more than any single step, because each product in the sequence half works: it solves one part of the problem the man has, fails at another part he did not know existed, and leaves him with a belief that makes the next attempt harder. By the end you should be able to hear a single review and place the writer on this path within a sentence. The same path, with different products, applies to many women, and where the Doe buyer’s version differs we will say so.

Our evidence for the path is a set of one thousand two hundred and ninety first-person switch stories coded from the men’s natural deodorant corpus we built for Jack Henry and reused for Out There, together with the review, Reddit, YouTube and TikTok pulls made for Out There in October 2026. Three paths account for most of the stories. The first and largest, two hundred and sixty-nine stories, runs from antiperspirant or a drugstore stick to a natural stick. The second, one hundred and eighty-five stories, is a natural stick that failed on odor and was replaced by another brand or by antiperspirant again. The third, one hundred and seven stories, is a natural stick that caused a rash and was replaced by a formula without baking soda.




Step one: the teenage kit

The man’s history starts at puberty, when his apocrine glands switch on and someone hands him a stick of Degree, Old Spice or Right Guard, often with a can of Axe for good measure. This kit works well at what it does. The antiperspirant plugs the ducts, keeps him dry, and, as a side effect, cuts the bacterial population sharply. The study by Troccaz that we met in episode two found about fifty times more bacteria in the armpits of people who used no antiperspirant than in those who did. The body spray adds a loud scent on top. In our corpus, the teen and first-deodorant markers appear on two thousand nine hundred and three items, and the complaint that drugstore scent smells cheap, loud or like a teenager appears on one thousand nine hundred and fourteen.

The kit half works because it controls wetness and odor while teaching the man two beliefs that will hurt him later. The first is that being dry and smelling fine are the same thing, since the product that kept him dry also kept him from smelling. The second is that a strong scent is the sign of a strong deodorant, because the kit always smelled loud.




Step two: the reason to switch

Most men do not switch for one reason. In the two hundred and sixty-nine path-one stories, the triggers they named were a rash in fifty-one cases, odor that the antiperspirant was no longer handling in thirty-five, aluminum and health in twenty-eight, and stains in twenty-four. Around those named triggers sit softer pressures. The partner marker appears on one thousand and fifty-one items in our corpus, and a YouTube commenter put the common version plainly: “My wife really wanted me to stop using aluminum spray deodorant and I’ve had such hard time with finding a good natural deodorant that had a long lasting scent.” The man may also be moving up from drugstore scents to something that smells more like a cologne, the motive we met in episode one.

He then types what the market types. Google and Amazon autocomplete returned six hundred and forty-one and two hundred and thirty-five suggestions around switching and aluminum-free in our pull, and one string comes up again and again: aluminum free deodorant that actually works. The phrase actually works already contains the doubt. He has heard that natural deodorant fails, and he is looking for the exception.




Step three: the first natural stick and the first two weeks

He buys a natural stick, usually Native, which is the brand named most often in the stories, or Dr. Squatch, Old Spice’s aluminum-free line, Tom’s of Maine or a store brand. For a large share of men this first week goes badly, and how it goes badly is the most important thing in the whole men’s market.

Two things happen when an antiperspirant user stops. The first is that the sweat comes back. The aluminum plugs clear over a few days, and a man who has been dry for ten years suddenly feels wet, which he reads as sweating more. In our corpus the claim that natural deodorant makes you sweat more appears on six hundred and fifty-eight items. His body is producing the normal amount of sweat, and he is feeling it for the first time since he was thirteen.

The second is that the bacteria grow back. The best measurement of this comes from a 2016 study by Julie Urban and colleagues at North Carolina State University, published in the journal PeerJ. They followed seventeen people over eight days: seven habitual antiperspirant users, five deodorant users and five people who used nothing. Everyone stopped using any product from day two to day six. In the antiperspirant users, the culturable bacteria rose steadily over days two to five, from about one hundred to about nine hundred colony-forming units per square centimetre, toward the levels seen in non-users. When the antiperspirant went back on, the count fell about tenfold the next day. The make-up of the community changed too. Antiperspirant users who paused were dominated by Staphylococcus, while long-term non-users were dominated by Corynebacterium. The authors wrote that the alteration of the underarm habitat lasts multiple days after stopping product use.

A 2014 study by Chris Callewaert in Ghent adds the longer view. Nine people stopped using any product for a month, and their armpit communities shifted each time their habits changed, then settled into a new stable community. The study was small, and the authors called the results initial, but they fit Urban’s picture: stopping antiperspirant sets off a period in which the bacterial population rebuilds and reorganises.

Put the two together and you have a mechanical explanation for the bad first weeks. The man’s armpit goes from a low bacterial count under aluminum to a fast-growing, reorganising population with plenty of sweat to feed on, and his new natural stick, which mostly absorbs or neutralises odor molecules after they form, falls behind. He smells by lunch, sometimes by mid-morning. One honest caveat belongs here, and you should keep it in mind when you use this argument: no published study has scored odor day by day through a switch from antiperspirant to an aluminum-free deodorant. The bacterial regrowth is measured, the odor in that window is inferred from it, and the inference is strong but not proven.




Step four: the detox story

At this point the man goes looking for an explanation, and the category hands him one. Brands that sell the switch tell buyers there is a transition period. Schmidt’s has said it could last a couple of days or a few weeks, Native has said up to two weeks as the plugs wash out, and smaller brands publish stages of detox, some with charts. The word detox suggests the body is clearing out toxins that the antiperspirant trapped, which, as we saw in episode two, has no physical basis. On TikTok the hashtag armpit detox carries videos of clay and apple cider vinegar masks, and our pull gathered three hundred and fifty-five comments under it.

The detox story spread widely because it is useful to the seller and comforting to the buyer. It turns the brand’s failure into the buyer’s process, it tells him the smell means the product is working, and it gives him a reason to keep buying through the worst weeks. In our coded corpus the belief that the detox period is real is held two hundred and seventy-six times against fifty-three rejections, and in a male voice it is held forty-seven times against none. A vocal minority knows better. One Reddit commenter in r/hygiene wrote, “The whole ‘detox’ is a home crafter myth.”

The detox story half works too. It keeps some men going long enough for the bacterial population to settle, and some of them come out the other side saying it worked. In the path-one stories the first consequence was it worked one hundred and forty-one times and a detox period forty-five times. It also sets a trap, because a man who believes the smell is toxins leaving has no reason to change anything about what he is doing, so he does nothing to manage the bacteria during the window, and if he cannot stand it he quits with the conclusion that natural deodorant cannot handle him. The buyer quotes from that moment are vivid. One wrote on Reddit, “Takes a month or two of stinking to detox from it.” Another wrote, “I thought I was imagining, but Native made me smell worse.”




Step five: the baking soda rash

Many first-wave natural sticks used baking soda, sodium bicarbonate, as their main odor fighter, and for good chemical reason. Baking soda is alkaline, with a pH of about eight point three in solution, and it neutralises the acids that carry the sour part of armpit odor. Church and Dwight’s patent for its baking soda deodorant uses about three and a half to four and a half percent. It works on odor, which is why it became the standard.

The problem is the skin it sits on. Healthy skin surface averages a pH of about four point seven, a study of three hundred and thirty people found, and the armpit sits higher, around six point one to six point five. Baking soda dissolves easily in sweat, so in a closed, warm fold it becomes an alkaline film on skin that prefers to be acidic. If the man shaves, the skin is already inflamed: a 2020 study by Evans and colleagues at Unilever found that shaving, plucking and waxing all raised redness, dryness and inflammatory signals in the armpit after a single session. The result for many people is irritant dermatitis, a red, itchy, sometimes peeling rash, and for people with darker skin it can leave a dark mark, which is where the Doe story begins.

There is no published trial or case series measuring how often baking soda deodorant causes a rash, and the figure of twenty to thirty percent that circulates online has no primary source. What we have is a large and consistent body of buyer reports. The belief that baking soda causes the rash is held three hundred and forty-seven times against sixty-nine rejections in our coded corpus, although only fifteen of those holders write in a male voice, which tells you this is mostly a women’s complaint. The rash and irritation markers sit on eleven thousand five hundred and ninety-seven items in the wider corpus. The rash also arrives on the same schedule as the detox story, in the first two weeks, so many people read it as part of the detox and keep going until it hurts. One Reddit post title says, “Using baking soda instead of deodorant - works great, but now I have rashes and itchy skin.” Another says, “Baking soda causes me rashes. I need something that will keep up in 90 degree humid weather.”




Step six: the spray and the burn

The man who escapes baking soda often moves to a spray, and many aluminum-free sprays use alcohol as the base. Alcohol does real work against odor, and in 1983 trials by Baxter and Reed, ethanol at sixty and ninety-nine percent cut armpit odor as judged by a trained panel for up to twenty-four hours, because it kills bacteria on contact. On freshly shaved skin, though, it burns. A 2002 study by Trevisani and colleagues in Nature Neuroscience showed that ethanol lowers the temperature at which the skin’s heat-pain receptor, called TRPV1, fires, from about forty-two degrees Celsius to about thirty-four, which is below the temperature of a warm armpit. On shaved, inflamed skin, alcohol can make body heat feel like a burn. A 2007 study found that alcohol on skin mostly stings rather than damages the barrier, so the burn is mainly a nerve signal.

The market data on this burn is consistent. In Native’s spray reviews, the largest aluminum-free spray review set we pulled, one hundred and thirty-two of six hundred and two one- and two-star reviews mention burning or stinging. One reviewer wrote, “Definitely don’t apply after shaving your arm pits, it burns so bad!” Another wrote, “I just sprayed this for the first time and it’s literally burning me.” Dove understood this early and runs zero percent alcohol in its aluminum-free advertising.




Step seven: back to antiperspirant, or onward

At this point the path forks. Some men find a stick and a routine that work and stay, and those are the natural converts who reject the claim that natural deodorant does not work: one thousand one hundred and thirty-two rejections against eight hundred and ninety-eight who hold it in the coded set. The other branch goes back. The went-back marker appears on three hundred and forty-one items, and the second switch path, a natural stick that failed on odor followed by another brand or antiperspirant, holds one hundred and eighty-five stories. One man on Reddit summed up a whole journey in a sentence: “I liked Mando but it broke me out so I went back to Degree lol.” Men lean toward giving up, and among male voices the belief that natural deodorant does not work is held two hundred and seventy-three times and rejected one hundred and ninety-nine, the reverse of the corpus as a whole.




The complaint that natural stopped working

Even the men who make it through often hit a final complaint months later: the deodorant that worked has stopped working. One Reddit poster in r/NaturalBeauty wrote, “Nuud changed the game, for a year I didn’t once smell my own BO. But, it’s not the same anymore.” Another posted a thread titled “Stopped Working 2 Months Later” about the brand Curie. In our coded corpus the belief that deodorant stops working over time, so you should rotate brands, is held one hundred and fifty times against five.

The evidence for this belief is thin. There is no published study showing that armpit bacteria build resistance or tolerance to a deodorant in the way bacteria build resistance to antibiotics. The physician Nikola Djordjevic told MEL Magazine that nobody has proven the body can adjust to a deodorant over time, and the dermatologist Viseslav Tonkovic-Capin said he prefers people stay with the same deodorant, because switching often raises the risk of an allergy. The explanations experts offer are ordinary ones: a change in hormones or stress, heavier sweating in a hot season, product building up on the skin and hair, a quiet reformulation, and irritation. There is one more explanation that almost nobody mentions, and it is the subject of episode six: the nose adapts to a scent it smells every day, so a man may stop noticing the deodorant’s fragrance and conclude it has stopped working while the people near him notice something different.




How the women’s journey differs

Women walk a similar path with three differences that matter to Doe. They start earlier and shave more often, so they meet the shaving and irritation step younger and more frequently. Their armpits lean toward the Staphylococcus type and make relatively less of the pungent acid, so the switch window is often milder for odor. And when the skin is irritated, especially in darker skin, the result can be a dark mark that outlasts the rash by months. In the Doe corpus, women describe exactly this sequence. One wrote, “More recently, I switched to native, but the bicarb has dried out my pits and they’re back to looking terrible.” Another wrote, “Natural deodorants ruined my armpits.” That is where a smell product starts to become a skin product, and why Doe’s buyer is so wary of anything that stings.




The path in one view

Lay the steps side by side and the shape is clear. The teenage kit works on wetness and odor while teaching that dry means fresh and loud means strong. The first natural stick works on odor molecules while the bacteria rebuild faster than it can keep up. The detox story keeps some men going and stops others from managing the window. Baking soda works on odor while irritating shaved skin. Alcohol works on bacteria while burning a fresh shave. And the man who succeeds still finds his scent fading in the afternoon. Each product solved a real piece of the problem, and each failure taught a belief that made the next step harder. In the next episode we pin down exactly where most men stall on this path and the belief that keeps them there.


