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The term "Big Stink" is an idiomatic expression that is often used to describe a situation or event characterized by a significant and 
unpleasant controversy, commotion, or public outcry. It typically signifies a major scandal or controversy that attracts wide spread 
attention and generates strong negative reactions from the public, media, or authorities. While it may have a playful or informal sound, 
the "Big Stink" is a serious matter that can have far-reaching consequences. 

 

The origin of the phrase "Big Stink" can be traced back to a historical event in 1858 in London, England. During this period,  the city was 
grappling with severe sanitation problems, and the River Thames had become highly polluted due to the discharge of untreated sewage 
and industrial waste. As a result, a foul odor emanated from the river, causing significant discomfort and health concerns for the city's 
residents. 

 

The situation escalated to the point where the odor became unbearable, leading to a public outcry and demands for action. The  issue 
gained widespread attention in the media, and it became a focal point of political debates and discussions. Eventually, the "Big Stink" 
prompted the government to take action, leading to the construction of a new sewage system in London, which significantly imp roved 
public health and sanitation in the city. 

 

Today, the term "Big Stink" is used metaphorically to describe similar situations of controversy, outrage, or public uproar. It is often 
applied to situations where a major scandal or issue becomes a focal point of public discourse, often leading to demands for 
accountability, reform, or change. 

 

In contemporary contexts, a "Big Stink" can occur in various areas, including politics, business, entertainment, and social is sues. It often 
involves revelations of misconduct, corruption, or unethical behavior that shock and outrage the public. For example , a government 
scandal involving high-level officials might be referred to as a "Big Stink," as it can result in protests, investigations, and demands for 
resignations or legal action. 

 

In the corporate world, a major scandal related to a company's unethical practices, product safety issues, or financial misconduct can 
also be labeled a "Big Stink." These situations often lead to reputational damage, legal consequences, and significant financ ial losses for 
the company involved. 

 

Additionally, social and cultural controversies, such as public debates over controversial policies, social justice issues, o r cultural 
sensitivities, can also be described as a "Big Stink" when they trigger widespread public outrage and heated discussions . 

 

In summary, "Big Stink" is an idiomatic expression that originally referred to a major sanitation crisis in 19th-century London but is now 
used metaphorically to describe situations of significant controversy, scandal, or public outrage. It signifies a moment when a particular 
issue or event captures widespread attention and becomes a subject of intense public debate, often leading to demands for act ion, 
reform, or accountability. The term underscores the gravity and seriousness of the situation, despite  its somewhat informal and 
whimsical sound. 

 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. Can you think of recent examples of a "Big Stink" in the political realm where a scandal or controversy generated widespread outrage and 
demands for accountability? What were the consequences of that situation? 

2. In the corporate world, how do organizations typically respond when they find themselves at the center of a "Big Stink" involving 
allegations of unethical behavior or misconduct? What strategies can companies use to mitigate reputational damage? 

3. How does the role of social media and the 24/7 news cycle impact the spread and intensity of a "Big Stink"? Are there instances where 
these factors have amplified controversies beyond what might have occurred in the past? 

4. Can you share examples of historical "Big Stink" moments that led to significant social or policy changes? What lessons can be learned 
from these instances in terms of addressing major issues and public concerns? 

5. In today's digital age, how do individuals and organizations navigate the challenges posed by the potential for a "Big Stink" arising from 
viral social media trends or online movements? What strategies can be employed to respond effectively to such situations? 


